
        
            
                
            
        


	Isshuay Series, Book 3: Troll's Revenge

 

[image: animal-2023216_1280]

 

 

 

By Cheryl Scott Norman

 

 

 

 

 

[image: wee-words-horizontal]

http://www.writers-exchange.com







Isshuay Series Book 3: Troll's Revenge

Copyright 2011, 2016 Cheryl Scott Norman

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON  QLD  4883

 

Cover Art by: Giusy D'Anna

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com 

 

ISBN 978-1-922233-01-1    

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 

 


 

 

[image: dedication-mid-grade-readers]

 

 

To Stan, for creating all the wonderful gardens in my life, this book is for you.


 

 

 

[image: 1mid-grade-readers]

 

The two small figures chanted in time to the drumbeat that reverberated through the cave and down the labyrinthine passages of the subterranean dwelling. Their chant droned on and the large silver wheel shuddered on its axis. Ponderously, the great weight turned, gathering momentum until the giant spokes flashed and blurred into a flat silver disk. The hum of the wheel became a whine that rose in pitch until it could no longer be heard, but which was still felt as the chill air of the cave vibrated around the chanters. 

Their attention was focused on the wall of the cave where a red glow smouldered on the black stone. They quickened the pace of the chant to match the frenetic rhythm of their drumbeat. The glow brightened to orange with flashes of green; it appeared to be eating through the rock, boring a tunnel that stretched into infinity. The wheel vibrated with the strain, and its axis trembled as it supported the mighty, spinning weight. With a flourish, the two drummers executed a final drum roll and a blast echoed through the cave.  Bright light illuminated the tunnel for a few seconds and then it faded, leaving a sparkling mist in its wake. The wheel slowed and the sound died away.  

The rainbow mist swirled in the tunnel entrance; impossibly beautiful but forbidden. The small men exchanged frightened glances as they surveyed the results of their efforts. Quickly, they scurried from the cave and began the long climb to the upper levels.

They could hear the troll long before they reached the cave where he made his home. His demented cackle echoed along the passage as they approached. Quietly, not keen to distract him, they peered into the cave and listened to him gloat.

"When I finish with her, that interfering girl will wish she had never heard of Isshuay."

Hunched over a small fire in the centre of the cave was a large troll. The fire's glow reflected in the creature's black eyes, giving them a sinister red glow. His twisted mouth smirked as he waited for the news he was sure must come soon. The men eyed each other apprehensively then crept forward into the cave. 

The troll leapt to his feet as the two approached, and his huge body towered over them. "Well!" he snapped. "Is it done?"

"It is done, Goran," the taller of the two responded. "We have opened a path through the Shimmering to the Other World."

"But can you find the girl?" Goran asked impatiently.

"Yes. The Isshuayan silver the girl wears will lead us to her," the man replied. "But you must keep your end of the bargain."

Goran waved his hands dismissively. "When I have the girl, you are free to go."

 The two shared a worried glance then one of them said, "We do not know how long the opening will last. It is unstable. It may last an hour or less. If one is caught inside there is no way back."

Goran lumbered towards them with an angry roar. "Then go now! Get the girl and bring her here. Do not lose this chance or I will crush you both. Go!"

Propelled by a kick, the silversmiths stumbled from the cave and retraced their steps down through the labyrinth with the troll following close behind. 

The silversmith race resided in the western mountains of Isshuay, but these two had been prospecting far to the east when they happened upon the starving troll. Although smiths were a reclusive race by nature, they were not unfeeling and could not ignore a creature in need. They invited him into the system of caves that was their temporary base and shared their food with this stranger who had wandered far from his home in the south.

Wary of him at first, they continued their work tracking the rich veins of ore and extracting the silver. Gradually, the troll gained their trust. He tended the fire, insisted on doing much of the heavy lifting in the mine and willingly took on the task of preparing meals. But what had been a stroke of luck for Goran turned out to be a bitter blow for the small artisans.

One evening, while they ate, drank and laughed together, Goran praised and flattered the smiths while he plied them with their own ale. When the men were feeling particularly mellow, Goran quizzed them on their magical talents and knowledge of the Shimmering. 

"Ah, the Shimmering; perilous pathway to the Other World," he mused, while the three basked in the fire's warmth. "In my travels I've heard a tale or two about the silversmiths and the Shimmering."

"Ha!" Steen, the elder of the smiths laughed. "There are many tales told of the smiths. Few have the truth of it."

