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The Story So Far

Dark Lord: The Teenage Years told the story of how an evil Dark Lord was cast out of his realm and banished to modern day Earth, where he found himself trapped in the body of a teenage schoolboy. Although he tried to tell everyone he was to be called ‘Dark Lord’, the humans thought he said ‘Dirk Lloyd’ and that name stuck. Dirk was forced to go to school (School! Noooooo!) where he made some friends: Christopher, Sooz and Sal.

At first, Dirk planned to conquer our world, but soon he realized Orcs and Goblins were no match for tanks, jets and nukes. Instead, he turned his evil genius to the task of getting back home. He tried a kind of magic spell but things went badly wrong, and the school cricket pavilion was burnt down instead. That nearly did for the Dark Lord, but with the aid of Foletto the Skirrit King, he had the pavilion rebuilt.

Then his archenemy, Hasdruban the Wizard, sent the ‘White Beast’ to kill Dirk, but he managed to outwit it. Dirk needed to get back to the Darklands so he planned another great spell, but instead of sending him back, it sent his friend, Sooz, instead…




Part One:
A New World
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Prologue

‘AAAaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrrrgggggggghhhhhhh!’ Her fall seemed to go on forever through an endless gulf of space. Then, suddenly—

KER-SPLAT!!!

Sooz lay on her back, exhausted, winded, staring up at a strange reddish sky… The last thing she remembered was Dirk’s voice, hypnotically mumbling strange words as the moon’s shadow crept across the face of the sun. And then…then a burning ruby agony and a feeling of falling, falling, as if in a dream.

She coughed and turned her head. She was lying in a kind of dirty water coloured plain that stretched off into the distance. Her brow furrowed in puzzlement. The grass was the wrong shade of green. It was too dark and the sky had a reddish tinge to it. And…and…there were two moons!Two! One was a pale white, the other a diseased-looking red. How could that be?

A faint breeze blew up, ruffling her dyed black hair. Her nose wrinkled. The breeze had a strange tang to it, a scent she’d never smelt before. It was like a cross between the sea and cinnamon – a not unpleasant smell in fact, but strange, and because of that, rather disturbing.

This was all Dirk’s fault. That strange, funny kid who’d turned up at school claiming to be a Dark Lord exiled from his own lands, lands he called the Darklands. She and her friend Christopher hadn’t really believed him, but they had played along – even helping Dirk try to get back to his homeland. The first time, they’d just ended up burning down the school cricket pavilion (and she’d got the blame for it!). Then they’d tried again, with some kind of spell, but this time… What had happened this time?

Sooz sat up. Whatever the smell was, it wasn’t the smell of her land. It was the smell of a strange land, a foreign land, a land unknown. It was the smell of the Darklands…

How on earth was she going to get home?



Meanwhile,Back on Earth…

October Souls-of-the-Damned 4th

Ten thousand curses on the heads of fluffy little bunny rabbits! I cannot believe what has happened! The Ceremony of the Eclipse of the Gates of the World was supposed to send me back home, but it failed and Sooz has been exiled to the Darklands instead of me! How I fear for the safety of my little Child of the Night. No, wait… What I mean is that I hope my useful servant, Sooz, has not been damaged. That would be inconvenient.



October Souls-of-the-Damned 5th

Sooz has been reported missing. Her mum is very upset, as are quite a few people at school, in fact. I never knew Sooz was that popular.

The police interviewed me about it. They asked me all sorts of questions about Sooz such as when I saw her last, what was she wearing (as if I could remember that – Goth stuff, what else?!) and other such petty questions that vex the minds of these puny humans. Anyway, as I am such an honest and upstanding citizen I told them the actual truth – that I had cast a mighty spell, and that it had gone wrong, resulting in Sooz being transported to another plane because she was wearing my Great Ring of Power and she was now in a place called the Darklands, which is very dangerous, full of Orcs and Goblins and ravening Eagle Riders and fanatical Paladins and such like. They didn’t believe me of course. Anyway, apparently, now I have to see those feebleminded child psychos, Wings and Randle again. What a bore!

I have kept a newspaper cutting about Sooz. She would be pleased to see her photo in the paper. Or perhaps ‘chuffed’. Yes, that’s the word she would use. Chuffed. How I miss her.



