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CHAPTER 1
Later, when she’d had time to reflect on what had followed, Sara wondered if
the words she had uttered had been the link . . . a thread they had followed, purely
by chance, that had led them to her. But that was later. Here, looking up into the
seemingly infinite darkness, she had no idea there could be such consequences to
something so innocently done. The words had just rolled off her tongue, as easy
as the blinking of an eye.
“I wish, just for once,” she had said, “that something extraordinary would
happen to me.”
She had spoken the words out loud . . . well, not ‘loud’ really; it had been
more like a whisper. After all, she didn’t want to wake her parents. It was nearly
midnight.
Sara had sat up watching television for ages after she’d come home from the
library. She found that to be the best form of therapy to balance such intense
studying. ‘Veging out’ she called it, and it always did the trick, stopping the
incessant whirring of her brain cells, slowing everything right down and readying
her for sleep.
And that’s almost where she was now, about to cross that threshold, the one
that takes you from dozing into a deep slumber. She was halfway through the
door, almost there. Almost, but not quite.
Just as her fluttering eyelids were about to close for the last time, she heard a
noise, a creak of the floorboards. Instinctively, she opened her eyes and turned her
head in the direction the noise had come from, knowing as soon as she did so
how pointless her reaction was. With the heavy drapes closed, and the light off,
her room was blacker than the deepest hole. It would take a while for her eyes to
accustom themselves once again to the darkness that enveloped her room. Still,
the sound had startled her and she couldn’t help but respond.
She lay as still as she could, listening intently in the darkness. The room was
silent. All she could hear was her own breathing. She was just overtired. That had
to be it. She remembered how, when she was much younger, she would be so
scared in the dark sometimes that the slightest noise would startle her. Then she
would creep off and slip into her parents’ bed. Her dad would carry her back to
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her own room in the middle of the night and she would wake up the next
morning blissfully oblivious to how she had got there.
But she was grown up now. Rational thought had replaced childhood fears.
She would have heard if someone had opened the door, and there was certainly
nowhere to hide in her room. Apart from her bed, the only pieces of furniture it
contained were a chair, a cupboard, and her dressing table. She’d had the
cupboard open putting her clothes away just before she went to bed so there
couldn’t have been someone hiding in there. Sara brought her line of thinking to a
halt, wondering what she was doing entertaining such thoughts. It was just a creak
of the floorboards after all. Their house always creaked as it cooled in the night
air.
Then she heard it again. This time it definitely sounded like it had come from
right next to her bed. Slowly, she turned her head, half opening her eyes again
despite the improbability of seeing anything. Maybe it was just her mum or dad
checking to see if she was all right. They’d been in bed when she got home but it
was possible that one of them had got up to check on her. They always worried
about her when she went out at night.
Before Sara could turn her head around, her heart jumped as a body pounced
on her and a hand clamped over her mouth. More hands grabbed her as she began
to fight back. After a brief and frenzied struggle, strong hands finally flipped her
over on to her stomach. A knee in Sara’s back pinned her in place as a cloth rag
replaced the hand over her mouth. She felt someone tying it behind her head,
quickly gagging her attempts to cry out for help. At the same time, her arms were
roughly pulled up behind her back and twisted painfully towards her shoulder
blades. She felt something, rope she assumed, being wound around her wrists,
binding them together, pinching her skin as it was pulled tight. Within a matter of
seconds, she’d been immobilised.
Sara was frantic. She tried to scream through the gag and desperately wriggled
and struggled, but whoever they were, and she could tell that there were at least
two of them, they were quick and strong, and they knew what they were doing.
If it hadn’t been for the gag, her screams would have been heard a block
away. Even as it was, her muffled cries had a clear and instant effect. Someone
moved to straddle her waist, sitting astride her lower back. Her heart skipped a
beat then as she felt her head yanked back. The person behind her had grabbed
her ponytail so violently she arched up from the bed like a bow. Her hair felt like
it was being wrenched right out of her scalp and she wondered if they intended to
snap her neck. She knew it couldn’t possibly stretch any further. Then she felt hot
breath against the side of her face as a strange voice came out of the darkness.
“Stop struggling and be very quiet or I’ll bleed you here and now little humaan. I’ll slit that pretty throat of yours and let your blood pump out right here,
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trussed up like a pig for the Winterfest as you are.” It was a male voice with a
thick accent. He was whispering right in her ear, so close to her neck she could
smell his breath. Indeterminate odours wafted across her face. As he spoke, she
felt what must have been a knife, cold and hard, pressing against her throat.
Sara froze. Her heart was pounding and wild thoughts flashed through her
mind. She was certain she was going to be killed, or worse. For the first time in
her life, she knew genuine terror.
Her fears seemed to be confirmed when she felt a hand on the back of her
legs just above her knee. It clearly belonged to someone other than the individual
who sat astride her waist; he still had her head pulled back with his knife at her
throat. For a moment the offending hand lingered, as if its owner was uncertain
what to do, then she felt it slowly sliding down her leg towards her ankles, its
touch against her skin making her want to heave with revulsion. The muscles of
her legs tensed involuntarily, betraying her fear. Sara felt like her heart might burst
through her chest. It was hammering so loud she could barely think.
“Be still or die right now,” the voice at her ear whispered insistently.
Sara did as she was told. She didn’t doubt for one moment she was in serious
trouble. It didn’t seem right. She was only eighteen; she was too young to die. For
a moment, she felt her heart stop and she held her breath. She didn’t want to die
like this, senselessly, before she’d had a chance to taste life to its full. No, please no,
she screamed inside her mind, fighting the urge to urinate as her fear, careering
out of control, began to peak.
She began to struggle again, kicking her legs violently as she felt the sudden
touch of a cord against her ankles. They were trying to bind her legs. For some
reason, she determined not to let them. She started to twist and writhe, flailing
with her legs and struggling at the same time to throw off the attacker astride her
back.
“That’s enough, Tug” the voice near her head hissed urgently to his
companion. “She ain’t getting away. She’s already tied good and hard. It’ll be
easier if she can walk, anyway. He said to make it quick.”
“By all the demons of Ergu, just cut the dog!” came the exasperated reply.
“That’ll keep her quiet.” It was another male and he was at the other end of her
bed, out of her view. His anger was obvious and he had the same strange accent
as his companion.
As he spoke, Sara quickly stopped struggling. Somehow she sensed she’d had
a minor victory. She didn’t want to push her luck. As she did so, the one astride
her waist leaned in close to her ear again and spoke, his voice angry, harsh and full
of menace. “That was stupid. I nearly cut you then. You try anything like that
again and it’ll be the last thing you do.” As he spoke he jerked her arm up towards
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her shoulder blades again, wringing a muffled gasp of pain from his victim.
Without further ado, he moved from his position astride her waist. As he
rose, he pulled Sara up as well so that she stood beside the bed next to him, her
legs trembling and barely able to support her, her bound wrists held firmly in one
of his hands. Her eyes were becoming accustomed to the darkness and her state
of semi-slumber had now well and truly fled. She could see the gleaming knife he
held in the other hand. For the first time, she also was able to get a proper look at
the two men who had somehow gained entry to her bedroom without her hearing
a thing. She was more than confused by what she saw.
The man, or more accurately, the boy, who had touched her, was wearing
some sort of costume. Sara could only assume it was a disguise, as absurd as that
thought was. He looked like someone dressed up for a costume party, or
Halloween. His garments, a pair of long trousers and a long-sleeved shirt with no
collar, were made of leather, or some other sort of hide. The buttons on his shirt
were of the hook and eye type and for a belt, he had a simple cord, knotted at the
front. It was his face that really caught her eye, however.
