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              NO ONE COULD HELP HER
            

          

        

      

      “Gergrig wants the child,” said Yetchah, the weathered boards creaking as she moved around the circle of Whelm. Her dark eyes, touched by the firelight, blazed with longing. “If we give her to him, he will surely agree to be our master.”

      Every hair stood up on Sulien’s head, and her throat went so tight that she could scarcely draw breath. The Whelm were going to betray her!

      “Gergrig wants her dead!” grated Idlis. “And we swore to protect her with our lives.”

      “You swore to protect her,” said Yetchah. “The rest of us vowed, after our incomparable master Rulke was slain, that we would do whatever it took to gain a master his equal.”

      “Oh perfect master!” sighed the other eleven Whelm in the circle, and they raised their bony arms to the sky.

      “The life of a nine-year-old girl is a small price to pay to gain such a master,” said Yetchah.

      “We made Sulien into a little Whelm,” choked Idlis. “Would you send one of us, a child, to a cruel death by torture?”

      For a moment Yetchah looked uneasy, then the ecstasy flooded back. “No outsider can ever be one of us,” she cried. “No one matters more than our new master.”

      Sulien, crouching in the shadows, clenched her fists helplessly as they shuffled sideways in a ring around the fire. The crude stone fireplace was set on the boards of a long-abandoned village built on stilts at the centre of a chilly coastal lake. The flames roared shoulder high, the sole source of light on this winter night, but no warmth reached her. What could she do? Where could she go? The Whelm knew this cold southern land, which they called Salliban, and she did not.

      She had lived in fear for months now; every day and every hour she kept watch for an enemy determined to see her dead. The attack could come through a mental link to burn out her mind, a blow from a stranger or poison slipped into her mug, and now from those who had sworn to protect her. Terror was crushing her; every day she felt smaller and weaker and a step closer to death.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” they chanted.

      Sulien had attempted a link to Karan many times, but it was as if her mother no longer existed. Had the Merdrun’s evil old magiz killed her? She choked back a sob. If she had, no one could help Sulien now. Not even Idlis, the strangest of all the Whelm, could defy their collective will.

      He stood outside the circle, licking his flaking lips. He was trembling; he desperately wanted to join his people. How long before he betrayed her too?

      Idlis and Yetchah had been at Sulien’s traumatic birth, and without them both mother and baby would have died. Sulien had often seen Yetchah gazing at her yearningly, as if she longed for a child of her own. Sulien had felt closer to her than any of the other Whelm, but this Yetchah was a cold, obsessed stranger.

      Sulien backed away across the rough-sawn boards, which were weathered to a splintery grey. Everything was grey in this awful place: the wet sky, the crumbling huts and even the Whelm themselves. Their lips were the colour of dirty snow, their eyes as dead and dark as soot.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” Yetchah cried ecstatically.

      On the long journey south they had kept up the chanting for hours at a time, dully and listlessly. But two days ago, when Sulien made a despairing link to the magiz on the little world of Cinnabar, attacking her to try to save Karan’s life, everything had changed.

      The magiz, a hideous enchanter, drank innocent lives to give herself the power to open the ancient Crimson Gate that would finally bring the Merdrun to Santhenar, the beautiful world they had long coveted. Sulien’s world. The mighty Merdrun army was unconquered in ten thousand years of warfare aimed at a single purpose – to escape the void and seize one of the real worlds for their own.

      But Sulien’s link had revealed Gergrig, the greatest warrior and most ruthless leader in the void, to the Whelm. And they knew on sight that he was the perfect master they craved so desperately. They would do whatever it took to get him.

      Now he was somewhere on Santhenar, for just minutes ago the magiz had succeeded in opening the Crimson Gate. This is the hour! Gergrig had roared as his army stormed the gate. And the Whelm had cried out their ecstasy.

      Mummy? Sulien had sent desperately, over and again. Help!

      But Karan had not answered. Sulien’s only chance was to run, though Salliban was a cold, wet wilderness and winter was underway. Without food, shelter or anyone to help her, how could she survive it?

      “Yes, yes, yes!” cried the Whelm.

