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Prologue

[t was a hot, steamy summer, and the mosquitoes swarmed everywhere, from their breeding

grounds in the rotten, reedy shores of the Red Lake up to the foothills of Mount Abed. Small,
bright-eyed birds swooped among the clouds of insects, eating their fill. Above them, birds of
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prey circled, to devour the smaller birdsin turn.

But there was one place near the Red L ake where no mosquito or bird flew, and no grass or living
thing would grow. A

low hill, little more than two miles from the eastern shore. A mound of close-packed dirt and
stones, stark and strange amidst the wild grassland that surrounded it, and the green forest that
climbed the nearby hills.

The mound had no name. If one had ever appeared on a map of the Old Kingdom, the map was
long lost. There had once been farms nearby, but never closer than aleague. Even when people
had lived there, they would neither look at the strange hill nor speak of it. The nearest town now
was Edge, a precarious settlement that had never seen better days but had not yet given up hope
of them. The townsfolk of Edge knew it was wise to avoid the eastern shore of the Red Lake.
Even the animals of the forest and the meadow shunned the area around 1 the mound, as they
instinctively stayed away from anyone who seemed to be going there.

Such as the man who stood on the fringe of the forest, where the hills melted into the lakeshore
plain. A thin, balding man who wore a suit of leather armor that covered him from ankle to wrist,
reinforced with plates of red-enameled metal at his neck and every joint. He carried a naked
sword in hisleft hand, the blade balanced across his shoulder. His right hand rested against a
|leather bandolier worn diagonally across his chest. Seven pouches hung from the bandolier, the
smallest no larger than a pillbox, the largest as big as his clenched fist. Wooden handles hung
downwards out of the pouches. Black ebony handles, which hisfingers crawled across like a
spider along awall.

Anyone who had been there to see would have known that the ebony handles belonged to bells,
and that in turn would identify the man by kind, if not by name. A necromancer, he carried the
seven bells of hisdark art.

The man looked down at the mound for some time, noting that he was not the first to come there
that day. At least two people stood on the bare hill, and there was a shimmer of heat in the air that
suggested that other, less visible beings stood there, too.

The man considered waiting till dusk, but he knew he didn’t have that choice. Thiswas not his
first visit to the mound. Power lay far beneath it, imprisoned deep within the earth. It had called
him across the Kingdom, summoning him to its presence on this Midsummer’s Day. It called him
now, and he could not deny it.

Still, he retained enough pride and will to resist running the last half mile to the mound. It took all
his strength, but when his boots touched the bare earth at the lip of the hill, it was 2 with
deliberation and no sign of haste.

One of the people there he knew, and expected. The old man, the last of the line that had served
the thing that lay under the mound, acting as a channel for the power that kept it hidden from the
gaze of the witches who saw everything in their cave of ice. The fact that the old man was the
last, without some sniveling apprentice at his side, was reassuring. The time was coming when it
need no longer hide beneath the earth.

The other person was unknown. A woman, or something that had once been awoman. She wore
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amask of dull bronze, and the heavy furs of the Northern barbarians. Unnecessary, and
uncomfortable, in thisweather . . . unless her skin felt something other than the sun. She wore
several rings of bone upon her silk-gloved fingers.

“You are Hedge,” the stranger declared.

The man was surprised by the crackle of power in her speech. She was a Free Magic sorcerer, as
he' d suspected, but a more powerful one than he could have guessed. She knew his name, or one
of them—the least of his names, the one he had used most often in recent times. He, too, was a
Free Magic sorcerer, as all necromancers had to be.

“A Servant of Kerrigor,” continued the woman. “1 see his brand upon your forehead, though your
disguise is not without some skill.”

Hedge shrugged, and touched what appeared to be a Charter mark on his forehead. It cracked in
two and fell off like a broken scab, revealing an ugly scar that crawled and wriggled on his skin.
“1 carry the brand of Kerrigor,” hereplied evenly. “But Kerrigor is gone, bound by the Abhorsen
and imprisoned these |ast fourteen years.”

“Y ou will serve me now,” said the woman, in tones that brooked no argument. “Tell me how |
may commune with the power that lies under this mound. It, too, will bend itself to my will.”
Hedge bowed, hiding his grin. Was this not reminiscent of how he had come to the mound
himself, in the days after Kerrigor’sfall?

“Thereis a stone on the western side,” he said, pointing with his sword. “ Swing it aside, and you
will see anarrow tunnel, striking sharply down. Follow the tunnel till the way is blocked by a
slab of stone. At the foot of the stone, you will see water seeping through. Taste of the water, and
you will perceive the power of which you speak.”

He did not mention that the tunnel was his, the product of five years' toil, nor that the seeping
water was the first visible sign of a struggle for freedom that had gone on for more than two
thousand years.

The woman nodded, the thin line of pallid skin around the mask giving no hint of expression, as
if the face behind it were as frozen as the metal. Then she turned aside and spoke a spell, white
smoke gushing from the mouthpiece of the mask with every word. When she finished, two
creatures rose up from where they’d lain at her feet, nearly invisible against the earth. Two
impossibly thin, vaguely human things, with flesh of swiftly moving mist and bones of blue-
white fire. Free Magic elementals, of the kind that humans called Hish.

Hedge watched them carefully and licked his lips. He could deal with one, but two might force
him to reveal strengths best left veiled for the moment. The old man would be no help. Even now
he just sat there, mumbling, aliving conduit for some part of the power under the hill.

“If |1 do not return by nightfall,” the woman said, “my servants will rend you asunder, flesh and
spirit too, should you seek refuge in Death.”

“1 will wait here,” Hedge replied, settling himself down on the raw earth. Now that he knew the
Hish’ sinstructions, they represented no threat. He laid down his sword and turned one ear to the
mound, pressing it against the soil. He could hear the constant whisper of the power below,
through all the layers of earth and stone, though his own thoughts and words could not penetrate
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the prison. Later, if it was necessary, he would go into the tunnel, drink of the water, and lay his
mind open, sending his thoughts back along the finger-wide trickle that had broken through all
seven thrice-spelled wards. Through silver, gold, and lead; rowan, ash, and oak; and the seventh
ward of bone.

Hedge didn’t bother to watch the woman go, or stir when he heard the sound of the great stone
being rolled away, even though it was a feat beyond the strength of any normal man, or any
number of normal men.

When the woman returned, Hedge was standing at the very center of the mound, looking south.
The Hish stood near him, but made no move as their mistress climbed back up. The old man sat
where he always had, still gibbering, though whether he spoke spells or nonsense, Hedge couldn’t
say. It was no magic he knew, though he felt the power of the hill in the old man’s voice.

“I will serve,” the woman said.

The arrogance, though not the power, was gone from her voice. Hedge saw the musclesin her
neck spasm as she spoke the words. He smiled and raised his hand. “ There are Charter Stones
that have been raised too close to the hill. Y ou will destroy them.”

“1 will,” agreed the woman, lowering her head.

“Y ou were a necromancer,” continued Hedge. In years past, Kerrigor had drawn all the
necromancers of the Kingdom to him, to serve as petty underlords. Most had perished, either in
Kerrigor’sfall or, in the years after, at the hands of the Abhorsen. Some survived still, but this
woman had never been a Servant of Kerrigor.

“Long ago,” said the woman.

Hedge felt the faint flicker of Life inside her, buried deep under the spell-coated furs and the
bronze mask. She was old, this sorcerer, very, very old—not an advantage for a necromancer who
must walk in Death. That cold river had a particular taste for those who had evaded its clutches
beyond their given span of years.

“You will take up the bells again, for you will need many Dead for the work that lies ahead.”
Hedge unbuckled his own bandolier and handed it over cautioudly, careful not to jar the bells into
sound. For himself he had another set of the seven, taken from a lesser necromancer in the chaos
following Kerrigor’s defeat. There would be some risk retrieving them, for they lay in that main
part of the Kingdom long since reclaimed by the King and his Abhorsen Queen. But he had no
need of the bellsfor hisimmediate plans, and could not take them where he intended to go.

The woman took the bells but did not put on the bandolier. Instead, she stretched out her right
hand, palm upwards. A tiny spark glinted there, a splinter of metal that shone with its own bright,
white fire. Hedge held out his own hand, and the splinter leapt across, burying itself just under
the skin, without drawing blood. Hedge held it up to his face, feeling the power in the metal.
Then he slowly closed hisfingers, and smiled. It was not for him, this sliver of arcane metal. It
was a seed, a seed that could be planted in many soils. Hedge had a 6 particular purpose for it, a
most fertile bed where it could grow to itsfull fruit. But it would likely be many years before he
could plant it where it would do most harm.

“And you?’ asked the woman. “What do you do?”’
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“1 go south, Chlorr of the Mask,” said Hedge, revealing that he knew her name—and much else
besides. “ South to Ancelstierre, across the Wall. The country of my birth, though in spirit | am no
child of its powerless soil. | have much to do there, and even farther afield. But you will hear
from me when | have need. Or if | hear newsthat is not to my liking.” He turned then, and
walked off without further word. For a master need make no farewells to any of his servants.

Part One
The Old Kingdom, Fourteenth Y ear of the Restoration of King Touchstone |

Chapter one. An IllI-Favored Birthday

Deep within adream, Lirael felt someone stroking her forehead. A gentle, soft touch, a cool
hand upon her own fevered skin. She felt herself smile, enjoying the touch. Then the dream
shifted, and her forehead wrinkled. The touch was no longer soft and loving, but rough and
rasping. No longer cool, but hot, burning her—

She woke up. It took her a second to realize that she’ d clawed the sheet away and had been lying
facedown on the coarsely woven mattress cover. It was wool and very scratchy. Her pillow lay on
the floor. The pillowcase had been torn off in the course of some nightmare and now hung from
her chair. Lirael looked around the small chamber, but there were no signs of any other nocturnal
damage. Her simple wardrobe of dressed pine was upright, the dull steel latch still closed. The
desk and chair still occupied the other corner. Her practice sword hung in its scabbard on the back
of the door.

It must have been arelatively good night. Sometimes, in her nightmare-laced sleep, Lirael
walked, talked, and wreaked havoc. But always only in her room. Her precious room. She
couldn’t bear to think what life would be like if she were forced to go back to family chambers.
She closed her eyes again and listened. All was silent, which meant that it must be long before
the Waking Bell. The bell sounded at the same time every day, calling the Clayr out of their beds
to join the new morning.

Lirael scrunched her eyes together more tightly and tried to go back to sleep. She wanted to
regain the feel of that hand on her brow. That touch was the only thing she remembered of her
mother. Not her face or her voice—just the touch of her cool hand.

She needed that touch desperately today. But Lirael’ s mother was long gone, taking the secret of
Liragl’ s paternity with her. She had left when Liragl was five, without a word, without an
explanation. There never was any explanation. Just the news of her death, a garbled message
from the distant North that had arrived three days before Lirael’ s tenth birthday.

Once she had thought of that, there was no hope for slegp. As on every other morning, Lirael
gave up trying to keep her eyes shut. She let them spring open and stared up at the ceiling for a
few minutes. But the stone had not changed overnight. It was still grey and cold, with tiny flecks
of pink.

A Charter mark for light glowed there too, warm and golden in the stone. It had shone brighter
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when Liragl had first awoken and grew brighter still as she swung her feet out and felt around
with her toes for her half-shoes. The Clayr’ s halls were heated by the steam of hot springs and by
magic, but the stone floor was always cold.

“Fourteen today,” whispered Lirael. She had her half-shoes on, but made no moveto rise. Ever
since the message of her mother’s death had come so close to her tenth birthday, all her birthdays
had been harbingers of doom.

“Fourteen!” Lirael said again, the word laced with anguish. She was fourteen, and by the measure
of the world outside the 12

Clayr’s Glacier, awoman. But here she must still wear the blue tunic of achild, for the Clayr
marked the passage to adulthood not by age, but by the gift of the Sight.

Once again, Lirael closed her eyes, screwing them tight as she willed herself to See the future.
Everyone else her age had the Sight. Many younger children already wore the white robe and the
circlet of moonstones. It was unheard of not to have the Sight by fourteen.

Lirael opened her eyes, but she saw no vision. Just her ssimple room, slightly blurred by tears. She
rubbed them away and got up.

“No mother, no father, no Sight,” she said as she opened her wardrobe and took out atowel. It
was afamiliar litany. She said it often, though it aways made her feel aterrible stab of sorrow in
her stomach. It was like worrying a toothache with her tongue. It hurt, but she couldn’t leave it
alone. The wound was part of her now.

But perhaps one day soon, she would be summoned by the Voice of the Nine Day Watch. Then
she would wake and say, “No mother, no father, but | have the Sight.”

“1 will have the Sight,” Lirael muttered to herself as she eased open the door and tiptoed down
the corridor to the baths. Charter marks brightened as she passed under them, bringing day from
twilight. But al the other doorsin the Hall of Y outh remained shut. Once, Liragl would have
knocked on them, laughing and calling the other orphans who lived there to an early bath.

But that was years ago. Before they had all gained the Sight.

That was a'so when Merell was Guardian of the Y oung, one who had governed her charges with
alight hand. Liragl’ s own aunt Kirrith was Guardian now. If there was any noise, 13

she would emerge from her room in her maroon-and-whitestriped bathrobe, to order silence and
respect for slegping elders. She would make no special allowance for Lirael, either. Quite the
reverse. Kirrith was the exact opposite of Lirael’s mother, Arielle. She was all for rules and
regulations, tradition and conformity.

Kirrith would never leave the Glacier to travel who knew where, only to return seven months
gone with child. Lirael scowled at Kirrith’s door. Not that Kirrith had ever told her that. Kirrith
wouldn’t talk about her younger sister. The little Liragl knew about her mother came from
eavesdropping on her closer cousins conversations. The ones during which they discussed what
to do about a girl who so obviously didn’t belong.

Lirael scowled again at that thought. The scowl didn’t go away, even when she was scraping her
face with pumice stone in the hot bath. Only the shock of the cold plunge in the long pool finally
smoothed the lines away.
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The lines came back, though, as Lirael combed her hair in the communal mirror in the changing
room next to the cold pool. The mirror was a rectangle of silver steel, eight feet high and twelve
feet wide, rather tarnished around the edges. Later in the morning it would be shared by up to
eight of the fourteen orphans currently in the Hall of Y outh.

Lirael hated sharing the mirror, because it made yet another difference more obvious. Most of the
Clayr had brown skin that quickly tanned to a deep chestnut out on the glacier slopes, aswell as
bright blond hair and light eyes. In contrast Lirael stood out like a pallid weed among healthy
flowers. Her white skin burnt instead of tanning, and she had dark eyes and even darker hair.

She knew she probably took after her father, whoever that had been. Arielle had never identified
him, yet another shame 14

for her suffering daughter to carry. The Clayr often bore children fathered by visiting men, but
they didn’'t usually leave the Glacier to find them, and they made no secret of the fathers. And for
some reason, they almost always had girls. Fair-haired, nut-brown girls with pale blue or green
eyes.

Except for Lirael.

Alonein front of the mirror, Lirael could forget al that. She concentrated on combing her hair,
forty-nine strokes to each side. She was feeling more hopeful. Perhaps this would be the day. A
fourteenth birthday marked by the best possible present. The gift of the Sight.

Even so, Lirael had no desire to eat breakfast in the Middle Refectory. Most of the Clayr ate
there, and she would have to sit at a table with girls three or even four years younger, sticking out
like athistle in abed of well-tended flowers. A blueclad thistle. Everyone else her age would be
dressed in white, sitting at the tables of the crowned and acknowledged Clayr. Instead, Lirael
crossed two silent corridors and descended two stairways that spiraled in opposite directions,
down to the Lower Refectory. Thiswas where the traders ate, and the supplicants who came to
ask the Clayr to look into their futures.

The only Clayr here would be those on the kitchen or serving rosters.

Or amost the only Clayr. There was one other who Lirael hoped would come. The Voice of the
Nine Day Watch. As she walked down the last steps, Lirael imagined the scene. The Voice
striding down the main stairs, striking the gong, then stopping to make her announcement that the
Nine Day Watch had Seen her—Seen Liragel—being crowned with the circlet of moonstones, had
Seen her gaining the Sight at |ast.

The Lower Refectory wasn't very busy that morning. Only three of the sixty tables were
occupied. Lirael went to afourth, 15

as far away from the others as possible, and drew out the bench. She preferred to sit alone, even
when she was not among the Clayr.

Two of the tables were occupied by merchants, probably from Belisaere, talking loudly of the
peppercorns, ginger, nutmeg, and cinnamon they had imported from the far North and hoped to
sell to the Clayr. Their conversation about the quality and strength of their spiceswas al too
evidently meant to be heard by the Clayr working in the kitchens.

Lirael sniffed the air. Their claims might even be true. The scent of cloves and nutmeg from the
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merchants’ bags was very strong, but pleasant. Lirael took it as another good omen. The third
table was taken up by the merchants' guards.

Even here, inside the Clayr’ s Glacier, they wore armored coats of interlocking scales and kept
their scabbarded swords close by, under the benches. Obviously, they thought bandits or worse
could easily follow the narrow path along the river gorge and force the gate that led to the Clayr’s
vast complex.

Of course, they would not have been able to see most of the defenses. The river path crawled with
Charter marks of hiding and blinding, and under the flat paving stones there were sendings of
beasts and warriors that would rise up at the slightest threat. The path also crossed the river no
less than seven times, on slender bridges of ancient construction, apparently spun from stone.
Easily defended bridges—with the river Ratterlin running below, deep enough and fast enough to
keep any Dead from crossing.

Even here in the Lower Refectory there was Charter Magic lying dormant in the walls, and
sendings that slept in the rough-hewn stone of floor and ceiling. Lirael could see the Charter
marks, faint as they were, and puzzle out the spells they made up. The sendings were harder,
because only the marks to trigger them were clear. Of course, there were clearly visible marks as
well, the ones that shed light here and everywhere else within the Clayr’ s underground domain,
bored into the rock of the mountain, next to the icy mass of the Glacier. Lirael scanned the
visitors' faces. Without helmets, their close-cropped hair made it easy to see that none had the
Charter mark upon their foreheads. So they almost certainly couldn’t see the magic that
surrounded them. Instinctively, Lirael parted her own rather too-long hair and felt her mark. It
pulsed lightly under her touch, and she felt the sense of connection, the feeling of belonging to
the great Charter that described the world. At least she was something of a Charter Mage, even if
she didn’'t have the Sight.

The merchants' guards should trust more in the Clayr’ s defenses, Lirael thought, looking at the
armored men and women again. One of them saw her glance, and met her eyes for an instant, till
she looked away. In that fleeting moment, she saw a young man, his head even more closely
shaven than the others, so his scalp shone when it caught the light from the Charter marksin the
ceiling.

Though she tried to ignore him, Lirael saw the guard get up and walk across, his scale coat too
big for someone who would not see hisreal growth for several years. Lirael scowled as he
approached, and turned her head away even more. Just because the Clayr did occasionally take
lovers from amongst the visitors, some people thought that any of the Clayr visiting the Lower
Refectory would be hunting for a man. This notion seemed particularly strong among young men
of sixteen or thereabouts.

“Excuse me,” said the guard. “May | sit here?’

Lirael nodded reluctantly, and he sat, a cascade of scales rattling down his chest in aslow
waterfall of metal.

“I'm Barra,” he said cheerfully. “Isthisyour first time here?’

“What?' asked Lirael, puzzled and shy. “In the Refectory?’
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“No,” said Barra, laughing and stretching his arms out to indicate a much larger vista. “Here. In
the Clayr’s Glacier. Thisis my second visit, so if you heed someone to show you around . . .
though | guess your parents might trade here often?’

Lirael looked away again, feeling bright spots burn into her cheekbones. Shetried to think of
something to say, some snappy rejoinder, but al she could think was that even outsiders knew
shewasn't really a Clayr. Even a stupid, undergrown, rattling clod like this one.

“What' s your name?’ asked Barra, oblivious to the blush and the terrible emptiness that had
grown inside her.

Lirael swallowed and wet her lips, but no answer came.

Shefelt asif shedidn’'t have anameto give, or an identity at all. She couldn’t even look at Barra
because her eyes were full of tears, so she stared at the half-eaten pear on her plate instead.

“1 just wanted to say hello,” said Barra uneasily, as the silence stretched out between them.

Lirael nodded, and two tears fell on the pear. She didn’t ook up or try to wipe her eyes. Her arms
felt aslimp and useless as her voice.

“I"'m sorry,” Barraadded as he clanked to hisfeet. Lirael watched him go back to histable, her
eyes partly covered by a protective fall of hair. When he was a few feet away, one of the men said
something, not loud enough to hear. Barra shrugged, and the men—and some of the women—
burst into laughter.

“It'smy birthday,” Lirael whispered to her plate, her voice more full of tears than her eyes. “I
must not cry on my birthday.” She stood up and clumsily stepped over the bench, taking her plate
and fork to the scullery hatch, being careful not to catch the eye of whichever first, second, or
third cousin worked there.

She was still holding the plate when one of the Clayr came down the main stairs and struck with
her metal -tipped wand the first of the seven gongs that stood on the bottom seven steps. Lirael
froze, and everyone in the Refectory stopped talking as the Clayr descended, striking each gong
in turn, the different notes of the gongs merging into one before they echoed away into silence.
At the bottom step, the Clayr stopped and held up her wand. Lirael’ s heart leapt inside her, while
her stomach knotted in anxiety. It was exactly as she had imagined. So like it that she felt sure
that it hadn’t been imagination, but the onset of the Sight.

Sohrae, as her wand declared, was currently the Voice of the Nine Day Waitch, the V oice who
made the announcements when the Watch Saw something of public importance to the Clayr or
the Kingdom. Most important, the V oice aso announced when the Watch had Seen the girl who
would be next to gain the Sight.

“Know one, know many,” proclaimed Sohrae, her clear voice carrying to every corner of the
Refectory and the kitchens and the scullery beyond. “The Nine Day Watch with great gladness
announce that the Gift of Sight has Awoken in our sister . . .”

Sohrae took a breath to go on, and Lirael shut her eyes, knowing that Sohrae was about to say her
name. It must, it must, it must be me, she thought. Two years later than everyone, and today my
birthday. It hasto—

“Annisele,” intoned Sohrae. Then she turned and went up the stairs again, lightly striking the
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gongs, their sound a soft 19

undercurrent to the talk that had resumed among the visitors. Lirael opened her eyes. The world
had not changed. She did not have the Sight. Everything would go on as it always had. Miserably.
“Can | have your plate, please?’ asked the unseen cousin behind the scullery hatch. “Onh, Liragl! |
thought you were avisitor. Y ou'd better hurry back upstairs, dear. Annisele’s Awakening will
start inside the hour. Thisisthe Voice s last stop, you know. Whyever did you eat down here?’
Lirael didn’'t answer. She let the plate go and crossed the Refectory like a sleepwalker, her fingers
listlessly brushing the table corners as she passed. All she could think of was Sohrae' s voice,
running over and over in her head.

“The gift of Sight has Awoken in our sister Annisele.”

Annisele. Annisele would be the one to wear the white robe, to be crowned with the silver and
moonstones, while Liragl once again would have to put on her best blue tunic, the uniform of a
child. The tunic that no longer had a hem because it had been let out so many times. Thetunic
that was still too short.

Annisele had just turned eleven ten days ago. But her birthday would be nothing compared to this
day, the day of her Awakening.

Birthdays were nothing, Lirael thought, as she mechanically put one foot in front of the other, up
the six hundred steps from the Lower Refectory to the Westway, along that path for two hundred
paces, and then up the hundred and two steps to the backdoor of the Hall of Y outh. She counted
every step, and looked no one in the eye. All she saw was the sweep of white robes and the flash
of black-dlippered feet, as all the Clayr rushed to the Great Hall to honor the latest girl to join the
ranks of those who Saw the future.

By the time she reached her room, Lirael found that any small joy to be had from her birthday
was gone. Extinguished, snuffed out like a candle. It was Annisele’ s day now, Lirael thought. She
had to try to be happy for Annisele. She had to ignore the terrible sorrow that was welling up in
her own heart. 21

Chapter Two. A Future L ost

Liragl threw hersalf on her bed and tried to overcome her despair. She really should get
dressed for Annisele’ s Awakening. But every time she started to get up, she felt unable to
continue, and sat back down. For the moment, getting up was impossible. All she could do was
relive the awful moment in the Lower Refectory when she had not heard her name. But she
managed to wrestle her mind away from that, to think about the immediate future, not the past.
Lirael made a decision. She wouldn't go to Annisele’ s Awakening.

It was unlikely anyone would really miss her, but there was a chance somebody might come to
get her. Thisthought gave her enough strength to finally get off the bed and investigate hiding
places. Under the bed was traditional, but the underside of Lirael’s simple trestle bed was both
cramped and very dusty, since she hadn’t followed the standard cleaning routine properly for
weeks.
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She considered the wardrobe for alittle while. But its spare, box-like shape and pine-plank
construction made her think of it as an upended coffin. This was not a new thought for Lirael. She
had always had what her cousins considered a morbid imagination. As a small child she had liked
to playact dramatic 22

death scenes from famous stories. She had stopped playacting years ago, but had never stopped
thinking about death. Her own, in particular.

“Death,” Lirael whispered, shivering to hear the word aloud. She said it again, alittle louder. A
simple word, a simple way to avoid all the things that plagued her. She could avoid Annisele's
Awakening, but she probably couldn’t avoid all the ones that would come after that.