His ears were slightly pointed at the top and his face was covered in a light
down, almost like fur. Sara could only assume he was wearing a mask; one of
those rubber masks you can buy in costume shops, the ones you pull right down
over your whole head. This one was an elf-mask, or at least something like that. It
was so realistic she could almost believe he really was an elf, the backwoods attire
adding to its authenticity. Turning her head she saw that the person standing next
to her was similarly dressed.
Sara thought it peculiar that someone would go to the trouble of such
elaborate make-up for a break-in, or even an abduction. How in the hell a
costume was going to help them if they tried to take her outside was beyond her.
Her thoughts flitted back to the few words she had heard them speak. The one
next to her had said something about a ‘he’, as if there was someone else waiting
for them. It didn’t make sense. Was there a whole gang of them somewhere,
perhaps downstairs, waiting for these two to join them? What could they possibly
want?
Whatever they were after, she decided she wasn’t going anywhere without a
struggle and as much noise as she could make. Once out in the corridor, she
would make sure she made a hell of a racket no matter what the consequences.
For a moment it occurred to Sara she might be dreaming. What was
happening to her was like something out of a movie, not real life. Before she
could focus properly on the proposition, the one behind her yanked on her bonds,
disrupting her line of thought. “Let’s get going,” he hissed as he took her elbow in
a tight grip and started dragging her across the room.
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Now she knew she was dreaming. They weren’t heading for the door, or the
window for that matter. In the corner, towards which she was being dragged, and
where there should have been a chair with her dressing gown draped over it, there
was some sort of opening. It looked completely surreal, a rough slit in the air from
just above the floor to just below the ceiling, with light peeping through it. Sara
shook her head, convinced it would disappear. But it didn’t. It was still there. It
looked like a movie screen with a film being projected onto it and a long rip in it,
with light shining through from behind. To Sara’s complete astonishment, before
she could examine it more closely her captor stepped up to the slit, pulled it aside
with one hand and stepped into the bright light, taking her with him. Sara felt
herself pulled through.
I say through because that is what it felt like; as if she were pushing through a
heavy curtain or some sort of similar barrier. Incredibly, it had no depth to speak
off. She immediately moved from the darkness of her bedroom into an area of
intense light. Now she could see nothing at all except herself, her abductor, and
bright, sourceless light; sort of like being in a snowstorm, a whiteout she thought
they called it. Wherever she was now, there were no apparent boundaries, no up
or down, no sides. It seemed limitless.
Before she could make any sense of this new environment, she was pulled
through yet another opening. The impossible scene she’d just experienced
vanished as quickly as it had appeared. This time she found herself in a room
again, though it was no room she had ever seen before, and certainly not one in
her house. It had a wooden floor and the walls seemed to be made of large stone
blocks. Sara swayed on her feet. She felt dizzy and slightly sick, like she had just
got off a merry-go-round.
Although her heart was still hammering insistently against the walls of her
chest, demanding to be let out, the turmoil in her mind took on a new form.
Disabling fear receded to a corner of her awareness, allowing her senses a chance
to absorb and analyse the new information that was flooding in. What was
happening to her simply did not compute, however, and her mind struggled to
make any sense of the bizarre situation she found herself in.
She had to be dreaming. That was the only explanation that made any sense at
all. Only this was so weird. She had never had such a vivid dream in her life, or
one where her sense of touch and smell had been so acute. She tended to think
things were happening to her in her dreams, not to feel and smell them. But this
didn’t seem like a dream at all; on the contrary, it felt very real. At the same time,
she knew the things that she was experiencing, that she was seeing, simply didn’t
happen in real life. Real people don’t have pointed ears and you can’t step through
a rip in the air and go from your bedroom into some house you have never seen
before. It had to be a dream. Her mind could find no other rational explanation.
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More like a nightmare than a dream, she suddenly thought. Her arm hurt from
where her captor was holding her. He still had her in a vice-like grip and the
pinched skin stung like hell. She didn’t like the way the other boy had touched her
either, the way his hand had lingered on her leg.
Pushing those thoughts from her mind, Sara stared at the opening through
which she had come. It looked much the same from this side as it had done from
her room. She watched the second boy pulling it open and stepping through to
join them. Behind him, she could see the same bright light she had experienced.
Once he was through, the opening closed and the slit simply winked out of
existence. If it weren’t for her strange new surroundings, Sara would have been
quite willing to believe it had never really been there in the first place. Its
disappearance offered her no relief, however. Somehow Sara knew that getting
back home had just become a lot harder.
Looking around, she slowly took in her new surroundings. Her eyes were
immediately drawn to a young girl seated at a table a few paces from where she
stood. Sara hadn’t noticed her at first as she had been focusing on the strange
means by which she had arrived in the room. Now that she saw they weren’t
alone, however, she took little comfort from the presence of another person. If
anything, it only served to heighten her fears.
The girl, who looked very young, perhaps twelve or thirteen years of age, was
seated upright at the table, but with her head slumped forward, as if she was
asleep or unconscious. With a shock, Sara realised she was tied to the chair. Her
young face looked unusually pale and her hair was wet, as if matted with sweat. A
thin trickle of blood ran from her nose to her upper lip. Sara reeled in horror at
the spectacle before her. This was no longer a simple abduction. Her situation had
suddenly changed from the incredible to the macabre, her state of mind from one
of apprehension and confusion to revulsion.
Looking around frantically, she could see that the room they were now in was
nearly twice as big as her bedroom. Two thick rugs covered wooden floorboards,
and the walls, which consisted of big rough blocks of stone, seemingly held
together with some sort of mortar, were bare except for a map on one wall and a
large tapestry depicting a hunting scene of some kind on another. A big open
fireplace in the centre of one wall, a heavy wooden table almost covered in old
books and sheets of paper, some of the latter rolled up like scrolls, a few chairs, a
window set into a deep casement and a wooden door were the only other items of
note.
Looking up, Sara saw that the ceiling was made of wooden beams, blackened
on the side closest to the fire, which was blazing away strongly. The thing she
found most unusual, however, was the way everything appeared so roughly made,
so old in some indefinable way. The room had none of the accoutrements Sara
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took for granted living in a modern city as she did. In fact, there were no signs of
anything modern at all, no evidence of electricity, no appliances of any kind. Light
was provided by the fire and a large wooden torch burning in a bracket on the
wall beside the door.
The fire made the room quite warm, for which Sara was most thankful. All
she had on was the nightshirt she had been sleeping in when the two strangers
had grabbed her. She flushed in embarrassment as she suddenly realised how she
must look.
Though there was much about her appearance she would like to change, Sara
sensed that she was at least moderately attractive and was glad to have inherited
her mother’s tall, slender build. She’d seen the appreciate glances she drew from
men when she worked out at the local gym, and she liked that attention, even if
she still wasn’t always quite sure of the best way to handle it. It was a welcome
change from the feelings of inadequacy she’d endured through her early teens.
Her form and looks had undergone some substantive changes over the last few
years; she only had to look at her old school photos to see that.
Not that she was unhappy with the transformation. Slowly but surely her
circle of companions was changing, from one dominated by members of her own
sex to a much more evenly balanced mix. The increasing attention she was
receiving from boys at college was helping her build a sense of self-confidence
that would have been unthinkable to the shy girl she had been at school. Where
she’d once dreaded being the centre of attention, now she felt much more relaxed
. . . normally that is.