      Sulien slipped away to the hut she shared with Idlis and Yetchah, and tied her bedroll to her pack. She stuffed in half a dozen bags of the gritty grey cereal the Whelm used to make their daily gruel and added her knife, metal cup and wooden spoon.

      They were still chanting like a flock of evil crows. Some distance away, Idlis, a gaunt, tormented loner, shifted his weight from one bony foot to another and twisted his fingers together. His skin was so rough that Sulien could hear it rasping, and the breath hissed in and out of his tunnel-like nostrils.

      As she slipped out through the door he turned her way and the firelight touched his eyes until they blazed red-black. She froze. He was looking right at her; even in the dimness of the abandoned village he must have seen her.

      Sulien stared back at him, her small body rigid. You gave your word, she sent. You swore to protect me. She did not know if he could hear sendings; few people could. But the plea in her eyes was clear enough.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” chanted the Whelm.

      After an endless few seconds Idlis’s left hand gave a tiny jerk. Sulien interpreted it to mean that he would not stop her. She crept around the hut then, keeping to the band of shadow behind it, darted across the deck towards the walkway that led to the shore a quarter of a mile away.

      Then stopped. If she used the walkway the Whelm would know where to look for her tracks. She turned and, heart pounding, felt her way across the southern side of the deck to the rickety ladder down to the lake.

      As she went down the ice-crusted rungs, the cold came up through the soles of her worn boots. The surface of the lake had been frozen three inches thick when they arrived a week ago, though there had been a thaw since then and the ice was cracked and dotted with the Whelm’s square fishing holes. If she fell through she would freeze to death before she could get out.

      Sulien slid one foot forwards, then the other, rasp, rasp, testing the ice with each step. The night was still. If the Whelm stopped chanting they would hear her.

      She gained the shore, reached out, and her fingertips touched a steep moss-covered bank. It rained most days here, and the Whelm, who were brilliant, relentless hunters, would easily track her across the soft ground.

      The lake, one of hundreds in this rain-drenched land, was surrounded by a coniferous rainforest of vast old trees, widely separated and hung with grey-green streamers of a plant Sulien had never seen before. Karan’s geography lessons had covered the frozen interior of the south, which was called Shazabba, but Sulien knew nothing about Salliban save that it was home to many kinds of beasts that would enjoy eating her.

      She stepped up off the ice onto moss that sank two inches under her slight weight, though when she lifted her foot the moss sprang back again. Endless forest lay ahead but it was too dark to see the way. Arms outstretched, she turned her back on the gaunt figures encircling the fire and their cawing cries of “Yes, yes, yes!” and headed east towards the range of mountains she had seen from the ship on the way here. It felt safer than heading north along the coast, which was so indented with fjords that it might take ten miles of walking east and west to get one mile further north, closer to home.

      Gergrig wanted her dead because, in her first nightmare about him, she had seen the Merdrun’s one fatal weakness, and as long as it lay buried in her mind they would kill her to protect it. The only way to save herself was to recover the nightmare and tell as many people as possible, but it had vanished like a dream on waking. She could not remember a thing and neither Karan nor anyone else had been able to recover it.

      The ground was all hollows and humps here, and fallen trees often blocked her way. She kept stumbling into them in the darkness.

      She reached the top of a small ridge and was standing there, icy hands in her pockets, wondering which way to go, when she heard a collective roar behind her. Her heart lurched; the Whelm knew she had bolted.

      Sulien darted down the slope away from the lake. They were slow and awkward; she could outrun them for a little while. But the Whelm never gave up and they would get her in the end.

      Thump! 

      A blow to the face and chest knocked her back onto the moss. She lay there, her forehead throbbing, tasting blood; she had bitten her lip. She sat up and probed forward along a mossy mound, and up. She had run into the trunk of a tree.

      Sulien felt her way around it and tried to regain her bearings, but she could see nothing save an occasional luminous mushroom. Using her sensitive’s gift, which she did not understand, she sought the unnerving presence of the Whelm and found it some distance to her left.

      She stretched out her arms, turned until the presence was directly behind her, in the west, then, her head aching and her heart as icy as her feet, headed east towards the unseen frozen mountains.
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      Karan looked down at her furious Aachim friends, forty feet below in the semi-dark clearing, and knew they would never forgive her.