If she killed herself, Lirael reasoned, she wouldn’t have to watch girls increasingly younger than
herself gaining the Sight. She wouldn’t have to stand with a bunch of children in blue tunics.
Children who all peeked at her under their lashes during the Awakening ceremony. Lirael knew
that look and recognized the fear init. They were afraid that they might be like her, doomed to
lack the only thing that really mattered.

And she wouldn’t have to put up with the Clayr who looked at her with pity. The ones who
aways stopped and asked how she was. Asif mere words could describe how she felt. Or asif
even if she had the words, Liragl could tell them what it was like to be fourteen and without the
Sight.

“Death,” Lirael whispered again, tasting the word on her tongue. What else was there for her?
There had always been the hope that one day she would gain the Sight. But now she was
fourteen. Who had ever heard of a Clayr Sightless at fourteen? Things had never seemed quite so
desperate as they were today.

“It’ sthe best thing to do,” Lirael pronounced, asif she were informing afriend of avital decision.
Her voice sounded confident, but inside she wasn't so sure. Suicide wasn't something the Clayr
did. Killing herself would be the final, terrible confirmation that she just didn’'t belong. It
probably was the best thing. How would she actually do it? Lirael’ s eyes strayed to 23

where her practice sword hung in its scabbard on the back of the door. It was blunt, soft steel. She
could probably fall on its point, but that would lead to a very slow and painful death. Besides,
someone would almost certainly hear her screaming and get help.

There was probably a spell that would still her breath, dry up her lungs, and close her throat. But
she wouldn't find that in the school texts, her workbook of Charter Magic, or the Index of
Charter Marks, both of which lay on the desk afew paces away. She' d have to search the Great
Library for such a spell, and that sort of magic would be locked away by charm and key.

That left two reasonably accessible means of ending it all: cold and height. “The glacier,”
whispered Lirael. That would be it, she decided. She would climb the Starmount Stair while
everyone else was at Annisele’s Awakening, and then throw herself onto the ice. Eventually, if
anyone bothered to look, they would find her frozen, broken body—and then they would all
realize how hard it was to be a Clayr without the Sight.

Tearsfilled her eyes as she imagined a great crowd silently watching as her body was carried
through the Great Hall, the blue of her child’s tunic transformed to white by the ice and snow
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encrusted upon it.

A knock at the door cut short her morbid daydream, and Lirael jumped up, relieved. The Nine
Day Watch must have finally Seen her, for the first time ever. They’d Seen her climb out onto the
glacier and go plunging down, so they’ d sent someone to prevent that future, to tell her that she
would gain the Sight one day, that everything would be fine.

Then the door opened, before Liragl could say “Comein.”

That was enough to tell her that it wasn't a Nine Day Watcher concerned for her safety. It was
Aunt Kirrith, Guardian of the Y oung. Or more the other way round, since she never treated Lirael
any differently from the others, and particularly didn’t show her the affection you might expect
from an aunt.

“Thereyou are!” boomed Kirrith unnecessarily in her annoying, falsely jolly voice. “1 looked for
you at breakfast, but there was such a crush | just couldn’t find you. Happy birthday, Lirael!”
Lirael stared at Kirrith and at the present she was holding out. A large, square package, wrapped
in red and blue paper dusted with gold. Very pretty paper, too. Aunt Kirrith had never given her a
present before. She explained this by saying that she never accepted presents either, but Lirael
thought that this missed the point. It was all about giving, not receiving. “Go on, open it,”
exclaimed Kirrith. “We haven't got much timetill the Awakening. Fancy it being little
Annisele!” Lirael took the package. It was soft, but quite heavy. For amoment, all her thoughts
of killing herself were gone, driven away by curiosity. What could the present be?

Then, as she felt the package again, aterrible presentiment stuck her. Quickly, shetoreaholein
the corner of the paper, and saw the telltale blue. “It'satunic,” said Liragl, the words seeming to
come from someone else, and along way away. “A child’ s tunic.”

“Yes,” said Kirrith, resplendent in her own white robe, the circlet of silver and moonstones secure
on her white-blond head. “I noticed your old one was too short, not really seemly, with the way
you've grown. . .."

She kept on talking, but Lirael didn’t hear aword. Nothing seemed real anymore. Not the new
tunic in her hands. Not Aunt Kirrith talking away. Nothing.

“Come on then, get dressed!” Kirrith encouraged her, straightening the folds of her own robe. She
was alarge and tall woman, one of the tallest of the Clayr. Lirael felt very small in front of her,
and somehow dirty compared to the great expanse of white that was Kirrith’s robe. She stared at
that whiteness and began to think again of ice and snow.

She waslost in her thoughts when Kirrith tapped her on the shoulder.

“What?' Lirael asked, realizing that she’d missed most of Kirrith’s words.

“Get dressed!” repeated Aunt Kirrith. A slight frown folded the skin on her forehead, making her
circlet move down and shadow her eyes. “It would be terribly rude to be late.”

Mechanicaly, Liragl pulled off her old tunic and slipped on the new one. It was heavy linen, stiff
with newness, so she struggled alittle with it, till Aunt Kirrith pulled it down smartly. When her
arms were through and the tunic settled on her shoulders, it reached just above her ankles.
“Plenty of room for growth,” remarked Aunt Kirrith with satisfaction. “Now we really must get
on.”
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Lirael looked down at the sea of blue cloth that swathed her entire body, and thought that there
was more room than she could ever possibly fill. Aunt Kirrith must expect her never to wear the
white of the Awakening, for this tunic would fit even if she kept on growing till she was thirty-
five.

“You go on—I’ll catch up inaminute,” shelied, thinking of the Starmount Stair, the cliffs
beyond, and the waiting ice. “| have to go to the toilet.”

“Very well,” said Kirrith as she hurried back out into the corridor. “But be quick, Lirael! Think of
what your mother would say!”

Lirael followed her, turning left towards the nearest water closet. Kirrith turned right, clapping
her hands to hasten on a 26

trio of eight-year-olds who were dressing as they walked, their tunics half over their heads,
smothering giggles.

Lirael had no ideawhat her mother would have said about anything. She had been teased about
Arielle often enough when she was younger, before she became too much of an outsider to be
teased. It was quite normal for the Clayr to seek casual lovers from visitorsto the Glacier, and not
even that uncommon to find one outside. But it was unheard of not to record the parentage of
children.

Her mother had compounded her strangeness by |leaving the Glacier—and a five-year-old Liragl—
called by some vision she had not shared with the other Clayr. Y earslater, Aunt Kirrith had told
Lirael that Arielle was dead, though no details ever came. Lirael had heard various theories,
including Arielle being poisoned by jealous rivalsin the court of some barbarian lordling in the
frozen wastes of the North or killed by beasts. Apparently she'd been serving as a seer, something
that no Clayr would think was a suitable occupation for people of their Blood.

The pain of losing her mother was locked away in Lirael’s heart, but not so deep it could not be
uncovered. Aunt Kirrith was an expert at bringing it back.

Once Kirrith and the three suddenly chastened girls were gone, Lirael doubled back to her room
and got her outdoor gear: a coat of heavy wool, greasy with lanolin; a cap of double felt with
earflaps; oilskin overshoes; fur-lined gloves; and leather goggles with lenses of smoked green
glass. Part of her said it was stupid to get these things, since she was going to her death anyway,
but another small voice inside her said that she might as well be properly dressed.

Because al the inhabited parts of the Clayr’s domain were heated by steam piped up from the
deep springs, Lirael carried 27

her outdoor gear, the smaller items wrapped in the coat. It was going to be hot enough climbing
the Starmount Stair without wearing all that wool. As alast-minute gesture of defiance, she
pulled off the new tunic and threw it on the floor. Instead, she chose to put on the neutral
garments worn when the Clayr were on kitchen or scullery duty in the Lower Refectory, along
grey cotton shirt that came down to the knees, over thin blue woollen leggings. There was a
canvas apron that went with this ensemble, but Lirael left that behind.

It was strange slinking down the Northway with no onein sight. Normally, there would be
dozens of the Clayr going about their business on this busy thoroughfare, either heading to or
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from the Nine Day Watch or engaged in the myriad more mundane tasks of the community. The
Clayr’'s Glacier was really asmall town, abeit avery strange one, since its primary business was
to look into the future. Or, asthe Clayr had to constantly explain to visitors, the numerous
possible futures. At the point where the Northway met the Zigzag, Lirael made sure she was
unobserved. Then she went afew steps along the first zig of the Zigzag, looking for a small, dark
hole at waist height. When she found it, she took out the key she wore on a chain around her
neck. All the Clayr had such keys, and they opened most of the common doors. The Starmount
Door was not often used, but Lirael didn’t think it needed a special key.

There was no sign of a door around the keyhole until Liragl put in the key and turned it twice.
Then afaint silvery line spread from the floor and slowly traced a doorway in the yellowish stone.
Lirael pushed the door open. Cold air rushed in, so she went through quickly. If there were any
other people about, they would notice a cold breeze more quickly than anything 28

else. The Clayr might live in amountain that was half smothered by a glacier, but they didn’t
revel in the cold.

The door swung shut behind Lirael, and the silver lines that marked its outline slowly faded.
Ahead of her, the stepsrose up in astraight line, the Charter marks above them providing light
that was dimmer than that in the main halls. The risers were higher than usual, something Lirael
hadn’t remembered from a class excursion many years before, when all steps had seemed high.
She grimaced as she started to climb, knowing that her calf muscles would soon protest the extra
sixinchrise.

There was a bronze handrail for the first hundred or so steps, where the Stair went up in a dead
straight line. Lirael gripped it as she climbed, the cool of the metal soothing under her hand. As
was her habit, she started counting steps, the regular rhythm temporarily banishing the mental
images of herself falling down an endless slope of ice.

She hardly noticed when the handrail stopped and the steps began to turn inwards, into the long
spiral that would take her to the top of the mountain, Starmount. Its sister peak was Sunfall, and
the two mountains held the glacier between them. The glacier had once had its own name, but it
was long forgotten. So for thousands of yearsit had been called after the Clayr who lived above,
beside, and sometimes beneath it. Over time that name had come to be extended to the Clayr’s
realm as well, so both the great mass of ice and the halls of stone were known asthe Clayr’s
Glacier, asif they were al one.

Not that the Clayr chose roomstoo close to the glacier asarule. They had lived in the mountain
for millennia, following the tunneling of the now almost extinct drill-grubs or carrying out their
own magical or physical excavations. At the same time, the glacier had continued its inexorable
march down the 29

valley, and into the mountains that gripped its sides. |ce ground down and broke through stone,
and the glacier was indifferent if that also meant crashing through the tunnels of the Clayr. Of
course, the Clayr could See where the glacier was going to have its unthinking way, but that
hadn’t stopped various ambitious builders of bygone days. Obviously they had felt their
extensions would last as long as they did, and probably for at least three or four generations after
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them—time enough to make the work worthwhile.

Lirael thought of all those builders and wondered why the Stair had been made with such
uncomfortably high steps.

But after awhile, even mechanically counting steps couldn’t keep her imagination under rein.
She started to imagine how Annisele would be looking right at that instant. Perhaps she was
standing at the children’s end of the Great Hall, asingle figure in white amidst afield of blue.
She would be staring down the other end, no doubt, barely aware of the ranks and ranks of white-
clad Clayr, sitting in the pews that lined both sides of the Hall for several hundred yards, twenty-
one ranks deep. Pews made from ancient dark mahogany, with silk cushions that were replaced
every fifty years, with considerable ceremony. At the far end of the Hall, there would be the
Voice of the Nine Day Watch, and perhaps some of the Watchers too, their business permitting.
They would be standing around the Charter Stone that rose up from the floor of the Hall, asingle
menhir swarming with all the glowing, changing marks of the Charter that described everything
in the world, seen or unseen. And on the Charter Stone, higher than anyone could reach, save the
V oice with her metal-tipped wand, there would be the circlet of the new Clayr, the silver and
moonstones reflecting the Charter marks of the Stone.

Lirael forced her tired legs up another step. Annisele’ swalk wouldn’t be tiring at all. Just afew
hundred steps, with smiling faces on all sides. Then, when the circlet was placed on her head at
last, the tumult as all the Clayr roseto their feet, followed by the great cheer that would echo
through the Hall and beyond. The Awakening of Annisele, atrue Clayr, a mistress of the Sight.
Acclaimed by one and all.

Unlike Lirael, who was, as always, alone and unregarded.

She felt like crying but brushed the tears away. Only another hundred steps to go, and she would
be at the Starmount Gate. Once through the gate and across the wide terrace in front of it, Lirael
would stand on the edge of the glacier, looking down into icy death.

Chapter Three. Paperwings

At the top of the Starmount Stair, Lirael rested for awhile, till the chill coming through the
stone got too much to bear. Then she donned her outdoor gear, turning the world green as she
dlipped on her goggles. Last, she drew a silk scarf from the pocket of her coat, tied it across her
nose and mouth, and folded down the earflaps of her cap.

Dressed like that, she might be one of the Clayr. No one could see her face, hair, or eyes. She
looked exactly like any other Clayr. When they found her body, they wouldn’'t even know who it
was till cap, scarf, and goggles were removed. Lirael would look like one of the Clayr for the last
time. Even so, she hesitated before the door that led from the Stair to the Paperwing hangar and
the Starmount Gate. It probably wasn't too late to go back, to say she' d eaten something that
disagreed with her so she'd had to stay in her room. If she hurried, she'd almost certainly be back
before everyone returned from the Awakening.

But nothing would have changed. There was nothing to look forward to down there, Lirael
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decided, so she might as well go and look at the cliffs. She could make her final decision there.
She took her key out again, clumsy in her gloves, and unlocked the door. A visible one, thistime,
but magically guarded as well. Lirael felt the Charter Magic inside it flow out through the key,
through the fur of her gloves and into her hands. She tensed for a moment, then relaxed as it
ebbed away again. Whatever it guarded against, the spell wasn't interested in her.

It was colder still past the door, though Liragl was still inside the mountain. This large chamber
was the Paperwing hangar, where the Clayr kept their magical aircraft. Three of them slept
nearby. They looked rather like slim canoes, with hawk-wings and tails. Lirael felt an urge to
touch one of them, to seeif it really did feel like paper, but she knew better than that. Physically,
the Paperwings were made from thousands of sheets of laminated paper. But they were also made
with considerable magic, and were partially sentient as aresult. The painted eyes at the front of
the closest green and silver craft might be dull now, but they would light up if she touched it.
Lirael had no ideawhat it might do then. She knew the craft were controlled by whistled Charter
marks, and she could whistle, but she didn’t know the marks or any special technique that might
be required.

So Liragl crept past the Paperwings, across to the Starmount Gate. It was huge—big enough for
thirty people or two Paperwings to pass abreast—and easily four times astall asLiragl.
Fortunately, she didn’'t have to even try to open it, because there was a smaller sally port cut into
the large Gate' s left quarter. A moment’ s work with her key, the touch of the guarding spell, then
the door was open, and Lirael stepped outside. Cold and sunshine hit her at the same time, the
former strong enough to feel even through her heavy clothes, and the 33

|atter fierce enough to make her half-close her eyes, even behind goggles.

It was a beautiful summer day. Lower down in the valley, below the glacier, it would be hot. Here
it was cold, the chill mainly coming from the breeze that blew along the glacier and then up, over,
and around the mountain.

Ahead of Lirael, abroad, unnaturally flat terrace was carved into the mountainside. It was about a
hundred yards long and fifty yards wide, and snow and chunks of ice were piled up al around it
in deep drifts. But the terrace itself had only alight dusting of snow. Lirael knew it was kept like
that by Charter sendings—magically created servants who shoveled, raked, and repaired al the
year round, oblivious to the weather. There were none to be seen now, but the Charter Magic that
would send them into action lurked beneath the paving stones of the terrace.

On the far side of the terrace, the mountain fell away in a sheer precipice. Liragl looked across to
it but saw nothing but blue sky and afew wisps of low cloud. She would have to cross the terrace
and look down to see the main bulk of the glacier athousand feet below. But she didn’t cross.
Instead, she pictured what might happen if she jumped. If she threw herself out far enough, she
would fall free, down to the waiting ice and a speedy end. If she fell short, she would hit a spur of
rock maybe only thirty or forty feet down, then slide and tumble the rest of the way, breaking a
new bone with every momentary impact.

Lirael shivered and looked away. Now that she was actually here, only afew minutes’ brisk walk
from the precipice, she wasn’'t sure that making her own death was such a good idea. But every
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time she tried to think of a continuing future for herself, she felt weak and blocked, asif all the
ways forward 34

were closed off by walls too high to climb.

For now, she forced herself to move and take afew steps across the terrace, to at least look at the
drop. But her legs seemed to have alife of their own, walking her along the length of the terrace
instead, without getting any closer to the cliffside. Half an hour later, she headed back to the
Starmount Gate, having walked the length of the terrace four times without once daring to go
anywhere near the cliff on the far side. The closest she’ d got was the sudden drop at the end of
the terrace, where the Paperwings actually took off. But that was afall of only afew hundred
feet, down a much less steep face of the mountain, and not onto the glacier. Even then she hadn’t
gone within twenty feet of the edge.

Lirael wondered how the Paperwings would launch off that far end. She had never seen one take
off or land, and she spent some time trying to imagine how it would look. Obviously, they would
dip aong the ice and then at some point leap into the sky, but where exactly? Did they need a
long run-up like the blue pelicans she' d seen on the Ratterlin, or could they shoot straight up like
falcons?

All these questions made Liragl curious about how the Paperwings actually worked. She was
thinking of risking a closer ook at one back in the hangar when she realized that the black speck
she’ d noticed high above wasn't a product of her imagination, or atiny storm cloud. It was areal
Paperwing, and it was obviously coming in to land.

At the same time she heard the deep rumble of the Starmount Gate as it started to swing open.
She looked back at it, then at the Paperwing again, her head moving in frantic starts. What was
she going to do?

She could run across the terrace and throw herself off, but shereally didn’t feel like doing that.
The moment of her darkest despair had passed, at least for now.

She could just stand on one side of the terrace and watch the Paperwing land, but that would
amost certainly lead to a serious scolding from Aunt Kirrith, not to mention several months
worth of extrakitchen duties. Or some even worse punishment she didn’t know about.

Or she could hide and watch. After al, she had wanted to see a Paperwing land.

All these options raced through her mind, and it took only an instant for the last one to be chosen.
Lirael ran to a snowdrift, sat down init, and started to drag snow across herself.

Soon she was almost completely hidden, save for the line of footprints that led across the snow to
her hiding place.

Quickly, Liragl visualized the Charter, then reached into its eternal flow to pull out the three
marks she needed. One by one they grew into brilliance inside her mind, filling it until she could
think of nothing else. She drew them into her mouth, then puffed the marks out towards her
tracks in the snow. The spell left her asawhirling ball of frosted breath that grew until it was an
arm’s span wide. It drifted back across her path, sweeping her footsteps clean. Then, its work
done, the ball let itself be taken by the wind, breath and Charter marks dissolving into nothing.
Lirael looked up, hoping whoever was in the Paperwing hadn’t seen the strange little cloud. The
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aircraft was closer now, the shadow of its wings passing along the terrace as it circled once more,
losing height with every pass.

Lirael squinted, her sight obscured by goggles and the snow that covered nearly all her face. She
couldn’t quite see who was in the Paperwing. It was a different color from the ones used by the
Clayr. Red and gold, the colors of the Royal House. A 36

messenger, perhaps? There was regular communication between the King in Belisaere and the
Clayr, and Lirael had often seen messengersin the Lower Refectory. But they didn’t normally
arrive by Paperwing.

Some whistled notes, redolent with power, drifted down to Lirael, and for a nausea-inducing
moment she felt asif she herself were flying and must turn into the wind. Then she saw the
Paperwing come swooping down once more, turn into the wind, and come to a dliding, snow-
spraying stop on the terrace—much too close to Liragl’ s hiding place for comfort. Two people
climbed wearily out of the cockpit and stretched their arms and legs. Both were so heavily
wrapped in fursthat Lirael couldn’t see whether they were male or female. They weren’t Clayr,
though, she was certain, not in those clothes. One wore a coat of black and silver marten fur, the
other a coat of some russet-red fur Lirael didn’t recognize. And their goggles were blue lensed,
not green.

The russet-furred one reached back into the cockpit and pulled out two swords. Lirael thought he
—she was reasonably certain this one was a he—would hand one over, but he buckled both onto
his broad |eather belt, one on either side of hiswaist.

The other person—the onein black and silver—was awoman, Lirael decided. There was
something about the way she took off her glove and rested her palm on the nose of the
Paperwing, like a mother checking the temperature of a child’s forehead.

Then the woman also reached into the cockpit, and she pulled out aleather bandolier. Lirael
craned forward to see better, ignoring the snow that fell down inside her collar. Then she almost
gasped and gave herself away, as she recognized what was in the pouches on the bandolier. Seven
pouches, the 37

smallest the size of a pillbox, the largest aslong as Liragl’ s hand. Each pouch had a mahogany
handle sticking out of it. The handles of bells, bells whose voices were stilled in the leather.
Whoever this woman was, she carried the seven bells of a necromancer!

The woman put the bandolier on and reached for her own sword. Longer than the ones the Clayr
used, and older, too. Lirael could feel some sort of power in it, even from where she was hidden.
Charter Magic, in the sword, and in both the people.

And inthe bells, Lirael realized, which finally told her who this person must be. Necromancy was
Free Magic, and forbidden in the Kingdom, as were the bells that necromancers used. Except for
the bells of one woman. The woman who was charged with undoing the evil that necromancers
wrought. The woman who put the Dead to rest. The woman who aone combined Free Magic
with the Charter.

Lirael shivered, but not from cold, as she realized that she was only about twenty yards away
from the Abhorsen. Y ears ago, the legendary Sabriel had rescued the petrified prince Touchstone
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and with him defeated the Greater Dead creature called Kerrigor, who had almost destroyed the
Kingdom. And she had married the Prince when he became King, and together they had—

Lirael looked at the man again, noting the two swords and the way he stood close to Sabriel. He
must be the King, she realized, feeling amost sick. King Touchstone and the Abhorsen Sabriel
here! Close enough to go and talk to—if she was brave enough.

She wasn't. She settled further back into the snow, ignoring the damp and the cold, and waited to
see what would happen. Liragl didn’t know how you were supposed to bow or 38

curtsy or whatever it was, or what you were supposed to call the King and the Abhorsen. Most of
al, she didn't know how to explain what she was doing there.

Having equipped themselves, Sabriel and Touchstone drew close together and spoke quietly, their
muffled faces amost touching. Lirael strained her ears but couldn’t hear anything. The wind was
blowing their words the wrong way. However, it was clear that they were waiting for something—
Or someone.

They didn’t have to wait long. Liragl slowly turned her head towards the Starmount Gate, careful
not to disturb the snow packed around her. A small gathering of the Clayr was issuing out of the
Gate and hurrying across the terrace. They’ d obviously come straight from the Awakening,
because most of them had simply thrown cloaks or coats over their white robes, and nearly all of
them still wore their circlets.

Lirael recognized the two in front—the twins Sanar and Ryelle—the flawless embodiment of the
perfect Clayr. Their Sight was so strong they were nearly always in the Nine Day Watch, so
Lirael hardly ever crossed paths with them. They were both tall and extremely beautiful, their
long blond hair shining even more brightly than their silver circlets in the sun. Behind them came
five other Clayr. Lirael knew them all vaguely and, if pressed, could recall their names and their
familial relationship to her. None was closer than athird cousin, but she recognized all of them as
being particularly strong in the Sight. If they weren’t part of the Nine Day Watch right now, they
would be tomorrow, and probably had been last week.

In short, they were seven of the most important Clayr in all the Glacier. They all held significant
ordinary postsin addition to their Sighted work. Small Jasell, for example, bringing 39

up the rear, was First Bursar, in charge of the Clayr’ sinternal finances and its trading bank.

They were aso the very last people Lirael wanted to meet somewhere she wasn't supposed to be.

Chapter Four. A Glint in the Snow

As Sanar and Ryelle led the others forward, Lirael thought she would see them do whatever
it was you did when you met the King and his Queen, who had the added distinction of being the
Abhorsen.

But Sabriel and Touchstone didn’t wait for whatever that was. They met Sanar and Ryelle with
hugs and, after pushing up their goggles and removing their scarves, with kisses on both cheeks.
Once again, Lirael leaned forward to hear what was being said. The wind was still blowing the
wrong way, but it had lessened, so she could catch the conversation. “Well met, cousins,” said
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Sabriel and the King together, both smiling. Now that she could see their faces, Lirael thought
they both looked very tired.

“We Saw you last night,” said Sanar—or Ryelle—Lirael wasn't sure. “But we had to guess the
time from the sun. | trust you haven’t been waiting long?’

“A few minutes,” said Touchstone. “Just long enough to stretch.”

“He still doesn’t like flying much,” said Sabriel, with a smile at her husband. “No confidence in
the pilot.”

Touchstone shrugged and laughed. “Y ou get better all the time,” he said.

Lirael sensed that he wasn't just talking about flying Paperwings. There seemed to be a semi-
secret line of energy and feeling that ran between Touchstone and Sabriel. They shared
something unseen, something that brought laughter and the smilein Sabriel’s eyes.

“We didn't See you staying,” continued Sanar. “| take it we got that right?’

“You did,” replied Sabriel, and the smile was gone from her eyes. “ There istrouble in the West,
and we cannot linger. Only long enough to take counsel. If you have any to give.”

“The West again?’ asked Sanar, and she shared a troubled ook with Ryelle, as did the others of
the Clayr behind her. “We See nothing for too great a part of the West. Some power exists there
that blocks all but the briefest glimpses. Y et we know that it is from the West that trouble will
come to pass. So many futures show snatches of it, but never enough to be useful.”