At the moment, her long black hair was pulled back into a ponytail for
sleeping and she was dressed for bed, which meant a short nightshirt and nothing
else. The attention of boys at college was one thing, but she desperately wanted to
cover herself in front of these strangers.
With the arrival of the second boy, her captor turned her around. It was then
she noticed the man seated in the armchair in the corner behind her. She’d had
her back to him until then and hadn’t noticed him, even when she had turned to
review her surroundings. She got quite a shock when she turned around to see
him there, realising he must have been watching them all of the time.
He was an older man, possibly in his forties or fifties, about her dad’s age she
guessed. Like the two boys she had already met, he also was strangely attired,
wearing a long, richly embroidered, maroon robe, belted at the waist with a broad
black sash. His hair was jet black, as was the goatee beard and moustache he
sported. The latter gave him a swash-buckling sort of look, very debonair and all
that sort of thing, although something about him made him seem more menacing
than dashing to Sara; the way he looked at her perhaps, running his eyes over her
body, his gaze lingering in a way that made her feel decidedly uncomfortable. The
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armchair he was seated in was like one of those big ones she’d seen in some rich
person’s study in a movie, very masculine and very comfortable looking, with big,
curved, padded arms.
Paradoxically, despite a real sense of presence about him, he didn’t look very
well to Sara. Like the young girl at the table, he was quite pale and had hardly
moved in the time she was looking at him. He just stared at her in an intense,
unnerving sort of way. At least he wasn’t wearing a mask. He looked very human.
Sara watched as he lifted himself up from the chair and, with a sense of great
fatigue, began to approach her.
*
Golkar’s mind was drifting. He was struggling to keep focus. He wanted so
much to sleep, to let the growing blackness envelop him, to let it wash over and
embrace him. It seemed so desirable, so enticing, so right to want to succumb. He
wanted to rest. If he could sleep there would be no need to struggle anymore, no
need for the pain to continue. He could just slip down into the darkness. It would
be so easy.
But no. Something was not right about that path. Something deep inside him
rang out a warning. The darkness offered false respite. It was the harbinger of
doom, a siren’s call, not a welcoming note. If he gave in to that enticement he
would be lost, perhaps forever. That was it. That was the very thing he must not
do. He remembered that much at least. He must keep fighting it. He must not
give in. He had to resist. He knew that he had to find his way back, wherever back
was, no matter how tired he felt, no matter how hard it seemed.
He tried to focus on the light at the periphery of his vision. That would help,
he was sure. And it did. It felt right. Slowly, like climbing a long ladder with a sack
full of rocks slung across his shoulders, Golkar willed himself back, back from the
abyss. Time passed. He could not tell how long. Minutes? Hours? Days? Who
could tell? He felt clammy. He could feel the sweat running down his back,
dripping from his brow. This was his greatest challenge, his greatest test. Never
before had he felt that he was losing control, that he might not even want to
return, let alone be able. The void was something to be tapped, not a destination,
he had always known that before, never been tempted to join it.
The light, which had been a blur at first, was like a beacon now. Something to
steer by. A marker. Yes. Another memory. He had embedded that thought before
he began, use the light as a marker to guide his return if he was in danger of losing
contact. He struggled towards it with all of his might now, concentrating, fighting
the blackness which even yet gripped him, clinging to him like quicksand.
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And then it was done. With a final wrench of his mind, and his body, he
awoke, like someone suddenly freed from a terrifying nightmare. His flailing arm
struck the candle beside him, knocking it aside and scattering wax across the
papers strewn in front of him. He had made it; he’d survived. The sense of relief
was so strong, so liberating. But what of the spell?
Lifting his head, the first thing he saw was the girl seated across from him,
dead now, just a husk. He remembered. He had used her essence, her life force,
every drop of it, to weave his spell. That was a first. He had never sucked
someone completely dry like that before, never needed to. He remembered how
exhilarating that had felt. How he had felt the build-up of power within him as he
delved to the very depths of her soul, seeking out the very last vestiges of her
spirit. How she had cried out in the end, begging for release, pleading for mercy.
How the last dregs of her essence had slipped from her, leaving her empty, skin
and bones, blood and flesh, but nothing else, lifeless, a shell. There was nothing to
compare with that, thought Golkar, nothing in this world. But what of the spell?
Had it worked?
Golkar’s eyes searched the room, quickly finding what he sought, shimmering
in the corner of the room. Leaning back in his chair, he raised his clenched fists
above his head in exultation. He had done it. He had achieved what had been
done before by only one other, by Tanis himself.
There, in the corner of his study, the portal hung, a tear in the fabric of space
and time, the radiance of the void beyond peeping through the opening as he had
expected it would. He had achieved the unthinkable; nay, the seemingly
unattainable. He had created a bridge to another world and another time.
A further quick scan of the room revealed no sight of Ruz or Tug. They must
have gone through, as he had told them to do if he succeeded. Now all that they
had to do was bring back what he needed. Doubt flickered momentarily across his
thoughts. If it was there. If the spell had correctly targeted what he sought. Surely
he couldn’t fail now, he tried to assure himself, not after having come so far.
Everything hinged on this venture’s success, nothing could be more important.
Important. What a small word for something that would change the fate of the
world.
The fate of Ilythia . . . in his hands! How right that felt. How could he doubt
it? They would succeed. He had done the hard part, the rest would be easy now,
even for Ruz and Tug. Tanis’ diary had been quite clear on how to do it, and on
what it could deliver. The question had always been whether he could summon
the mana required, and he had, even though it had taken him to the very brink.
The Spell of Portal had been the most difficult he had ever attempted, by a
very large degree. Its execution had almost been his undoing, it had nearly killed
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him. It certainly had killed the young peasant who had lent her essence to the
enterprise. He was sure that the other Guardians had no idea it could even be
done, assuming they would be willing to try it themselves, which he doubted.
That, of course, was the best part of his plan. They wouldn’t know how he had
done it.
What a plan he had forged, so simple in conception, so daring in execution; to
bring into this world something outside of the balance established by the Ilaroi, a
life force from another place and time. A small thing in so many ways and yet it
would be enough, enough to upset the balance.
As it was, the Guardians were equally matched. No one could overthrow
another, let alone the combined powers of the remaining two. But to introduce an
alien element, something from another world, that was the stroke of genius that
Golkar knew only he could have devised. Certainly, finding Tanis’ diary had
helped, but no one else had even thought to look for it. Golkar knew that the
spells he could weave with the blood of such a creature would outdo even this
one, unparalleled as it was. Then he would make them rue the day they
underestimated him, Kell, Tarak, even the pitiful Algarians. He would watch them
all bend their knees to him. That and so much more.
His mind wandered on for some time in this fashion, re-examining each of
the elements of his plan, like a jeweller admiring the intricacies of a many-faceted
gem. His weariness finally brought him back. The spell had sapped his energy like
none before it and he knew he would need rest before he went on.
Straightening himself in the chair, Golkar rose wearily from the table.
Reaching over he righted the candle. With his remaining strength, he dragged
himself from the table to the armchair in the corner of the room, turned, and
slumped into it. And there he sat, settling in to wait for the return of his minions.
It hadn’t taken long; a matter of minutes at most. Of course, he realised, it
might have taken much longer for them. He couldn’t be sure; time may have
moved differently where they had been. He watched silently, exultantly, as Ruz
stepped through with the young girl, bound and gagged as they had planned. A
smile of satisfaction crossed his face as he saw that the spell had worked just as
Tanis’ notes had indicated it would.
Golkar’s gaze roamed greedily over the otherworld creature before him.