      “Stop!” Malien said in cold fury.

      “Yggur, go!” Karan said hoarsely.

      Yggur, who was seated behind a mushroom-shaped bulge rising from the floor of the sky ship, did not move. A crescent carved into the bulge at the height of his waist held three small levers, the left one topped with a knob of red, granular porphyry. The middle knob was the oily green of malachite, and the right one was black obsidian. Behind them a small rod, ending in a crystal of golden beryl, could be raised to add the buoyant and highly explosive gas, protium, to the airbag, or lowered to release it.

      The cabin of the sky ship, which was twenty feet long and eight wide, was shaped like a dolphin. The inside walls were of honey-yellow resin, an oval window three feet across allowed a restricted view ahead, and there were three small oval windows on each side. Six rows of seats, two to each row, filled most of the cabin. The Aachim had fitted dozens of compartments into the remaining spaces, high and low. All were beautifully finished and every surface was decorated with intricate engravings of the strange plants, beasts and landscapes of their lost homeland, Aachan.

      “The Merdrun have opened the Crimson Gate,” yelled Malien. “They’re invading and we don’t know where. We – need – my – sky ship!”

      “Yggur, hurry!” said Karan.

      Sickening guilt churned in her belly. It was the first aerial craft ever made and it would make a big difference to the war – but her need was desperate. She kept seeing the last image Sulien had sent – Yetchah’s eyes alight with longing.

      Gergrig wants the child. If we give her to him, he will surely agree to be our master. Take her!

      Karan had seen no more and could not contact Sulien. When Malien had unblocked Karan’s gift for the Secret Art, several hours earlier, she had not realised that it would cost her the ability to make links and sendings.

      “Come down!” snapped Malien.

      “The Whelm have seen the Merdrun,” said Karan. “They want Gergrig for their master and they’re planning to betray Sulien to seal the deal. And the moment he gets Sulien, he’ll kill her!”

      Malien’s breast heaved. “I’m sorry. I love her with all my heart… but this isn’t the answer. She’s too far away.”

      A sickening dread overwhelmed Karan. What was taking Yggur so long? She could hardly breathe; she felt as though she was choking. “Hurry!” she gasped.

      The western side of Shazabba, where she believed the Whelm had taken Sulien, was seven hundred and fifty miles away and even at the fastest pace of this unreliable craft it would take at least three days to fly there. In three days – maybe even three hours – the Whelm could have contacted Gergrig and betrayed Sulien to him.

      Shand pelted into the glade, followed by Nadiril, his ancient bones clicking. He carried a storm lantern and Lilis was beside him. She looked bitterly disappointed in Karan. Join the queue.

      “Karan,” called Nadiril. “Without the sky ship we’ll never find the Merdrun in time.”

      “And if we don’t, Santhenar is lost,” said Shand, reaching up with both hands. “Millions will die because of your selfish choice.”

      “How dare you lecture me,” cried Karan, “after you betrayed us.”

      “You can’t put Sulien before the lives of all my people,” said Malien, “and all the others on this world.”

      “Sulien and Llian and I gave everything we had to keep the enemy out of Santhenar, and all we’ve got for it is abuse and demands for more sacrifice. Damn you!”

      Nadiril raised a long, fleshless arm and fear shivered through her. Was he trying to stop them? Could he?

      He conferred with Malien and Shand and they pointed at the rear of the sky ship. The wooden rotors, powered by subtle aspects of the Secret Art, went still. The nose of the sky ship dipped and drifted downwards.

      Karan looked over her shoulder. “You said you could fly the damned thing,” she screeched. “Do something!”

      Yggur turned frosty grey eyes onto her, unblinking, and she shivered. He was a strange, dangerous man who had recently suffered another mental breakdown, and he had never been her friend. His big hands moved the three levers gently, as if sensing out the purpose of each via his enigmatic arts.

      “Shouldn’t I understand what I’m doing first?” he said mildly.

      The nose of the sky ship dipped until the floor of the cabin sloped too steeply to stand on. “They’re pulling us down!” Karan’s sweaty hand slipped on the vertical rail beside the cabin door; she lurched forward and almost fell out.