Dirk sat in his room, staring glumly out of the window at a cloudy autumn sky, brow furrowed in angry thought. Next to him sat a young boy with bright blue eyes and corn yellow hair, also staring at the darkening sky. The boy seemed to radiate a kind of innocent beauty. Dirk did not. It was as if an angel and a devil were sat next to each other in quiet friendship.

Dirk heaved a sad sigh, full of frustration and despair.

‘So, what are we going to do?’ said the young boy.

‘I don’t know, Chris, I don’t know,’ said Dirk in frustrated tones. He sighed again. ‘I can’t think of anything. There is no way to get there without the ring, and that’s the end of it.’

‘But she could be in real danger. I mean really serious stuff. Not like getting an uber-detention for burning down the school pavilion or something, but real stuff, like getting chopped up by Orcs or… Or… It’s just so awful I can’t bear thinking about it!’ said Chris.

‘If only I could just talk to her, then I could help, tell her what to do, tell her how to handle things in that dread land,’ Dirk said. ‘There are great opportunities there, if you know how to take advantage of them.’
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Chris lifted up his mobile phone and gazed at it. ‘If only we could just call her. I’ve tried, but it just says, “That person’s phone has been turned off or is unavailable”.’

‘Hah, well, it would, wouldn’t it? She’s not going to get a signal in the Darklands! Well, not that kind of signal anyway.’

Dirk’s eyes narrowed and he began to stare at Chris’s phone. A maniacal gleam appeared in his eyes. Always a bad sign, Chris thought to himself, the maniacal gleam. It meant Dirk was coming up with another crazy scheme.

‘Not that kind of signal…’ Dirk muttered to himself. ‘Yes, of course!’ Dirk yelled, and he leapt to his feet, snatching Chris’s phone.

‘All I have to do is modify this device – I’m sure I can get it to transmit the right kind of signal – or more accurately, open a magical doorway between the planes through which sound can travel. We can’t travel ourselves, but sound can! Much easier.’

‘That’s great, but why does it have to be my phone? Why don’t you get your own?’ said Chris, half-pleased they might be able to help Sooz, half-worried about Dirk’s plans for his phone.

‘Pah, I’m not getting a mobile phone. Your parents – jailors more like – would use it to track me constantly, as would the High Council of the White Shields, those witless lackeys of my arch-enemy, that old fool, Hasdruban, the White Wizard!’

‘I don’t think the local council work for the White Wizard really, Dirk. Dark forces, yeah, according to Dad, but not the White Wizard. I mean you’re just being paranoid. And my mum certainly doesn’t – she’s a vicar for goodness sake!’ Chris replied.

‘All the more reason why she would be working for the White Wizard! Anyway, even if what you say is true, why take the risk? I’m a Dark Lord – I’m supposed to be paranoid. How do you think I’ve survived for this long?’ said Dirk.

‘Yeah, well, whatever, Dirk,’ said Chris. ‘The thing is, will I get my phone back?’

‘Well that depends. If my plan works, probably not, no,’ said Dirk.

‘Why, what are you going to do?’ said Chris, worried.

‘I’m going to re-engineer it. Magically enhance it.I’m going to turn it into a DarkPhone.’

‘A DarkPhone? What’s that?’ said Chris, even more worried.

‘Well, you know, an evil phone. A kind of undead phone. But first of all I need a little sliver of bone, taken from the skeleton of someone bad, like a murderer or a thief, someone like that. Preferably someone who was hanged for their crimes. Even better, hanged at midnight at a crossroads on All Souls’ Eve or Walpurgisnacht or something,’ said Dirk, as he removed the SIM card from Chris’s phone.

‘Riiiight… And where do you think we’re going to find that then?’ said Chris, shaking his head.

‘I’m not sure, but we must at least try,’ said Dirk, throwing the SIM card into the bin.

‘Oi, what are you doing?!’ protested Chris loudly.

‘You won’t be needing that any more, Christopher,’ said Dirk as he pocketed the phone. ‘From now on, this phone will run on magic. Necromantic magic. Well, as soon as we can find that bit of bone.’

Christopher stared at Dirk in irritation. Dirk just grinned back at him. Chris gave an involuntary shudder. He’d known Dirk for some time now, but that grin still sent a shiver down his spine.

Christopher didn’t really want to encourage any more of Dirk’s crazy plans, but on the other hand he was ready to do whatever it took to bring his friend Sooz back. ‘Wait a minute…’ he said.