Innocent blood. She will do nicely, he thought to himself, very nicely. Any life
force would have done, but an innocent, all the better. And beautiful to boot. His
anger flared momentarily as he wondered if Ruz or Tug had tampered with his
prize. He would flay them alive if they had. She was not for the likes of them. She
was destined for something much more than that.
From the corner of his eye, he saw Tug step through and the portal close
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behind him. Golkar felt a sense of relief with it sealed. With the three of them
safely through the portal, he watched Ruz look around for his master, turning the
girl to face him when he spied the wizard seated in the armchair behind them.
He was pleased with the startled look that crossed her face as she turned. She
hadn’t noticed him until then. How perfect, he thought. She was scared, and
rightly so, like a trapped animal with nowhere to run. He was definitely going to
enjoy this.
Now that he had a clearer view of her, Golkar drank in her loveliness, this
prize beyond all prizes, watching her squirm under his gaze. She was a rare beauty,
he thought, tall, and slim, an innocent young girl on the verge of womanhood.
Golkar couldn’t contain his excitement. He had to touch this treasure, to have one
last drink of the cup of attainment before he rested. He could already smell her
fear. He wanted to feel it as well, to feel her tremble at his touch.
Wearily he raised himself from the chair and approached his two servants, and
the bound girl trembling at Ruz’ side. The power, which had swelled to a
crescendo within him when he had summoned the Spell of Portal, was slowly
subsiding. As it did so it seemed to drain him of energy.
“You have done well, Ruz, and you too, Tug,” he said as he approached
them. “You will be rewarded for this. Was there any trouble?”
“It was as easy as bagging a bantuk,” replied Ruz, smirking. “She never had a
chance. It was just as you said it would be.”
“And what is your name, my lovely?” asked Golkar, turning to the girl.
Motioning for Ruz to undo her gag, he waited the few moments it took for his
command to be accomplished.
He knew that she would have no difficulty understanding him. Undoubtedly
his words would be in a language the girl couldn’t possibly have any experience of.
But that didn’t matter. One of the beauties of the portal was the cunningly
wrought Spell of Translation embedded within it. It affected anyone travelling
through the portal, no matter which direction they travelled in. Because of its
effect they understood whatever language was spoken to them in the world they
had entered, and they, probably without even realising it, in turn, would speak in
the language of whoever they encountered in that world. Just as Ruz and Tug
would have been able to understand and be understood by Sara in her world, the
reverse was true for her now that she had entered Ilythia.
“Sara,” the girl replied, interrupting his thoughts and looking up at him with
wide eyes once the cloth was removed from her mouth. “What’s this all about?”
she asked breathlessly. “Wh . . . why have you brought me here?”
“Never mind that,” he replied. “Sara. A strange name. But then I guess you’re
finding all of this a bit strange.” As he spoke he raised his hand to the girl’s face,
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lightly brushing his fingertips across her cheek as she flinched from his touch.
Golkar felt the tingle and crackle of power as his skin touched hers, but too
late to stop it. Desperately, realising the danger, he tried to pull back, but it was
useless. It took only the merest fraction of a second for the energy to course up
through her body, across the contact point where his skin touched hers, along his
arm and throughout his frame. Suddenly, and unexpectedly, the energy from two
worlds combined chaotically in Golkar’s body, welling up, out of control, hers
drawn to his all the quicker by the spell’s residue within him.
With a scream, Golkar was flung back across the room, his body thudding
into the wall behind him. His carcass slumped to the floor like a broken doll. Ruz
and Tug both stood there, mouths agape in astonishment. Sara’s cheek tingled
where he had touched her. She had felt nothing more than that.
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CHAPTER 2
Ruz bent down and placed his head against Golkar’s chest.
“He lives,” he announced, standing up. His sideways glance at Sara showed a
deal more respect than he had been prepared to grant her previously. “I think he’s
unconscious, but he lives. What was that? It was incredible. I actually saw it arc
across his arm toward her and then jolt back throughout his body. I don’t
understand. We’ve both touched her and nuthin happened to us.”
“I know,” replied Tug. “I’ve never seen it like that before, with me eyes I
mean, just what he could do with it.”
As Tug spoke, Golkar groaned. The wizard’s arm twitched slightly as he
reached out and grabbed hold of Ruz, like a drowning man, desperately searching
for something to cling to. His eyes fluttered and a series of tremors rippled across
his prostrate form.
“Get the hu-maan locked away . . . quickly,” commanded Ruz, as he knelt to
help his master. His voice betrayed his concern. “Then come back here and help
me.”
Before Tug could move to obey, Sara made her move. She’d stood silently
while her captors had attended to their master, realising this might be her chance
to escape. Wrenching herself away from Tug, who had not had as firm a grip on
her as Ruz had had, she darted for the door, only to realise that with her hands
tied behind her back there was no way she could open it. Spinning around to look
for other options, she found herself slammed into the door by a charging Tug.
Quickly grabbing her as she thudded against the door, he twisted her wrist with
one hand and gave her a stinging slap across the face with the other.
“Don’t try anything like that again dog or you’ll really know what pain is,” he
snarled, his face inches from hers. As he spoke, he opened the door and pushed
her out into the corridor.
Sara grunted as she stumbled and fell heavily against the wall opposite. Her
shoulder scraped across the stone as she fell to the floor. With her arms tied, there
was nothing she could do to break her fall. Her head thumped sickeningly against
the floorboards. She had barely hit the floor when Tug was on her again, pulling
her roughly to her feet and dragging her down the corridor, away from the room
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she’d arrived in. Sara stumbled uncertainly after him.
Torchlight flickered across the floor as she shuffled along in his wake, half in
a daze and with little awareness anymore of where she was. Her head rang and
tears blotted her eyes. Unable to wipe her face, and with her vision blurring, she
could barely see her feet in front of her. Searing pain radiated across her cheek
from where she’d been slapped. Her shoulder felt like it was broken. Tug was
cruelly twisting her wrists as he dragged her along behind him and the rope was
burning her skin despite her attempts to move with him.
Sara was dimly aware of steps down and a turn, followed by more steps and
more turns. Before she could regain any real sense of direction, Tug opened a
door at the end of a corridor and pushed her through it. Once more she stumbled
and fell. As she lay there slumped on the floor, too dazed to move, she felt Tug
kneel behind her and undo the bonds at her wrists. To her relief, he went no
further, seemingly satisfied that he could expect no more trouble from her for a
while at least. A moment later she heard a key turn and click and realised he’d left.
Rolling over, Sara dry retched with her face inches from the dusty floor. She
felt shivers running through her body as she eased herself to the floor, curling up
as she fought the urge to vomit again.
She lay there shivering for some time. After what seemed like hours, but was
probably much less, she slowly began to regain her composure. She felt like she
had been to hell and back. Her mouth tasted of bile and it seemed that whichever
way she moved she hurt. Rubbing her wrists, she dragged herself to a sitting
position, wiping the tears from her eyes as she did so.
Looking about, Sara surveyed the small room to which she had been
consigned. From the sound of the lock turning when Tug had left, she guessed
that she’d been put somewhere ‘safe’ and out of the way. Her instant appraisal was
that this was indeed the case. Her current accommodation looked, and felt,
distinctly like a cell.
For one thing, the room’s one door bore a metal plate, a little bit like a
letterbox slot, at about head height, no doubt for looking and passing things
through. If any further confirmation was needed, it could be found in the room’s
sparse furnishings. Functionality and not comfort had clearly been the primary
goal. The only items of furniture were a bed, a small table, and a wooden box. A
porcelain basin sat on the table. This was not a room anyone would choose to
spend much time in, assuming they had a choice.