      “Shut the door and sit down!” he snapped. “You’re distracting me.”

      She pulled it closed, hauled herself up to a seat and clung to it, panting. The rotors were making a ticking sound.

      “Sulien’s got no money, no food, nowhere to go. And the Whelm —”

      “Your whining isn’t helping.” Yggur pulled on the right-hand lever and the nose of the sky ship jerked upwards until it was level again. “Ah!” He thrust forward the stubby lever on the left, with the red knob; the sound of the rotors rose to a roar and the craft surged forwards.

      “I’ll make you pay for this, Karan!” raged Malien.

      Karan sank back in the seat and closed her eyes. Malien was kin, and an old friend, and Karan had betrayed her trust.

      The sky ship headed into the darkness, south-west, and Yggur’s jaw was knotted as he sensed out the workings of the craft. It was not something she could comprehend. Karan’s gift for the Secret Art, blocked at the age of twelve, had recently been rewoken, but after more than half her life without it, it was unlikely ever to be much use to her. The basics of mancery had to be learned before the mind was fully formed.

      It reminded her of a more immediate problem – Sulien’s powerful gift for the Secret Art. Since first seeing Gergrig far across the void, which was astounding in itself, her gift had grown in all kinds of ways. But where had it come from? No one knew.

      Karan did not understand Sulien’s gift and had no idea what to do about it. She could not block it; never would she do to her daughter what had been done to her, but neither could she tutor Sulien in it.

      But she dared not give the job to anyone else – could anyone be trusted to guide and protect Sulien in so deadly an art while the Merdrun were hunting her with all their strength and cunning and mancery, determined to see her dead before the secret could be extracted?

      Karan could not ignore Sulien’s gift either. She was too clever and determined a child; she would explore it on her own, and that would be like giving a dagger to a baby. An untrained gift was a danger to its owner and everyone around her, and it would draw all manner of unsavoury people towards her – to say nothing of the Merdrun’s mancers.

      Sick terror overwhelmed Karan, that there was nothing she could do to help Sulien; that it was already too late. She fought an overwhelming urge to scream – being a sensitive, she felt things far more deeply than other people. It built up in her, and up; she rose from her seat, her mouth opening, eyes wide, fists clenched —

      Whack! The back of Yggur’s hand struck her across the face and she fell and hit the floor on both knees.

      “Pull yourself together,” he said coldly. “Do you want to save your daughter or not?”
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      Karan fought an urge to thump Yggur over the head. She rubbed her throbbing cheek, glowering.

      “Think about how we can get her away from the thrice-cursed Whelm,” he said.

      They had served him for many years though they had never given him the respect owed to their true master – the Whelm had not thought him ruthless enough, and perhaps they had despised him for his past breakdowns. When Rulke contacted them twelve years ago the Whelm had abandoned Yggur and never looked back.

      “But by the time we get there…” She could not say it, dared not think it.

      He squinted through the front window into the darkness. “How high are the mountains directly behind Alcifer?”

      “Maybe five thousand feet.”

      He thrust the left-hand lever forwards, hard, and jerked on the black knob; the rotors howled and the sky ship shot up. Karan clung to the edges of her seat. With a gesture he extinguished the lightglasses on the front and side walls, leaving the cabin illuminated only by one small glass at the rear.

      “As I understand it,” said Yggur, “the Whelm can’t contact Gergrig directly. They can only do so via your daughter’s ability to make sendings and mental links.”

      “I think so,” said Karan.

      “Then they’ll have to force her to link to Gergrig before they ask him to become their master. What are the dimensions and limitations of Sulien’s gift?”

      “I don’t know; it’s still growing in unusual ways.”

      “What can she do?” he said impatiently.

      “There are two parts, physical and psychic. With her physical gift I’ve seen her do things like boil a carafe of wine at a touch, and burn someone who was trying to hurt her. But she may be able to do much more —”

      Yggur grunted. “And the psychic?”

      “The far-seeing and far-sensing you know about. She’s also a sensitive, much stronger than I am, and sometimes she senses when people are about to do dangerous things.”

      “Such as?”