"Then perhaps you could enlighten me," crooned the troll. "Set me straight, so to speak. They say the smiths have the magic to fashion a path from here to the Other World. What is the truth of that?"

Steen shook his head while his friend, Tor, nearly choked on his mouthful of ale. "You've heard wrong, hasn't he, Tor?"

The younger man gestured towards the troll with his cup, spilling a little on his leg. "Where did you hear that? Who spreads tales of smiths that ought never to leave our mountain hall?"

Steen elbowed Tor hard in the ribs. He grunted and glared at his friend. "I'm only saying that even if it could be done, which it can't, we wouldn't do it...more than our lives are worth to do a thing like that." Tor shuddered. "No, we wouldn't risk that...far too dangerous."

"Then it can be done," Goran said, his black eyes glittering with excitement.

Steen glared at his friend. "No, no!" he hastened to respond. "No truth in that at all. It's just a tale." Yet a quick glance at Goran did nothing to calm his growing unease.

Goran then began to talk about the riches to be found in the Other World for anyone enterprising enough to undertake the journey. He suggested that wondrous goods that had never been seen in Isshuay were there for the taking. 

"Smiths do not steal!" they told him indignantly. "We have wealth enough! Isshuay provides all we need." 

The troll was undeterred. He watched Steen and Tor across the flames, clenching his great fists as he spoke. "There is an Other World girl, Ali Conroy by name. She has done me a great wrong and owes me a debt. You two will open a path to the Other World, find her and bring her to me."

The silversmiths protested loudly – under no circumstances would they undertake such an insane venture. Tampering with the Shimmering was strictly forbidden. Only the Silver Ones were allowed to traverse those rainbow highways, and even then, only in times of need.   

Their refusal to aid Goran roused his anger; he repaid them for their kindness by imprisoning them deep within the caves. The condition of their release was dependent on the successful capture of the girl. Steadfastly, the men refused to agree to Goran's demands, stating that to do such a thing was to risk the wrath of the Creators. Many beatings later, broken in spirit and longing for freedom, they acceded to his demands and began the task of building the wheel. 

The method of opening a path through the Shimmering and treading its ways unscathed was known to all smiths yet had never been tried before. A huge amount of silver was required to create the machinery and magical expertise was needed to operate it. In the silversmith craft, magic was used to extract silver from the ore and to fashion the valuable pieces for which the smiths were famous. Their magical abilities had been sorely tested in this, their largest and most ambitious creation.

They worked carefully but slowly, delaying as often as they could, hoping that a miracle would occur to prevent them ever having to activate the wheel. It took several months until they were ready and many weeks of trials, until finally, they had done the unthinkable. 

Trembling, they took their first fearful steps into the rainbow mist and hoped the Creators would forgive them.
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Goran watched the smiths vanish into the Shimmering. He strode over to inspect the prison that had been made ready for the girl. A natural watercourse flowed through the mountain at these depths, warmed by the subterranean coals that had simmered for thousands of years. Over time, the watercourse had carved out a small cavern at the back of the larger cave providing a washing and toilet area. It was an obvious place to imprison the girl for an infinite time.

He'd had the smiths construct a metal cage to enclose the area, wrought with binding spells to prevent her from using those powers that had been Goran's undoing when Ali was last in the land. She would not have the chance to use them on him again.

During the long months of his banishment, Goran had dreamed of his revenge. Ali Conroy, the girl from the Other World – the girl who had stolen his Lifestone then brushed him aside as if he were no more than a minor irritation. She would pay for her impudence. A chuckle of pure malice echoed through the cave as Goran settled down to wait for the return of the smiths.
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Susan Weston sighed contentedly as she sat next to her friend, Ali, on the shady riverbank. Ali lay on the grass feigning sleep as a gentle breeze ruffled her blonde hair. They both loved days like this. It was summer holidays and hot lazy days stretched before them.

The girls had been friends since Ali Conroy had moved to Briarlea with her mother seven years ago, after her father's death in a car accident. Ali had always been a shy daydreamer, but a year ago everything changed. The fears Ali had harboured that had prevented her from doing all the things she longed to do were gone. She was now one of the stars on the volleyball team, and had become a much sought-after participant in many of their school's activities.