The wooden framed bed stood beside her. On top of a lumpy, hessian
covered mattress lay a pillow and two blankets. The blankets were neatly folded
and positioned at one end. At the opposite end, equally tidily placed, lay what
appeared to be a set of clothes. It seemed to constitute a shirt and a pair of

14

trousers. The latter brought a small but welcome glimmer of hope. If only they
would fit her. She felt very exposed in her nightclothes.
Sara remained where she was for a few minutes, then pulled herself up and
explored more thoroughly, shuffling painfully around the room. The door was
locked, as she had expected, and the grate couldn’t be opened from her side. The
box turned out to be a primitive toilet of sorts. The lid was hinged and had a hole
you could sit over with a metal bucket inside which could obviously be taken out
and emptied. The porcelain basin contained water, whether for cleaning or
drinking she was not sure, but she did both, cupping her hands to drink first and
then washing her face and hands.
A lantern hanging from a hook near the door provided light. There was no
window. Though a small grate with bars, very high up on one wall, appeared to let
in fresh air, the room had a musty smell. Clearly, the ventilation was inadequate.
Other than that, it was reasonably clean, though the mattress had seen better days.
It was stained and gave off a rather earthy smell. She thought it might be filled
with straw or something similar. Sara continued to shiver as she quickly changed
into the clothes provided. They were a surprisingly close fit for her. A welcome
find of a pair of moccasin shoes completed the outfit.
Adequately dressed for the first time since her ordeal had begun, Sara sat on
the edge of the bed. Now she was alone, the enormity of what had happened to
her began to sink in. She’d been abducted from her house in the middle of the
night and taken to a strange place where everything looked like it belonged in a
museum. Of the four people she had encountered, one, a girl, had been bound
and badly hurt and two of them looked like elves. And then there was her bizarre
encounter with that man.
To add to all of this, she had been slapped, shoved and pawed almost
continuously from the moment her ordeal had begun. She knew her body would
be a mass of bruises within hours. Finally, she had been locked in a room that
could only be described as a cell. God only knew what they planned for her next.
It didn’t even bear thinking about.
Sara slumped to the floor again, leaning back against the edge of the bed and
pulling her knees up to her chest as she did so. Dragging a blanket around her
shoulders and wrapping her arms around her knees, she soon found herself
sobbing uncontrollably. She could no longer hold back. I want to go home, she
thought. Please, just let me go home.

Sara’s eyes flew open as she heard the click of her alarm clock, that telltale
sound it always made just seconds before it rang. She was home. It had all been a

15

dream after all, a horrible dream, but just a dream. She felt a smile creeping out
from the corners of her mouth. She had never been so happy to greet a new day
in her life, even if it was a weekday. Sunlight glinting off the mirror on her bedside
table momentarily blinded her as she rolled over, still groggy with sleep, to switch
off the alarm before it could ring. At that same moment, she heard her bedroom
door opening.
Shading her eyes with one hand, Sara looked up at the shape in the doorway.
Her stomach churned as she recognised her visitor.
It was Tug. The dread creature stood there for a moment, leering at her, with
a tray in his hands, then stepped into the room. Her smile withered in an instant.
The sound she had heard had been the click of the lock as he had opened it.
Sunlight bouncing off the lantern on the wall was the source of the warm beam on
to her face.
It was morning, that much was right, but this was not her bedroom. She was
still in her cell. The lumpy mattress, the stale smells, Tug; they all made her
wonder how she could have been fooled. This nightmare wasn’t over yet, no
matter how much she might wish it.
Snapping back to reality, Sara frantically scrambled to the back of the bed,
crouching against the wall with the blanket pulled up around her body with one
hand and her other arm defensively shielding her face. She grimaced as she felt the
stabbing pain in her shoulder, remembering Tug’s rough treatment of her the
night before. It all came flooding back to her, in a rush, as if a tap had been
suddenly turned. “P-please don’t hurt me,” she stammered. Her heart was
thumping and her eyes swam as unbidden tears began to flow.
The terror of the previous night flashed through her mind. She’d been
distraught by the time Tug had locked her in the cell and she had sat on the floor
crying and sobbing hysterically for what must have been hours. She had no idea
how long she had stayed there but remembered climbing up onto the bed at one
stage and pulling the blanket over her. The floor had been cold and the bed had
offered warmth, if not comfort. Thankfully, once she had finally gotten off to
sleep, she had slept right through the night.
And now she had awoken to another confrontation with the creature that had
assaulted her the night before. ‘Creature’ was the only word she could apply. She
didn’t know what else to call him. He clearly wasn’t human.
To Sara’s relief, her fear of Tug was unfounded this time. She’d been
convinced that when she saw him or Ruz next they would be coming to take her
away to do something ghastly to her, like whatever it was they had done to the girl
she had seen. Tug made no attempt to approach her, however, and the tray he was
carrying appeared to bear food, for her it would seem. Her instant thought was of
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death-row prisoners, waiting for their sentence to be executed. Maybe this was to
be her last meal.
Tug simply laughed at her as she cowered on the bed. “Don’t worry, me
pretty,” he sneered. “You’re safe for the moment. The boss is laid up for a while
so you’ll be our . . . ‘guest’ till he’s better. I’ve brought you some lovely grub. I
ain’t a bad cook when I put me hand to it.” The last was said with a surprising
sense of pride. With that he turned and left, locking the door behind him as he
went. Sara hadn’t missed seeing the dagger sheathed at his waist as he had turned.
As the lock clicked back into place, she felt the tears begin to run down her
cheeks once again. She had hoped she would wake up back in her own bed and
realise it had all been a horrible dream, and for a few brief moments when she had
woken she had convinced herself that was the case. But it wasn’t to be. Here she
was, right back in the middle of her nightmare.
Realising she was still cringing against the wall, she tried to relax a little,
consciously easing the tension in her body. It was then that she realised how much
her shoulder ached. Just to move it was painful. Moving carefully to the edge of
the bed, she gingerly undid her shirt, easing one sleeve down so she could
examine her neck and arm more closely. As she had suspected, a massive bruise
covered most of her left shoulder and a large part of her upper arm. Twisting, she
was aware that her hip also hurt. Standing and easing her trousers down on one
side, she quickly found more bruising. She must have landed there when she fell.
Sitting down and wiping her eyes, Sara turned her attention to the tray Tug
had left for her, finding a bowl of warm soup, some rough chunks of bread and a
mug of hot liquid that might have been tea or something similar. At least it was
clear they didn’t intend to starve her. Tentatively, she tried some of the soup.
Once again, she was surprised. Tug’s boast regarding his cooking hadn’t been
too far off the mark. The soup was very tasty and within a few minutes it was all
gone, along with the bread, wolfed down with little regard for the manners Sara
had been taught by her parents.
Her hunger satiated, she leaned back cautiously against the wall, careful not to
aggravate any sore spots. She stayed there like that for some time, sipping her
drink, which smelt, incredibly, of cloves and honey, and wondering with an
increasing feeling of despair what was going to happen to her next. Her reverie
was rudely interrupted a short while later when Tug returned for her plates.
At his appearance, Sara scurried across the bed again, huddling with her back
to the corner as he opened the door, her heart pounding. To her great relief, once
again he made no attempt to harm her or touch her. “Ate it all up, did we?” he
exclaimed smugly when he saw the empty bowls. He took the tray away then,
locking the door behind him again as he left.
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She was left alone for the rest of that day. Although in many ways it was a
relief not to have to face them again, after a while she almost wished someone
would come and talk to her. Just sitting there waiting only gave her more time to
worry and to think of dread things they might have planned for her. Try as she
could to avoid thinking about it, grim and frightening possibilities kept springing
to mind.