“Plenty of present trouble, too,” said the King, sighing. “| have raised six Charter Stones around
Edge and the Red Lake in the last ten years. Only two remain from year to year, and | can no
longer spare the time to keep repairing the others. We go there now to quell whatever the current
troubleis, and to attempt to find the source, but | am not confident we will. Particularly if itis
strong enough to hide from the Clayr’s Sight.”

“It is not always strength that can blind our Sight,” said one of the Clayr, the oldest there. “Nor
even evil. There are subtle powers that divert our Sight for reasons we can only guess, and there
is always simply the fact that we See too many futures, too briefly. Perhaps whatever blinds us
near the Red Lake isno more than this.”

“If itis, then it also breaks Charter Stones with the blood of Charter Mages,” said Touchstone.
“And it draws the Dead and Free Magic to it more than anywhere else. Of all the Kingdom, it is
the region around the Red Lake and the foothills of Mount Abed that most resists our rule.
Fourteen years ago, Sabriel and | promised that the broken Charter Stones would be made anew,
the villages re-established, the people once again free to go about their lives and business,
without fear of the Dead and Free Magic. We have made it so from the Wall to the Northern
Desert. But we cannot defeat whatever it is that opposes usin the West. Apart from Edge itself,
that part of the West is still the wilderness that Kerrigor made it over two hundred years ago.”
“You grow weary of your toils,” said the old Clayr suddenly, and both Touchstone and Sabriel
nodded. But their shoulders were straight, and while they admitted the weariness, they gave no
sign that they refused the burden.

“We get norest,” said Touchstone. “There is always some new trouble, some danger that can be
dealt with only by the King or the Abhorsen. Sabriel gets the worst of it, for there are still too
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many Dead abroad, and too many idiots who would open further doors to Death.”

“Like the one who is currently causing havoc near Edge,”

said Sabriel. “Or so the messages say. A necromancer or Free Magic sorcerer, one who wears a
bronze mask. She—for it is reported she is a woman—nhas a company of both the Dead and living
men, and they have been raiding farms and steadings from Edge to the east, almost as far as
Roble' s Town. Y et we have heard nothing from you. Surely you must have Seen some of this?’
“Werarely See anything near the Red Lake,” replied Ryelle with atroubled frown. “But we
usually have no problem farther 43

afield. In thiscase, | regret that we have given you no warning for what has happened, and can no
give you no guide as to what will.”

“A company of the Guard is riding from Qyrre,” said Touchstone. “But they will not arrive for at
|east three days. We plan to be at Roble's Town ourselves by the morning.”

“Hopefully a bright morning,” added Sabriel. “If the reports are true, this necromancer has many
Dead Hands under her control. Maybe even enough to attack atown at night, or under heavy
cloud.”

“1 think we would definitely See an attack upon Roble’s Town,” said Ryelle. “ And we have not.”
“That's somerelief,” said Touchstone, but Lirael saw that he didn’t entirely believe them. She
was herself shocked, because she had never heard of the Sight being blocked, or of there being
some place where the Clayr couldn’t See. Except beyond the Wall to Ancelstierre, of course, but
that was different. No magic worked in Ancelstierre, at least not once you got well south of the
Wall. Or so the stories said. Liragl didn’t know anyone who'd ever been to Ancelstierre, though
the rumor was that Sabriel had grown up there.

The wind strengthened as Lirael mulled over what she' d heard, so she couldn’t quite catch the
next bit of conversation. But she saw the Clayr bow, and Sabriel and Touchstone motion for them
torise.

“Don’'t get formal on me!” exclaimed Touchstone. “Y ou can’t See everything, just aswe can’'t do
everything. Somehow we' ve managed so far, and we'll keep on managing.”

“‘Keeping on’ being the watchword of thisyear and all the years behind it,” said Sabriel, sighing.
“Speaking of such, we' d best turn the Paperwing around and take flight again. | want to visit the
House on the way to Roble’s Town.”

“To take counsel with—7?" asked Ryelle, but the rest of her words were lost to Lirael, carried
away by agust of wind. She leaned forward a bit more, still trying not to dislodge the snow from
her cap.

Sabriel said something in return, but Liragl couldn’t make it out, save for the last part. “. . . till
slegps most of the year, under Ranna's. . .”

Then there was more lost talk, asthey al clustered around the Paperwing and slid it around.
Lirael craned forward as far as she dared, snow slipping from her face. It was infuriating to see
them and hear the occasional word but not be able to understand. For a moment she even wildly
thought of casting a spell to improve her hearing. She' d seen references to such a spell, but she
didn’'t know all the marks. Besides, Sabriel and the others would almost certainly notice Charter
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Magic nearby.

Suddenly, the wind dropped, and Lirael could hear clearly again.

“They’re still at school in Ancelstierre,” Sabriel said, obviously in answer to a question asked by
Sanar. “They’ll be here for the holidaysin three, no . . . four weeks. If all works out with this
current emergency, we might just get to the Wall in time to meet them, and we had planned afew
weeks together in Belisaere. But | expect some new trouble will arise that will take at |east one of
us away until they have to go back.” She sounded sad when she said that, Lirael thought.
Touchstone must have thought so, too, because he took her hand, lending support.

“At least they’ re safe there,” he said, and Sabriel nodded, her weariness showing through again.
“We have Seen them crossing the Wall, though it may be the next time, or the one after that,”
affirmed Ryelle. “Ellimere 45

looks. .. will look . .. very like you, Sabriel.”

“Fortunately,” said Touchstone, laughing. “ Though she takes after me in some other respects.”
Lirael realized that they had been talking about their children. They had two, she knew. A
Princess who was roughly her own age, and a Prince who was younger, she didn’t know by how
much. Sabriel and Touchstone obviously cared about them a great deal, and missed them. That
made her think of her own mother and father, who must not have cared about her at all. Once
again she remembered the touch of that soft, cool hand. But her mother had still left her, and who
knew whether her father ever even knew of her birth?

“She will be Queen,” said a strong voice, dragging Lirael’ s attention back to the present. “ She
will not be Queen. She may be Queen.”

It was one of the other Clayr, an older woman, speaking in the voice of prophecy, her eyes Seeing
something other than the lump of ice she was staring at. Then she gasped and stumbled forward,
hands flung out to break her fall into the snow. Touchstone lunged and caught her before she
could hit the ground, setting her back on her feet. She swayed there, still unsteady, her eyes wild
and dreaming.

“A far future,” she said, the strange timbre of foreseeing gone from her voice. “One in which
your daughter, Ellimere, was older than you are now, reigning as Queen. But | also Saw many
other possible futures, side by side, where there is nothing but smoke and ashes, the whole world
burnt and broken.”

Lirael felt a shiver pass through her entire body as the old Clayr spoke. Her voice carried so much
conviction, Lirael could almost see the desolate ruins herself. But how could the whole world be
burnt and broken?

“Possible futures,” interjected Sanar, trying to sound calm.

“We often catch glimpses of futures that will never be. It is part of the burden of the Sight.”
“Then | for oneam glad | don’t haveit,” replied Touchstone, as he let the still shaky Clayr go
into the helping hands of Sanar and Ryelle. He looked up at the sun, and then across at Sabriel,
who nodded. “I regret to say that we must be on our way.” He and Sabriel shared a smile at this
unintentional rhyme, turning their heads so that only they and the hidden Lirael saw it.
Touchstone took off his swords and stowed them in the cockpit, then took Sabriel’s sword and
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put that away as well. Sabriel took off the bell bandolier and gently laid it down, careful to not jar
the bells. Liragl wondered why they had bothered to get them out for such a short time. Then she
realized that they lived so much in danger that it was second nature to keep weapons close at
hand. Like the merchants’ guards in the Refectory that morning. The realization that the
Abhorsen and the King didn’t trust the Clayr’s protection made Lirael suddenly think of her own
weaponless state. What would she do if she were attacked out here after everyone had gone? She
wasn't sure if her key would open the sally port from the outside. She hadn’t even thought about
it on the way up.

Lirael stopped watching the Paperwing in order to panic, imagining a night out here and a
monstrous claw dragging her out of the snow. The prospect of an unchosen death didn’t appeal to
her at al. Then a sudden movement caught her eye. Sabriel, now in the Paperwing, was pointing.
Pointing straight at Lirael’ s hiding place in the snow!

“Y ou might want to investigate that green glint,” said Sabriel, her words all too clear for once. “I
think whatever lies beneath it is harmless, but you never know. Farewell, cousins of the Clayr. |
hope we can meet again soon, and tarry longer.”

“As we hope that we can be of greater service,” said Sanar, looking where Sabriel pointed. “And
See more clearly, both in the West and under our own noses.”

“Farewell,” added Touchstone, waving from the rear of the Paperwing. Sabriel whistled, a pure
sound infused with magic. The whistle rose up into the wind, turned it, and brought it down to lift
the Paperwing, sending it sliding along the terrace. Sabriel and Touchstone waved; then the red
and gold craft shot off the end and dropped out of sight.

Lirael held her breath, then sucked air in with relief as the Paperwing suddenly soared back into
sight. It circled higher, then turned to the south and shot away, faster and faster as Sabriel called
the wind behind them.

Lirael watched it go for a second, then tried to burrow deeper into the snow. Perhaps they would
think she was an ice otter. But even as she disappeared into the drift, she knew it was no use. All
seven of the Clayr were advancing upon her hiding place, and they did not ook pleased.

Chapter Five. An Unexpected Opportunity

Lirael wasn't quite sure how they got back into the Paperwing hangar so quickly. She
knew she was grabbed by more pairs of hands than seemed possible for seven people and hustled
across the snow much more uncomfortably than she could have managed on her own. For afew
seconds she thought they were very, very angry with her. Then she realized they were just cold,
and wanted to get back inside.

Once all wereinside, it was clear that while the Clayr were not exactly furious, they weren't too
happy, either. Hands snatched off her cap, goggles, and scarf without regard for the hair that was
caught up in them, and seven somewhat windchilled faces looked down at her.
“Arielle’ s daughter,” said Sanar, asif she were identifying aflower or a plant, dredging it up
fromalist. “Lirael. Not on the roster of the Watch. Therefore, not yet with the Sight. Is that
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correct?’

“Y-yes,” stammered Lirael. No one had ever peered at her so intently before, and she generally
avoided talking to other people, particularly fully fledged Clayr. Important Clayr made her
nervous even when she was behaving herself. Now there were seven of them giving her their
undivided attention. 49

She wished she could somehow sink through the floor and reappear in her own room.

“Why were you hiding out there?’ asked the old Clayr, who Lirael suddenly remembered was
named Mirelle. “Why aren’t you at the Awakening?’

There was no warmth in her voice at all, just cold authority. Belatedly, Lirael remembered that
this grey-haired, leatherfaced old woman was also the commander of the Clayr’ s Rangers, who
hunted and patrolled across Starmount and Sunfall, the glacier, and the river valley. They dealt
with everything from lost travelers to foolish bandits or marauding beasts, and were not to be
trifled with.

Mirelle asked her question again, but Lirael couldn’t answer. Tears came into her eyes, though
she managed to hold them back. Then, when it seemed Mirelle was about to shake both answer
and tears out of her, she said the first thing that came into her head.

“It's my birthday. I’m fourteen.”

For some reason, this seemed to be the right thing to say. All the Clayr relaxed, and Mirelle let go
of her shoulders. Lirael winced. The woman had gripped her hard enough to leave bruises.

“So you're fourteen,” said Sanar, much more kindly than Mirelle. “And you’ re worried because
the Sight hasn’t woken in you?”’

Lirael nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

“It comes late to some of us,” continued Sanar, her eyes warm and understanding. “ But often the
later it is, the more strongly it wakes. The Sight did not come to me and Ryelle till we were
sixteen. Has no onetold you that?’

Lirael looked up, fully meeting the Clayr’s gaze for the first time, her eyes wide with shock.
Sixteen! That was impossible! 50

“No,” she said, the surprise and relief clear in her voice. “Not sixteen!”

“Yes,” said Ryelle, smiling, taking over where Sanar left off. “ Sixteen and a half, in fact. We
thought it would never come. But it did. | suppose you couldn’t bear another Awakening. Is that
why you came up here?’

“Yes,” said Lirael, a small smile beginning to creep across her own face. Sixteen! That meant
there was hope for her yet. She felt like jumping forward and hugging everybody, even Mirelle,
and running down the Starmount Stair yelling for joy. All of a sudden, her plan to kill herself
seemed incredibly stupid, and the hatching of it long ago and far away.

“Part of our problem back then was having too much time to think about our lack of the Sight,”
said Sanar, who had not missed the signs of relief in Lirael’ s face and posture, “since we weren't
part of the Watch and didn’t have the Sight training. Of course, we didn’t want to do extra shifts
on the roster duties, either.”

“No,” agreed Lirael hurriedly. Who would want to clean toilets or wash dishes any more than she
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had to?

“It wasn't usual for usto be assigned a post before we turned eighteen,” continued Ryelle. “But
we asked, and the Watch agreed that we should be given proper work. So we joined the
Paperwing Flight and learned to fly. That was in the time before the return of the King, when
everything was much more dangerous and unsettled, so we flew far more patrols, and farther
afield, than we do now.

“After only ayear of flying, the Sight woke in us. It could have been an awful year, as was the
one before it, waiting and hoping for the gift, but we were too busy to even think about it much.
Do you think that proper work might help you, too?’

“Yes!” replied Lirael fervently. A post would free her from the child’ stunic, let her wear the
clothes of aworking Clayr. It would also give her somewhere to go, away from the younger
children and Aunt Kirrith. She might even be able to stay away from Awakenings, depending on
what the work was.

“The question is, what work would suit you best?’ mused Sanar. “I do not think we have ever
Seen you, so that’s no help. Isthere any posting you would particularly like? The Rangers?
Paperwing Flight? The Merchant Office? The Bank? Building and Construction? The Infirmary?
The Steamworks?’

“l don't know,” said Lirael, trying to think of al the many and various jobs the Clayr did, in
addition to the rostered community duties.

“What are you good at?’ asked Mirelle. She looked Lirael up and down, clearly measuring her up
as a potential recruit for the Rangers. The dight lift of her nose showed that she didn’t seem to
think much of Lirael’s potential. “How’s your swordcraft, and archery?’

“Not very good,” replied Lirael guiltily, thinking of all the practice sessions she’ d missed lately,
having chosen to mope in her room instead. “I’m best at Charter Magic, | think. And music.”
“Perhaps the Paperwings, then,” said Sanar. Then she frowned and looked at the others. “Though
fourteen is perhaps a shade too young. They can be a bad influence.”

Lirael glanced at the Paperwings and couldn’t hold back a small shiver. She liked the idea of
flying, but the Paperwings frightened her a bit. There was something creepy about their being
alive and having their own personalities. What would happen if she had to talk to one of them all
the time? She hated talking to people, let aone Paperwings.

“Please,” said Liragl, pursuing that thought to the logical place where she could avoid people the
most. “I think | would like to work in the Library.”

“The Library,” repeated Sanar, looking troubled. “That can be dangerousto a girl of fourteen. Or
awoman of forty, for that matter.”

“Only in parts,” said Ryelle. “The Old Levels.”

“You can’'t work in the Library without going into the Old Levels,” said Mirelle somberly. “At
least some of thetime. | wouldn’t be keen on going to some parts of the Library, myself.”

Lirael listened, wondering what they were talking about.

The Great Library of the Clayr was enormous, but she had never heard of the Old Levels.

She knew the general layout well. The Library was shaped like a nautilus shell, a continuous
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tunnel that wound down into the mountain in an ever-tightening spiral. This main spiral was an
enormously long, twisting ramp that took you from the high reaches of the mountain down past
the level of the valley floor, several thousand feet below.

Off the main spiral, there were countless other corridors, rooms, halls, and strange chambers.
Many were full of the Clayr’ s written records, mainly documenting the prophesies and visions of
many generations of seers. But they also contained books and papers from all over the Kingdom.
Books of magic and mystery, knowledge both ancient and new. Scrolls, maps, spells, recipes,
inventories, stories, true tales, and Charter knew what el se.

In addition to all these written works, the Great Library also housed other things. There were old
armories within it, containing weapons and armor that had not been used for centuries but still
stayed bright and new. There were rooms full of odd paraphernalia that no one now knew how to
use. 53

There were chambers where dressmakers' dummies stood fully clothed, displaying the fashions
of bygone Clayr or the wildly different costumes of the barbaric North. There were greenhouses
tended by sendings, with Charter marks for light as bright as the sun. There were rooms of total
darkness, swallowing up the light and anyone foolish enough to enter unprepared. Lirael had seen
some of the Library, on carefully escorted excursions with the rest of her year gathering. She had
aways hankered to enter the doors they passed, to step across the red rope barriers that marked
corridors or tunnels where only authorized librarians might pass.

“Why do you want to work there?’ asked Sanar.

“It—it’sinteresting,” stammered Lirael, uncertain how she should reply. She didn’t want to admit
that the Library would be the best place to hide away from other Clayr. And in the back of her
mind, she hadn’t forgotten that in the Library she might find a spell to painlessly end her life. Not
now, of course, now she knew that the Sight might come. But later, if she grew older and older
without the Sight and the black despair welled up again inside her, asit had done earlier today.
“Itisinteresting,” replied Sanar. “But there are dangerous things and dangerous knowledge in the
Library, too. Does that bother you?’

“l don't know,” said Lirael, honestly. “It would depend on what it was. But | really would like to
work there.” She paused and then said in avery low voice, “I do want to be busy, as you said, and
forget about not having the Sight.”

The Clayr turned away from Liragl then, and gathered together in atight circle that excluded her,
speaking in whispers. Liragl watched anxioudly, aware that something momentous was going to
happen to her life. The day had been horrible, but now she had hope again.

The Clayr stopped whispering. Lirael looked at them through the fall of her hair, glad that it hid
her face. She didn’t want them to see how badly she wanted them to let her work. “Sinceitis
your birthday,” said Sanar, “and because we believe it will be best, we have decided that we will
put you to work as you ask, in the Great Library. Y ou should report there tomorrow morning, to
Vancelle, the Chief Librarian. Unless she finds you unsuitable for some reason, you will become
aThird Assistant Librarian.”

“Thank you,” cried Liragl. It came out as a croak, so she had to say it again. “Thank you.”
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“There is one more thing,” said Sanar, and she came and stood so close that Lirael had to look up
and meet her eyes. “Y ou heard talk today that you should not have heard. Indeed, you have seen a
visit that did not take place. The stability of a Kingdom isafragilething, Lirael, and easily upset.
Sabriel and Touchstone would not speak so freely elsewhere, or to a different audience.”

“l won't say anything to anyone,” said Liragl. “I don't talk, really.”

“You won't remember,” said Ryelle, who had moved around behind her. She gently released the
spell she'd held ready, cupped in her hand. Before Liragl could even think about countering it, a
chain of bright Charter marks fell over her head, gripping her at the temples.

“At least not until you need to remember,” continued Ryelle. “Y ou will recall everything you
have done today, save the visit of Sabriel and Touchstone. That memory will be gone, replaced
by awalk on the terrace, and a chance meeting with 55

us here. Y ou seemed troubled, so we talked of work and the gaining of the Sight. That is how you
gained your new post, Lirael. You will remember that, and no more.”

“Yes,” replied Lirael, words rolling off her lips so slowly that she seemed to be drunk or
incredibly tired. “The Library. Tomorrow | report to Vancelle.”

Chapter Six. Third Assistant Librarian

The Chief Librarian had alarge oak-paneled office, with avery long desk that was covered
in books, papers, and alarge brass tray with that morning’s breakfast still halfeaten upon it. There
was also along, silver-bladed sword on the desk, unsheathed, with its hilt close to the Librarian’s
hand. Lirael stood in front of the desk, her head bowed, as Vancelle read the note the girl had
brought from Sanar and Ryelle.

“S0,” said the Librarian, her deep, commanding voice making Liragl jump. “Y ou want to be a
librarian?’

“Y-yes,” stammered Lirael.

“But are you suitable?’ asked the Librarian. She touched the hilt of her sword, and for a moment
Lirael thought Vancelle was going to pick it up and wave it around, to seeif it frightened her.
Lirael was already frightened. The Librarian scared her, even without the sword. Her face gave
away no feelings, and she moved with an economy of force, asif she might at any moment
explode into violent action.

“Areyou suitable?’ asked the Librarian.

“Um, | don’t. .. 1 don't know,” whispered Lirael.

The Librarian came out from behind her desk, so swiftly that Lirael wasn't sure if she’'d blinked
and missed the motion. Vancelle was only dlightly taller than Lirael, but she seemed to loom over
the young girl. Her eyes were bright blue, and her hair was a soft, shining grey, like the finest ash
left from a cooling fire. She wore many rings on her fingers, and on her left wrist there was a
silver bracelet set with seven sparkling emeralds and nine rubies. It was impossible to guess her

age.
Liragl trembled as the Librarian reached out and touched the Charter mark on her forehead. She
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felt it flare, warm on her skin, and saw the light reflected in the Librarian’s begeweled rings and
bracel et.

Whatever the Librarian felt in Lirael’ s Charter mark, no sign of it showed upon her face. She
withdrew her hand and walked back behind her desk. Once again, she touched the hilt of her
sword.

“We have never taken on alibrarian whom we haven't already Seen as being alibrarian,” she
said, tilting her head, like someone puzzling over how to hang a painting. “But no one has ever
Seen you at al, have they?’

Lirael felt her mouth dry up. Unable to speak, she nodded. She felt the sudden opportunity that
had been granted her slipping away. The reprieve, the chance of work, of being someone—*“So
you are amystery,” continued the Librarian. “But there is no better place for mystery than the
Great Library of the Clayr—and it is better to be a librarian than part of the collection.”

For amoment, Lirael didn’t understand. Then hope blossomed in her again, and she found her
voice. “You mean. ..

you mean | am suitable?’

“Yes,” said Vancelle, Chief Librarian of the Great Library of the Clayr. “Y ou are suitable, and
you may begin at once. Deputy Librarian Ness will tell you what to do.”

Lirael left in adaze of happiness. She had survived the ordeal. She had been accepted. She was
going to be alibrarian! Deputy Librarian Ness merely sniffed at Lirael and sent her to First
Assistant Librarian Roslin, who kissed her absently on the cheek and sent her to Second Assistant
Librarian Imshi, who was only twenty and not long promoted from the yellow silk waistcoat of a
Third Assistant to the red of a Second.

Imshi took Lirael to the Robing Room, a huge room full of all the equipment, weapons, and
miscellaneous items the librarians needed, from climbing ropes to boathooks. And dozens and
dozens of the special Library waistcoats, all in different sizes and colors.

“Third Assistant’ s yellow, Second Assistant’ s red, First Assistant’s blue, Deputy is white, and the
Chief wears black,” explained Imshi, as she helped Lirael put on abrand-new yellow waistcoat
over her working clothes. “Heavier than it looks, isn't it? That’s because it’ s actually canvas,
covered in silk. Much tougher that way. Now, this whistle clips on the lapel 1oops here, so you
can bend your head and blow into it, even if something’s holding your arms. But you should
whistle only if you really need help. If you hear awhistle, run towards the sound and do whatever
you can to help.”

Lirael took the whistle, which was a simple brass pipe, and put it through the special lapel 1oops
asinstructed. AsImshi had said, she could easily blow into it just by lowering her head. But what
did Imshi mean? What might be holding her arms?

“Of course, the whistle' s good only when someone can hear it,” continued Imshi, handing Lirael
something that at 59

first glance looked like asilver ball. She indicated that it should be placed in the front left pocket
of her new waistcoat. “ That’s why you have the mouse. It’s part clockwork, so you have to
remember to wind it once a month, and the spell has to be renewed every year at Midsummer.”
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Lirael looked at the small silver object. It was a mouse with little mechanical legs, two bright
chips of ruby for eyes, and asmall key in its back. She could feel the warmth of a Charterspell
lying dormant inside it. She supposed that this would activate the clockwork mechanism at the
right time and send it wherever it was supposed to go.

“What'sit do?’ Lirael asked, surprising Imshi alittle. The younger girl hadn’t spoken since

they’ d been introduced, and had stood there with her hair hanging over her face the whole time.
Imshi had already written her off as one of the Chief’ s eccentric recruitment decisions, but
perhaps there was still hope. She sounded interested, anyway.

“It gets help,” replied Imshi. “If you're in the Old Levels or somewhere you don’t think anyone
will hear the whistle, put the mouse on the ground and speak or draw the activating mark, which
I’ll show you in amoment. Once it’s activated, it’ll run to the Reading Room and sound the
aarm.”

Lirael nodded and flicked back her hair to study the mouse more closely, running her finger over
its silver back. When Imshi started to thumb through an index of Charter marks, Lirael shook her
head and put the mouse in its special pocket. “1 know the mark, thanks,” she said quietly. “I felt it
in the spell.”

“Really?’ asked Imshi, surprised again. “Y ou must be good. | can hardly manageto light a
candle, or warm my toes out on the glacier.”

But you have the Sight, thought Lirael. You are areal Clayr. “Anyway, you have the whistle and
the mouse,” said Imshi, getting back to her task. “Here's your belt and scabbard, and I'll just see
which dagger is sharpest. Ow! That’ll do, | think. Now we have to put the number in the book,
and you have to sign for everything.”

Lirael buckled on the broad leather belt and settled the scabbard against her hip and thigh. The
dagger that went into it was as long as her forearm, with athin, sharp blade. It was steel but had
been washed in silver, and there were Charter marks on the blade. Liragl touched them lightly
with her finger, to see what they were supposed to do. They warmed under her touch, and she
recognized them as marks of breaking and unraveling, especially useful against Free Magic
creatures. They had been put there some twenty years ago, replacing older marks that had worn
out. These too would last only another ten years or so, as they had not been placed with any great
power or skill. Liragl thought she could possibly do better herself, though she wasn't particularly
adept at working magic on inanimate objects.