Dirk raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t imagine for a moment that I shall be returning your phone. It’s been requisitioned for the war effort.’

‘No, no, I’ve just had an idea.’

‘Really? What?’ said Dirk.

‘Bog people,’ replied Chris.

‘Bog…what?’ said Dirk, confused. ‘Has it come to this, that you now resort to hurling insults at me? It is I that should be handing out the insults, not you!’

‘No, no. Bog people. The remains of human sacrifices. Ritually sacrificed and then thrown into peat bogs thousands of years ago. Their bodies are amazingly preserved by the peaty mud. And they were sacrificed by being strangled and then having their throats cut. Really gruesome!’ said Chris excitedly.

Dirk’s face lit up at the thought of it. ‘That is perfect! Absolutely perfect! You are a genius,Christopher, a genius. Well, obviously not compared to me, but pretty good all the same. For a human child. Anyway, where can we find one of these?’

‘There’s one in the museum at Fetbury. Fetbury Man they call him,’ said Chris.

‘Fetbury? Where’s that?’ asked Dirk. ‘And what a stupid name. You humans have such stupid names for places, really you do. Why can’t you call it Deadbury or something? You know, where the dead are buried – and rise again to serve their evil necromantic masters – hopefully me. Mwah, hah, hah!’

‘Deadbury. Right, OK. Well, Deadbury’s not far. We could get a bus or a train there, no problem,’ said Chris.

‘Excellent, we shall go this afternoon,’ said Dirk.

‘We can’t – it’s Mum’s church fête this arvo, and we have to go to that,’ said Chris.

‘Nooooooo!’ wailed Dirk.



On That Feteful Day

‘By the Nine Hells, they’re covered in slime and mud like the filth of a thousand years!’ said Dirk.

‘What, bog people you mean?’ said Christopher.

‘No, these vile human children! Look at them,’ said Dirk, gesturing imperiously with one hand.

Before them, in a large sandpit, several kids played. They were indeed rather dirty, faces smeared with chocolate, hair matted with pink candyfloss, clothes stained with fizzy drinks – and worse.

Dirk and Christopher were standing behind a makeshift stall selling homemade jams, jellies and juices. All made by Chris’s mum, the Reverend Purejoie. Several other stalls were scattered around the play area, selling similar goods. It was the church fête.

‘Bah, I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again – they’re like an unruly tribe of Goblins, the lot of them!’ said Dirk. ‘Actually, Goblins would be easier to control – an execution or two, and they’d soon be standing at attention!’

‘You can’t execute children!’ said Chris.

‘Why not?’

Chris just looked at him. Dirk raised his eyes and sighed. ‘No, I suppose not, more’s the pity.’

‘Anyway,’ said Chris. ‘What if they could? You’d be first, probably!’

‘Hah! Good point. Now, as the Mouth of Dirk and my closest counsellor, what do you think our plan should be for the assault on the Dead and Buried Museum?’

‘Assault? Come on Dirk, we can’t attack the place! Anyway, who would do it, you and me? Armed with what? Pencils and exercise books?’

Dirk narrowed his eyes. Sarcasm? Was he being mocked? He was about to admonish Christopher when he noticed something big in the sky. A large balloon, floating serenely by, with a big basket full of humans hanging below it. He gazed up, fascinated, Christopher’s disrespectful remark forgotten.

‘What makes those float, Christopher?’ he said.

‘What?’ said Chris, following Dirks’ gaze upwards. ‘Oh, hot air balloons. Helium gas I think.’

‘Helium, eh?’ said Dirk. ‘Interesting. Think of it, a few hundred of those, say, with a crew of Goblins – proper Goblins, not these puny human children. They could drop stuff – you know, like darts and bombs and stones. Make short work of Hasdruban’s Paladins, wouldn’t they! There are so many things I could do with Earth technology, if I could only get home!’

‘They’re not easy to make though,’ said Chris.

‘True, but a lot easier than one of your jet aero planes or a petrol driven tank or whatever,’ said Dirk.

Just then, their neighbour, a kindly old lady called Mrs Morris, walked past with a tray.

‘Rock cakes, delicious rock cakes, three for a pound!’ she said.