At one stage she tried to distract her thoughts, standing on the bed to look
out of the grate, but it was too small and too close to the ceiling for her to see
anything properly. All she could glimpse was a bit of sky and the very tops of
some trees. The sky, or at least the bit she could see, was clear and bright, the kind
of day she would normally associate with happiness and laughter. She could even
hear birds twittering and chirping as they gaily went about their business outside.
Instead of lifting her spirits, that only served to dampen them further, to
make her more aware of her own captivity, and whatever dire fate awaited her. In
fact, a great depression was settling over her as the day progressed. Like the
shadow that creeps over a sunlit field when a cloud blots out the sun, despair and
lethargy were slowly consuming her customary youthful spirit. After a fitful
morning, the whole afternoon was spent seated, unmoving, huddled into the
corner of her room, her thoughts cycling through the various prospects she
considered most likely to befall her.
When the sun started to set and the shadows in her room lengthened, Ruz
came with her dinner. She was grateful not to have to endure Tug again. Once
Ruz had placed her meal beside the bed, he turned and lit the lantern by the door.
Looking at him closely, Sara could see he was no more human than Tug was.
Somehow, however, she wasn’t as scared of him.
“What’s going to happen to me?” she blurted out as he turned towards the
door, having finished with his chores.
The creature spun around with a start at her words. At first, he looked down
at her with a frown from the doorway, but when he spoke his voice was
unexpectedly gentle and reassuring. “Don’t worry about that,” he responded
soothingly. “When the master gets better he’ll send for you.”
“To d-do what?” Sara pushed. She took little reassurance from his words. The
thought of being sent for was hardly a comforting one.
“You’ll see,” Ruz replied. “Just be thankful for the time you’ve got.” Turning
once more to leave, he halted with his hand on the door. “What did you do to
him, anyway?” he asked, giving her a discerning look. “How did you do that . . .
that thing you did to him, when he got hurt?”
“I’ve got no idea,” replied Sara, relaxing a little. This was the first real
conversation she had had with anyone in this place. Maybe she could find out
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what was going on if she could keep him talking. “He just touched me,” she went
on. She was equally as stumped as Ruz seemed to be by what had happened and
could think of no adequate explanation. “I tried to pull away but couldn’t. I didn’t
want him to touch me. Then I felt a tingle against my cheek and he screamed and
his body jerked back away from me. It startled me as much as it did everyone else,
I think. I don’t know what happened.”
Her tone changed then as she pleaded with him to answer some of the
questions she was so desperate to resolve. “Please tell me where I am and what is
going on. Why did you take me? What are you going to do to me? And what did
you do to that girl? Is she okay?”
“She’s dead,” said Ruz, without a hint of remorse or emotion. “Golkar’s
never killed one before. Not directly, like that, anyway. They don’t usually last
long, but not like that. Tug usually gets his . . .” Ruz brought himself up with a
halt, clearly having said more than he’d intended to.
“Don’t worry about all that, anyway,” he finished unconvincingly. “It was an
accident. That wasn’t meant to happen. You’ll be fine.” With that, he quickly
turned and left.
Sara sat on the bed, stunned. Dimly she heard the lock click into place. She
was dead. That girl was dead. That man, their ‘master’, he had killed her. Sara
teetered on the edge of panic. Her whole body rocked back and forth as she
squatted on the bed. Somewhere, dimly, she heard a scream, unaware it was
herself.

Sara ate little over the next few days, spending most of her time staring at the
wall. She cried a lot, often with no warning, and she slept little. Slowly,
agonisingly, the days of captivity crept on.
Her fear of Tug and Ruz grew apace with her depression. She huddled in the
corner whenever they entered the room and she refused to answer any of their
questions. Once, when Tug moved towards the bed after setting her dinner down,
she screamed like a banshee. It was the first time either had made any move
towards her, other than to deliver food or water, to take it away, or to light her
lantern. It turned out he was simply replacing the bucket that comprised her toilet.
Her pulse rate took some time to come down after that. She had felt sure her time
had come, that his master was ready for her.
And then, one morning, she woke to the sound of a bird chirping at her
window grate, a little finch of some sorts with a brightly coloured breast, picking
away at spiders or bugs on the stonework. It was the first living creature she had
seen, other than her captors, since the night she had been brought there. She had
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heard the birds many times, but to see one, and so close, was delightful. It was a
turning point for Sara, and not before time.
For some reason, she thought of her dad. She remembered a holiday they had
been on once, a camping trip in the state forest. They had been collecting
firewood together and had been talking as they went. He had asked her about
what she wanted to be when she grew up and she had said that she wasn’t sure.
And then he had said something that she had remembered many times afterwards.
It was one of those pieces of advice you get that strikes a chord, where you know
what has been said makes sense and should be stored away for future reference.
He had told her life was what you made of it yourself, nothing would just
come to you; you made your own luck in the world and the worst thing to do was
to be a victim. “Whatever happens,” he had said, “you are in control of your own
life. Don’t blame anyone else if things go wrong or don’t turn out the way you
want. Just get on and do something about making it right again. The world is full
of people who just curl up in a ball and give in. Don’t be one of those, Sara. As
long as you keep trying, I’ll be proud of you, no matter what happens. Don’t be a
quitter.”
Sara had followed his advice from that day on. It had been a turning point in
her life then, just as it was to be again. At the beginning of the next season, she
had been made captain of the basketball team at school and the coach had said he
had chosen her because of her fighting qualities. He liked the way she never gave
in.
But that’s just what she had done here, she realised. She had given in.
From that moment Sara changed focus. She didn’t give much for her chances,
but she wasn’t going to give up without a fight. She realised that this Golkar
person had something terrible planned for her and she had just been sitting there
waiting for it to happen.
That day Sara ate all of her breakfast. After breakfast, rather than spend the
day sitting despondently, thinking the worst, she began a program of exercises:
push-ups, sit-ups, lunges, dips with the bed as support, things she could do in her
cell quite easily. Her bruises had all but faded and the soreness in her arm was
gone. Thankfully she hadn’t broken anything there. She knew she had to get her
strength back and she had to have a plan.
She quickly decided her best chance, as unlikely as it might be, had to be to
escape before Golkar recovered. She needed to find out how long she had and she
needed to put her captors at their ease in her presence. With that in mind, she
began talking to Ruz and Tug again.
Ruz was obviously quite surprised, and visibly heartened, at the change that
came over her. Sara thought he must have been worried for a while that she might
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get sick and die, or go crazy; she had eaten so little at one point and must have
seemed on the edge of insanity. She could only assume that he feared his master’s
reaction to such an outcome. For him, she guessed, it was probably a huge relief
to see her recover her spirits.
It didn’t take Sara long to find out that Golkar’s injuries had been extensive.
From comments made by Tug, she was able to ascertain that he would be laid up
‘for some time yet’. She hoped that meant weeks and not days and feverishly
continued to work on a plan for escape.
All sorts of schemes went through her head, all flawed in one way or another
when examined closely. The main problem was that her captors were armed. They
each carried a knife in a sheath on their belt, and they were clearly much stronger
than she was.
She also found out her captors were not elves, though they had heard of them
and she hadn’t been far off the mark. Ruz spat on the ground at her feet with
disgust when she asked him if that was what he was. He named himself a draghar,
and claimed the elves were an unfortunate offshoot of the draghar race, spawned
as a result of some unnamed evil, centuries into the past. That didn’t sit well with
Sara’s concept of elves. She preferred to believe the opposite might be the truth
but didn’t dare suggest so to Ruz.