Lirael looked up from the dagger and saw Imshi waiting expectantly, aquill in her hand, hovering
above the huge leather-bound ledger that was chained to the desk at the front of the Robing Room.
“The number,” said Imshi. “On the blade.”

“Oh,” said Lirael. She angled the blade till the Charter marks faded out and she could see the bare
metal, and the letter and number etched there by conventional means.

“L2713,” Lirael caled out; then she dlid the dagger home into the scabbard. Imshi wrote the
number down, re-inked the quill, and passed it to Lirael to sign.

Therein the ledger, in between ruled lines of red ink, was Lirael’ s name, the date, her position as
Third Assistant Librarian, 61
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and alist of all the things she’ d been given, neatly written by Imshi. Lirael scanned the list, but
didn’'t sign.

“It says akey, here,” she said cautioudly, tipping up the quill so an incipient blob of ink didn’t
fall on the paper. “Oh, akey!” exclaimed Imshi. “I wrote it down and then | forgot!”

She went over to one of the cupboards on the wall, opened it, and rummaged around inside.
Finally, she pulled out a broad silver bracelet set with emeralds, the match of the one on her own
wrist. Unlocking it, she clasped it around Lirael’ sright wrist. “You'll have to go back to the
Chief to have the spell inside woken up,” explained Imshi, showing Liragl how two of the seven
emeralds on her own bracelet swarmed with bright Charter marks. “Depending on your work and
post, it will then open all the appropriate doors.”

“Thanks,” said Lirael briefly. She could feel the spell in the silver, Charter marks hiding deep
within the metal, waiting to flow into the emeralds. There were actually seven spells, she could
tell, one for each emerald. But she didn’t know how they could be brought to the surface and
made to work. This particular magic was beyond her.

Nor was she much wiser ten minutes later, when Vancelle took her wrist and quickly cast a spell
that neither was spoken nor had any other obvious marks, signed or drawn. Whatever it was, the
spell lit up only one emerald, leaving the other six dark. That, said Vancelle, was enough to open
the common doors, which was more than enough for anew Third Assistant Librarian.

It took Lirael three months to work out how to wake the next four spellsin her bracelet, though
the secret of the sixth and 62

seventh remained beyond her. But she didn’t wake the extra spells at once, taking another month
to create an illusion of the bracelet as it was supposed to be, that would sit over her own and hide
the glow of the additional emeralds.

It was mainly curiosity that set her to working out the key spells. Originally she didn’t plan to
wake them, and intended to treat her discovery purely as an intellectual exercise. But there were
so many interesting doors, hatches, gates, grilles, and locks that she couldn’t help but wonder
what was behind them. Once the spellsin the bracelet were active, she found it very difficult not
to think of using them.

Her daily work also led her into temptation. While there were Charter sendings to do much of the
manual |abor, ferrying materials to and from the Main Reading Room and the individual studies
of scholars, all the checking, recording, and indexing was done by people. Generally, the junior
librarians. There were also very special or dangerous items that had to be fetched in person, or
even by large parties of armed librarians. Not that Lirael got to go on any of these exciting
expeditions to the Old Levels. Nor would she, till she attained the red waistcoat of a Second
Assistant, which usually took at |east three years.

But in the course of her regular duties, she often passed interesting-looking corridors sealed off
with red rope, or doors that beckoned to her, almost saying, “How can you walk past me every
day and not want to go in?’

Without exception, any vaguely interesting portal was locked, beyond the original key spell and
the sole glowing emerald of Lirael’s bracelet.
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Aside from the inaccessibility of the interesting parts, the Great Library met most of Liragl’s
hopes. She was given asmall study of her own. Barely wider than her outstretched arms, it 63
contained nothing but a narrow desk, achair, and several shelves. But it was arefuge, somewhere
she would be left alone, secure from Aunt Kirrith’sintrusions. It was meant for quiet study, in
Lirael’ s case, of the set texts of the beginning librarian: The Librarian’s Rules, Basic
Bibliography, and The Large Yellow Book: Smple Spells for Third Assistant Librarians. It had
taken her only a month to learn everything she needed to from those volumes.

So she quietly “borrowed” any book she could get her hands on, like The Black Book of
Bibliomancy, carelessly left off areturning list by a Deputy Librarian. And she spent a great deal
of time analyzing the spellsin her bracelet, slowly finding her way through the complex chains of
Charter marks to find the activating symbols.

Lirael had been driven by curiosity at first, and by the sense of satisfaction she gained from
working out magic that was supposed to be beyond her. But somewhere along the way, Lirael
realized that she enjoyed learning Charter Magic for its own sake. And when she was learning
marks and putting them together into spells, she completely forgot about her troubles and forgot
about not having the Sight.

Learning to be areal Charter Mage also gave her something to do, when all the other librarians or
her fellows from the Hall of Y outh were engaged in more social activities. The other librarians,
particularly the dozen or so Third Assistants, had tried to be friendly at first. But they were all
older than Lirael, and they all had the Sight. Lirael felt she had nothing to talk about or share with
them, so she stayed silent, hiding behind her hair. After awhile, they stopped inviting her to sit
with them at lunch, or to play a game of tabore in the afternoon, or to gossip about their elders
over sweet winein the evening. 64

So Lirael was once again alone among company. She told herself that she preferred it, but she
couldn’t deny the pang in her heart when she saw laughing groups of young Clayr, so effortlessly
talking and enjoying one another’ s friendship. It was even worse when whole groups were called
to join the Nine Day Watch, as happened more and more frequently during Lirael’ sfirst few
months of work. Lirael would be stacking books in the Reading Room, or writing in one of the
registers, when a Watch messenger would come in, bearing the ivory tokens that summoned the
recipient to the Observatory. Sometimes dozens of the Clayr in the huge, domed Reading Room
would each receive atoken. They would smile, curse, grimace, or take it stoically; then there
would be aflurry of activity asthey all stopped work, drawing back their chairs, locking away
books and papers in their desk drawers, or returning them to shelves or sorting tables before
trooping out the doors en masse.

At first Lirael was surprised that so many were called, and she was even more surprised when
some of them returned only hours or days later, instead of the usual nine days that gave the
Watch its name. Sheinitially thought it must be some peculiarity of the librarians, that so many
were called at once and not for the full term. But she didn’t feel like asking anyone about it, so it
was some time before she got some sort of answer, when she overheard two Second Assistant
Librarians in the Binding Room.
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“It'sal very well to have a Ninety-Eight. But to go on to aHundred and Ninety-Six and on up to
yesterday’ s Seven Hundred and Eighty-Four is quite ridiculous,” said one of the Second
Assistants. “I mean we did all fit in the Observatory. But now there’ stalk of a Fifteen Sixty-
Eight! That'll be nearly 65

everybody, | should think—and making the Watch bigger doesn’t seem to make it work any
better than the usual Forty—Nine. | couldn’t tell the difference.”

“1 don’t mind, myself,” replied the other Second Assistant as she carefully applied glue to the
binding of a broken-backed book. “It makes a change from here, and at least it’s over quicker
with alarger Watch. But it is tedious when we have to try to focus where we can’t See anything.
Why don’t the highups just admit that no one can See anything around that stupid |ake and leave
it at that?’

“Becauseit’snot so simple,” interrupted a stern-voiced Deputy, bearing down on them like a
huge white cat on two plump mice. “All the possible futures are connected. Not being able to See
where futures begin is a significant problem. Y ou should know that, and you also should know
not to talk about the business of the Watch!”

The last sentence was said with ageneral glare about the room. But Liragl, even half-hidden
behind a huge press, felt it was particularly aimed at her. After all, everybody else in the room
was afull Clayr and eligible to be a member of the Nine Day Watch.

Her cheeks burnt with embarrassment and shame as she threw all her strength into turning the
great bronze handles of the screw, tightening the press. Talk slowly resumed around her, but she
ignored it, concentrating only on her task.

But that was the moment when she resolved to wake the dormant magic in her bracelet, and use
the spell she’ d made to hide the glow of the additional emeralds.

She might not be able to join the Watch in the Observatory, but she would explore the Library.

Chapter Seven. Beyond the Door s

Even after she woke the extraspellsin her bracelet, Lirael found it hard to explore the areas
formerly closed to her. There was always too much work, or there were too many other librarians
around. After the first two heartthumping moments of near-discovery in front of forbidden doors,
Lirael decided to put off her exploration until there were fewer people around or she could more
easily escape from work. Her first real chance came almost five months after she had donned the
yellow waistcoat of a Third Assistant. She was in the Reading Room, sorting books to be
returned by the sendings, who gathered close around her, their ghostly, Charteretched hands the
only visible part of their shrouded forms.

They were quite ssmple sendings, without any higher functions, but they loved their work. Lirael
liked them too, because they didn’t require her to speak or ask her questions. She simply gave the
appropriate books to the right sending, and it would take them away to its area and the proper
shelf or store. Lirael was particularly good at recognizing which sending was which, a valuable
skill since the embroidered signs on their cowled robes were often obscured with dust or had
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become unpicked and indecipherable. They didn’'t have official names, 67

of Sun and Moon only descriptions of their responsibilities. But most had nicknames, like
Tad, who was in charge of Traveler’s Tales, A-D, or Stoney, who looked after the geology
collection.

Liragl wasjust giving Tad a particularly large and unwieldy volume bound in leather stamped
with a three-humped camel motif when the Watch messenger arrived. Lirael didn’t pay much
attention to her at first, because she knew no ivory token would be given to her. Then she noticed
that the messenger was stopping at every desk and speaking to every person, and a hum of
whispered conversation was rising behind her. Lirael surreptitiously tucked her hair behind her
ears and tried to listen. At first the murmur was indistinct, but as the messenger grew closer,
Lirael caught the words “Fifteen Sixty-Eight” being repeated over and over again.

For amoment she was puzzled; then she realized that this must be what the Second Assistants
had been talking about. The calling of one thousand five hundred sixty-eight Clayr to the Watch—
an unprecedented concentration of the Sight.

It would also take nearly every librarian out the Library, Lirael calculated, giving her the perfect
chance for a secret excursion. For the first time ever, Lirael watched the messenger’ s distribution
of tokens with excitement rather than with her usual depression and self-pity. Now she was
wishing everyone else would get summoned to the Watch. Trying not to look too obvious, Lirael
even wandered around the other side of the desk to see if anyone had been missed.

No one had. Lirael found it strangely hard to breathe as she waited to see if anyone would
remember to tell her to do something—or not to. But none of the librarians with whom she
usually worked were here. Imshi was not to be seen. Lirael guessed the messenger had met her on
the way and had already given her atoken.

She willed them all to go and started to sort her books with a concentrated ferocity, asif she
didn’t care what happened around her. The sendings approved, moving faster themselves as each
one took its stack of books and another moved into place.

Finally, the last bright waistcoat gleamed in the doorway and was gone. More than fifty
librarians, disposed of in less than five minutes. Liragl smiled and put the last book down with a
definite snap, disappointing the sending who was waiting for afull load.

Ten minutes later, to alow for stragglers, she headed down the main spiral. There was a door
about a half mile down, well into the Old Levels, a particular favorite that she wanted to
investigate first. It had a bright sunburst emblem upon its otherwise unremarkable wooden
surface, a golden disc with rays that spread from top to bottom. Of course, there was also ared
rope across it, secured at either end with wax seals bearing the book and sword symbol of the
Chief Librarian.

Lirael had long since worked out how to deal with this particular annoyance. She drew a short
piece of wire with two wooden handles from her waistcoat pocket and held it near her mouth.
Then she spoke three Charter marks, a simple charm to heat metal. With the wire momentarily
red-hot, she quickly sliced the seals away and hid them and the rope in a nearby hole in the
passage wall, away from the light.
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Then came the real test. Would the door open to her bracelet, or would it need the last two spells
she couldn’t figure out?

Holding her wrist as she' d been taught, she waved her bracelet in front of the door. Emeralds
flashed, breaking through the cloaking-spell she'd put upon them—and the door swung open
without a sound.

Lirael stepped through, and the door slowly shut behind her. She found herself in a short corridor
and was momentarily disoriented by the bright light at the other end. Surely this passage couldn’t
lead outside? She was in the heart of the mountain, thousands of feet underground. Blinking
against the light, she walked forward, one hand on the hilt of her dagger, the other one on the
clockwork emergency mouse.

The corridor didn’t lead outside, but Lirael saw how she had been misled. It opened out into a
vast chamber, bigger even than the Great Hall. Charter marks as bright as the sun shonein the
distant ceiling, hundreds of feet above. A huge oak tree filled the center of the room, in full
summer leaf, its spreading branches shading a serpentine pool. And everywhere, throughout the
cavern, there were flowers. Red flowers. Lirael bent down and picked one, uncertain if it was
some sort of illusion. But it was real enough. She felt no magic, just the crisp stalk under her
fingers. A red daisy, in full bloom.

Lirael sniffed it, and sneezed as the pollen went up her nose. Only then did she realize how quiet
it was. This huge cavern might mimic the outside world, but the air was too still. There was no
breeze, and no sound. No birds, no bees happily at work amid the pollen. No small animals
drinking at the pool. There was nothing living, save the flowers and the tree. And the lights above
gave no warmth, unlike the sun. This place was the same temperature as the rest of the Clayr’s
inhabited realm, and had the same mild humidity, from the moist heat distributed via the huge
network of pipes that brought superheated water from the geysers and steam plumes far, far
below.

Lovely asit was, it was a bit disappointing. Lirael wondered if thiswas al there wasto find on
her first expedition. Then she saw that there was another door—a latticed gate, 70

rather—on the far side of the cavern.

It took her ten minutes to walk across, longer than she would have thought. But she tried not to
tread on too many flowers, and she gave the tree and the pool a very wide berth. Just in case.
The gate barred the way to another corridor, one that went into darkness rather than light. The
gate, asimple metal grille, had the emblem of a silver moon upon it, rather than a sun. A crescent
moon, with much sharper and longer points than could be considered usual or aesthetically
pleasing.

Lirael looked through the gate to the passage beyond. For some reason it made her think about
the whistle on her waistcoat, and things grabbing her arms. The whistle would be useless here
anyway—and the mouse, too, Lirael suddenly realized, since there was no one currently in the
Reading Room to hear its squeaked alarm.

But aside from unknown dangers, there was no obvious reason not to try the gate, at least. Lirael
waved her arm, and once again the emeralds flashed, but the gate didn’t open. She let her hand
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fall, tucked her hair back out of her eyes and frowned. Clearly, this was a gate that answered only
to the higher spells.

Then she heard a click, and the right-hand leaf of the gate slowly swung open—barely wide
enough for Lirael to squeeze through. To make it harder, the crescent moon protruded into the
open space, the sharp points level with where Liragl’ s neck and groin would be.

She looked at the narrow way and thought about it. What if there were something horrible
beyond? But then again, what did she have to lose? Fear and curiosity fought inside her for a
moment. Curiosity won.

Acting on the latter impulse, Liragl took the mouse from her pocket and put it down amongst the
flowers. If something did go wrong beyond the gate, she could scream out the activating Charter
mark and off it would go, taking its own devious mouseways to the Reading Room. Even if it
was too late to save Liradl, it might be a useful warning to the others. According to her superiors
and co-workers, it was not uncommon for librarians to lay down their lives for the benefit of the
Clayr as awhole, either in dangerous research, simple overwork, or action against previously
unknown dangers discovered in the Library’ s collection. Lirael believed this principle of self-
sacrifice was particularly appropriate to herself, since the rest of the Clayr had the Sight and so
needed to be alive much more than she did.

After placing the mouse, Lirael drew her dagger and slipped through the partly open gate. It was
avery tight fit, and the moon'’ s points were razor sharp, but she got through without damage to
herself or her clothes. It did not occur to her that a grown man or woman would not be able to
pass.

The corridor was very dark, so Liragl spoke asimple Charter-spell for light, letting it flow into
her dagger. Then she held the blade up in front of her like alantern, only not as bright. Either
she’ d muffed the spell alittle or something was damping it.

Besides being dark, the corridor, evidently not connected to the Clayr’ s geothermal pipes, was
also cold. Dust rose as Lirael walked, swirling around in strange patterns that Lirael thought
might almost be Charter marks, ones she didn’t know.

Beyond the corridor, there was a small rectangular room.

Holding her dagger high, Lirael could see its shadowed corners, crawling with faint Charter
marks that were so old, they’ d almost lost their luminescence.

The whole room was afloat in magic—strange, ancient Charter Magic that she didn’t understand
and was almost afraid of. The marks were remnants of some incredibly old spell, now senile and
broken. Whatever the spell had once been, now it was no more than hundreds of disconnected
marks, fading into the dust.

Enough remained of the spell to make Lirael even more uneasy. There were marks of binding and
imprisonment floating there, of warding and warning. Even in its broken form, the spell was
trying to fulfill its purpose.

Worse than that, Lirael realized that though the marks were very old, the spell had not simply
faded, as shefirst thought. It had been broken only recently, within weeks, or perhaps months.

In the middle of the room, there was alow table of black, glassy stone, a single slab, reminiscent
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of an altar. It, too, was covered in the remnants of some mighty charm or spell. Charter marks
washed across its smooth surface, forever seeking connection to some master Charter mark that
would draw them all together. But that mark was no longer there.

There were seven small plinths on the table, lined up in arow. They were carved of some sort of
luminous white bone, and all were empty save one. The third from the left had a small model or
statuette upon it.

Lirael hesitated. She couldn’t quite make out what it was, but she didn’t want to get any closer.
Not without knowing more about the spells that had been broken here.

She stood there for some time, watching the marks and listening. But nothing changed, and the
room was totally silent.

One more step forward, Liragl reasoned, wouldn’t make a difference. She would see what was on
the third plinth and then withdraw.

She stepped closer and raised her light.

As soon as her foot landed, she knew she’ d made a mistake. The floor felt strange, unsteady
under her. Then there was aterrible crack, and both feet suddenly went right through the panel of
dark glass she had mistaken for more of the floor. Lirael fell forward, only just keeping hold of
her dagger. Her left hand fell on the table, instinctively grabbing the statuette. Her knees hit the
lip where glass met stone, sending ajarring pain through to her head. Her feet were stinging, cut
by the glass.

She looked down and saw something worse than broken glass and cut feet, something that had
her moving again instantly, regardless of any further damage the shards might do.

For the glass had been the cover of along, coffin-like trench, and there was something lying in it.
Something that at first looked like a slegping, naked woman. In the next horrified instant, Lirael
saw that its forearms were as long as its legs, and bent backwards, with great claws on the ends,
like those of a praying mantis. It opened its eyes, and they were silver fires, brighter and more
terrible than anything Lirael had ever seen.

Even worse, there was the smell. The telltale metallic odor of Free Magic that |eft a sour tastein
Lirael’s mouth and throat and made her stomach roil and heave.

Both creature and Lirael moved at the sametime. Liragl threw herself back towards the corridor
as the thing struck out with its awful, elongated claws. They missed, and the monster let out a
shriek of annoyance that was completely inhuman, making Liragl run faster than she had ever run
before, cut feet or not. Before the shriek had subsided, Liragl was squeezing through the gate,
breathing in with such a panic that there were inches to spare. Beyond it, she turned and waved
her bracelet, screaming out, “ Shut! Shut!”

But the gate didn’t close, and the creature was suddenly there, one leg and hideous arm thrust
through. For amoment Lirael thought it wouldn’t be able to pass the sharp points of the moon,
but it suddenly thinned and grew taller, its body as malleable as soft clay. Its silver eyes sparkled,
and it opened a mouth full of silver-spined teeth to lick its lips with a grey tongue that was striped
yellow, like aleech.

Lirael didn’t stay to watch it. She forgot the emergency mouse. She forgot about staying away
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from the pool and the tree. She just ran in an absolutely straight line, crashing through the
flowers, daisy petals exploding in a cloud around her. On and on she ran, thinking that at any
moment a hooked claw would bring her down. She didn’t slow at the outer corridor, and slid to a
stop only just in time to avoid smashing into the door. There, she waved her bracelet and slipped
through before it opened more than a crack, stripping all the buttons from her waistcoat.

On the other side, she waved her bracelet again, watching the open doorway with the wide-eyed,
sick anticipation of a calf watching an approaching wolf.

The door stopped opening and slowly began to close again. Lirael sighed and fell to her knees,
feeling asif she were going to vomit. She shut her eyes for a moment—and heard a snick that
was not the shutting of the door.

Her eyes flashed open, and she saw a curving, insectile hook, aslong as her hand, thrust through
afinger-width gap. Then another followed it—and the door began to open.

Lirael’ s mouth went to her whistle, and its shrill cry echoed up and down the spiral. But there
was no one to hear it, and when her hand went to the mouse pocket, it found a strange statuette of
soft stone, not the familiar silver body of the mouse.

The door shuddered, and the gap increased, the creature clearly winning against the spell that
tried to keep it shut. Lirael stared at it, unable to think of what to do next. She frantically glanced
up and down the corridor, asif some unlookedfor help might come.

But none did come, and she could only think that whatever this thing was, it must not be let out
into the main spiral. The words of the librarians telling her of self-sacrifice came back to her, as
did her depressed climb up the Starmount Stairs only afew months before. Now that death
seemed likely, she realized how much she wanted to stay alive.

Even so, Lirael knew what must be done. She drew herself up and reached into the Charter.
There, in the endless flow, she drew out al the marks she knew for breaking and blasting, for fire
and destruction, for blocking, barring, and locking. They came into her mind in aflood, brighter
and more blinding than any light, so strong that she could barely weave them into a spell. But
somehow she ordered them as she wished, and linked them together with a single master mark,
one of great power, that she had never before dared to use.

With the spell ready, pent up inside her by will alone, Lirael did the bravest thing she had ever
done. She touched the door with one hand, the creature’ s hook with the other, and spoke the
master Charter mark to cast the spell.

Chapter Eight. Down the Fifth Back Stair

A she spoke, heat coursed through Lirael’ s throat.

White fire exploded through her right hand into the creature, and atitanic force was unleashed
from her left, samming the door shut. She was hurled backwards, tumbling over and over till her
head struck the stone floor with aterrible crack that sent her instantly into darkness.

When she cameto, Lirael had no idea where she was. Her head felt as if a hot wire had pierced
her skull. It was somehow wet as well, and her throat ached asif she were in the throes of areally
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bad flu. For a moment she thought she was sick in bed and would soon see Aunt Kirrith or one of
the other girls bending over her with a spoonful of herbal restorative. Then she realized that there
was cold stone under her, not a mattress, and she was fully clothed.

Hesitantly, she touched her head, and her fingers showed her what the wetness was. She looked at
the bright blood, and a wave of cold and dizziness overcame her, shooting up from her toes and
through her head. She tried to call for help, but her throat was too sore. Nothing came out, only a
sort of breathy buzz.

Now she remembered what she’ d been trying to do, and a bolt of pure panic banished the
dizziness. Shetried to raise her head, but that hurt too much, so sherolled on her side instead, to
see the door.

It was shut, and there was no sign of the creature. Lirael stared at the door till the grain of the
wood grew blurry, uncertain that it really was closed, the creature gone. When she was absolutely
sure it was shut, she turned her head away and threw up, sour bile burning her already painful
throat.

She lay still after that, trying to steady her breathing and her stammering heart. A further cautious
examination of her head revealed the blood to be clotting already, so it probably wasn’t too
serious. Her throat seemed to be worse, damaged by speaking a master Charter mark that she
didn’t have the strength or the experience to use correctly. Shetried to say afew words, but only
a hoarse whisper came ou.

Next, she investigated her feet, but they turned out to be more scratched than cut, though her
shoes had so many holes that they had become like sandals. Compared to her head, her feet were
fine, so she decided to try standing up.

That took her several minutes, even using the wall for support. Then it took another five minutes
to bend down again, pick up her dagger, and ease it into the scabbard.

After that exercise, she stood for awhile, till she felt steady enough to examine the door. It was
shut properly, without a gap, and she could feel her own spell, aswell as the door’s magical lock,
holding it closed. No one could get in or out now without breaking Lirael’ s spell. Even the Chief
Librarian would have to get her to lift it, or break it.

Thinking of the Chief made Lirael pick up as many of her torn-off buttons as she could find, and
replace the red rope and the seal's across the door—though calling up a spell to warm the wax was
amost beyond her. When she' d finished, she walked a few steps up the main spiral, but had to sit
down, too weak to go on.

Slumping down, she lapsed into a semi-conscious daze, unable to think about anything or to
assess her situation. She sat for along time, maybe even an hour. Then some natural resilience
rose up in her, and Liragl realized where she was and the state she was in. Bloodied, bruised, her
waistcoat buttonless and torn, her emergency mouse lost. All of which would need explanation.
The loss of the mouse reminded her of the statuette. Her hands were much clumsier than usual,
frustratingly so, but she managed to get the small stone figure out of her pocket and set it on her
lap.

It was a dog, she saw, carved from a soft grey-blue soapstone that was pleasant to touch. It
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looked like afairly hardbitten sort of dog, with pointy ears and a sharp snout. But it also had a
friendly grin, and the suggestion of atongue in the corner of its mouth.