When Susan had returned from her family holiday last summer, Ali had dreamed up her best story ever. She'd travelled to a world far away, fallen for this cute kid, met these unreal people and done a lot of things to save their world from a major disaster. Susan had laughed and told her to get a life, but Ali had just smiled and never mentioned it again – which wasn't like her at all. Susan could almost believe that something must have happened to have changed the old Ali into this new, confident girl – certainly not a trip into an imaginary realm – but something. 

She looked at her watch. "I've gotta go, I told Mum I'd be home by five." She poked Ali with her toe. "Get up lazybones; it's time to get back. You promised to lend me your new DVD. I'll call in at your place on the way home."

Ali stirred and stretched in the warm shadows. "Mmm," she murmured sleepily. "Okay, I'm coming." Slowly the two got to their feet and padded down the track beside the river towards Ali's home.

Ali pushed open the gate and led Susan along the path beside her house. A strangled cry pierced the air; it came from inside. Ali bolted towards the back door and burst in with Susan following close on her heels. The scene that confronted them in Ali's kitchen was like something out of a nightmare.

Where the stove and work bench had been in the neat kitchen, there was now a circular swirling rainbow, a kaleidoscope of colours that transformed the room into an almost disco-like setting. Amidst the swirling reflections, Ali's mother, Jane, was lying half under the table, struggling with two small yet muscular men. They were dressed alike in warm leather jackets, pants and boots. 

"Let her go!" Ali cried out as she dived towards her mum, but the intruders were faster. One of them directed a puff of spray from a small vial towards Jane's nose and she slumped limply into the arms of the other. Swiftly, he hefted her across his back, stepped into the rainbow circle and disappeared.

Susan stood stunned at the kitchen door, unable to accept what she was seeing. Ali grabbed the remaining intruder, grasping his jacket before he could follow his friend into the swirling gateway. She hung on grimly as he struggled to free himself from her desperate grasp, babbling in a strange tongue and becoming more frantic by the moment.

"What have you done with my mum?" Ali screamed at him, all the while keeping an anxious eye on the gateway so tantalizingly close. "That's the Shimmering, isn't it? You're from Isshuay...that's where you've taken her!" 

Suddenly, the little fellow twisted in her grip and grasped her hand. He stared at the small ring she wore. Gasping, he looked up at her, his wizened, brown face a mask of shock as he appeared to recognize her. His dark skin paled as he gibbered incoherently. Ali cried out in surprise as he grasped her and began to pull her towards the gateway.

Spurred into action, Susan leapt across the room and threw her arms around her friend. Her added weight was just enough to make it too hard for the man to pull Ali across the threshold. The rainbow lights began to waver and dim. Uttering a cry of despair, the man abruptly released his hold on the girl and tumbled into the fading portal just before it winked out.
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The two girls fell to the floor like a pair of dominoes when the man let go. They lay still for a moment, both numb with shock. A shrill whistle from the workbench above made them jump with surprise. Ali climbed to her feet and switched off the kettle that was boiling busily on the stove. She surveyed the kitchen where her mother had been preparing dinner just a few minutes before. It looked as if nothing had ever been amiss. Distractedly she ran her fingers through her golden locks. 

"I'd better put this food away," she said, acting as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened, only her heavy breathing giving her away. "Mum wouldn't like it if I left it out to spoil." 

Susan gasped, amazed at Ali's behaviour. She marched forward and gripped her arm. "Ali! Your mother's just been kidnapped! Shouldn't we call the police or something? What the hell just happened in here? I know you must be pretty freaked, but you can't pretend it didn't happen."

Ali's blue eyes flashed defiantly as she faced her friend. "There's no use calling the police, Susie. Mum isn't anywhere in this town, in this country or even on this planet. She's in Isshuay, the land I told you about. Those coloured, swirly things were the Shimmering, the interface into the land. I'm going to have to find a way to get back." 

Susan's eyes widened as she remembered the last story Ali had told. Although she'd seen the proof with her own eyes, she still believed there must be some other explanation for all this, but she couldn't imagine what. Unable to offer any helpful suggestions, she listened as Ali puzzled over the appearance of the gateway.

"That little creep tried to pull me through when he saw my ring." Ali looked reflectively at the little unicorn ring that she'd been wearing since last summer. "He recognized it...or he recognized me. But why did they kidnap Mum? She's only lately started wearing her ring, so it has something to do with the rings...but what?"

"What ring was your mum wearing?" Susan asked.

"The one she was given when she went to Isshuay. It's just like mine."

Susan looked at her skeptically. "Your mum went there as well?"

"Yeah. When she was fourteen she was given a task, just like I was." 