In any event, these two draghar, as they called themselves, were clearly trained
and experienced fighters. Any plan that involved overpowering them would be a
desperate if not a foolhardy one. Added to that was the fact that she had little idea
of anything about the place she was in beyond a brief glimpse of the room she
had arrived in and her cell. For a short period then Sara despaired, though she
quickly snapped out of it. She reminded herself she had to try something, she
couldn’t give in.
The plan she finally opted for was both a desperate and a dangerous one. It
wasn’t just a matter of her chance of success; she knew that was slim, but she also
knew that failure might have its own sting. Ruz and Tug wouldn’t take kindly to
an attempt at escape. If she didn’t succeed, she could end up much worse off than
if she did nothing at all.
Then she realised that wasn’t possible. How could she be worse off? They had
killed the girl she had seen. She had to risk something or that would be her fate as
well. It was no use waiting until she could think of the perfect plan. She knew if
she didn’t act soon Golkar would come for her and that would be it. Game over,
as they say.
There was in the end then, no real choice. The plan she had settled on was the
best she could come up with and it would have to do. At least its greatest virtue
was its simplicity. She knew it would have to be executed flawlessly, though, and
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she went over it again and again in her mind, trying not to think about the fact
that, no matter how well she performed, luck would have to be on her side if she
was to have even the slightest chance of success.
That night, when she went to bed, Sara said a final prayer. “Please God,” she
whispered in the darkness. “If you are there, if there even is a God, please help
me. I know I haven’t always been the best person, but I don’t think I’ve been so
bad as to deserve this. Please help me get out of here.”
After that she went through the plan again, going over the weak points. There
were many. What if they didn’t do what she expected? What if they changed their
routine? What if she froze up and couldn’t do it? And then the big ones. What if
there were other people in the house she didn’t know about? There might be
many of these draghar. And if she did get away, would she be able to find her way
out of the building she was in? Would she run into Golkar? And what would she
do if she did get out? Where is out and where would she go?
Slowly, and methodically, Sara went through her answers to each of these
problems. First up, she knew her plan had flaws but she had already established
she had to try something. If they didn’t do as she hoped they would, she would
just have to improvise. Her coach had said she was good at that, ‘a good tactical
thinker, quick-witted and inspirational’ he had once written on her report card at
school. If Ruz and Tug changed their routine she might just have to wait till
another day. As to her freezing up, that was simply not an option. She would do
what she had to. She had no choice.
She knew there was a possibility that Ruz and Tug weren’t the only ones in
the house other than Golkar. In all of her time there she had not seen anyone else,
however, and all of her attempts to find out more on the subject had been either
deflected or ignored. As to finding her way out, she was just going to have to trust
to instinct and luck. Sure, she had no idea what would happen when she got out,
or even where in the hell she was. One thing was for sure though, out had to be
better than in.
It was some time before she could get off to sleep. She knew that the next day
she would be either out of there or in even deeper trouble than she was now.

Sara sat nervously on the edge of the bed, waiting for Tug to arrive with her
breakfast. She had woken early, anticipation of the day better than any alarm
clock. Quickly preparing as morning light filtered through the grate, she had then
had to sit and wait, tense and apprehensive, going over her plan and psyching
herself up as she did for a big basketball game. She was as ready now as she would
ever be. As she leaned back, trying to appear calm and relaxed despite her anxiety,
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her right arm firmly grasped the wooden strut she had prised loose from the end
of her bed. She felt her heart rate increase as Tug’s footsteps approached the
door. She held her breath as she heard his key turn in the lock.
Tug gave Sara no more than the casual glance she usually got as he swung
open the door. Stepping into the room, he moved to place the tray of food on the
table beside her bed, exactly as she had expected. As he turned and bent, Sara
sprang into action, adrenaline fuelling her effort. In a flash she was up off the bed,
swinging the club down towards his head.
Quick though she was, Tug was even quicker. Somehow sensing the
unexpected movement behind him, he quickly turned, spying the lump of wood in
her hand and ducking under it in one deft movement. Grabbing Sara’s arm and
spinning her around with ease, he twisted her wrist painfully up behind her back,
wrenching the makeshift club from her hand as he did so.
Sara struggled futilely as Tug wrestled her towards the bed. It had all gone
wrong. She couldn’t believe she had been thwarted so abruptly. With her arm
twisted painfully behind her and frustration fuelling her anger, she desperately
tried to kick out at Tug with her legs, succeeding only in catching the food tray
and scattering its contents against the wall and onto the floor of her cell.
“Ya filthy little grink,” Tug snarled from behind her as he brought her other
arm up, holding them both behind her. “I told ya I’d make ya pay if ya tried
anythin like that again.” As he spoke, he lifted her twisting body off the floor and
pushed her from him across the bed.
Sara lashed out at him with her flailing legs as she fell, but once again Tug was
too agile for her. Laughing, he dodged her foot with a quick jump in the air,
shoving her away from him as he did so.
Not quite as clever as he thought though. As his feet came down, one skidded
out from under him, catching the angled edge of an upturned bowl instead of the
firm floor. With his other foot still in the air, there was nothing he could do to
regain his footing. With a shock, Tug found himself reeling backwards, unable to
stop his fall. His arms, which had released the struggling girl as he had flung her
across the bed, desperately reached out for something to grab onto as he went
down.
Sara heard a loud crack from behind her as she hit the bed. Turning around
quickly to defend herself from the onslaught she expected from her enraged
captor, she could, at first, see no sign of Tug. Then, peering down over the edge
of the bed, she was amazed to see his prostrate form flat on his back on the floor.
His eyes were closed and he lay there unmoving. The remnants of her breakfast
were scattered about him. It was then that Sara noticed the smear of blood on the
edge of the table. Tug must have cracked his head on it as he went down. Sara’s
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pulse raced as she realised that he was unconscious.
Quickly jumping up from the bed, Sara bent over the body, gingerly removing
the knife from the sheath at his belt with her trembling hands. At any moment she
expected him to open his eyes and reach up and grab her.
As Sara stood up, with the knife secure in her hands, she wondered if there
was indeed a God. She had thought her plan doomed before it had even begun.
Then, as quickly as it had turned against her, the pendulum of luck had swung
back her way. She still had a chance. It was as she had expected though, she
thought grimly, it was all or nothing now. Tug would certainly make her pay for
this if he ever got the chance.
Stepping over his body, Sara peered out into the corridor, noticing the keys to
the cell still dangling in the lock beside her. Seeing no sign of Ruz, she stepped out
of the cell. Quickly, but silently, she pulled the door closed behind her.
Her cell was at the end of a short corridor. Only a few paces away, at the
other end of the corridor, was another door. There was no choice now. She had to
open that door and hope that Ruz was not there waiting for her.
Sara took a deep breath and tried to quell her trembling limbs. Pushing herself
into action again, she crept up to the door as stealthily as she could, bending and
putting her ear to the wood as she reached it. Though she couldn’t hear a thing,
she wondered if the door was simply too thick to hear through it.
Seeing there was no lock on the door, Sara ever so slowly twisted the handle
and eased it open a fraction, just enough to peek through. Still nothing but silence
from the space beyond. Unfortunately, she couldn’t see much either. It was a
room of some kind, that much was clear, but she wouldn’t be able to see much
more unless she opened the door right up.
Sara felt her muscles tightening, locking up. Her mouth felt dry. She had to
make a conscious effort of will to keep going, to override the fear that threatened
to immobilise her. As slowly as she could, she eased the door open. She held the
knife ready in her shaking hand. She was as scared as she had ever been in her life.