      “When Llian —” She choked; she felt sure he was dead. “When Llian was overwhelmed by the summon stone in Carcharon, and drawn into the mad fantasy that he could destroy it, Sulien cried out to him from hundreds of miles away, No, Daddy!”

      Yggur frowned. “Llian hasn’t got a sensitive bone in his body, yet she sensed what he was about to do and made a sending to him?”

      “Yes,” Karan said softly.

      It was painful to think about him too. She had chosen to go after Sulien rather than Llian, but had a sick feeling that she’d made the wrong choice and now it was too late for him.

      “That’s powerful.” said Yggur. “What else has she done that I should know about?”

      “The second last time I went to Cinnabar, a couple of days ago, the magiz caught me. She was forcing a link to form between me and Sulien, so she could kill her and drink her life, and there was nothing I could do.” Karan’s voice sounded harsh in her ears. “But then…”

      In the dim light Yggur’s long head was just a shadow as he turned towards her. A stray ray touched his grey eyes, making them shine like moonbeams on frosty leaves, then they faded. “What?”

      “Sulien cried, Leave… my… mother… alone! I sent to her to stop but the magiz yelled, I’ve found the brat, Gergrig! And then…”

      “What?” said Yggur.

      “Sulien exploded with fury and a searing light burst right in front of the magiz’s eyes. They turned blood-red and she was blinded for a while. It saved my life.”

      After a very long pause, the sky ship rocking in the mountain air, Yggur said, “How could Sulien, a girl of only nine, attack the Merdrun’s mightiest mancer from so far away?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Has she been trained in the Secret Art?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Until six or seven weeks ago,” Karan said slowly, “we didn’t know she had a gift for it.”

      “But there must have been signs,” Yggur said accusingly, as though Karan had been negligent in her parenting. “After all, she’s a triune like you. Why didn’t you check?”

      “Before she was born, Llian and I had suffered two bloody, terrible years. The Time of the Mirror scarred us both; I still have nightmares and flashbacks, and he gets panic attacks. We just wanted Sulien to live the life of a normal little girl.”

      He grunted. “Gifts like hers are dangerous, especially if they’re untrained. When you get her back —”

      “I’m never going to get her back,” Karan cried, the agony exploding in her. “Gergrig will order her killed.”

      “Don’t be stupid. He won’t tell the Whelm to kill her.”

      “Why not?”

      “How could he trust them to carry out such a vital task? Once he has a new magiz – which could take time – he’ll order her to drink Sulien’s life.”

      “She might be doing it already.” Karan strangled a sob.

      “For pity’s sake stop whining,” he snapped. “I’ve had enough of it to last me a lifetime.”

      Karan had had enough. “And you’ve done enough whining to last me a lifetime,” she snarled.

      “How dare you!” he cried, abandoning the controls and standing up to tower head and shoulders over her.

      “You’ve spent most of the last two months wallowing in self-pity, criticising everyone and offering nothing, yet it was your reckless abdication last year that gave Cumulus Snoat the opportunity to tear Meldorin apart.”

      “I… had… a… breakdown!” he said through clenched teeth. “I’m still suffering from when Rulke broke into my mind – possessed me, drove me out of my wits…”

      “That was a thousand years ago! Get over it.”

      “The mind is its own master, you little fool! You can’t tell yourself to snap out of it.” He thrust his face so close to hers that, as he roared, drops of spittle spattered her.

      He was so powerful and intimidating that Karan felt the urge to run up the back and hide under the hammocks. She wiped her face and forced herself to meet his eyes.

      “Do you think I don’t know that?” she said softly. “My father was killed when I was eight, and that very day I saw my mother’s mind break. I lived with it for four years, until she took her life and left me all alone. I circled the pit of madness myself once, while I carried the cursed Mirror of Aachan; circled it and fell in and was lucky to escape. But I did, and it strengthened me, and I will never go there again.”

      Karan softened. A trauma that made one person stronger could break another, and it had nothing to do with size or physical strength or intellect – it simply happened. Yggur was still in great pain.

      “I’m sorry,” she added. “If there’s any way I can help you, I will.”

      His head jerked back and she saw his yearning, that someone could lift the burden from him. Rulke had ransacked Yggur’s mind from the inside, the most terrible violation anyone could experience, and Yggur had borne the burden of it for a thousand years.