"What task?" Susan asked, struggling to believe.

"I'll tell you some day, but right now I've got to figure this out...so what is it about these rings?"

"You didn't make it up, did you, Ali?" Susan spoke softly. "All this time, I thought it was just one of your stories...but it really happened. And that kid you went on and on about...he was real?"

"Oh yeah! Bern was real." 

"That is so awesome!"

Ali grimaced. "It would be if they hadn't come busting in here and taken Mum. I've got to find a way to get back. I thought the Silver Ones were the only beings who could cross the Shimmering, but I was wrong," she mused. "I don't have a silver whistle to call them like Bern did when he was here. The only things I have from the land are my ring and the Clarus. The ring can't help me and the Clarus doesn't work anymore – I've tried it lots of times. There isn't any way I can get back," she moaned, angry at her apparent helplessness.

"What's the Clarus?" Susan asked, feeling completely useless and wishing she could be of some help. 

Her friend turned to her and said, "It was the talisman that I used to summon the unicorn when the situation was really desperate. I brought it back with me when I came home. I thought someone might have asked for it back, but nobody did, so I've still got it...but it doesn't work here."

"Can I see it?" she asked. "You've never shown it to me before."

Ali shrugged. "You've never been interested before. I know you never believed that I went to Isshuay and I don't blame you. It was pretty weird. The Clarus is in my room...c'mon, I'll show you." 

Susan followed Ali down the passage to her friend's bedroom. Ali headed for the camphor-wood box on her dresser and removed a small shining object that she handed to Susan. The girl examined it closely. It was a highly-polished silver disc about the size of a twenty cent piece and it reflected Susan's image perfectly. 

"How does it work? Do you have to incant a spell or rub it or something?" 

Ali sighed. "I told you, it doesn't work here. I try it sometimes just to see if I can activate it but nothing happens. In Isshuay, I only had to look at it and these swirling clouds would appear, but now all I can see is me." Susan handed back the disk and Ali slipped it into her pocket.

"So," Susan asked, "what are you going to do now?"

Ali shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe those little men will come back to get me. There's no other way I can get to Isshuay to help Mum."

"You can't stay here by yourself, Ali. Come home with me, Mum and Dad won't mind. We'll tell them your mum's working at the hospital tonight and you can sleep over."

Ali smiled at her friend. "Thanks for the offer, Susan, but I can't. I have to stay here.  There's something I have to do...I just don't know what it is yet."

"Ali, that's dumb! It isn't safe here! That shimmering thing could appear and you could go and I wouldn't even know that you'd gone." 

Ali clasped her friend's hands. "Susie, don't worry! Look, why don't you go home for dinner now; your mum will be wondering where you've got to. If you like, you can come back later and sleep over. Then, if anything happens, you'll know. Okay?"

Susan thought for a moment then nodded. "Okay. I'll come back. Don't do anything silly without me."

"'Course not. I'll see you later."
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When Susan had gone Ali made a sandwich. She ate slowly, thinking over the last hour's events, trying to find an explanation for what had happened, but she couldn't work out why the small men would want to kidnap both her and her mother. The light faded outside and the stars brightened in the night sky while Ali wrestled with her problem. Her hand strayed to her pocket where the Clarus lay. She pulled it out, feeling how snugly it nestled into her palm and admiring the silver sparkle of the disc even though the kitchen where she sat was darkening with the fading light. 

She stared at the Clarus, remembering the time within the Cave of the Source when she had activated this gleaming disc. Her need at that time had been extreme; many lives had depended on her and she had not let them down. Was her need any less now? Her mother was missing, dragged into the Shimmering by two small men, the like of which Ali had never seen before. Only the Silver Ones understood the Shimmering. They were the ones who could help her find her mother. 

Ali stared at the disc lying in her palm – suddenly, it changed.

The Clarus brightened as puffy white clouds scudded across its silver surface. Ali's heart beat faster and a broad smile lit her face. Yes! I can summon them again. I can call Rania to carry me back.

Rania was the unicorn, or Silver One, as they were known in Isshuay, who had been the mate of the great Zendar. Zendar had aided Ali in her quest to recover the Lifestone the previous year. He had given his life to ensure her success and his mate was now the leader of the Silver Ones. The Clarus was a direct link to the Silver Ones far away in their home of Sylvadene. 