Maybe Ruz wouldn’t be there. Maybe he had gone out for a while. Maybe, and
maybe not.
Sara heaved a sigh of relief as she saw that the room was empty. It looked to
her like some kind of guardroom. In the centre was a table and four chairs. The
one closest to her was pushed back, like someone had gotten up to go somewhere
and was coming back soon, she thought. On the table, a big saucepan with a ladle
beside it looked like the source of more soup. A mug of steaming liquid sat beside
it. In the far corner of the room, she could see a pot-bellied stove with a flue
disappearing into the ceiling. Beside it sat a dozen or so faggots of wood, neatly
stacked. A metal jug with cloth wrapped around its handle sat on top of the stove.
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Two more doors, one opposite the one she stood at and another on the wall to
her left, led out of the room. As Sara stepped inside she wondered which one led
out and which one led to Golkar or Ruz.
Once again, she moved quickly to each door, listening for any sounds that
might indicate what lay beyond them. Like the door that she had entered by,
neither of these appeared lockable. Simple handles were the only mechanism that
she could see from her side.
Before Sara could commence a more detailed inspection of the room, she was
startled by the sound of a door closing. It had come from somewhere beyond the
door opposite the one leading to her cell. She realised it might be Ruz coming her
way. Like a fool, she had been too busy checking out the room to prepare for this
eventuality. In a panic, she rushed over to stand behind the door, thinking she
might catch whoever it was off-guard as he entered. Her mind raced. She knew
that wouldn’t do. She had to have the element of surprise or she would have no
chance at all. As she repositioned herself against the wall on the opening side of
the door, a flash of inspiration came to her.
Sara dashed across to the table and grabbed the mug of steaming liquid. A
moment later, she had resumed her position, flattened against the wall with the
mug in one hand and Tug’s knife in the other. She took some deep breaths to
calm herself again. A few moments passed and she was beginning to wonder if it
was a false alarm when she suddenly heard the sound of approaching footsteps,
not far from the door.
Sara held her breath as the door opened and Ruz stepped into the doorway.
Once more, she was quick off the mark. In the instant that Ruz turned his head
towards her, she brought up her arm with the mug of steaming liquid, flinging it
directly at the surprised look on his face. Although Ruz instinctively raised his arm
in protection, she was too quick. The scalding liquid caught him full in the face.
With a cry of agony, he flung his head back, his hands coming up in a belated
attempt to cover his scorched skin.
His face had caught the hot tea full on. Although his eyes closed reflexively,
the scorching liquid splashed across his cheeks and forehead. Then, even as his
hands were still coming up to his face, Sara swung round with her other arm. The
knife that she wielded caught Ruz in the centre of his exposed stomach, burying
deep within him as she swung at him with all of her strength.
In horror, Sara released the knife and stepped back. As she did so, Ruz slid to
his knees, his hands now scrabbling for the weapon buried within his vitals.
Removing the bloodied knife from his stomach, he desperately attempted to crawl
towards her, one hand clutching at the gaping wound, the other blindly groping
for her in his agony. “Kill you . . . you . . . now,” he grunted through his pain as he
shuffled towards her on his hands and knees.
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Backing away and looking around frantically for something to defend herself
with, Sara found herself up against the table. Her hand grabbed the back of a chair
for support. “Get away from me, you animal,” she hissed as she grabbed the chair
beside her and, in a final moment of rage, brought it crashing down on his head.
Ruz slumped to the floor with the shattered remnants of the chair littered about
him, one bloodied hand stretched out towards her, the other twisted awkwardly
beneath his prone body.
Sara scrambled away from his body, unable to believe what she had done.
Although she couldn’t take her eyes from it, she wanted to put as much distance
between them as she could. An air of unreality hung over the scene before her.
She had stabbed him. Just like a cold-blooded murderer. Just like them.
Somehow she willed herself to get a grip. Although she could feel the
emotion seething within her, she knew that she couldn’t cry now. There might be
time enough for that later. But not now. This wasn’t over yet.
Tearing her eyes away from Ruz’ body, Sara picked up the bloodied knife and
thrust it under her belt. Moving to the open doorway, she peered out. Surely she
had made enough noise to bring the whole house down on her by now.
The door opened on to yet another corridor. Taking a deep breath, Sara
inched her way as silently as she could, down the corridor and away from Ruz,
away from the horror she had just undergone. A left-hand turn brought her to yet
another door. Once again she paused to listen, with her ear plastered to the door.
Easing this door open, just as she had done with the previous one, she was
relieved to find yet another empty room. This one seemed to be part of the living
quarters. It was a large room with a big open fireplace, around which sat two big
lounges and some smaller chairs. On one side a wide staircase swept up and out of
sight to another level. More doors to who knows where were a worry to Sara.
More importantly, however, a window beside the fireplace provided a glimpse of
trees and the sky.
Quickly rushing over to it, Sara could see a path leading away from the house
through a small clearing and disappearing into the woods beyond. The house
looked as if it was surrounded by forest. Fir trees clustered thickly not far from
the house. The path, which was wide enough for a car, if they had such things
here, led in a sweeping arc past the entrance to the house and looped back onto
itself. It was rutted on each side, not unlike the old country roads Sara had seen
back home.
Without a further thought, Sara rushed to the door and opened it, beaming
with delight when she realised she was free. As she raised her foot to step out into
the open air, she suddenly felt her feet pulled out from under her.
Crashing to the floor, she looked back in horror to see Tug with his arms
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clutched at her ankles as he struggled to pull her back across the threshold. Sara
screamed. He had fallen to the floor himself but his bloodied hands had her legs
in a strong grip. He was moving, uncertainly and slowly but nonetheless
relentlessly, pulling her back towards him, one handgrip at a time. He had a large
gash on his forehead and she could see blood matted through his hair and
streaming down his face.
Grunting unintelligibly in her fear, Sara fumbled for the knife she had slipped
under her belt. Desperately she slashed at his wrists and hands, producing a groan
as he loosened his grip. In a flash, Sara struggled clear of him and was up and
running. Out the door and down the pathway she flew, a momentary glance
across her shoulder showing no sign of pursuit. That didn’t slow her a bit, though.
Sara ran. She ran as if her life depended on it.
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Excerpt
from the conclusion to this story in:

CHRONICLES OF THE ILAROI:
BOOK TWO
WHEN ALL THE LEAVES HAVE
FALLEN
The Queen of Algaria wept silently as she stared out across the plain
that spread from the walls of the city to the distant hills beyond. Though the
battle was over, the signs of the carnage that had taken place only a few
short hours earlier were still there for all to see. Other than an occasional
sob or gasp from those around her, for several minutes, all were silent. The
enormity of the situation could not help but weigh heavily on every
observer.
“So many lives,” she finally exclaimed in a hoarse whisper, struggling to
keep her emotions in check as she spoke. “Such senseless slaughter, and for
what purpose? This morning as I watched the ranks of our soldiers as they
assembled I was so proud of their courage. I couldn’t help but feel their
vitality their vigour, their hope. Now . . . now it’s like a forest floor in
autumn covered in dead and decaying leaves. So many dead, from both
sides. So many who will never return home again.”
After a few moments of silence, she finally gave vent to the anger that
was quickly displacing her grief.
“This is Golkar’s doing,” she exclaimed more loudly, turning her face
away from her companions as she spoke to hide the tears welling up in her
eyes. “What will he do when all of the leaves have fallen? What further
horrors will he inflict on Ilythia then?”
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