      He turned away and took the controls. “I’ve tried everything,” he said harshly. “No one has ever been able to help me.” He looked through the oval window into the dark, jaw clenched, then said, “We’ve got days to fill before we get there. Tell me the rest.”

      Karan’s mind was a blank. “The rest of what?”

      “What happened when you went to Cinnabar a few hours ago.”

      Had it only been a few hours? It felt like months. She realised that no one knew what had happened there; after she’d been flung back to Alcifer there had not been time to tell anyone. She gathered her thoughts.

      “Malien made a spell to send me to Cinnabar, to stop the magiz from opening the Crimson Gate, but before I could trigger the spell the magiz dragged me back there, to the icy plateau at the top of the mountain where the gate stood, intending to drink my life and Sulien’s.

      “The Merdrun broke through the defenders’ ring fortress and were about to take the gate when I discovered that two gates had once stood there side by side – the Gates of Good and Evil crafted by Stermin in ancient times. But the Azure Gate, the good gate, had been toppled and buried long ago.

      “Before I could move, the enemy captured the Crimson Gate, caught me, and the magiz used the power of all the lives she’d drunk to open the gate. Gergrig stormed it with his greatest warriors, leading the charge, but they all went mad and hacked each other to pieces. He retreated back to Cinnabar, the only survivor.”

      “Why?” said Yggur.

      “The gate was a trap; the Charon must have set it up nine thousand years ago when they gave Cinnabar to the defenders. The Charon had toppled the Crimson Gate and buried it, then disguised the Azure Gate with a permanent illusion, making it appear crimson. But the Azure Gate had been the ennobling gate, changing the people who chose it, just as the Crimson Gate had corrupted those who passed through it.

      “The conflict between the ennobling gate and the Merdrun’s own corruption had been too great for the troops who entered the gate; it drove them insane. And since their entire lives had been devoted to killing, in their madness all they could do was kill.”

      “But the gate was opened,” said Yggur.

      “Gergrig was furious that they had been duped. He cast down the false gate and raised the true Crimson Gate, but the magiz had exhausted her power, and the only way she could get more was by drinking powerful lives – mine and Sulien’s. But first she had to beat me in physical combat… and she nearly did.”

      Karan shivered. It was frigid at this altitude and it reminded her of the unbearable cold as the magiz had cast her down onto the ice, tore her clothes open from breast to belly and prepared to gut her.

      “I shoved my fingers into her open mouth and cast the one spell I was confident would work, a simple freezing charm I’d used as a little girl before Tensor blocked my mancery. At any other place the spell would probably have failed, but it was easy there. And the magiz had no way to block it because it had been cast inside her defences. It froze her from the inside out, but unfortunately…”

      “Enormous power is released on the death of a great mancer,” Yggur said thoughtfully, “and she contrived to open the gate with it.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Nothing else could have done it,” said Yggur. Then added, “And our allies don’t know any of this?”

      “I only had time to tell them that the enemy were coming through the gate somewhere, and that Shand was the magiz’s unwitting spy.”

      “I overheard. That was badly done, Karan.”

      “After the way he abused me and Llian the past six weeks,” she muttered, her cheeks glowing, “how else was I supposed to tell them?”

      “Without malice! He’s long been your friend, and he’s also going through a difficult patch.”

      “The moment I mentioned the spy in our midst, he looked at you.”

      To her surprise, Yggur laughed. “I’d expect no less.”

      “The Merdrun are somewhere on Santhenar and we have no idea where,” she said bitterly. “It’s all been for nothing.”

      Yggur shrugged, one shoulder rising higher than the other. “Maybe, maybe not. How many Merdrun are there?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Guess.”

      “Ten thousand. Maybe more.”

      “I don’t see how ten thousand can threaten Santhenar.”

      “They’re tougher than Charon, and a hundred Charon took Aachan.”

      “Special circumstances. It would never work here.”

      “On Cinnabar, over and again I saw single Merdrun soldiers take on three, five and once ten of the enemy, and cut them down. They’re… superhuman.”