Ali's mind slipped back to what she had been told about the Clarus – that it could be used only once in Isshuay, when she needed it most. Well, she needed it now and this wasn't Isshuay so she must be allowed to use again. 

All of a sudden, Ali's future had changed. She now had the means to return to Isshuay and find her mother. Now that it was dark, it was safe to leave. She wouldn't risk the chance that someone might see one of those silver unicorns. 

Excitement thrilled through her body; she was going back to Isshuay – back to Bern. This past year, she'd tried hard to put her memories of Bern behind her. Life wasn't fair! She was only just getting to know him and she'd had to walk away, cutting him out of her life forever.

Hastily, she changed into her jeans and sneakers and tied a windcheater around her waist. Though it was hot now, she was sure to need it when she arrived in Isshuay. She filled her backpack with some energy bars and long-life drinks just in case she needed a snack. There weren't any milk bars or convenience stores handy in that unspoiled land and it wasn't right to expect the people of the land to feed her. When she felt she had stuffed everything that was necessary into her pack, she settled it on her back, locked the house and slipped over the back fence heading for the picnic ground near the river.

Last summer Ali had followed this same track through the bush accompanied by Bern, the boy from Isshuay, who had crossed the Shimmering seeking Ali's help. She walked quickly, reflecting on how hard Bern had tried to convince her that Isshuay was real. It wasn't until he had summoned the unicorn that she'd been convinced his story was true and she really was needed to save the land. Now, a year later, just when she had put Isshuay and Bern behind her, she was being thrust back into a situation where she must once again travel to that amazing land. 

Although she was concerned about her mother, she could not suppress the inner excitement she felt at seeing Bern and her friends again. She slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled out the Clarus. Overhead, the trees rustled, their branches creating a dappled moonlight on the deserted picnic ground. 

Ali stared into the Clarus, watching the swirling clouds for a few moments, then, taking a deep breath, she spoke. "Silver Ones, please help me get back to Isshuay. I need you."

Her heart thumped in her chest and she tried to breathe normally as she waited. 

"I thought you were going to wait for me?" 

Ali jumped with fright at a voice behind her. "Susan! You scared me half to death!" She peered at her friend in the shadows. "You shouldn't be here. You can't come with me and they don't like to be seen."

"Who doesn't like to be seen? And why can't I come?"

Ali held up her hand for quiet as she frowned down at the image of the unicorn that had just appeared on the surface of the disk. "Oh...Rania, is that you? It's Ali...remember me? I really need your help. I have to get through the Shimmering to find my mother. She's been kidnapped and I think she's somewhere in Isshuay. Can you please come?"

The image began to fade and was replaced by the swirling clouds that faded to silver. Ali breathed out a sigh. "Well, here I go again."

"So...what happens now?" Susan asked quietly, reluctant to break the silence of the bushland.

"You'll see," Ali replied. "You should find a place to hide. The Silver Ones don't like humans to see them. They might not come if they know someone else is with me."

Susan looked doubtful, but so many strange things had happened in the last few hours that she wasn't going to argue with her friend. Silently, she slipped into the shadows amongst a clump of trees on the edge of the picnic ground.

Ali looked into the distance as her eye caught a familiar glow on the horizon gliding down the hillside and streaking along the hollow beside the river. The silver glow brightened as it neared, racing towards her through the trees and finally galloping along the bushland track into the open picnic area. 

Once again, as she had been the very first time she'd laid eyes on one of these mythical creatures, Ali was lost for words. Rania's coat sprayed a shower of silver as she trotted towards the girl who stood enchanted by her beauty. Ali drank in the sight of her sleek horn with rainbow lights dancing within. Her graceful legs had incredible strength and you could lose yourself in those amazing violet eyes if you weren't careful. For the second time, she jumped as Susan shook her shoulder.

"Ali, get a grip! The unicorn's hurt!"

Susan was right. The beast trembled as it came to a stop before Ali. It shook its head and stamped its hooves nervously. A small gash had opened on the creature's left shoulder. A slow trickle of silver ran away down its leg. Ali felt a twinge of fear; this shouldn't have happened. Few things could harm these creatures. 

"I've got something that might help in my bag," she said, rummaging for her small first aid kit. Inside, she found some antiseptic and plaster. Deftly, as well as she could by the pale moon, she cleaned and placed plaster over the area. "I don't know if that will stay on, but it is the best I can do. What on earth happened to you?"

The creature lowered its head to allow Ali to commune with it. The girl raised her arms and placed her hands on either side of its head. She was almost knocked off her feet by the fearful outburst from Rania.