“Hello, dog,” whispered Lirael, her voice so weak and scratchy, she could hardly hear it herself.
She liked dogs, though there were none in the higher reaches of the Glacier. The Rangers had a
kennel for their working dogs near the Great Gate, and visitors sometimes brought their dogs into
the guest quarters and the Lower Refectory. Lirael aways said hello to the visiting dogs, even
when they were huge brindled wolfhounds with studded collars. The dogs were aways friendly
to her, often more so than their owners, who would get upset when Liragl spoke only to their
dogs and not to them.

Lirael held the dog statuette and wondered what she was going to do. Should she tell Imshi or
someone higher up about the thing that was loose in the flower-field chamber? And admit she had
woken the extra key spellsin her bracelet? 79

She sat there for ages, turning over ideas, scratching the stone head of the dog asif it were a
miniature real animal. Telling the truth was probably the right thing to do, she concluded, but
then she would almost certainly lose her job—and going back to the children’s classes and the
hated blue tunic would be unbearable. Once again, she toyed with the idea that death might
provide an escape, but the reality of nearly being slain by the hooks of the creature made killing
herself even less attractive than it had been before.

No, Lirael decided. She had got herself into trouble and she would get herself out of it. She'd find
out what the creature was, learn how to defeat it, and then go and do it. It couldn’t get out till
then, or so she hoped. And no one else could get in, so it wouldn’t be a danger to other librarians.
That left explaining her cut head, scratched feet, bruises, mislaid mouse, lost voice, and general
disarray. All of which could probably be done with asingle brilliant plan. Which Lirael didn’t
have.

“I might aswell walk and think,” she whispered to the dog statuette. It was oddly comforting to
speak to the dog and hold it in her hand. She looked down at the way it sat, with itstail curled
around its back legs, head up and forelegs straight, as if waiting for its mistress.

“I wish | had areal dog,” Lirael added, groaning as she stood up and started slowly walking up
the spiral corridor. Then she stopped and looked down at the statuette, a sudden wild thought
blossoming in her mind. She could create a Charter sending of a dog, a complex one that could
bark and everything. All she’ d need was On the Making of Sendings, and perhaps The Making
and Mastery of Magical Beings. Both were locked up, of course, but Liragl knew where they
were. She could even make the sending look like the lovely dog statuette.

Lirael smiled at the thought of having a dog of her own.

A true friend, someone she could talk to who wouldn’t ask her questions or talk back. A loving
and lovable companion. She tucked the statuette back in her waistcoat pocket and limped on.

A hundred yards later she abruptly stopped thinking about how to create a sending and started to
worry about how she would find out what the creature in the flower room was.

There were bestiaries in the Library, she knew, but finding and getting access to them could be a
problem.
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She kept thinking about that for another hundred yards until she realized she had afar more
pressing problem. She needed to work out an explanation for her injuries and the lost mouse, with
aminimum of actual lying. Lirael felt that she owed the Library alot, and didn’t want to tell an
outright lie. Besides, she didn’t think she could lie, if it came to heavy-duty questioning from the
Chief Librarian or someone like that. The mouse was the tricky part. She stopped moving to try
to think more clearly, and she was surprised by how much her body needed the rest. Normally
she ran around the Library al day, up and down the spiral, up and down ladders, in and out of
rooms. Now she could barely move without a major effort of will.

A fall would explain her head injury, Lirael thought, once again feeling the cut. It had stopped
bleeding, but her hair was matted with blood, and she could feel alump coming up.

A long fall, with aterrified scream, could also explain her sore throat. Buttons could be scraped
off in that sort of fall, and a mouse easily lost from a pocket.

Steps, Lirael decided. A fall down aflight of steps would best explain everything. Particularly if
someone found her at the bottom of the steps, so she wouldn’t have to say anything much. 81

It took her only alittle while to work out that the Fifth Back Stair between the main spiral and the
Hall of Y outh would be the most likely spot for her to have an accident. She could even pick up a
glass of water from the Zally Memorial Fountain on the way. Y ou weren't allowed to take the
glasses away, of course, but that was probably a bonus. It would give everybody—yparticularly
Aunt Kirrith—something to scold her for, and they wouldn’t look for more serious crimes. And a
broken glass would explain her scratched feet.

Now all she had to do was get there and not meet anyone on the way. If the past extra-large
Watch gatherings were any indication, the Fifteen Sixty-Eight wouldn’t last much longer. There
was a definite correlation between the size of a particular Watch and how long it lasted. The
normal Forty-Nine lasted nine days, giving the Watch its name. But when there were more people
involved, the Clayr returned much sooner. The most recent Watch had taken the participating
Clayr away for less than aday.

The closer she got to the Hall of Y outh, the greater the danger of meeting youngsters or others
not part of the Watch. Lirael decided that if she did meet anyone, she’'d just fall down and pass
out, hoping that whoever it was didn’t get too inquisitive. But she didn’t meet anyone before she
turned off the spiral, picked up her glass of water at the Zally Fountain, went through the
permanently open stone doors of the Fifth Library Landing, and reached the Fifth Back Stair. It
was a narrow, circular stair, not much used since it merely connected the Library with the western
side of the Hall of Y outh.

Wearily, Liragl climbed the first half dozen steps, to the point where it started to turn inwards.
Then she threw the glass down, wincing as it broke. After that she had to work out 82

whereto lieso it looked asif she really had fallen down the steps. This made her dizzy, so she
had to sit down. And once she was sitting, it seemed quite natural to lay her head on an upper
step, cushioned by an outthrust arm.

She knew she should be artistically arranging herself on the landing below, an obvious victim of
afall, but it all seemed too hard. The strength that had sustained her to this point was gone. She
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couldn’t get up. It was so much easier to go to sleep. Beautiful sleep, where no troubles could
torment her . . . Lirael awoke to avoice urgently calling her name, and two fingers checking the
pulse in her neck. Thistime, she came to her sensesfairly quickly, grimacing as the pain
returned. “Lirael! Can you talk?’

“Yes,” whispered Lirael, her voice still very weak and strangely husky. She was disoriented. Her
last memory was of lying on the steps, and now she was flat on the ground. She realized that she
was on the landing, looking much more like the victim of afall than anything she could have
arranged herself. She must have dlipped down the steps after passing out.

A blue-waistcoated First Assistant Librarian was bending over her, peering closely at her face.
Lirael blinked and wondered why this strange person was moving her hand backwards and
forwardsin front of Lirael’s eyes. But it wasn't a strange person after all. It was Amerane, whom
she had worked with for afew days last month.

“What happened?’ asked Amerane, concern in her voice.

“Does anything feel broken?’

“1 hit my head,” whispered Lirael, and she felt tears springing up in her eyes. She hadn’t cried
before, but now she couldn’t stop, and her whole body started to shake as well, no matter how
hard she tried to stay till.

“Does anything feel broken?’ Amerane repeated. “Does it hurt anywhere else aside from your
head?’

“N-no,” sobbed Liragl. “Nothing’'s broken.”

Amerane didn’'t seem to trust Lirael’ s opinion, because she lightly felt all the way up and down
the girl’sarms and legs, and gently pressed against her fingers and feet. Since Lirael didn’t
scream and there seemed to be no grating of bones or abnormal lumps or swellings, Amerane
helped her get up.

“Come on,” she said kindly. “I’ll help you get to the Infirmary.”

“Thanks,” whispered Lirael, putting her arm around Amerane’ s shoulders and letting her take
most of her weight. Her other hand went to her pocket, fingers wrapping around the little stone
dog, its smooth surface a source of comfort, as Amerane carried her away.

Chapter Nine. Creatures by Nagy

At first, Liragl thought she would be out of the Infirmary within a day. But even three days
after her “fall,” she could barely speak, and she had lost all her energy, not even wanting to get
up. While the pain in her head and throat lessened, fear grew everywhere else, sapping her
strength. Fear of the silver-eyed, hook-handed monster that she could almost see waiting for her
amidst the red daisies. Fear of her trespasses being found out, forcing the loss of her job. Fear of
the fear itself, avicious circle that exhausted her and filled what little sleep she got with
nightmares.

On the morning of the fourth day, the Chief Healer clicked her teeth together and frowned at the
patient’ s lack of progress. She called in another healer to look at Lirael, who bore this patiently.
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They both decided, in Lirael’ s hearing, that they would need to call Filris down from her
dreaming room.

Lirael started nervoudly at this announcement. Among other things, Filris was the Infirmarian,
and the oldest of the Clayr still living. For all of Liragl’slife, Filris had spent most of her timein
her dreaming room, and presumably working in the Infirmary as well, though Lirael had never
seen her on either of the two occasions she had been hospitalized with childhood illnesses. 85
She had never seen any of the really old Clayr, the ones old enough to retire to dreaming rooms
of their own. They needed such rooms because the Sight tended to grow progressively more
difficult with age, sending more and more frequent visions, but in smaller splinters, which could
not be controlled, even with the focusing powers of ice and the Nine Day Watch. It was not
uncommon for some of the more ancient Clayr to perceive only these fragmented futures and not
be able to interact with the present at all.

However, when Filris arrived an hour later, she came alone and clearly needed no help with the
ordinary world. Liragl eyed her suspiciously, seeing a short, slight woman with hair as white as
the snow atop Starmount and skin like aged parchment, the underlying veins a delicate tracery
upon her face, counterpoint to the wrinkles of extreme age.

She inspected Liragl from head to foot, without speaking, her paper-dry hands gently prodding
her to move in the directions she required. Finally, she looked down Liragl’ sthroat, staring at it
for some time, a small bauble of Charter-Magicked light floating an inch from Liragl’ s stiffening
jaw. When Filris finally stopped looking, she sent the Healer from the ward and sat beside

Lirael’ s bed. Silence crept over them, for the ward was empty now. The other seven beds were
vacant.

Eventually, Lirael made a noise that was halfway between clearing her throat and a sob. She
moved her hair away from her face and nervously looked at Filris—and was caught in the gaze of
her pale blue eyes.

“Soyou are Lirael,” said Filris. “And the healer tells me you fell down the stairs. But | do not
think your throat was damaged by a scream. To be frank, | am surprised you are still aive. |
know of no other Clayr your age—and few of any age—who could speak such a mark without
being consumed by it.” 86

“How?’ croaked Lirael. “How can you tell?’

“Experience,” replied Filrisdryly. “I have worked in this Infirmary for over a hundred years. Y ou
are not the first Clayr | have seen suffer from the effects of attempting overambitious magic.
Also, | am curious as to how you came by these other injuries at the same time, particularly since
the glass dug out of your feet is pure crystal, and certainly not the same as that of the glasses from
the Zally Fountain.”

Lirael swallowed, but didn’t speak. The silence returned. Filris waited patiently.

“I"ll lose my job,” whispered Lirael at last. “I'll be sent back to the Hall.”

“No,” said Filris, taking her hand. “What passes between us here shall go no further.”

“I’ve been stupid,” said Lirael huskily. “I’ ve let something out. Something dangerous—
dangerous to everyone. All the Clayr.”
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“Hmph!” snorted Filris. “It can’t be that bad if it hasn’t done anything in the last four days.
Besides, ‘al the Clayr’ can look after its collective self very well. It's you I’'m concerned about.
You are letting your fear come between you and getting better. Now start from the beginning, and
tell me everything.”

“You won't tell Kirrith? Or the Chief?’ asked Lirael desperately. If Filristold anybody, they’d
take her away from the Library, and then she' d have nothing. Nothing at all.

“If you mean Vancelle, no | won't,” replied Filris. She patted Lirael’s hand and said, “1 won't tell
anybody. Particularly since | am coming to the conclusion that | should have looked in on you
long ago, Lirael. | had no notion you were more than achild . . . but tell me. What happened?’
Slowly, her voice so soft that Filris had to lean close, Lirael told her. About her birthday, about
going up to the terrace, 87

meeting Sanar and Ryelle, getting her job and how much it had helped her. She told Filris about
waking the spellsin the bracelet, about the sunburst and crescent-moon doors. Her voice grew
softer still as she spoke of the horror in the glassroofed coffin. The statuette of the dog. The
struggle up the spiral and the plans she had made as her mind wandered. Her faked fall.

They spoke for more than an hour, Filris questioning, bringing out all Lirael’ s fears, hopes, and
dreams. At the end of it, Lirael felt peaceful and no longer afraid, emptied of all the knotted pain
and anguish that had filled her.

When Lirael finished talking, Filris asked to see the dog statuette. Lirael took the little stone dog
from under her pillow and reluctantly handed it over. She had grown very attached to it, for it was
the one thing that bought her some comfort, and she was afraid that Filris would take it away or
tell her it must go back to the Library.

The old woman took the statuette in both hands, cupping it so only the snout was visible,
thrusting out between her withered fingers. She looked at it for along time, then gave adeep sigh
and handed it back. Lirael took it, surprised by the warmth the stone had gained from the old
woman'’s hands.

Still, Filrisdidn’t move or speak, till Lirael sat up straighter in bed, attracting her attention.

“I"'m sorry, Liragl. | thank you for telling me the truth. And for showing me the dog statuette. It
has been along time coming, so long that | had thought | would be lost in the future, too mad to
seeit true.”

“What do you mean?’ asked Lirael uneasily.

“1 saw your little dog long ago,” explained Filris. “When the Sight still came clearly to me. It was
the last vision that came to me whole and unbroken. | Saw an old, old woman, peering closely at
asmall stone dog clasped in her hands. It took me many years to realize that the old woman was
myself.”

“Did you See me, too?’ asked Liradl.

“1 Saw only myself,” said Filris camly. “What it means, I’m afraid, is that we shall not meet
again. | would have liked to help you defeat the creature you have released, by counsel if not by
deed, for | fear that it must be dealt with as soon as you can. Things of that ilk do not wake
without reason, or without help of some kind. | would also like to see your dogsending. | regret
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that | will not. Most of all | regret that | have not lived enough in the present these last fifteen
years. | should have met you sooner, Liragl. It isafailing of the Clayr that we tend to forget
individuals sometimes, and we ignore their troubles, knowing that all such things will pass.”
“What do you mean?’ asked Lirael. For thefirst timein her life, she'd felt comfortable talking to
someone about herself, about her life. Now it seemed that this was only atantalizing taste of the
intimacy other people enjoyed, as if she were fated to never have what other Clayr took for
granted.

“Every Clayr is given the gift to See some portent of her death, though not the death itself, for no
human could bear that weight. Almost twenty years ago | Saw myself and your little dog, and in
time | realized that this was the vision that foretold my final days.”

“But | need you,” said Lirael, weeping, throwing her arms around the slight figure. “I need
someone! | can’'t keep going on my own!”

“You can and you will,” said Filrisfiercely. “Make your dog your companion, to be the friend
you need. Y ou must learn about the creature you released and defeat it! Explore the Library.
Remember that while the Clayr can See the future, others makeit. | fedl that you will be a maker,
not a seer. You 89

must promise me that it will be so. Promise me that you will not give in. Promise me that you
will never give up hope. Make your future, Liragl!”

“I"ll try,” whispered Lirael, feeling the fierce energy of Filrisflowing into her. “I'll try.”

Filris gripped her hand, harder than Lirael would have thought possible with those thin, ancient
fingers. Then she kissed Lirael on the forehead, sending atingle of energy through her Charter
mark, right though her body and out the soles of her feet.

“l was never closeto Arielle, or her mother,” Filris said quietly. “Too much a Clayr, | suppose,
too much in the future. | am glad | was not too late to speak to you. Goodbye, my great-great-
granddaughter. Remember your promise!”

With that, she walked out of the ward, straight-backed and proud, so that someone who didn’t
know her age would never guess that she had worked in these wards for more than a hundred
years, and lived half aslong again.

Lirael never saw Filris again. She wept with many others at the Farewell in the Hall, forgetting
her distaste for the new blue tunic, hardly noticing that she stood a full head higher than all the
other children and many of the white-clad Clayr who had newly Awoken to their gift.

She was unsure how much she cried for Filris and how much she cried for herself, left alone
again. It seemed to be her fate that she would have no close friends. Only countless cousins, and
one aunt.

But Liragl didn’t forget Filris's words and was back at work the next day, though her voice was
still weak, and she had a slight limp. Within aweek, she managed to secretly obtain 90

copies of On the Making of Sendings and Superior Sendings in Seventy Days, as The Making and
Mastery of Magical Beings proved too difficult to spirit out of itslocked case. The bestiaries
proved troublesome too, as all the ones she could find were chained to their shelves. She dipped
into them when no one was around, but without immediate success. Clearly, it would take some

file://IK |[/eMule/Incoming/Garth%20Nix%20-%20A bhorsen%202%20-%20L irael.htm (45 of 247)22-12-2006 22:11:34



Lirael

time to find out exactly what the creature was.

Whenever she could, she passed the sunburst door and felt for her spell, checking that her magic
still remained, binding door, hinges, and lock into the surrounding stone. The fear alwaysrose in
her then, and sometimes she thought she smelled the corrosive tang of Free Magic, asif the
monster stood on the other side of the door, separated from her only by the thin barrier of wood
and spells.

Then she would remember Filris' swords, and hurry back to her study to work on her dog-
sending; or to the latest bestiary she' d found, to seeif it might describe awoman-like creature
with eyes of silver fire and the claws of a praying mantis, a creature of Free Magic, malice, and
awful hunger.

Sometimes she would wake in the night, a nightmare of the door opening fading as she struggled
out of sleep. She would have checked the door more often, but following the day of the Watch of
Fifteen Sixty-Eight, the Chief Librarian had ordered that all librarians must go into the Old
Levelsonly in pairs, so it was harder to sneak there and back. The Watch had not Seen anything
conclusive, Lirael heard, but the Clayr were obviously worried about something close to home.
The Library was not the only department to take precautionary measures. extra Rangers patrolled
the glacier and the bridges, the steampipe crews also now worked in pairs, and many internal
doors and corridors were closed and locked for the first time since the Restoration.

Lirael checked the door to the flower-field room forty-two times over seventy-three days before
she found a bestiary that told her what the creature was. In those ten weeks of worry, study, and
preparation, she had searched through eleven bestiaries and done most of the preliminary work
needed to create her dog-sending.

In fact, it was the dog-sending that was mostly on her mind when she finally did find a mention
of the monster. She was thinking about when she could cast the next ot of spells even as her
hands opened the small, red-bound book that was simply titled Creatures by Nagy. Flicking
through the pages without expectation, her eye was caught by an engraving that showed exactly
what she was looking for. The accompanying text made it clear that whoever Nagy was, or had
been, he or she had encountered the same sort of monster Lirael had released from the glass-
covered coffin,

It stands higher than a tall man, generally taking the shape of a comely woman, though its form
isfluid.

Often the Stilken will have great hooks or pincersin the place of forearms, which it uses with
facility to seizeits prey. Its mouth generally appears human till it opens, revealing double rows of
teeth, as narrow and sharp as needles. These teeth may be of a bright silver, or black as night.
The Stilken’ s eyes are also of silver, and burn with a strange fire.

Lirael shivered as she read this description, making the chain that held the book to the shelf rattle
and clank. Quickly she looked around to see if anyone had heard and would come looking
between the shelves. But there was no sound save her own breathing. This room was rarely used,
housing a collection 92

of obscure personal memoirs. Lirael had come here merely because Creatures by Nagy was cross-
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indexed in the Reading Room as a bestiary of sorts.

Stilling her hands, she read on, the words filling only part of her mind. The rest was struggling
with the fact that, now that she had the knowledge she sought, she must face the Stilken and
defeat it.

The Stilken is an elemental of Free Magic, and so it cannot be harmed by earthly materials, such
as common steel. Nor can human flesh touch it, for its substanceisinimical to life. A Stilken
cannot be destroyed, except by Free Magic, at the hands of a sorcerer more powerful than itself.
Lirael stopped reading, nervously swallowed and read the last line again. “ Cannot be destroyed,
except by Free Magic,” she read, over and over again. But she couldn’t do any Free Magic. It
wasn't alowed. Free Magic was too dangerous.

Unable to think of what she could do, Lirael read on—and breathed along sigh of relief asthe
book continued.

However, while destruction is the province solely of Free Magic, a Stilken may be bound by
Charter Magic and imprison’d within a vessel or structure, such as a bottle of metal or wrought
crystal (ssimple glass being too fragile for surety) or down a dry well, covered by stone.

| have essayed this task myself, using the spells| list below. But | warn that these bindings are of
terrible force, drawing as they do on no fewer than three of the master Charter marks. Only a
great adept—which | am not—would dare use them without the assistance of an ensorceled
sword or a rowan wand, charged with thefirst circle of seven marks for binding the elements,
and in the case of fire and air, the second circle too, and all of them linked with the master mark
Lirael swallowed again, her throat suddenly sore. The notation Nagy used was for the same
master mark that had burnt her. Worse than that, she didn’t know the second circle of marks for
binding fire and air, and she had no idea how they could all be put into a sword or a rowan wand.
She didn’'t even know where she could find arowan tree, for that matter.

Slowly, she shut the book and placed it back on the shelf, careful not to rattle the chain. Part of
her was frustrated. Having finally found out what the creature was, she still had to find out more.
Another part of her was relieved that she would not have to confront the Stilken. Not yet.

She would have time to create her dog-sending first. At least then she would have something . . .
someone to talk to about all this. Even if it couldn’t talk back, or help her. 94

Chapter Ten. Dog Day

The final spell to create the dog-sending required four hours to cast, so Lirael had to wait for
another opportunity when most of the librarians would be away. If she were interrupted during
the casting, all her work of the previous months would be wasted, the delicately connected
network of Charter-spells broken into their component marks, rather than brought together by the
final spell.

The opportunity came sooner than Lirael had expected, for whatever the Clayr were trying to See
obvioudly still eluded them. Lirael heard other librarians muttering about the demands of the
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Observatory, and it was clear that the Nine Day Watch was growing in size again, starting with a
ninety-eight. Thistime, as each new, larger Watch was called, Lirael carefully observed the time
of the summons and noted when the Clayr returned. When the full Fifteen Sixty-Eight was called
—amidst considerable grumbling in the Reading Room—she estimated she had at least six hours.
Time enough to finish her sending. In her study, the dog statuette sat benignly, surveying Liragl’s
preparations from the top of her desk. Lirael spoketo it as she locked the door, with a spell since
she wasn’t senior enough to rate akey or bar.

“Thisisit, little dog,” she said cheerfully, reaching over to stroke the dog'’ s stone snout with one
finger. The sound of her own voice surprised her, not because of the huskiness that still remained
from her damaged throat, but because it sounded strange and unfamiliar. She realized then that
she hadn’t spoken for two days. The other librarians had long accepted her silence, and she had
not recently been taxed with any conversation that required more than a nod, a shake of the head,
or simply instant application to an ordered task.

The beginning of the dog-sending was under her desk, hidden by a draped cloth. Lirael reached
in, removed the cloth, and gently slid out the framework she had built to start the spell. Sheran
her hands over it, feeling the warmth of the Charter marks that swam lazily up and down the
twisted silver wires that formed the shape of adog. It was asmall dog, about afoot high, the size
constrained by the amount of silver wire Lirael could easily obtain. Besides, she thought a small
dogsending would be more sensible than a big one. She wanted a comfortable friend, not a dog
large enough to be a guardsending. Aside from the framework of silver wire, the dog shape had
two eyes made from jet buttons and a nose of black felt, all of them already imbued with Charter
marks. It also had atail made from braided dog hair, clipped surreptitiously from several visiting
dogs down in the Lower Refectory. That tail was already prepared with Charter marks, marks that
defined something of what it wasto be a dog.

Thefinal part of the spell required Lirael to reach into the Charter and pluck forth several
thousand Charter marks, letting them flow through her and into the silver-wire armature.

Marks that fully described a dog, and marks that would give the semblance of life, though not the
actuality.

When the spell was finished, the silver wire, jet buttons, and braided dog hair would be gone,
replaced by a puppy-sized dog of spell-flesh. It would look like adog till you got close enough to
see the Charter marks that made it up, but she wouldn’t be able to touch it. Touching most
sendings was like touching water: the skin would yield and then re-form around whatever
touched it. All the toucher would feel was the buzz and warmth of the Charter marks.

Lirael sat down cross-legged next to the silver-wire model and started to empty her mind, taking
slow breaths, forcing them down so far that her stomach pushed outwards as the air reached the
very bottoms of her lungs.

She was just about to reach into the Charter and begin when her eye caught sight of the small
stone dog, up on the desk. It somehow |ooked lonely up there, asif it felt left out. Impulsively,
Lirael got up and set it in her lap when she sat back down. The small carving tilted slightly but
stayed upright, looking at the silver-wire copy of itself.
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Lirael took afew more breaths and began again. She had written out the marks she required, in
the safe shorthand all Mages used to record Charter marks. But those papers stayed by her side,
still in aneat pile. She found that the first marks came easily, and those after them seemed to
amost choose themselves. Mark after mark leapt out of the flow of the Charter and into her mind,
then as quickly out, crossing to the silver-wire dog in an arc of golden lightning.

As more and more marks rushed through her, Liragl slipped further into a trance state, barely
aware of anything except the Charter and the marks that filled her. The golden lightning became a
solid bridge of light from her outstretched hands to the silver wires, growing brighter by the
second. Lirael closed her eyes against the glare, and she felt herself dlip 97

towards the edge of dream, her conscious mind barely awake. Images moved restlessly between
the marks in her mind.

Images of dogs, many dogs, of all shapes, colors, and sizes. Dogs barking. Dogs running after
thrown sticks. Dogs refusing to run. Puppies waddling on uncertain paws. Old dogs shivering
themselves upright. Happy dogs. Sad dogs. Hungry dogs. Fat, sleepy dogs.

More and more images flashed through, till Lirael felt she had seen glimpses of every dog that
had ever lived. But still the Charter marks roared through her mind. She had long lost track of
where she was up to, or which marks were next—and the golden light was too bright for her to
see how much of the sending was done.