      “I doubt that, but they’re bred and trained for a single purpose – war. And no doubt reinforced by mancery to make them seem even more terrible.” He pushed the red porphyry knob forward until the sky ship was racing, the air whistling around it. “And how many thousands more of them are waiting their turn, back wherever they come from?”

      “We’ve been invaded by the most vicious army the void has ever seen,” Karan said in a dead voice, “an army so powerful that even the mighty Charon were terrified of them, and we don’t have a clue where they are.”

      “But we do know they want Sulien dead,” Yggur said softly.
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      Where is she, Idlis? What have you done with her, traitor? 

      For Sulien to detect the Whelm’s mind-speech, they had to be close. She did not hear any reply, but Idlis’s anguish, as they battered him mercilessly, was like a spike digging into her back. She did not like him, for he was a hard, creepy, unknowable man. Yet he had been a faithful friend to Karan and always kept his word, and Sulien felt his pain.

      All night she had groped her way through the cold rainforest, struggling through knee-deep moss, clinging ferns and masses of slimy toadstools that squelched underfoot and stank of rotting meat. She was desperate for sleep but had not dared to stop. The Whelm hunting her would not rest.

      Now a dismal grey light was creeping between the gigantic trees. Were the Whelm close enough to sense her? If a sensitive broadcast her emotions it could be used to locate her. Karan had told Sulien about this flaw when she was a little girl and taught her how to prevent it, by rigidly controlling her feelings. Sulien wished she had practised more, because little snippets of terror kept escaping.

      Mine is a life thrice-owed, said Idlis in mind-speech, and because I owed Karan, I swore to protect her daughter with my life. I cannot allow you to harm her.

      The Whelm were skilled at inflicting pain. They tortured him until Idlis, the most stoical of them all, shrieked.

      No obligation to an outsider can supersede your duty to your own kind, said the Whelm who had spoken earlier. Besides, Karan could be dead.

      Makes… no… difference, gasped Idlis.

      Your oath was to the mother; it ceases on the mother’s death. 

      Should it be proven that Karan is dead, I will review my oath. 

      She will come after her daughter by the fastest means possible. 

      Sulien’s heart leapt. Karan would come after her, whatever the cost.

      When she does, the Whelm continued, I’ll cut her throat and end the obligation once and for all. And then, Comrade Idlis, you will finally do your duty to your own kind.

      Sulien could not move, could not speak, could hardly breathe. She felt like a frozen lump with a desperately pounding heart in its middle. She huddled under the overhang of a moss-carpeted rock, looking out at the teeming rain and praying that Karan did not come. Though she knew she would.

      My obligation cannot be ended in such a way, said Idlis.

      But he sounded less convincing now; he was weakening. Sulien hugged herself desperately, trying to think what to do. He would break soon, then the Whelm would catch her and betray her to Gergrig, and he would kill her as slowly and cruelly as only he knew how.

      Let’s just hunt the little brat down and kill her, said a second Whelm, one who had not mind-spoken before. Then we can show her head to Gergrig and —

      In the first place, the first Whelm said coldly, we have no way of contacting Gergrig save through the child. We have to take her alive so we can force her to link with him. Second, she’s our bargaining piece. If Gergrig knows the child is dead, why would he agree to be our master?

      They were definitely closer now. But how close? She peered out from her hiding place. The rain was heavier than before; little streams of water poured over the lip of the overhanging rock and down in front of her like silvery ribbons.

      Judging by the depth of the moss, it rained most of the time here. Sulien felt a pang of longing for dusty old Gothryme, where they were constantly praying for rain and hardly ever got any, and for dear old Rachis. He must be so lonely and sad, and he didn’t even have Piffle for company – Maigraith’s evil son Julken had strangled Sulien’s beloved puppy.

      She wept, then realised she was broadcasting her emotions again, leading the Whelm to her. She choked her feelings down and squinted across the hummocky ground. They were close now; she could smell their sweat and the rank herbs they used to flavour their food.

      It was still gloomy and patches of mist kept the visibility low. She slipped out, treading carefully so she did not break through the moss. Ahead, the tangled branches of three fallen trees blocked her way. To the right the ground rose steeply and her dark clothing would stand out against the green moss.