The Shimmering has been penetrated! The power that dwells within is angry; even Silver Ones cannot escape its wrath. There is danger there for all who try to cross. Friend of Isshuay, it is not safe for you to accompany me back.

Ali swallowed, and her heart pounded as she replied, "You must take me back with you, Rania. The men who took my mother must have done this. They opened the Shimmering into my house and carried her back through it, but it closed before they could take me as well."

Rania responded instantly. If your mother is indeed in Isshuay, then I must carry you back with me to seek her out, as your skills will be needed to rescue her. But the way is dangerous, Ali Conroy. I do not fear for myself, but if you are lost...

"I must go! Too much time has gone by already. I'm prepared to take the risk if you will carry me. Please, Rania. I wouldn't ask if I wasn't desperate."

The Silver One hesitated a moment as if weighing up the risks, then she responded. I will take all care. If the Shimmering can be crossed, then I will cross it.

With a sigh, Ali dropped her arms, staggering slightly as her mind was freed from the grasp of the unicorn's turbulent thoughts. She turned to her friend.

"Rania says it's dangerous in the Shimmering just now, probably because of those men who took Mum. She will take me, though." She stepped over to Susan and hugged her. "I probably won't be gone long. With a bit of luck, Mum and I will be home in the morning."

Susan stepped back and looked intently at her friend. "Ali, I want to go with you. Don't make me stay here wondering what's happening to you. We can find your mum together."

Ali shook her head sadly. "Susie, I'd love you to come along, but it's too dangerous for Rania. She's not happy taking me, but she has no choice, I have to go." Ali smiled bravely at Susan. "I'll be back before you know it."

Rania knelt as Ali swung around and sprang on to her back. She thrust her hands deep into the silver mane and clung tightly with her legs. Rania trotted out of the clearing, rapidly gathering speed as she headed for the horizon. Ali glanced back for a last glimpse of her friend, but Susan was lost in the distance as the unicorn raced on.
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The silversmith stumbled from the rainbow mist into the dim light of the cave, carrying the prone figure over his shoulder.

"At last I have her!" Goran sprang to his feet, leering as the smith gently placed the body into a corner then backed out. Goran clanged the door shut and chuckled with glee, barely glancing at the figure slumped within. Whoops of joy rang out as the lumbering troll capered in a victory dance.

The Shimmering sparkled on the wall, lighting the face of the smith who waited anxiously before it. Suddenly it dimmed, and then abruptly disappeared. A lamp provided the only light in the chilly cave. Shadows flickered on the walls and across the floor. 

A sob of despair echoed through the cavern. The smith turned accusingly to Goran whose grizzled features appeared even more threatening than before in the meagre light.

"Tor is gone!" he cried.

Goran ceased his capering and glanced at the man. "So your friend didn't make it back? Too bad! He knew the risks."

The smith's green eyes flashed, but he remained where he stood, glaring at the troll.

"Watch the girl!" Goran growled. "I will be back when I've eaten."

The smith took a step towards Goran, bristling with anger. "I have done what you asked. I will leave now."

Goran raised his arm as if to strike and the smith hurriedly backed away.

"You will go when I tell you to go! For now, guard the girl."

The troll turned and stomped away, leaving the smith to his sorrow.
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Jane stirred; she was cold and uncomfortable. Somewhere nearby, a man was sobbing. Waves of misery and hopelessness flowed over her. She opened her eyes and pushed herself into a sitting position, gasping with surprise as she gazed about.

She was sitting behind bars on the floor of a large cave. A small lantern produced enough light to confirm her fears that she was far from her home in Briarlea. A great silver wheel appeared to sprout from the rock a small distance from where she sat. Jane estimated it was about three metres high with broad silver spokes radiating from its centre. It didn't look much like any ventilation fan she had ever seen, but she seriously doubted its purpose was to ventilate. It wasn't just the cold that made her shiver violently as she wondered about that wheel.

She hugged herself, rubbing her arms in a futile attempt to keep warm. How long could she last in this cold? The summer clothes that she wore – a short sleeved cotton shirt and three quarter pants with light sneakers on her feet – could not protect her from the icy chill of the cave.

She remembered struggling with two small but powerful men in her kitchen, before blacking out. One of those men was kneeling close by and sobbing as if his world was coming to an end. He rocked backwards and forwards, his grief so powerful it almost brought tears to
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