‘Rock cakes! I love rock cakes, especially hers,’ said Chris, all plans to build Goblin-crewed hot air balloons or to raid the archaeological museum in Fetbury forgotten. ‘Do you want one, Dirk?’

Dirk frowned. ‘Rock cakes? Why would I want to eat rock? Oh, wait, I get it! We use the rock cakes as projectiles to smash a window in the museum and break in that way. Or better yet, as ammunition for our Goblin battle balloons! You are clever at times Chris, really you are.’
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Chris laughed, ‘No, no, you numpty, they’re not made of rock, they’re just called that, they’re…’

Dirk suddenly interrupted him. ‘Did you just call me a numpty? What is this “numpty”?’ he said forcefully, not sure whether to be angry or not.

Chris blinked. The last thing he needed was one of Dirk’s tantrums.

‘Umm… Err, numpty is like… It’s like err…’

Dirk narrowed his eyes once more. Chris was getting really disrespectful these days. If only he could cast one of his spells – that would set him right! Nothing too harsh, mind, but still, something to remind him who was boss. Maybe the Malediction of Unmoving Obesity. If only it worked on this plane…

Chris continued with a rush, an idea popping into his mind, ‘It’s an old title from history, like Lord High Numpty. A title for foreign ambassadors and that when they visited England in the old days!’

Dirk blinked, almost convinced.

Chris went on. ‘Yeah, like a court title. Henry VIII used it on the French ambassador. No really, he did, I read it in History class. I thought you’d like the title. Lord High Numpty and that, seeing as you’re from a foreign land…’

Dirk nodded, buying into it.

‘…And deserving of respect,’ said Dirk, finishing Christopher’s sentence. Christopher nodded enthusiastically. Dirk continued. ‘OK. Lord High Numpty. Hmm, sounds good. Well, Christopher, purchase your rock cakes then. Let us see what they taste like! Crunchy I would expect, hah, hah!’

Chris turned away, a look of relief on his face. Moments later, they were both munching on a rock cake.

‘Delicious!’ said Dirk. ‘Now, back to the business of rescuing Sooz, to wit: how to get into the museum.’

‘Can’t you use the Sinister Hand?’ said Chris.

Dirk made a face. ‘I could, but it’s not a spell that you can use too often. There are risks. And I’ve already used it more than I should.’ Dirk recalled the last time he’d used the spell to detach his hand and send it wondering off on its own – to steal some report cards to give that tyrant, Headmaster Grousammer, a nasty surprise!

‘Still, it’s the easiest solution. Creep in, creep out, no problem. And we haven’t got much time. We have to think of Sooz and her situation.’

Dirk frowned in thought. Then he nodded. ‘No, Christopher, you are right; I cannot afford to be safe. We need to take some risks. Sooz is in trouble and we have to do what we have to do. I’ll do it, tonight, when you and your parents are asleep.’

‘OK, sounds like a plan. Let me know if there’s anything I can do,’ said Chris.

‘Not much, I would think, Christopher. But thanks for the offer anyway,’ said Dirk.

‘Could I have some of the homemade plum jam?’ said a voice. They looked up. A middle-aged man was standing there, pointing at a jar of jam. Beside him, little hand in his was a boy of about seven years of age.

‘I love plum jam!’ said the little boy.

Chris and Dirk stared at them for a moment, their minds still full of spells and enchantments and how they were going to steal some of the preserved remains of a two-and-a-half-thousand-year-old corpse.

Christopher nudged Dirk. ‘Hmm, what?’ said Dirk. ‘Oh! Oh, yes, of course, sir, that will be one pound fifty.’

Dirk handed over the jar. ‘All proceeds to go to charity,’ he said. But then he couldn’t help himself and added, ‘Pointlessly of course! Why give money away? Bah, use it for the greater good – well, my good at any rate. Raise an army! Conquer the world! There’ll be no need for charity when I’m in charge, oh no!’

Christopher turned away, trying not to laugh out loud whilst the man stared at Dirk as if he were mad. Then Dirk grinned up at him and he literally flinched back in horror.

Dirk blinked as the man began to hurry away. He realized he may have sounded a little…odd…so he tried to make things right.

‘Enjoy the jam, you numpty,’ he said at the top of his voice.

Several adults all turned to stare, including Mrs Purejoie. At the sight of Dirk her shoulders slumped, and she put a despairing hand to her forehead. Meanwhile Chris was doubled over with helpless laughter.