Y et the marks flowed on. Lirael realized that not only did she not know which mark she was up to
—she didn’t even know the marks that were passing through her head! Strange, unknown marks
were pouring out of her into the sending. Powerful marks that rocked her body as they |eft,
forcing everything else out of her mind with the urgency of their passage.

Desperately, Liragl tried to open her eyes, to see what the marks were doing—but the glow was
blinding now, and hot.

She tried to stand up, to direct the flow of marks into the wall or ceiling. But her body seemed
disconnected from her brain. She could feel everything, but her legs and arms wouldn’t move,
just asif she were trying to wake herself from the end of adream.

Still the marks came, and then Lirael’ s nostrils caught the terrible, unmistakable reek of Free
Magic, and she knew something had gone terribly, horribly wrong.

She tried to scream, but no sound came out, only Charter marks that leapt from her mouth
towards the golden radiance. Charter marks continued to fly from her fingers, too, and 98

swam in her eyes, spilling down inside her tears, which turned to steam as they fell.

More and more marks flew through Lirael, through her tears and her silent screaming. They
swarmed through like an endless flight of bright butterflies forced through a garden gate. But
even as the thousands and thousands of marks flung themselves into the brightness, the smell of
Free Magic rose, and a crackling white light formed in the center of the golden glow, so bright it
shone through Lirael’ s shut eyelids, piercing her brimming eyes.

Held motionless by the torrent of Charter Magic, Lirael could do nothing as the white light grew
stronger, subduing the rich golden glow of the swirling marks. It was the end, she knew.
Whatever she’ d done now, it was much, much worse than freeing a Stilken; so much worse that
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she couldn’t really comprehend it. All she knew was that the marks that passed through her now
were more ancient and more powerful than anything she had ever seen. Even if the Free Magic
that grew in front of her spared her life, the Charter marks would burn her to a husk.

Except, she realized, they didn’t hurt. Either she was in shock and aready dying, or the marks
weren’t harming her. Any one of them would have killed her if she'd tried to use them normally.
But several hundred had already stormed through, and she was still breathing. Wasn't she?
Frightened by the thought that she might not be breathing, Lirael focused all her remaining
energy on inhaling—just as the tremendous flow of marks suddenly stopped. She felt her
connection to the Charter sever as the last mark jumped across to the boiling mass of gold and
white light that had been her silver-wire dog. Her breath came with sudden force, and she
overbalanced, falling backwards. At the last moment, she caught the edge of the bookshelf,
amost pulling that on top of her. But the shelf didn’t quite go over, and she pulled herself back
up to asitting position, ready to use her newly filled lungs to scream.

The scream stayed unborn. Where the Free Magic and Charter marks had fought in their
sparking, swirling brilliance, there was now a globe of utter darkness that occupied the space
where the wire dog and the desk had been. The awful tang of Free Magic was gone, too, replaced
by a sort of damp animal odor that Lirael couldn’t quite identify.

A tiny pinprick star appeared on the black surface of the globe, and then another, and another, till
it was no longer dark but as star-filled as aclear night sky. Lirael stared at it, mesmerized by the
multitude of stars. They grew brighter and brighter, till she was forced to blink.

In the instant of that blink, the globe disappeared, leaving behind a dog. Not a cute, cuddly
Charter sending of a puppy, but awaist-high black and tan mongrel that seemed to be entirely
real, including its impressive teeth. It had none of the characteristics of a sending. The only hint
of its magical origin was athick collar around its neck that swam with more Charter marks that
Lirael had never seen before.

The dog looked exactly like alife-size, breathing version of the stone statuette. Lirael stared at
the real thing, then down at her lap.

The statuette was gone.

She looked back up. The dog was still there, scratching its ear with aback foot, eyes half-closed
with concentration. It was soaking wet, asif it had just been for a swim.

Suddenly, the dog stopped scratching, stood up, and shook itself, spraying droplets of dirty water
al over Lirael and all over the study. Then it ambled across and licked the petrified

girl on the face with atongue that most definitely was all real dog and not some Charter-made
imitation.

When that got no response, it grinned and announced, “|

am the Disreputable Dog. Or Disreputable Bitch, if you want to get technical. When are we going
for awak?’

Chapter Eleven. Search for a Suitable Sword
The walk that Lirael and the Disreputable Dog took that day was the first of many, though
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Lirael never could remember exactly where they went, or what she said, or what the Dog
answered. All she could recall was being in the same sort of daze she’'d had when she'd hit her
head—only this time she wasn't hurt.

Not that it mattered, because the Disreputable Dog never really answered her questions. L ater,
Lirael would repeat the same questions and get different, still-evasive answers. The most
important questions—"“What are you? Where did you come from?’—had a whole range of
answers, starting with

“1"m the Disreputable Dog” and “from elsewhere” and occasionally becoming as eloquent as
“I"'m your Dog” and “Y ou tell me—it was your spell.”

The Dog also refused, or was unable, to answer questions about her nature. She seemed in most
respects to be exactly like areal dog, albeit a speaking one. At least at first.

For the first two weeks they were together, the Dog slept in Lirael’ s study, under the replacement
desk that Lirael had been forced to purloin from an empty study nearby. She had no idea what
had happened to her own, as not a bit of it remained after the Dog’ s sudden appearance.

The Dog ate the food Lirael stole for her from the Refectory or the kitchens. She went walking
with Lirael four times aday in the most disused corridors and rooms Lirael could find, a nerve-
wracking exercise, though somehow the Dog always managed to hide from approaching Clayr at
the last second. She was discreet in other ways as well, always choosing dark and unused corners
to use as atoilet—though she did like to alert Liragl to the fact that she had done so, even if her
human friend declined to sniff at the result.

In fact, apart from her collar of Charter marks and the fact that she could talk, the Disreputable
Dog really did seem to be just arather large dog of uncertain parentage and curious origin.

But of course shewasn't. Lirael sneaked back to her study one evening after dinner, to find the
Dog reading on the floor. The Dog was turning the pages of alarge grey book that Lirael didn’t
recognize, with one paw—a paw that had grown longer and separated out into three extremely
flexible fingers.

The Dog looked up from the book as her supposed mistress froze in the doorway. All Lirael could
think of were the words in Nagy’ s book, about the Stilken’s form being fluid—and the way the
hook-handed creature had stretched and thinned to get through the gate guarded by the crescent
moon. “Y ou are aFree Magic thing,” she blurted out, reaching into her waistcoat pocket for the
clockwork mouse, as her lips felt for the whistle on her lapel. This time she wouldn’t make a
mistake. She'd call for help right away.

“No, I’'m not,” protested the Dog, her ears stiffening in outrage as her paw shrank back to its
normal proportions. “I’m definitely not athing! I’m as much a part of the Charter asyou are,
albeit with special properties. Look at my collar!

And | am definitely not a Stilken or any other of the several hundred variations thereof.”

“What do you know about Stilken?’ asked Lirael. She still didn’t enter the study, and the
clockwork mouse was ready in her hand. “Why did you mention them in particular?”’

“l read alot,” replied the Dog, yawning. Then she sniffed, and her eyes it up with expectation.
“Isthat a ham bone you have there?’
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Lirael didn’t answer but moved the paper-wrapped object in her left hand behind her back. “How
did you know | was thinking about a Stilken just then? And | still don’t know you aren’t one
yourself, or something even worse.”

“Feel my collar!” protested the Dog as she edged forward, licking her chops. Clearly the current
conversation wasn't as interesting as the prospect of food.

“How did you know | was thinking about a Stilken?’

repeated Lirael, giving each word a slow and considered emphasis. She held the ham bone over
her head as she spoke, watching the Dog'’ s head tilt back to follow the movement. Surely a Free
Magic creature wouldn’t be this interested in a ham bone.

“1 guessed, because you seem to be thinking about Stilken quite alot,” replied the Dog, gesturing
with a paw at the books on the desk. “Y ou are studying everything required to bind a Stilken.
Besides, you also wrote ‘ Stilken’” fourteen times yesterday on that paper you burnt. | read it
backwards on the blotter. And I’ ve smelled your spell on the door down below, and the Stilken
that waits beyond it.”

“You've been out by yourself!” exclaimed Liragl. Forgetting that she had been afraid of whatever
the Dog might be, she stormed in, slamming the door behind her. In the process, she dropped the
clockwork mouse, but not the ham bone.

The mouse bounced twice and landed at the Dog’ s feet.

Lirael held her breath, all too aware that the door was now shut at her back, which would greatly
delay the mouse if she needed help. But the Dog didn’t seem dangerous, and she was so much
easier to talk to than people were. . . except for Filris, who was gone.

The Disreputable Dog sniffed at the mouse eagerly for an instant, then pushed it aside with her
nose and transferred her attention back to the ham bone.

Lirael sighed, picked up the mouse, and put it back in her pocket. She unwrapped the bone and
gave it to the Dog, who immediately snatched it up and deposited it in afar corner under the desk.
“That’'syour dinner,” said Lirael, wrinkling her nose.

“You'd better eat it beforeit startsto smell.”

“I'll take it out and bury it later, intheice,” replied the Dog. She hesitated and hung her head a
little before adding, “Besides, | don’t actually need to eat. | just liketo.”

“What!” exclaimed Lirael, cross again. “Y ou mean |’ ve been stealing food for nothing! If | were
caught I'd—"

“Not for nothing!” interrupted the Dog, sidling over to butt her head against Lirael’ s hip and look
up at her with wide, beseeching eyes. “For me. And much appreciated, too. Now, you realy
should feel my collar. It will show you that | am not a Stilken, Margrue, or Hish. Y ou can scratch
my neck at the same time.”

Lirael hesitated, but the Dog felt so like the friendly dogs she scratched when they visited the
Refectory that her hand almost automatically went to the Dog'’ s back. She felt warm dog skin and
the silky, short hair, and she began to scratch along the Dog'’ s spine, up towards the neck. The
Dog shivered and muttered, “Up a bit. Acrossto the left. No, back. Aahhh!”

Then Lirael touched the collar, just with two fingers—and was momentarily thrown out of the
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world altogether. All she could see, hear, and feel were Charter marks, all around, asif she had
somehow fallen into the Charter. There was no leather collar under her hand, no Dog, no study.
Nothing but the Charter.

Then she was suddenly back in herself again, swaying and dizzy. Both her hands were scratching
the Dog under the chin, without her knowing how they had got there.

“Your collar,” Lirael said, when she got her balance back. “Y our collar islike a Charter Stone—a
way into the Charter. Yet | saw Free Magic in your making. It hasto be there somewhere. . .
doesn’'t it?’

Shefell silent, but the Dog didn’t answer, till Lirael stopped scratching. Then she turned her head
and jumped up, licking Lirael across her open mouth.

“You needed afriend,” said the Dog, as Lirael spluttered and wiped her mouth with both sleeves,
one after the other. “I came. Isn’t that enough to be going on with? Y ou know my collar is of the
Charter, and whatever else | may be, it would constrain my actions, even if | did mean you any
harm. And we do have a Stilken to deal with, do we not?”’

“Yes,” said Lirael. On an impulse, she bent down and hugged the Dog around the neck, feeling
both warm dog and the soft buzz of the Charter marksin the Dog’s collar through the thin
material of her shirt.

The Disreputable Dog bore this patiently for a minute, then made a sort of wheezing sound and
shuffled her paws. Lirael understood this from her time with the visiting dogs, and let go.

“Now,” pronounced the Dog. “The Stilken must be dealt with as soon as possible, before it gets
free and finds even

worse thingsto release, or let in from outside. | presume you have obtained the necessary items to
bind it?

“No,” said Liragl. “Not if you mean the stuff Nagy mentions: arowan wand or a sword, infused
with the Charter marks—"

“Yes, yes,” said the Dog hastily, before Lirael could recite the wholelist. “I know. Why haven't
you got one?”

“They don't just lie around,” replied Lirael defensively. “I thought | could get an ordinary sword
and put the—"

“Take too long. Months!” interrupted the Dog, who had started pacing to and fro in a serious
manner. “ That Stilken will be through your door spell in afew days, | would think.”

“What!” screamed Lirael. Then she said more quietly,

“What? Y ou mean it’s escaping?’

“It will soon,” confirmed the Dog. “I thought you knew.

Free Magic can corrode Charter marks as well as flesh. | suppose you could renew the spell.”
Lirael shook her head. Her throat still hadn’t recovered from the master mark she’ d used last
time. It would be too risky to chance speaking it again before she was completely better. Not
without the added strength of a Charter-spelled sword—which brought her back to the original
problem.

“You'll haveto borrow a sword, then,” declared the Dog, fixing Lirael with a serious eye. “I
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don’t suppose anyone will have the right sort of wand. Not really a Clayr thing, rowan.”

“1 don’t think swords redolent with binding spells are, either,” protested Lirael, slumping into her
chair. “Why couldn’t | just be an ordinary Clayr? If I'd got the Sight, | wouldn’t be wandering
around the Library getting into trouble! If | ever do get the Sight, | swear by the Charter | am
never going to go exploring, ever again!”

“Mmmm,” said the Dog, with an expression Lirael couldn’t fathom, though it seemed to be
loaded with hidden meaning. “That’s as may be. On the matter of swords, you arein error. There
are anumber of swords of power within these halls. The Captain of the Rangers has one, the
Observatory Guard have three—well, one is an axe, but it holds the same spells within its steel.
Closer to home, the Chief Librarian has one, too. A very old and famous sword, in fact, most
appropriately named Binder. It will do nicely.”

Lirael looked at the Dog with such ablank stare that the hound stopped pacing, cleared her throat,
and said, “Pay attention, Liragl. | said that you were in error about—"

“1 heard what you said,” snapped Liragl. “Y ou must be absolutely mad! | can’'t steal the Chief’s
sword! She always hasit with her! She probably sleeps with it!”

“She does,” replied the Dog smugly. “I checked.”

“Dog!” wailed Liragl, trying to keep her breathing down to less than one breath a second.
“Please, please do not go looking in the Chief Librarian’s rooms! Or anywhere else! What would
happen if someone saw you?”’

“They didn’t,” replied the Dog happily. “ Anyway, the Chief keeps the sword in her bedroom, but
not actually in bed with her. She putsit on a stand next to her bed. So you can borrow it while
she'sasleep.”

“No,” replied Lirael, shaking her head. “I’ m not creeping into the Chief’ s bedroom. I’ d rather
fight the Stilken without a sword.”

“Thenyou'll die,” said the Disreputable Dog, suddenly very serious. “The Stilken will drink your
blood and grow stronger from it. Then it will creep out into the lower reaches of the Library,
emerging every now and then to capture librarians, to take them one by one, feasting on their
flesh in some dark corner where the bones will never be found. It will find

allies, creatures bound even deeper in the Library, and will open doors for the evil that lurks
outside. Y ou must bind it, but you cannot succeed without the sword.”

“What if you help me?’ asked Liragl. There had to be some way of avoiding the Chief, some way
that didn’t involve swords at all. Trying to get Mirelle’'s sword, or the ones from the Observatory,
would not be any easier than the Chief’s. She didn’t even know exactly where the Observatory
was.

“I"d like to,” replied the Dog. “But it isyour Stilken. You let it out. Y ou must deal with the
consequences.”

“So you won't help,” said Lirael sadly. She had hoped, just for a moment, that the Disreputable
Dog would step in and fix everything for her. She was a magical creature, after all, possibly of
some power. But not enough to take on a Stilken, it seemed.

“I will advise,” said the Dog. “Asisonly proper. But you will have to borrow the sword yourself,
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and perform the binding. Tonight is probably as good a time as any.”

“Tonight?’ asked Lirael, in avery small voice.

“Tonight,” confirmed the Dog. “At the stroke of midnight, when all such adventures should
begin, you will enter the Chief Librarian’s room. The sword is on the | eft, past the wardrobe,
which is strangely full of black waistcoats. If al goes well, you will be able to return it before the
dawn.”

“If all goeswell,” repeated Liragl somberly, remembering the silver firein the Stilken’ s eyes, and
those terrible hooks. “Do you . . . do you think | should leave anote, incase. . . in case al does
not go well?’

“Yes,” said the Dog, removing the last small shred of Lirael’s self-confidence. “Y es. That would
be avery good idea.”

Chapter Twelve. Intothe Lair of the Chief Librarian

When the great water-powered clock in the Middle Refectory showed fifteen minutes to
midnight, Lirael left her hiding spot in the breakfast servery and climbed up through an air shaft
to the Narrow Way, which would in turn take her to the Southscape and Chief Librarian
Vancelle' srooms.

Lirael had dressed in her librarian’s uniform in case she met anyone, and carried an envelope
addressed to the Chief. A skeleton staff of librarians did work through the night, though they
didn’t usually employ Third Assistants like Liragl. If she was stopped, Liragl would claim she
was taking an urgent message. In fact, the envelope contained her “just in case” note, aerting the
Chief to the presence of the Stilken.

But she didn’t meet anyone. No one came down the Narrow Way, which lived up to its name by
being too narrow for two people to pass abreast. It was rarely used, because if you did meet
someone going the other way, the more junior Clayr would have to backtrack—sometimes for its
entire length, which was more than half amile.

The Southscape was wider, and much more risky for Lirael because so many senior Clayr had
rooms off its broad expanse. Fortunately, the marks that lit it so brightly during the day had
faded to aglimmer at night, producing heavy shadows for her to hidein.

The door to the Chief’ s rooms, however, was brightly lit by aring of Charter marks around the
book-and-sword emblem that was carved into the stone next to the doorway.

Lirael looked at the lights balefully. Not for the first time, she wondered what she was doing. It
probably would have been better to confess months ago when she initially got into trouble. Then
someone else could deal with the Stilken—

A touch at her leg made her jump and almost scream. She stifled the scream as she recognized the
Disreputable Dog. “I thought you weren't going to help,” she whispered, as the Dog jumped up
and attempted to lick her face. “Get down, you idiot!”

“I"'m not helping,” said the Dog happily. “I’ ve come to watch.”

“Great,” replied Lirael, trying to sound sarcastic. Secretly, she was pleased. Somehow, the lair of
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the Chief Librarian seemed |ess threatening with the Dog along.

“When is something going to happen?’ the Dog asked a minute later, as Lirael still stood in the
shadows, watching the door.

“Now,” said Lirael, hoping that saying the word would give her the courage to begin. “Now!”
She crossed the corridor in ten long strides, gripped the bronze doorknob, and pushed. No Clayr
needed to lock her door, so Lirael wasn't expecting any resistance. The door opened, and Lirael
stepped in, the Dog whisking past her on the way.

She shut the door quietly behind her and turned to survey the room. It was mainly aliving space,
dominated by bookshelves on three walls, several comfortable chairs, and atall, thin scul pture of
a sort of squashed-in horse, carved out of translucent stone.

But it was the fourth wall that attracted Lirael’ s attention. It was a single, vast window from floor
to celling, made of the clearest, cleanest glass Lirael had ever seen.

Through the window, Lirael could see the entire Ratterlin valley stretching southward, the river a
wide streak of silver far below, shining in the moonlight. It was snowing lightly outside, and
snowflakes whirled about in wild dances as they fell down the mountainside. None stuck to the
window, or left any mark upon it.

Lirael flinched and stepped back as a dark shape swooped past, straight through the falling snow.
Then sherealized it was only an owl, heading down the valley for amidnight snack. “There'slots
to do before dawn,” whispered the Dog conversationally, as Liragl kept staring out the window,
transfixed by that ribbon of silver winding off to the far horizon and by the strange moonlit vista
that stretched as far as she could see. Beyond the horizon lay the Kingdom proper: the great city
of Belisaere, with all its marvels, open to the sky and surrounded by the sea. All the world—the
world that the other Clayr Saw in the ice of the Observatory—was out there, but all she knew of it
was from books or from travelers’ tales overheard in the Lower Refectory.

For the first time, Lirael wondered what the Clayr were trying to See out there with the greatly
expanded Watches. Where was the place that resisted the Sight? What was the future that was
beginning there, perhaps even as she looked out? Something tickled at the back of her mind, a
sense of dgavu or afleeting memory. But nothing came, and she remained entranced, staring at
the outside world.

“A lot to do!” repeated the Dog, alittle louder.

Reluctantly, Lirael tore herself away and concentrated on the task at hand. The Chief’ s bedroom
had to be beyond this room. But where was the door? There were only the window, the door
leading outside, and the bookshelves. . . .

Lirael smiled as she saw that the end of one shelf was occupied by a door-handle rather than
tightly packed books. Trust the Chief to have a door that doubled as a bookshelf.

“The sword is on astand just to the left,” whispered the Dog, who suddenly seemed a bit anxious.
“Don’'t open the door too much.”

“Thanks,” replied Liragl as she gingerly tested the door handle, to seeif it had to be pulled,
pushed, or turned. “But | thought you weren’t helping.”

The Dog didn’'t answer, because as soon as Lirael touched it, the whole bookcase swung open.
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Lirael only just managed to get a firm enough grasp on the handle to stop it from opening
completely, and had to haul it back to leave a gap wide enough for herself to slide through.

The bedroom was dark, lit only by the moonlight in the outer chamber. Lirael poked her head in
very slowly and let her eyes adjust, her ears trying to catch any sound of movement or sudden
waking.

After aminute or so, she could see the faint dark mass of a bed, and the regular breathing of
someone asleep—though she wasn't sure if she could really hear that or was just imagining it.
Asthe Dog had said, there was a stand near the door. A

sort of cylindrical metal cage that was open only at the top. Even in the dim light, Lirael could
see that Binder was there, in its scabbard. The pommel was only afew inches below the top of
the stand, in easy reach. But she would have to be right next to the stand to lift the sword high
enough to clear the cage.

She ducked back out and took a deep breath. The air seemed closer in the bedroom somehow.
Darker, and cloying, asif it conspired against thieves like Liragl.

The Dog looked at her and winked encouragingly. Still, Lirael’ s heart started to beat faster and
faster as she edged back through the door, and she suddenly felt strangely cold.

A few, small, careful stepstook her next to the stand. She touched it with both hands, then
gingerly moved to grab the sword by the grip, and the scabbard just below the hilt.

Lirael’ s fingers had barely touched the metal when the sword suddenly let out alow whistle, and
Charter marks flared into brilliance across the hilt. Instantly, Lirael let go and hunched forward,
trying to muffle both light and sound with her body. She didn’t dare turn around. She didn’t want
to see the Chief awake and furious.

But there was no sudden shout of outrage, no stern voice demanding to know what she was
doing. Thered blur in front of her eyesfaded as her night vision returned, and she cocked an ear
to try and hear anything above the steady drum-beat of her own heart.

Both whistle and the light had lasted no more than a second, she realized. Even so, it was clear
that Binder chose who would—or would not—wield it.

Lirael thought about this for a moment, then bent down and whispered, so low that she could
hardly hear it herself. “Binder, | would borrow you for this night, for | need your help to bind a
Stilken, a creature of Free Magic. | promise that you will be returned before the dawn. | swear
this by the Charter, whose mark | bear.”

She touched the Charter mark on her forehead, wincing as its sudden flare of light lit up the stand.
Then she touched the pommel of Binder with the same two fingers.

It didn’t whistle, and the marksin its hilt merely glowed. Lirael aimost sighed, but swallowed the
sigh at the last moment, before it could give her away.

The sword came free of the stand without a sound, though Lirael had to lift it high over her own
head for the point to clear, and it was heavy. She hadn’t realized how heavy it would be, or how
long. It felt asif it weighed double her little practice sword, and it was easily athird as long
again. Too long to clip the scabbard to her belt, unless she wore the belt under her armpits, or let
the point drag along the ground.
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This sword was never made for afourteen-year-old girl, Lirael concluded, as she edged back out
and carefully shut the door. She resisted thinking any further than that.

There was no sign of the Disreputable Dog. Lirael looked around, but there was nothing big
enough for the Dog to hide behind—unless she’ d somehow shrunk herself and gone under one of
the chairs.

“Dog! I'vegotit! Let'sgo!” hissed Liradl.

There was no answer. Liragl waited for at least a minute, though it seemed much longer. Then she
went to the outer door and put her head against it, listening for footsteps in the corridor outside.
Getting back to the Library with the sword would be the trickiest part of the venture. It would be
impossible to explain to any Clayr she met.

She couldn’t hear anything, so she slipped outside. As the door clicked shut behind her, Lirael
saw a shadow suddenly stretch out of the dark edge on the other side, and ajolt of fear went
through her. But once again, it was only the Disreputable Dog.

“You scared me!” whispered Liragel, as she hurried into the shadows herself, and along to the
Second Back Stair that would take her directly down to the Library. “Why didn’t you wait?’

“l don't like waiting,” said the Dog, trotting along at her heels. “Besides, | wanted to take alook
in Mirelle' srooms.”

“No!” exclaimed Lirael, louder than she intended. She dropped to one knee, put the sword into
the crook of one arm, and gripped the Dog’s lower jaw. “I told you not to go into people’ s rooms!
What will we do if someone decides you' re a menace?’

“l amamenace,” mumbled the Dog. “When | want to be.

Besides, | knew she wasn't there. | could smell she wasn't.”

“Please, please, don’t go looking anywhere people might see you,” begged Lirael. “Promise me
you won't.”

The Dog tried to look away, but Liragl held her jaw. Eventually she muttered something that
possibly contained the word

“promise.” Lirael decided that, given the circumstances, that would have to do.

A few minutes later, slinking down the Second Back Stair, Lirael remembered her own promise
to Binder. She’d sworn she' d return it to Vancelle' s bedroom before dawn. But what if she
couldn’t?