      On her left it plunged into a valley, dark at this early hour, with more fallen trees and hundreds of moss-covered boulders. It offered better cover though it looked dark and wet, and was bound to be full of leeches, centipedes and other creeping horrors.

      But it would be easier to hide there and more difficult to search. She headed into the valley, then upstream, checking over her shoulder every couple of minutes. She was in the deep shade between the boulders dotted along a little stream, and feeling safe for the first time since the Whelm had seen Gergrig, when the biggest Whelm of all, lanky Bervi, stepped out from behind a boulder only yards away and lunged at her.

      Sulien squealed, threw herself sideways and evaded his clawing fingers by half an inch. But Bervi wasn’t as clumsy as the other Whelm; he kicked out and the toe of his iron-shod boot caught her in the right ankle, knocking her off her feet into the shallow water.

      The bottom was littered with pebbles. Sulien, desperate now, flung a handful at his face. Most of the pebbles missed but one glanced off his blade-sharp nose and hit him in the left eye. And in the gloom of the forest he wasn’t wearing his eye covers.

      Bervi reeled backwards, caught a heel and landed hard, striking the back of his head on a stone. Sulien scrambled to her feet, her ankle throbbing, splashed across the stream and darted into the gloom on the other side. From there she scrambled over boulders and fallen trees, then hobbled down the valley until the shade was so dense that she could barely see at all.

      The trees here were the biggest she had ever seen; they must have been three hundred feet tall and their trunks were many yards through the middle. But was she safe here? Could she ever be safe when the Whelm were hunting her? No, never.

      She sat down, gasping. Her ankle was swelling, hideously painful and bore a purple bruise the shape of the toe of Bervi’s boot. But she had to keep going and find a hiding place where she could sleep, somewhere that the Whelm could not get to. A hideout with several exits.

      This was basalt country, and it was unlikely that there were any caves. The big trees were widely spaced, there were no branches for the first hundred feet, and the straight trunks were impossible to climb without claws. But she noted cracks in the trunks here and there at ground level, where the heartwood had rotted away leaving cavities inside. Sulien checked dozens of trees and found many with cavities, though some were too narrow for her to squeeze into and she was afraid of what she would find inside. Safe holes were probably inhabited by creatures she would not want to sleep with.

      But the sooner she was out of sight the safer she would be. The biggest tree of all was a hoary old giant that might have been a thousand years old, and its buttressed base, which was at least twenty yards around, was cracked and fissured in many places.

      Only two of the cracks were wide enough for her to squeeze inside. She slipped into the wider one, careful not to leave scrape marks on the moss, clambered down a narrow conduit like a flattened piece of pipe, then down for at least another twenty feet into the rotted-out subterranean heart of the monster tree. Here, she discovered by feeling around, the conduit flared out like a door knob into a space seven or eight feet wide. Other cavities led off in three directions but she did not probe them to their limits. She was too exhausted.

      When her eyes had adjusted to the dim light filtering down, she saw that the floor was rotten wood, and horribly damp and mouldy, though it was soft and a lot warmer than outside. It was teeming with cockroaches, wood beetles and woodlice, and the thought of them crawling on her made her shudder, but at least they didn’t want to eat her.

      Her ankle was more swollen than before and painful to touch, but there was nothing she could do about it. She ate some tasteless Whelm gruel mixed with water, rolled herself in her damp coat and lay down.

      But the moment Sulien closed her eyes she saw her beloved father again, as she had in a nightmare a couple of months ago. Llian lay in the middle of an expanse of grey stones, as still as death.

      Her fondest memories were of being cradled in his arm as a little girl, listening to him telling tales great and small, or making stories up just for her. She had felt loved and safe, and his stories had taught her more than all her lessons. She whimpered and wrapped her arms around herself. He could not be gone!

      Finally she dozed. She woke a couple of times, startled by sounds in the forest above, then slept soundly until hunger and thirst woke her. She yawned, stretched and was reaching for her mug when the hairs rose on the back of her neck.

      She turned and gasped. Idlis was sitting on a mound of rotted wood on the other side of the little cavern, his black eyes fixed on her unblinkingly. Before she could move his bony fingers clamped around her wrist.

      “You will come with me now. Don’t struggle or it will go very badly.”
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