‘What?’ said Dirk. ‘What?’



October 9th Souls-of-the-Damned 9th

Last night I was woken by a strange tapping on my window. Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap. For a moment I was seized by fear – my feeble body reacting, as would that of any pitiful human child. But then I remembered who I truly was, and resolve filled my heart…

Whatever was doing the tapping, it was they that would be filled with fear, for I am the Great Dirk, Master of the Dark! So I yanked open the curtains.

And there, tapping on the windowpane with its beak was a bird. And not just any kind of bird, but a black crow. Black as blackest night. Its feathers were covered with a kind of oily sheen and its eyes glowed with a baleful red fire. How beautiful it was. At the sight of me, the bird cawed – ah what a sweet sound, that desolate cry! Echoing into the empty night like the cry of a lost soul condemned forever to wander the depths of hell itself.

I opened the window. With another desolate croak, the crow hopped inside.

And then onto my shoulder… I think I have found a new friend.



October 10th Souls-of-the-Damned 10th

I have established what the bird is. It is a Black Storm Crow, usually found only in the Darklands. But I believe I know what has happened. This bird was probably once a sparrow or a pigeon or some other lowly Earth bird but it ate of my black, oily Essence of Evil that I coughed up when I fell to Earth in that supermarket car park. The Essence obviously turned the little bird into a magnificent Storm Crow. And what would such a bird try and do? Well, find me, of course! It is drawn to me, drawn to the Dark Lord, as are all such beasts. What a stroke of luck! It could prove to be a most useful pet indeed – they make excellent messengers, amongst other things.

I must be careful though. I cannot let the Purejoies or any other adults know of its existence. They might try and take it from me.


The White Wizard, Hasdruban, sat at his great desk of living oak, staring at the painting on the wall. It was a painting of the Dark Lord of the Iron Tower of Despair, the Nameless One, the World Burner, the Sorcerer Supreme, etc and Hasdruban’s Arch Arch-Enemy. He had to be destroyed once and for all, along with all his works.

A knock at the door interrupted his flow of thought. ‘Ah, here she is,’ said the Wizard, his voice hoary with age and wisdom. ‘Enter!’

A strange apparition walked into his Inner Sanctum. She was dressed from head to foot in long, flowing white lace, an ornate headdress on her head, her face completely hidden behind a veil. Not an inch of her flesh was exposed.

 ‘Ah, the White Witch of Holy Vengeance. Welcome.’

The White Witch merely inclined her shrouded head in acknowledgment.

Hasdruban continued. ‘It seems our foe, though he has been trapped in the body of a human child and is weaker and more vulnerable than he has been in a thousand years, was still able to thwart our last attempt to destroy him – he defeated the White Beast of Retribution. This time, we must try harder.’

He paused, hoping the White Witch would speak, but she didn’t. In fact, as far as Hasdruban could recall, she had never spoken. Not a word.

 ‘So, I am sending you this time. You will masquerade as something the humans of that strange plane call a “nanny”. I believe their task is to look after other people’s children and their families. In this case, the child in question is the Nameless One himself. Though actually, he has a name over there. They call him Dirk. Dirk Lloyd.’

The White Witch stood there, silent.

Hasdruban went on. ‘You will beguile the family he lives with, the Purejoie’s – they know nothing of the viper they nurture in their midst – or rather they choose not to believe what is obvious. You will…persuade…them that they need a nanny. They will put you in charge of the Dark One. Find out what he is up to, and if you can, destroy him. But be warned! Though he has no sorcerous powers to speak of and inhabits the body of a mere child, he still has his cunning, his endless malice and his evil genius!’

The White Witch inclined her head in acknowledgement. Then she bent low, draping her long veil over her arms and began to do something under her robes.

Hasdruban raised a hairy white eyebrow. After a few seconds, she handed Hasdruban a note written on black paper in white ink. Hasdruban scanned it.

 ‘Ah, how will you get to that plane the inhabitants call Earth? Well, I have some rather special magic for that! Let me show you, my dear…’








The DarkPhone

October Souls-of-the-Damned 12th

Mwah, hah, hah!!!
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Dirk sat at his desk in his room, an open book in front of him. It was a dictionary. This is the entry Dirk was reading:



  numpty NOUN, plural – ties, informal –

  a stupid person

  Thesaurus – plonker, numbskull, fool,

  charlie, bonehead, twit, pillock, dufus,

  dweeb, lamebrain, dipstick, dimwit…



And so on.