They left the Stair and headed down the main spiral until they were almost at the door to the
flower-field room. When it camein sight, Lirael suddenly stopped. The Dog, who was severa
yards behind, loped up and looked at her enquiringly. “Dog,” Liragl said owly. “I know you
won’'t help me fight the Stilken. But if | can’t bind it, | want you to get Binder and take it back to
Vancelle's. Before the dawn.”

“You will take it back yourself, Mistress,” said the Dog confidently, her voice almost a growl.
Then she hesitated, and said in a softer tone, “But | will do asyou ask, if it proves necessary. Y ou
have my promise.”

Lirael nodded her thanks, unable to speak. She walked the final thirty feet to the door. There, she
checked that the
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clockwork mouse was in her right waistcoat pocket and the small silver bottle in her left. Then
she unsheathed Binder and, for the first time, held it as a weapon, on guard. The Charter marks on
the blade burst into brilliant fire as they sensed the foe, and Liragl felt the latent strength of the
sword’' s magic. Binder had defeated many strange creatures, she knew, and this filled her with
hope—until she remembered that this was probably the first time it was being wielded by a girl
who didn’t really know what she was doing.

Before that thought could paralyze her, Lirael reached out and broke the locking-spell on the
door. Asthe Dog had said, the spell had been corroded by Free Magic, a corrosion so fierce that
the spell broke apart merely at her touch and a whispered command.

Then she waved her wrist. The emeralds of her bracelet flashed, and the door groaned open.
Lirael braced herself for the sudden rush of the Stilken’ s attack—»but there was nothing there.
Hesitantly, she stepped through the doorway, her nose twitching, seeking any scent of Free
Magic, her eyes wide for the slightest hint of the creature’' s presence.

Unlike on her earlier visit, there was no bright light beyond the corridor—just an eerie glow, a
Charter Magic imitation of moonlight that reduced all colorsto shades of grey. Somewhere, in
that half-darkness, the Stilken lurked. Lirael raised the sword higher and stepped out into the
chamber, the flowers rustling under her feet.

The Disreputable Dog followed ten paces behind, every hair on her back stuck up inaridge, a
low growl rumbling in her chest. There were traces of the Stilken here, but no active scent. It was
hiding somehow, waiting in ambush. For a moment the Dog almost spoke. Then she remembered:
Lirael must defeat the Stilken alone. She hunkered down on her belly, watching as her mistress
walked on through the flowers, towards the tree and the pool—where the Stilken’ s ambush must
surely lie.

Chapter Thirteen. Of Stilken and Strange M agic

Once again, Lirael wasstruck by the silence in the vast chamber of flowers. Apart from the
soft rustle of her passage through the daisies, there was no sound at all.

Slowly, circling every few steps to make sure nothing was creeping up on her, Liragl crossed the
cavern, right up to the door with the crescent moon. It was still partly open, but she didn’t venture
inside, thinking that the Stilken might be able to lock her in somehow, if it was still hiding out in
the field. The tree was the most likely spot for the creature to be, Lirael thought, imagining it
twined around a branch like a snake. Hidden by the thick green leaves, its silver eyesfollowing
her every movement . . .

In the strange light, the oak was only a blot of shadow. The Stilken could even be behind the
trunk, slowly circling to keep the tree between it and Lirael. Lirael kept her eyes on the tree,
opening them as wide as she could, asif they might capture extralight. Still nothing stirred, so
she started to walk towards the tree, her steps getting shorter and shorter and her stomach tighter,
twisting with dread.

She was so intent on the tree that her feet splashed into the edge of the pool before she realized it
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was there. Bright ripples,

reflecting in the ersatz moonlight, spread for an instant, then once again the water was still and
dark.

Lirael stepped back, shook her feet, and began to skirt around the pool. She could see some
definition in the oak now, see separate clumps of leaves and individual branches. But there were
also clots of shadow that could be anything. Every time her eyes shifted, she thought she saw
movement in the darkness.

It was time for alight, she decided, even if that meant giving her own position away. She reached
into the Charter, and the requisite marks began to swim into her mind—and were lost, as the
Stilken erupted out of the pool beside her and attacked with its ferocious hooks.

Somehow, Binder met them in a spray of white sparks and steam, and a shock that nearly
dislocated Lirael’ s shoulder. She stumbled back, screaming with sudden battle rage as much as
panic, instinctively dropping into the guard position. Sparks flew again and water hissed as the
Stilken attacked again, its hooks barely parried in time by Lirael and Binder.

Without conscious thought, Lirael gave ground, backing towards the oak. All her knowledge of
the binding-spells had left her head, as had her sense of the Charter. Survival was all that
mattered now, getting her sword in place to block the murderous assault of the monster.

It swung again, low, towards her legs. Lirael parried, and surprised herself as her incompletely
trained muscles took over. She riposted directly at the thing’ storso. Binder’ s point hit and
skittered across its gut, sending up a blaze of sparks that peppered Liragl’ s waistcoat with tiny
holes.

But the Stilken didn’t seem hurt, only annoyed. It attacked again, every sweep of its hooks
forcing Lirael back several paces. Desperately, she swung Binder, feeling the shock of every
parry through to her bones. The weight of the sword was already wearing her out. She had never
been much of a swordswoman and had never regretted it—till now.

She stepped back again, and her foot met sight resistance and then went back alot more than it
should have, into an unexpected hole. Lirael lost her balance, tumbling over backwards as a sharp
hook dliced the air in front of her throat.

Time seemed frozen as she fell. She saw her parry going wide as her arms windmilled in her
attempt to regain her balance. She saw the hooks of the Stilken scything forward, towards her,
almost certain to meet around her waist.

Lirael hit the ground hard, but she didn’t notice the pain. She was aready rolling aside, dimly
registering that it was a hollow between two roots that had tripped her, and tree roots were
pummeling her body as she rolled over them.

Earth—flowers—the distant ceiling and its Charter lights like far-off stars—earth—flowers—the
artificial sky—with every roll, Lirael expected to see the Stilken’s silver gaze and feel the searing
pain of its hooks. But she didn’t seeit, and no death blow came. On the sixth roll, she stopped
and threw herself forward, stomach muscles stabbing in agony as she flipped back onto her feet.
Binder was still in her hand, and the Stilken was trying to extricate its left hook from where it
was stuck, deep in one of the great taproots of the oak. Instantly, Lirael realized it must have
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missed her as she fell—and struck the root instead.

The Stilken looked at her, silver eyes blazing, and made an awful gobbling noise, deep inits
throat. Its body started to shift, weight moving from the trapped |eft arm to the right side of its
body. It grew squatter, and muscles moved under the seemingly human skin like slugs under a
leaf, gathering in the caught arm. Before the process was finished, it heaved,

straining to free itself and come after Liragl.

Thiswas her chance, Lirael knew—these scant few seconds. Charter marks flared on Binder’s
blade as she reached out to them, joining them to others drawn out of the Charter. Four master
marks she needed, but to use them she had first to protect herself with lesser marks.

Binder helped her, and the marks slowly formed a chain in her mind, al too slowly, as the Stilken
gobbled and strained, pulling its hook out inch by inch. The oak itself seemed to be trying to keep
the creature trapped, Lirael realized, with that small part of her mind not totally focused on the
Charter-spell. She could hear the tree rustling and creaking, asif it fought to keep the cut in its
taproot closed, the hook with it.

The last mark came, flowing into Lirael with easy grace.

She let the spell go, feeling its power rush through her blood and every bone, fortifying her
against the four master marks she needed to call.

Thefirst of these master marks blossomed in her mind as the Stilken finally pulled its hook free,
with a great groan from the oak and a spray of white-green sap. Even with the protective spell
upon her, Lirael didn't let the master mark linger in her mind. She cast it forth, sending it down
Binder’s blade, where it spread like shining ail, till it suddenly burst into fire, surrounding the
blade with golden flames.

The Stilken, aready leaping to attack, tried to twist away. But it wastoo late. Lirael stepped
forward, and Binder leapt out in a perfect stop thrust, straight through the Stilken’ s neck. Golden
fire raged, white sparks plumed up like a skyrocket’ s trail, and the creature froze a mere two
paces from Lirael, its hooks almost touching her on either side.

Lirael called forth the second master mark, and it, too, ran down the blade. But when it reached
the Stilken’ s neck, it

disappeared. A moment later, the creature’ s skin began to crack and shrivel, blazing white light
shining through when the shriveled skin sloughed off onto the ground. Within a minute, the
Stilken had lost its semi-human appearance. Now it was just a featureless column of fierce white
light, transfixed by a sword. The third master mark left Binder and went into the column.
Instantly, what was left of the Stilken began to shrink, dwindling away until it was a blob of light
an inch in diameter, with Binder now resting point first upon it.

Lirael took the metal bottle out of her waistcoat pocket, put it on the ground, and used the sword
to roll the shining remnant of the Stilken inside. Only then did she withdraw the blade, drop it,
and thrust in the cork. A moment later, she sealed it with the fourth master mark, which wrapped
itself around both cork and bottle in aflash of light.

For amoment the bottle jumped and wriggled in her hand, then it was still. Liragl put it back in
her pocket, and sat down next to Binder, gasping. It was really over. She had bound the Stilken.
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All by herself.

She leaned back, wincing at the aches and pains that sprang up along her back and arms. A brief
flash of light caught her eye, from somewhere over near the tree. Instantly, she was back on the
aert again, her hand going to Binder, all her pains forgotten. Picking up the sword, she went to
investigate. Surely there couldn’t be another Stilken? Or could it have got out at the last instant?
She checked the bottle, which was definitely sealed. Might there have been the briefest instant
when she blinked, just as the fourth mark came?

The light flashed again, soft and golden as Lirael approached, and she sighed with relief. That
had to be Charter Magic, so she was safe after all. The glow came from the hole she had tripped
over.

Warily, Lirael poked at the hole with Binder, clearing the soil away. She saw that the glow came
from abook, bound in what looked like fur or some sort of hairy hide. Using the sword as alever,
she flipped the book out. She' d seen the tree trying to hang on to the Stilken—she didn’t want it
getting agrip on her.

Onceit was clear of the roots, she picked the book up. The Charter marks on its cover were
familiar ones, a spell to keep the book clean and free of silverfish and moths. Liragl tucked the
thick volume under her arm, suddenly conscious that she was drenched in sweat, caked in dirt and
flower petals, and completely exhausted, not to mention bruised. But only her waistcoat had
suffered permanent damage, drilled through by sparks in a hundred places, asif it had been
attacked by incendiary moths.

The Dog rose up out of the flowersto meet her as she headed back to the exit. She had Binder’s
scabbard in her mouth and didn’t let it go as Lirael slid the sword home. “1 did it,” said Lirael. “I
bound the Stilken.”

“Mmmpph, mmpph, mmph,” said the Dog, prancing on her back feet. Then she carefully laid the
sword down and said, “Yes, Mistress. | knew you would. Reasonably certainly.”

“Didyou?' Lirael looked at her hands, which were starting to shake. Then her whole body was
shaking, and she had to sit down till it stopped. She hardly noticed the Dog’ s warm bulk against
her back, or the encouraging licks against her ear. “1’ll take the sword back,” offered the Dog,
when Liragl finally stopped shaking. “You rest heretill | return. | won't be long. Y ou will be
safe.”

Lirael nodded, unable to speak. She patted the Dog on the head and lay back on the flowers,
letting their scent waft over her, the petals soft against her cheek. Her breathing slowed and
became more regular, her eyes blinked slowly once, twice—and then they closed.

The Dog waited until she was sure Lirael was asleep. Then she let out asingle short bark. A
Charter mark came with it, expelled out of the Dog’s mouth to hover in the air over the sleeping
girl. The Dog cocked her head and looked at it with an experienced eye. Satisfied, she picked up
the sword in her powerful jaws and trotted off, out into the main spiral.

When Lirael awoke, it was morning, or at least the light was bright again in the cavern. For a
second she had the impression that there was a Charter mark above her head, but clearly that was
only adream, for there was nothing there when she came fully awake and sat up.
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Shefelt very stiff and sore, but no worse than she usually did after one of the annual sword-and-
bow exams. The waistcoat was beyond repair, but she had spares, and there didn’t seem to be any
other physical signs of her combat with the Stilken. Nothing that would require atrip to the
Infirmary. The Infirmary . . . Filris. For amoment Liragl was sad she couldn’t tell her great-great-
grandmother that she had defeated the Stilken after all.

Filris would have liked the Disreputable Dog, too, Liragl thought, glancing over to where the
hound slept nearby. She was curled into aball, her tail wrapped completely around her back legs,
amost up to her snout. She was snoring slightly and twitching every now and then, asif she
dreamed of chasing rabbits.

Lirael was about to wake up the Dog when she felt the book poking into her. In the light, she
realized it wasn't bound in fur or hide, but had some sort of closely knitted cover over heavy
boards, which was very peculiar indeed.

She picked it up and flicked it open to the title page, but even before she read the first word, she
knew it was a book of power. Every part of it was saturated with Charter Magic. There were
marks in the paper, marks in the ink, marks in the stitching of the spine.

Thettitle page said merely In the &kin of a Lyon. Lirael turned it over, hoping to see alist of
contents, but it went straight into the first chapter. She started to read beyond the words “ Chapter
One,” but the type suddenly blurred and shimmered. She blinked, rubbed her eyes, but when she
looked again the page had the heading “Preface,” though she was sure it could not have turned.
She turned back, and there was the title page again.

Lirael frowned and flipped forward. It till said “Preface.” Before it could change, she started to
read.

“The making of Charter-skins,” she read, allows the Mage to take on more than the mere
semblance or seeming of a beast or plant. A correctly woven Charter-skin, worn in the prescribed
fashion, gives the Mage the actual desired shape, with all the peculiarities, perceptions,
limitations, and advantages of that shape.

This book is a theoretical examination of the art of making Charter-skins; a practical primer for
the beginning shapewearer; and a compendium of complete Charter-skins, including those for
the lyon, the horse, the hopping toade, the grey dove, the silver ash, and divers other useful
shapes.

The course of study contained herein, if followed with fortitude and discipline, will equip the
conscientious Mage with the knowledge needed to make a first Charter-skin within three or four
years.

“A useful book, that one,” said the newly awake Dog, interrupting Lirael’ s reading by thrusting
her snout across the pages, clearly demanding a morning scratch between the ears.

“Very,” agreed Liragl, trying to keep reading around the Dog, without success. “ Apparently if |
follow the course of study init, I'll be able to take on another shape in three or four years.”
“Eighteen months,” yawned the Dog sleepily. “Two years if you' re lazy. Though you wear a
Charter-skin—you don’t change your own shape, as such. Make sure you start on a Charter-skin
that’ Il be useful for exploring. Y ou know, good at getting through small holes and so on.”
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“Why?’ asked Liradl.

“Why?’ repeated the Dog increduloudly, pulling her head out from under Lirael’s hand. “There's
so much to see and smell here! Whole levels of the Library that no one has been into for a
hundred, athousand years! Locked rooms full of ancient secrets. Treasure! Knowledge! Fun! Do
you want to be just a Third Assistant Librarian all your life?’

“Not exactly,” replied Liragl stiffly. “I want to be a proper Clayr. | want to have the Sight.”
“Well, maybe we'll find something that can wake it in you,” declared the Dog. “I know you have
to work, but there’s so much other time that shouldn’t go to waste. What could be better than
walking where no others have walked for athousand years?’

“1 suppose | might aswell,” Lirael agreed, her imagination taking fire from the Dog’ s words.
There were plenty of doors she wanted to open. There was that strange hole in the rock, for
instance, down where the main spiral came to an abrupt end—

“Besides,” the Dog added, interrupting her thoughts,

“there are forces at work here that want you to use the book. Something freed the Stilken, and the
creature’ s presence has woken other magics, too. That tree would not have given up the book if
you weren’'t meant to haveit.”

“l suppose,” said Lirael. She didn’t like the idea that the Stilken had had help to break free from
its prison. That implied that there was some greater force of evil down hereinthe Old Levels, or
that some power could reach into the Clayr’s Glacier from afar, despite all their wards and
defenses.

If there was something like the Stilken—some Free Magic entity of great power—in the Library,
Lirael felt it was her duty to find it. She felt that by defeating the Stilken, she had unconsciously
taken the first step towards assuming the responsibility for destroying anything else like the
creature that might be athreat to the Clayr.

Exploring would also fill up the time and distract her.

Lirael realized she hadn’t thought much at all about Awakenings, or the Sight, over these last few
months. Creating the Dog and discovering how to defeat the Stilken had filled nearly all her
waking thoughts.

“I will learn auseful Charter-skin,” she declared. “And we will explore, Dog!”

“Good!” said the Dog, and she gave a celebratory bark that echoed around the cavern. “Now

you'’ d better run and get washed and changed, before Imshi wonders where you are.”

“What timeisit?’ asked Lirael, startled. Away from the peremptory whistle-blasts of Kirrithin
the Hall of Y outh, or the chiming clock in the Reading Room, she had no idea what time of day it
was. She had thought it roughly dawn, for she felt she hadn’t had much sleep.

“One half past the . . . sixth hour of the morning,” replied the Dog, after cocking her ear, asif to
some distant chime. “Give or take.. . .”

Her voice trailed off, because Liragl had already left, breaking into a somewhat limping run. The
Dog sighed and launched herself into a body-extending lope, easily catching up with Lirael
before she shut the door.
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Part Two

Ancelstierre, 1928 aw.
The Old Kingdom, Eighteenth Y ear of the Restoration of King Touchstone |

Chapter Fourteen. Prince Sameth Hitsa Six

Seven hundred miles south of the Cl ayr's Glacier, twenty-two boys were playing cricket.
In the Old Kingdom, beyond the Wall that lay thirty miles to the north, it was late autumn. Here
in Ancelstierre, the last days of summer were proving warm and clear, perfect for the concluding
match in the fiercely contested Senior Schoolboys' Shield series, the primary focus for the
sporting sixth formers of eighteen schools. It was the last over of the match, with only one ball
left to bowl, and three runs needed to win the innings, the match, and the series.

The batsman who faced that last ball was a month short of his seventeenth birthday and half an
inch over six feet tall. He had tightly curling dark brown hair and distinctive black eyebrows. He
was not exactly handsome, but pleasing to the eye, a striking figure in his white cricket flannels.
Not that they were as crisp and starched as they had been earlier, since they were now drenched
with the sweat of making seventyfour runsin partnership, sixty of them his own.

A large crowd was watching in the stands of the Bain Cricket Ground—a much larger crowd than
normal for a schoolboy match, even with one of the teams coming from the

nearby Dormalan School. Most of the onlookers had come to see the tall young batsman, not
because he was any more talented than others on the team, but because he was a Prince. More to
the point, he was a Prince of the Old Kingdom. Bain was not only the closest town to the Wall
that separated Ancelstierre from that land of magic and mystery, it had also suffered nineteen
years before from an incursion of Dead creatures that had been defeated only with the aid of the
batsman’ s parents, particularly his mother.

Prince Sameth was not unaware of the curiosity the townsfolk of Bain felt towards him, but he
didn’t let it distract him. All his attention was on the bowler at the other end of the pitch, afierce,
redheaded boy whose ferociously quick bowling had taken three wickets already. But he seemed
to betiring, and his last over had been quite erratic, letting Sam and his batting partner, Ted
Hopkiss, slog the ball al over thefield in the effort to get those vital last runs. If the bowler
didn’t recover his strength and former precision, Sameth thought, he had a chance. Mind you, the
bowler was taking histime, slowly flexing his bowling arm and looking at the clouds that were
rolling in.

The weather was a bit distracting, though only to Sameth. A wind had sprung up afew minutes
before. Blowing in directly from the North, it carried magic with it, picked up from the Old
Kingdom and the Wall. It made the Charter mark on Sameth’ s forehead tingle and heightened his
awareness of Death. Not that this cold presence was very strong where he was. Few people had
died on the cricket pitch, at least in recent times.

At last the bowler went into his run-up, and the bright red ball came howling down the pitch,
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bouncing up as Sameth stepped forward to meet it. Willow met leather with a mighty

crack, and the ball soared off over Sameth’s left shoulder. Higher and higher, it arced over the
running fielders to the stands, where it was caught by a middle-aged man, leaping out of his seat
to display some long-disused cricketing form. A six! Sameth felt the smile spread across his face
as applause erupted in the stands. Ted ran down to shake his hand, babbling something, and then
he was shaking hands with the opposing team and then all sorts of people as he made his way
back to the changing roomsin the pavilion. In between handshakes, he looked up to where the
telegraph board was clicking over. He had made sixty-six not out, a personal best, and afitting
end to his school cricket career. Probably his entire cricket career, he thought, thinking of his
return to the Old Kingdom, only two months away. Cricket was not played north of the Wall.
His friend Nicholas was the first to congratul ate him in the changing rooms. Nick was a superb
spin bowler, but a poor batsman and an even worse fielder. He often seemed to go off in adream,
studying an insect on the ground or some strange weather pattern in the sky.

“Well done, Sam!” declared Nick, vigorously shaking his hand. “ Another trophy for good old
Somershy.”

“It will be good old Somersby soon,” replied Sam, easing himself onto a bench and unstrapping
his pads. “Odd, isn’t it? Ten years of moaning about the place, but when it'stimeto leave. . .”

“1 know, | know,” said Nick. “That’s why you should come up to Corvere with me, Sam. Pretty
much more of the same, university. Put off that fear of the future—"

Whatever else he was going to say waslost as the rest of the team pushed through to shake
Sameth’s hand. Even Mr.

Cochrane, the coach and Somersby’ s famously irascible Games Master, deigned to clap him on
the shoulder and declare,

“Excellent show, Sameth.”

An hour later, they were all in the school’s omnibus, al damp from the sudden shower that had
come with the northern wind. Patches of sun and patches of rain were aternating, sometimes only
for minutes. Unfortunately, the last rainy one had come when they crossed the road to the bus.

It was a three-hour drive, almost due south to Somersby, along the Bain High Road. So the
passengers on the bus were surprised when the driver turned off the High Road just outside Bain,
into a narrow, single-lane country road.

“Hold on, driver!” exclaaimed Mr. Cochrane. “Where on earth are you going?’

“Detour,” said the man succinctly, hardly moving his mouth. He was a replacement for Fred, the
school’ sregular driver, who had broken his arm the day before in afight over a disputed darts
contest. “High Road’ s flooded at Beardsley. Heard it from a postman, back at the Cricketer’s
Arms.”

“Very well,” said Cochrane, his frown indicating the reluctance of his approval. “It is most odd. |
wouldn’t have thought there’ s been enough rain. Are you sure you know away around, driver?’
“Yes, guv'nor,” the man affirmed, something that was possibly meant to be a smile crossing his
rather weasely face.

“Beckton Bridge.”
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“Never heard of it,” said Cochrane dismissively. “ Still, | suppose you know best.”

The boys paid little attention to this discussion, or to the road. They’ d been up since four o’ clock
in order to get to Bain on time, and had played cricket all day. Most of them, including Nick, fell
asleep. Sameth stayed awake, still buoyed up by the excitement of hiswinning six. He watched
the rain on the

windows and the countryside. They passed settled farms, the warm glow of electric light in their
windows. The telegraph poles flashed by the side of the road, as did a red telephone booth as they
whisked through avillage.

He would be leaving all that behind soon. Modern technology like telephones and electricity
simply didn’t work on the other side of the Wall.

Ten minutes later, they passed another sight Sameth wouldn’t see beyond the Wall. A large field
full of hundreds of tents, with dripping laundry hung on every available guy rope, and a general
air of disorder. The bus slowed asit passed, and Sameth saw that most of the tents had women
and children clustered in their doorways, looking out mournfully into the rain. Nearly all of them
had blue headscarves or hats, identifying them as Southerling refugees. More than ten thousand
of them were being given temporary refuge in what the Corvere Times described as “the remote
northern regions of the nation,” which clearly meant close to the Wall.

This must be one of the refugee settlements that had sprung up in the last three years, Sameth
realized, noting that the field was surrounded by atriple fence of concertinawire and that there
were severa policemen near the gate, the rain sluicing off their helmets and dark-blue slickers.
The Southerlings were fleeing a war among four states in the far South, across the Sunder Sea
from Ancelstierre. The war had started three years previously, with a seemingly small rebellion in
the Autarchy of Iskeria proving an unlikely success. That rebellion had grown to be a civil war
that drew in the neighboring countries of Kalarime, 1znenia, and Korrovia, on different sides.
There were at least six warring factions that Sameth knew about, ranging from the Iskerian
Autarch’sforces and the original Anarchist rebels to the Kalarime-backed Traditionalists and the
Korrovian Imperialists.

Traditionally, Ancelstierre did not interfere with wars on the Southern Continent, trusting to its
Navy and the Flying Corps to keep such trouble on the other side of the Sunder Sea. But with the
war now spread across most of the continent, the only safe place for noncombatants was in
Ancelstierre.

So Ancelstierre was the refugees chosen destination. Many were turned back on the sea or at the
major ports, but for every large ship returned, a smaller vessel would make landfall somewhere
on the Ancelstierran coast and disgorge the two or three hundred refugees who had been packed
aboard like sardines. Many more drowned, or starved, but this did not discourage the others.
Eventually, they would be rounded up and put in temporary camps. Theoretically, they would
then be eligible to become proper immigrants to the Commonwealth of Ancelstierre, but in
practice, only those with money, connections, or useful skills ever gained citizenship. The others
stayed in the refugee camps while the Ancelstierran government tried to work out how to send
them back to their own countries. But with the war growing worse and getting more confused by
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the day, no one who had escaped it would willingly go back. Every time mass deportment had
been attempted, it had ended in hunger strikes, riots, and every form of possible protest.