Dirk narrowed his eyes. That Christopher, he would… What though? Dirk looked at the ceiling, various possible revenge plots and spells going through his head – the Charm of Sudden Baldness, the Cantrip of Uncontrollable Flatulence, the Hex of Hideous Hives or the Malediction of Unmoving Obesity? Oh, if only they worked here on Earth! Perhaps something different then. Hmm… Just then, there was a knock on the door.

‘Who dares disturb the Great Dirk?’ he said in his best imperial darkness voice.

‘It’s me – Christopher.’

Dirk snapped the book shut, put it in a drawer and drew out a small knife.

‘Enter,’ he said.

Chris opened the door and walked in. ‘How’s the phone coming on?’ he said.

Dirk gestured to the seat beside him, and Chris sat down. Dirk picked up a dirty brown sliver of bone, held it up to the light and began shaping it with the small knife.

‘There,’ he said. ‘A little bit of the Fetbury Bog Man. Deadbury Bog Man, I mean.’

‘Did you have trouble getting it?’ asked Christopher as he looked at the bony fragment, face wrinkled in disgust. The thing stank.

Dirk stared at Chris for a moment.

‘What?’ said Chris, brow furrowing in puzzlement.

Dirk made a decision. Payback would be delayed for now – he needed Chris onside until they had resolved the situation with Sooz. Anyway, revenge is a dish best served cold, as the saying goes.

‘No, no trouble. Straightforward enough,’ said Dirk, as if everything was perfectly fine. ‘Well, unless your name’s Alex Marshal of course, heh, heh!’

‘Who’s he?’ said Chris.

‘A security guard at the museum. He—Oh never mind, he’ll get over it… Probably.’

Chris glanced at Dirk’s left arm. There was the telltale greenish scar near the elbow where the Sinister Hand had been detached. He shuddered. He still couldn’t really get his mind around that unpleasant spell. Still wasn’t sure if it was even real. When he’d first met Dirk, he hadn’t believed any of the stuff about being a Dark Lord from another world and all that, he’d thought he was just a mad, deluded kid, and it was all a bit of fun. But after what he’d seen with the White Beast, with Sooz disappearing and all the rest, he knew it must be true. Then he shuddered again – this time because of the cold.

Dirk’s window was wide open.

‘Can we close that please? It’s freezing,’ said Chris.

‘No, I am expecting someone,’ said Dirk as he carefully inserted the sliver of bone into Christopher’s mobile phone SIM card slot. It clicked into place perfectly.

Suddenly there was a loud cry and a black flurry of feathers burst into the room. Chris leaped back in shock.

‘What the…’ he stuttered as a black crow, as black as blackest night flew in through the window and alighted gracefully on Dirk’s shoulder.

Dirk didn’t bat an eyelid and continued to work on Chris’s phone.

‘Hello, Dave,’ he said. ‘Meet Christopher.’ The Black Storm Crow cocked its head and eyed Chris with evil intent, its red eyes glowing. It lifted one claw and extended its talons in his direction.

‘Now, now Dave, Christopher is a friend. Do you understand? Friend!’ With that the crow gave a disappointed caw, and settled down on Dirk’s shoulder.

Chris just stared, gaping. Dirk looked over, a mischievous grin on his face. ‘He’s a Black Storm Crow. They are drawn to the Dark, to those such as I.’

Chris shook his head in amazement. Yet another freaky Dirk thing! And what had he called it?

‘Did you just call it Dave?’

‘Yeah! Dave. Dave the Black Storm Crow.’

Chris stared at Dirk, unsure whether this was some kind of joke or not. Dirk carried on working on the phone as if nothing unusual was going on.

‘Beautiful, isn’t he?’ he said, a little smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

Chris looked at it. A black crow. Ugly beak. Red eyes. Razor sharp, gnarled claws. Called Dave.

‘Beautiful… Riiight…’

Suddenly Dirk cried out in pain, his face a mask of agony. The crow hopped off onto the desk with a caw of alarm.

‘What is it?’ said Chris. Had the crow turned on him or something, sunk its claws into his shoulder?

Dirk was huddled over, massaging his scarred left arm. ‘It’s the Sinister Hand spell. I have used it too often and I may have caused some permanent damage – there is always a price to pay when you use dark sorcery. And this puny human child’s body is so weak…’

‘Do you want Dad to take a look at it? He is a doctor, you know,’ said Chris.

‘No, no, human medicine won’t do any good. Anyway, it doesn’t matter – it’s worth it. For Sooz. To get her back.’

‘Well, if you’re sure,’ said Chris.

‘Yes, I’m sure. It’ll get better eventually, though if I use that spell again any time soon, I risk not being able to reattach my arm. Or worse. But the important thing is that the DarkPhone has been created.’

‘Can we call Sooz then?’ said Chris.

Dirk chuckled. ‘Not yet, the DarkPhone will take time to morph into its proper form, to take on its powers. To get charged-up, I suppose you’d say.’

‘How long will that take?’ asked Chris.

‘A few days I would think,’ replied Dirk.

‘Have we got a few days?’ said Chris.

‘Possibly not. For all we know, Sooz might already be dead, but this is the best that we can do…’


My Friend’s a Huge Monster From Another World, No Really, He Is…

Sooz looked around the grey desolate emptiness of the Darklands. She frowned. She was thinking about what Dirk had told her of this place. When she’d first met Dirk she’d thought he was making it all up for a laugh – all that stuff about Dark Lords, White Wizards and spells and everything. But then she’d started to believe him. And now she knew it was true. And that made her scared. Very scared. According to Dirk, here there were Orcs and Goblins and Dragons and Nightgaunts (whatever they were) and Vampires. Sooz was a Goth girl through and through, it was true. She loved vampires and moons and black stuff and pale skin and that. But real Vampires? Actual real Vampires that lived forever and drank your blood and lived in places called Sunless Keep? No thank you!

And she was on her own. All alone, and lost. Maybe lost forever.

It was all too much for her. She put her face in her hands and sobbed. She wanted her mum.

But then Sooz felt something odd, something that felt hot against her cheek, and it wasn’t her tears. It was something on her finger. She glanced down at her hand. Dirk’s ring. It was really quite warm. And red runes writhed around it as if alive, coruscating with pent up energy! She stared at it in amazement. It began to glow with an eerie radiance, a kind of dark light. Not exactly darkness, but not exactly light either. The radiance intensified. She was bathed in it, and it made the skin on her hands glow with a perfect gothic paleness. Quickly Sooz reached into her bag and took out her compact mirror. Her eyes, hair and lips seem to shine with a purplish blackness in the bone-pale moon of her face. How beautiful she looked! Like a queen, a beautiful, magnificent Dark Queen of the Night!

‘Heh, heh,’ she chuckled to herself. Then she caught something moving in the mirror behind her. She turned – it was her shadow! And what a shadow.It was huge. And it looked like she had some kind of ornate spiked crown on her head, some kind of weapon or staff in her hand, and robes of regal majesty!

Perhaps the magical shadows revealed what the wearer would look like if they were a Dark Lord or a Dark Lady. How cool was that! Sooz jumped up and down in excitement. Her shadow responded with great, majestic leaps.

But then reality came crashing back. She wasn’t a Dark Queen, she was just a teenage girl, even if she was a Goth, and the shadow wasn’t real, it was just a magic trick.

Still, it wasn’t all bad. Dirk’s Ring was obviously powerful here in the Darklands. If she could work out how to use it, she wouldn’t be totally at the mercy of whatever creatures or people she might find here. Maybe she could even become some kind of Dark Queen. She held it up, examined it against the backdrop of the pale moon in the sky. How beautiful it was, the runes burning with dark energy. As she gazed at the glowing runes, she noticed something out of the corner of her eye, on the skyline. Atop a range of low hills stood some kind of tall tower and…well, was it her imagination or was it pink? Bright pink!

‘Hmm, a pink tower. Doesn’t sound like it would be dangerous, does it? I mean, if you were an evil Orc Lord or something, you wouldn’t paint your castle pink, would you?’ she thought to herself. It didn’t seem that far away either. Sooz resolved to investigate further. So she set off towards it.

Slowly, oh so slowly, the distant tower grew larger and larger as Sooz slogged across the darkling plain.

Suddenly a large dark shape rose up out of the shadows from behind a nearby pile of tumbled rock. Sooz screamed. Before her stood some kind of hideous demon, at least seven feet tall, covered in scaly skin, with a horned head, talons, and huge fangs. A great leather belt at its waist seemed to have shrunken human heads hanging from it. The thing shrugged – from its shoulders great bat wings extended with a leathery snap. It leant down and hissed at her – plumes of foul-smelling smoke spewing from bony nostrils.

Sooz cowered back, falling to the ground, hand raised in futile defence. She was just a kid! A mere wisp of a girl lost in this terrible land. How could she fight such a monster? Oh, how she wished Dirk was here to help her. But then a thought struck her. The demonic figure looked familiar. She narrowed her eyes and stared. Then she got up, and stared some more, looking the strange thing up and down. This seemed to surprise the huge demon – a look of puzzlement passed across its hellish face.

The creature reminded her of something. Or someone… Oh yes, that concert she went to with Chris and Dirk, where Dirk thought the lead singer was his… What did he call him? Yeah, his dread lieutenant, Gargon, Captain of the Legions of… of… Well, bad stuff. Dirky stuff.

‘You look like the lead singer of that band Chris likes so much. What were they called? Morti – that was it,’ she said.

The demon blinked.

Sooz stared at it. It looked a bit raggedy around the edges, half starved and filthy. Its feet were scratched and sore. She eyed it suspiciously, not so scared now.

The demon looked back, bemused. Little human girls were supposed to be terrified of him. They weren’t supposed to talk back! Then the girl took a step towards him. They certainly weren’t supposed to do that!

[image: images]

Sooz frowned up at the demon. Suddenly she extended a hand, and spoke, ‘Hello. You must be Gargon. Dirk gave me this ring.’ She held up her finger. The ring seemed to respond, as if it knew that it was time to reveal some of its power, and it glowed more intensely with an unearthly light, bathing Sooz’s face in a vampiric glow. Mighty runes began to writhe and coruscate around the ring, glowing with crimson fire.

The demon’s great fanged jaw dropped and a look of joy crossed its unholy features.

‘It is the Great Ring! My lord lives! My lord lives!’ said Gargon, in a dark, gravelly demon’s voice, for it was indeed him, Dirk’s lieutenant, Dread Gargon, the Hewer of Limbs, Captain of the Legions of Dread.

‘And he gave you Great Ring! He chose you!’ bellowed Gargon. He dropped to one knee. ‘Gargon swears fealty to the Dark Mistress, Queen of the Night, and betrothed of my dread lord! I serve you in the name of Dark Lord! I be your faithful servant, my Queen.’

Sooz stood there for a moment. Betrothed? It wasn’t an engagement ring; it was Dirk’s Great Ring of Power! She wanted to tell him they weren’t ‘betrothed’ – and they weren’t going to be either – but maybe that wouldn’t be such a good idea. If Gargon believed they were engaged, then maybe it was better left that way.

Anyway, the important thing was Gargon’s oath of loyalty. An oath of loyalty from a seven-foot demon who was going to be her faithful servant. How cool was that! A half-smile lifted one side of her mouth. Now she wasn’t so vulnerable, so weak, so alone. Now she wasn’t a mere wisp of a girl marooned in a foreign land. Oh no, she had protection – and not just any old protection either, but a seven-foot winged and taloned…err…thingy wotsit. Called Gargon.

‘So, what are you exactly, Gargon?’

‘What do you mean, Dark Mistress?’ gravelled Gargon.

‘You know, what kind of…well, thing are you?’ she asked again.

‘Ah… Gargon not know, my Queen. My master, the Dark Lord…’

‘Dirk, his name’s Dirk,’ interrupted Sooz.

‘Dirk? His name is Dirk? Really? Are you sure, my Lady of the Dark?’

‘Oh yes, that’s his real name. Dirk. Dirk Lloyd. Dirk the Dark Lord,’ she said.

‘D— Dirk. All right, err…my Queen. My master – Dirk – said I was…unique. That there is only one of my kind in all existence,’ he replied. He seemed a bit sad at that thought, if a seven foot, winged demon with smoky wisps coming out of his nostrils could look sad.

Sooz looked up at him.

‘Hey, I’m loving those bat wings, Gargon,’ she said, trying to cheer him up.

‘Thank you, my Lady!’

That seemed to perk him up a bit. ‘So, what now, O my Dark Mistress?’
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