“Uncle Edward says that Corolini chap wants to send the Southerlings into your neck of the
woods,” said Nicholas sleepily, wakened by the bus's decrease in speed. “ Across the Wall. No
room for them here, he says, and lots of room in the Old Kingdom.”

“Corolini isapopulist rabble-rouser,” replied Sameth, quoting an editorial from the Times. His
mother—who conducted most of the Old Kingdom'’ s diplomacy with Ancelstierre—had

an even harsher opinion of this politician, who had risen to prominence since the beginning of the
Southern War. She thought he was a dangerous egotist who would do anything to gain power.
“He doesn’t know what he' s talking about. They would all diein the Borderlands. It’ s not safe.”
“What' s the problem with it?’ asked Nick. He knew hisfriend didn’t like talking about the Old
Kingdom. Sam always said that it was not at al like Ancelstierre and that Nick wouldn’t
understand. No one else knew anything much about it, and there was little information of
consequence in any library Nick had seen. The Army kept the border closed, and that wasiit.
“There are dangerous. . . dangerous animalsand . . .

um . . . things,” replied Sameth. “It’slike I’ ve told you before. Guns and electricity and so on
don’t work. It's not like—"

“Ancelstierre,” interrupted Nicholas, smiling. “You know, I’ ve a good mind to come and visit
you during the vac and see for myself.”

“1 wish you would,” Sameth said. “I’ll need to see afriendly face after six months of Ellimere’s
company.”

“How do you know it’s not your sister | want to visit?”’

asked Nick, with an exaggerated leer. Sam never had a good word to say about his older sister.
He was about to say more, but his words were cut short as he looked out the window. Sam
looked, too.

The refugee camp was long past and had given way to afairly dense forest. The distant, rain-
blurred orb of the sun hung just above the trees. Only they were both looking out the left-hand
side of the bus, and the sun should have been on the right. They were going north, and must have
been for some time. North, towards the Wall.

“1’d better tell Cockers,” said Sameth, who wasin the aisle seat. He'd just got up, and started to
make his way to the front of the bus, when the engine suddenly spluttered and the bus jerked,
nearly throwing Sam to the floor. The driver cursed and crashed down severa gears, but the
engine kept spluttering. The driver cursed again, revving the engine so hard its whine woke up
anyone left asleep. Then it suddenly stopped. Both the interior light and the headlights went out,
and the busrolled to a silent stop.

“Sir!” Sam called out to Mr. Cochrane, above the sudden hubbub of waking boys. “We' ve been
going north! | think we're near the Wall.”

Cochrane, who was peering through his own window, turned back as Sam spoke and stood in the
aisle, his commanding bulk enough to silence the closer boys.

“Settle down!” he said. “ Thank you, Sameth. Now everyone stay in your seats, and I’ll soon sort
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Whatever he was going to say was interrupted by the sound of the driver’ s door, as he sammed it
shut it behind him. All the boys rushed to the windows, despite Cochrane' s roar, and saw the
driver leap the roadside wall and run off through the trees as if pursued by some mortal enemy.
“What on earth?’ exclaimed Cochrane, as he turned to look out the windscreen. Whatever had
scared the driver clearly didn’t seem so terrible to him, since he merely opened the passenger
door and stepped out into the rain, unfurling his umbrella as he did so.
As soon as he |eft the bus, everyone rushed to the front. Sam, from his position in the aisle, was
the first to get there. Looking out, he first saw a barrier across the road, and alarge red sign next
toit. He couldn’t quite read it, because of the rain, but he knew what it said anyway. He' d seen
identical signs every holiday, when he went home to the Old Kingdom.
The red signs marked the beginning of the Perimeter, the military zone that the Ancelstierran
Army had established to face the Wall. Beyond that sign, the woods on either side of the road
would vanish, replaced by a half-mile-wide expanse of strong points, trenches, and the coils and
coils of barbed wire that stretched from the east coast to the west.
Sam remembered exactly what the sign said. Pretending he had an amazing ability to see through
fogged-up windscreens, he recited the familiar warning to the others. It was important for them to
know.

PERIMETER COMMAND

NORTHERN ARMY GROUP

Unauthorized egress from the Perimeter Zone is strictly forbidden.
Anyone attempting to cross the Perimeter Zone will be shot without warning.
Authorized travelers must report to the Perimeter Command H.Q.

REMEMBER—NO WARNING WILL BE MADE
A moment of silence met this recitation, as the seriousness of it sank in. Then a babble of
guestions broke out, but Sam didn’t answer. He had thought the driver had run away because he
was afraid of being so close to the Wall. But what if he had brought them there on purpose? And
why had he run away from the two red-capped military policemen who were walking up from
their sentry box?
Sameth’ s family had many enemies in the Old Kingdom.
Some were human, and might be able to pass as harmlessin Ancelstierre. Some were not, but
they might be powerful enough to cross the Wall and get this little distance south.
Especially on a day when the wind blew from the north.
Not bothering to get his raincoat, Sam jumped down from the bus and hurried over to where the
two military policemen had just met Mr. Cochrane. Or rather, to where the MP
sergeant had started to shout at Cochrane.
“Get everyone off that bus and get them moving back as quick as you can,” the sergeant shouted.
“Run as far asyou can, then walk. Got it?’
“Why?’ asked Mr. Cochrane, bristling. Like most of the teachers and staff at Somersby, he
wasn’'t from the North, and he had no idea about the Wall, the Perimeter, or the Old Kingdom. He
had always treated Sameth as he treated the school’ s other Prince, who was an albino from far-off
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Karshmel—like an adopted child who wasn’t quite a member of the family.

“Just do it!” ordered the sergeant. He seemed nervous, Sameth noted. His revolver holster was
open, and he kept looking around at the trees. Like most soldiers on the Perimeter—but totally
unlike any other units of the Ancelstierran Army—he also wore along sword-bayonet on his |eft
hip, and a mail coat over his khaki battledress, though he' d kept his MP' s red cap, rather than
wearing the usual neck—and nasal-barred helmet of the Perimeter garrison. Sam noted that
neither of the two men had a Charter mark on his forehead.

“That’ s not good enough,” Cochrane protested. “| insist on speaking to an officer. | can’t have
my boys running about in the rain!”

“We' d better do as the sergeant says,” said Sam, coming up behind him. “There is something in
the wood—and it’ s getting closer.”

“Who are you?’ demanded the sergeant, drawing his sword. The lance-corporal with him
instantly followed suit,

and started to sidle around behind. Both of them were looking at Sam’ s forehead, and the Charter
mark that was just visible under his Cricket X1 cap.

“Prince Sameth of the Old Kingdom,” said Sam. “I suggest you call Mg or Dwyer of the Scouts,
or General Tindall’s headquarters, and tell them I’m here—and that there are at |east three Dead
Hands in the woods over there.”

“That’stornit!” swore the sergeant. “We knew something was up with this wind. How did they
get—Well, it doesn’t matter. Harris, double back to the post and alert HQ. Tell them we' ve got
Prince Sameth, a bunch of schoolkids, and at least three category-A intruders. Use a pigeon and
the rocket. The phone’ll be out for sure. Move!”

The lance-corporal was gone before the sergeant’ s mouth shut, and just as Cochrane began.
“Sameth! What are you going on about?’

“There' sno time to explain,” replied Sam urgently. He could sense Dead Hands—bodies infused
with spirits called from Death—moving through the forest, parallel to the road. They didn’t seem
to have sensed the living yet, but once they did, they would be there within minutes. “We have to
get everyone out of here—we have to get as far away from the Wall aswe can.”
“But...But...” blustered Cochrane, red-faced and astounded at the impertinence of one of his
own boys ordering him around. He would have said more, if the sergeant hadn’t drawn his
revolver and calmly said, “ Get them going now, sir, or I'll shoot you where you stand.”

Chapter Fifteen. The Dead Are Many

Five minutes later, the entire team was out in the rain, on the road, jogging south. At
Sameth’ s suggestion, they had armed themselves with cricket bats, metal-tipped cricket stumps,
and cricket balls. The MP sergeant ran with them, his revolver continuing to silence Cochrane’'s
protests. The boystook it all asabit of ajoke at first, with much bravado and carrying-on. But as
it got darker and the rain got heavier, they grew quieter. The jokes stopped atogether when four
guick shots were heard behind them, and then a distant, anguished scream.
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Sameth and the sergeant exchanged a look that combined fear and a dreadful knowledge. The
shots and the scream must have come from Lance-Corpora Harris, who had gone back to the
post.

“Isthere a stream or other running water near here?’ panted Sameth, mindful of the warning
rhyme he' d known since childhood about the Dead. The sergeant shook his head but didn’t
answer. He kept glancing back over his shoulder, almost losing his balance as they ran. A little
while after they heard the scream, he saw what he was looking for and pointed it out to Sameth:
three red parachute flares drifting down from a few miles north.

“Harris must have got the pigeon off, at least,” he puffed. “Or maybe the telephone worked, since
his pistol did. They’ll have the reserve company and a platoon of Scouts out here soon, sir.”

“1 hope so,” replied Sameth. He could sense the Dead on the road behind them now, coming up
quickly. There seemed to be no hope of safety anywhere ahead. No stout farmhouse or barn, or a
stream, whose running water the Dead couldn’t cross. In fact, the road went down to become a
sunken lane, even darker and more closed in, a perfect site for an ambush. As Sam thought of
that, he felt his sense of Death suddenly alter. It disoriented him at first, till he realized what it
was. A Dead spirit had just risen in front of them, somewhere in the darkness around the high-
banked road. Worse than that, it was new, brought out of Death at that very moment. These were
no self-willed Dead spirits that had infiltrated through the Perimeter. They were Dead Hands,
raised by a necromancer on the Ancelstierran side of the Wall. Controlled by the necromancer’s
mind, they were much more dangerous than rogue spirits.

“Stop!” screamed Sam, his voice cutting through the beat of rain and footsteps on the asphalt.
“They’re ahead of us. We have to leave the road!”

“Who are ahead, boy?’ shouted Cochrane, furious again.

“This has gone quite far enough. . . .”

His voice faltered as a figure stumbled out of the shadows ahead, out into the middle of the road.
It was human, or had once been human, but now its arms were hanging threads of flesh, and its
head was mostly bare skull, all deep eye hollows and shining teeth. It was unguestionably dead,
and the reek of decomposition rolled off it, over the soft smell of the rain. Clods of earth fell from
it asit moved, showing that it

had just dug itself out of the ground.

“Left!” shouted Sam, pointing. “Everyone go left!”

His shout broke the silent tableau into action, boys leaping over the stone wall that bordered the
road. Cochrane was one of the first over, throwing his umbrella aside.

The Dead thing moved, too, breaking into a shambling run asit sensed the Life it craved. The
sergeant propped himself against the wall and waited till it was ten feet away. Then he emptied
his heavy .455 revolver into the creature’ s torso, five shotsin quick succession, accompanied by a
gasp of relief that the weapon actually worked.

The creature was knocked back and finally down, but the sergeant didn’t wait. He' d been on the
Perimeter long enough to know that it would get back up again. Bullets could stop Dead Hands,
but only if the creatures were shredded to pieces. White phosphorus grenades worked better,
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burning them to ash—when they worked. Guns and grenades and all such standards of
Ancelstierran military technology tended to fail the closer they got to the Wall and the Old
Kingdom.

“Up the hill!” shouted Sam, pointing to arise in the ground ahead, where the forest thinned out. If
they could make it there, at least they could see what was coming and have the dlight advantage
of high ground.

A harsh, inhuman cry rose behind them as they ran, a sound like a broken bellows accidentally
trodden on, more sgqueal than scream. Sam knew it came from the desiccated lungs of a Dead
Hand. This one was farther to the right than the one the sergeant had shot. At the same time, he
sensed others, moving around to the right and left, beginning to encircle the hill.

“There’ s anecromancer back there,” he said asthey ran.

“And there must be alot of dead bodies, not too far gone.” “A truck full of those Southerlings. . .
ran off the road near here, six weeks ago,” said the sergeant, speaking rapidly between breaths.
“Nineteen killed. Bit of a. . . mystery where they was going . . . anyway . . . churchwarden at
Archell wouldn't . . . have ‘em . . . the Army crematorium neither . . . so they was buried next to
the road.”

“Stupid!” cried Sameth. “It’ stoo close to the Wall! They should have been burnt!”

“Bloody paper-pushers,” puffed the sergeant, nimbly ducking under a branch. “Regulations say
no burying within the . . . Perimeter. But thisis. . . outside, see?’

Sameth didn’t answer. They were climbing the hill itself now, and he needed all his breath. He
sensed there were at |east twelve Dead Hands behind them now, and three or four on each side,
going wide. And there was something, some presence that was probably the necromancer, back
where the bodies were—or had been—buried.

The top of the hill was clear of trees, save for afew windblown saplings. Before they reached it,
the sergeant called a halt, just short of the crest.

“Right! Get in close. Are we missing anyone? How many—"

“Sixteen, including Mr. Cochrane,” said Nick, who was a lightning calculator. Cochrane glared at
him but was silent, ducking his head back down as he tried to get his breath back. “Everyone's
here.”

“How long have we got, sir?’ the sergeant asked Sam, as they both looked back down into the
trees. It was hard to see anything. Visibility was reduced by both the increasingly heavy rain and
the onset of night.

“Thefirst two or three will be on usin afew minutes,” said Sameth grimly. “The rain will slow
them alittle. We'll haveto

knock them down and run stumps through them, to try to keep them pinned. Nick, organize
everyone into groups of three. Two batsmen and someone to hold the stumps ready. No, Hood—
go with Asmer. When they come, I'll distract them with a. . . I'll distract them. Then the batsman
must hit as hard as they can straight off, in the legs, and then hammer a stump through each arm
and leg.”

Sameth paused as he saw one of the boys eyeing the twoand—a-half-foot-long wooden stump
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with its metal spike on the end. From the expression on the boy’ s face, it was clear he couldn’t
imagine hammering it through anything.

“These are not people!” Sam shouted. “They’ re dready Dead. If you don't fight them, they will
kill us. Think of them as wild animals, and remember, we're fighting for our lives!” One of the
boys started crying, without making a noise, the tears falling silently down his face. At first Sam
thought it was the rain, till he noticed the despairing stare that signified complete and utter terror.
He was about to try some more encouraging words when Nick pointed downhill and shouted,
“Here they come!”

Three Dead Hands were coming out from the treeline, shambling like drunks, their arms and legs
clearly not fully under control. The bodies had been too broken up in the crash, Sam thought,
gauging their strength. That was good. It would make them slower and more uncoordinated.
“Nick, your team can take the one on the left,” he commanded, speaking quickly. “Ted, yours the
middle, and Jack’ s the right. Go for their knees and hammer the stumps home as soon as you get
them down. Don't let them get a grip on you—they’ re much stronger than they look. Everyone
else—including you, please, Sergeant, and Mr. Cochrane—hold back and help any team that gets
in trouble.”

“Yes, sir!” replied the sergeant. Cochrane merely nodded dumbly, staring at the approaching
Dead Hands. For the first time in Sam’s memory, the man’ s face was not flushed red. It was
white, almost as white as the sickeningly pallid flesh of the approaching Dead.

“Wait for my order,” shouted Sam. At the same time, he reached into the Charter. It was
impossible to reach in most of Ancelstierre, but this close to the Wall, it was merely difficult,
rather like trying to swim down to the bottom of a deep river. Sameth found the Charter and took
amoment’s comfort from the familiar touch of it, its permanence and its totality linking him to
everything in existence. Then he summoned the marks he wanted, holding them in his mind while
he formed their namesin his throat. When he had everything ready, he punched out his right
hand, three fingers splayed, each finger indicating one of the approaching Dead creatures.

“Anet! Calew! Ferhan!” he spat, and the marks flew from his fingers as shining silver blades,
whistling through the air quicker than any eye could follow. Each one struck a Dead Hand,
blowing afist-sized hole straight through decaying flesh. All three staggered back, and one fell
down, waving its arms and legs like a beetle thrown on its back.

“Bloody hell!” exclaimed one of the boys next to Sam.

“Now!” shouted Sam, and the schoolboys rushed forward with a roar, waving their makeshift
weapons. Sam and the sergeant went with them, but Cochrane struck out on his own, running
down the hill at aright angle to everyone else.

Then there was a blur of screaming, bats rising and falling, the dull thud of stumps being driven
through Dead flesh and into the sodden ground.

Sam experienced it all in a strange frenzy, such atangled mess of sound, images, and emotion
that he was never really sure what

happened. He seemed to come out of this concentrated fury to find himself helping Druitt Minor
hammer a stump through the forearm of awrithing creature. Even with a stump through each
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limb, it still struggled, breaking one stump and almost getting free, before some of the boysin
reserve cleverly rolled a boulder over the loose arm.

Everyone was cheering, Sam realized, as he stepped back and wiped the rain off hisface.
Everyone except him, because he could sense more Dead, coming up from the road and on the
other side of the hill. A quick survey showed that there were only three stumps left, and two of
the five bats were broken. “Get back,” he ordered, quelling the cheering. “ There’s more on the
way.”

Asthey moved back, Nick and the sergeant came up close to Sam. Nick spoke first, quietly
asking, “What do we do now, Sam? Those things are still moving! They’ll get free within half an
hour.”

“Troops from the Perimeter will be here before then,” muttered Sam, glancing at the sergeant,
who nodded in affirmation. “It’ s the new ones coming up I’'m worried about. The only thing | can
think of doing . . .”

“What?" asked Nick, as Sam stopped in mid-sentence.

“These are all Dead Hands, not free-willed Dead,” replied Sam. “Newly made ones. The spiritsin
them are just whatever the necromancer could call quickly, so they’ re neither powerful nor smart.
If I could get to the necromancer who's controlling them, they would probably attack each other,
or wander in circles. Quite afew might even snap back into Death.”

“Well, let’ s get this necromancer chap!” declared Nick stoutly. His voice was steady, but he
couldn’t help a nervous look back down the hill.

“It'snot as easy asthat,” said Sam absently. Most of his attention was on the Dead Hands he
could sense around them. There were ten down near the road, and six on the other side of the hill
somewhere. Both groups were getting themselves into ragged lines. Obviously, the necromancer
planned to have them all attack at once, from both sides.

“It'snot so easy,” Sam repeated. “The necromancer is down there somewhere, physically at least.
But he'salmost certainly in Death, leaving his body protected by a spell or some sort of
bodyguard. To get at him, I'll have to go into Death myself—and | don’t have a sword, or bells,
or anything.”

“Go into Death?’ asked Nick, hisvoice rising half an octave. He was clearly about to say
something else but he looked down at the staked-out Dead Hands and shut up.

“Not even time to cast a diamond of protection,” Sam muttered to himself. He had never actually
been into Death by himself before. He' d gone only with his mother, the Abhorsen.

Now he wished desperately that she were here. But she wasn't, and he couldn’t think of anything
else to do. He could almost certainly get away himself, but he couldn’t leave the others. “Nick,”
he said, making up hismind. “I am going to go into Death. While I’m there, | won’t be able to
see or sense anything here. My body will seem to be frozen, so I'll need you—

and you, sergeant—to guard me as best you can. | plan to be back before the Dead get here, but if
I’m not, try to slow them down. Throw cricket balls, stones, and anything else you can find. If
you can’'t stop them, grab my shoulder, but don’t touch me otherwise.”

“Right-oh,” replied Nick. He was clearly puzzled, and afraid, but he put out his hand. Sam took
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it, and they shook hands, while the other boys looked at them curiously, or stared out into the
rain. Only the sergeant moved, handing Sam his sword, hilt first.

“You'll need thismore than | do, sir,” he said. Then, echoing Sam’ s own thoughts, he added, “|
wish your mum was here.

Good luck, sir.”

“Thanks,” said Sam, but he handed the sword back. “I’m afraid only a spelled sword would help
me. You keep it.”

The sergeant nodded and took the sword. Sam dropped into a boxer’s defensive stance and closed
his eyes. He felt for the boundary between Life and Death and found it easily, for a moment
experiencing the strange sensation of rain falling down the back of his neck while his face was hit
by the terrible chill of Death, where it never rained.

Exerting all his willpower, Sam pushed towards the cold, making his spirit cross into Death.
Then, without warning, he was there, and the cold was all around him, not just on hisface. His
eyes flashed open, and he saw the flat grey light of Death and felt the tug of the river’s current at
his legs. In the distance, he heard the roar of the First Gate, and shivered.

Back in Life, Nick and the sergeant saw Sam'’ s entire body stiffen suddenly. A fog came from
nowhere, twining up hislegs like avine. Asthey kept staring, frost formed on his face and hands
—an icy coat that was not washed off by the rain.

“I"'m not sure | can believe what I'm seeing,” whispered Nick, as he looked away from Sam and
down at the approaching Dead.

“You'd better believeit,” said the sergeant grimly. “Because they’ll kill you whether you believe
in them or not.”

Chapter Sixteen. Into Death

Apart from the distant roar of the waterfall that marked the First Gate, it was completely
silent in Death. Sam stood still, staying close to the border with Life, listening and looking. But
he couldn’t see very far in the peculiar grey light that seemed to flatten everything out and warp
perspective. All he could see was the river around him, the water completely dark save where it
rushed in white rapids around his knees. Carefully, Sam began to walk along the very edge of
Death, fighting the current that tried to suck him under and carry him off. He guessed that the
necromancer would also be staying close to the border with Life, though there was no guarantee
that Sam was going in the right direction to find him, or her. He wasn’t skilled enough to know
where he was in Death in relation to Life, except for the point where he would return to his own
body.

He moved much more warily than he had when last in Death. That was ayear past, with his
mother, the Abhorsen, at hisside. It felt very different now that he was alone and unarmed. It was
true he could gain some control over the Dead by whistling or clapping his hands, but without the
bells he could neither command nor banish them. And while he was a

more than proficient Charter Mage, this necromancer could easily be a Free Magic adept,
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completely outclassing him. His only real chance would be to creep up on the necromancer and
catch him unawares, and that would be possible only if the necromancer were totally focused on
finding and binding Dead spirits. Even worse, Sam realized, he was making alot of noise by
wading at right angles to the current. No matter how slowly he tried to wade, he couldn’t help
splashing. It was hard work, too, physically and mentally, as the river tugged at him and filled
him with thoughts of weariness and defeat. It would be easier to lie down and let theriver take
him; he could never win. . . .

Sameth scowled and forced himself to keep wading, suppressing the morbid pressure on his
mind. There was still no sign of the necromancer, and Sam began to worry that his enemy might
not be in Death at all. Perhaps he was out there in Life even now, directing the Dead to attack.
Nick and the sergeant would do their best to protect his body, Sam knew, but they would be
defenseless against the Free Magic of the necromancer.

For amoment, Sam thought about going back—then a slight sound returned all his attention to
Death. He heard a distant, pure note that seemed far away at first but was moving rapidly towards
him. Then he saw the ripples that accompanied the sound, ripples that ran at aright angle to the
flow of the river—straight towards him!

Sam clapped his handsto his ears, grinding his palms into his head. He knew that long, clear call.
It came from Kibeth, the third of the seven bells. Kibeth, the Walker.

The single note slid between Sam’ s fingers and into his ears, filling his mind with its strength and
purity. Then the note changed and became a whole series of sounds that were almost

the same, but not. Together they formed arhythm that shot through Sam'’ s limbs, tweaking a
muscle here and a muscle there, rocking him forward, whether he liked it or not.

Desperately, Sam tried to purse hislips, to whistle a counter-spell or even just a random noise
that might disrupt the bell’s call. But his cheeks wouldn’t move, and his legs were already
stumping through the water, carrying him quickly towards the source of the sound, towards the
wielder of the bell. Too quickly, for the river found its chance in Sam’ s sudden clumsiness. The
current surged and wove itself between Sam'’ s feet. Caught on one leg, he teetered for a moment,
then went over like a bowling pin, crashing into the river. The cold stabbed into him like a
thousand thin knives, all over his body. Kibeth’s call was cut off in that moment, but it still held
him, asif he were afish on aline. Kibeth tried to walk him back, even as the current tried to keep
him in its grip. Sam himself fought only to get his head clear, to get a breath of air before he was
forced to take a breath of water. But the effects of the bell and the current were too much, locking
him in a struggle in which he could not control hisbody. And while he could no longer hear
Kibeth, his whole body trembled, shot through with the tremendous power of the First Gate, the
waterfall that was sucking him deeper and closer with every second.

Desperately, Sam thrust his face towards the surface, and for a moment he broke free to snatch a
breath. But at that instant, he heard the roar of the Gate rise to a crescendo. He was too close, he
knew, and at any moment he would be swept through the Gate. Without bells, he would be easy
prey for any denizen of the Second Precinct. Even if he escaped them, he was probably already
too weak to resist the pull of theriver. It would take him on, al the way through to the
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Ninth Gate and the ultimate death that lay beyond.

Then something grabbed his right wrist and he came to a sudden stop, the river raging and
frothing impotently about him. Sam almost struggled against his rescuer, for fear of what it might
be, but hisfear of the river was greater and he needed to breathe so desperately that he could
think of nothing else. So he simply fought to get a proper footing, and cough up at least some of
the water that had managed to get into his throat and lungs.

Then he realized that steam was billowing from his sleeve, and his wrist was burning. He cried
out. Fear of his captor rose in him again, and he was almost too afraid to look and see who—or
what—it might be.

Slowly Sam raised his head. He was being held by the necromancer he’ d hoped to surprise. A
thin, balding man, who wore |leather armor with red-enameled plates for reinforcement—and a
bandolier of bells across his chest.

Here in Death, Free Magic magnified his stature, cloaking him with a great shadow of fire and
darkness that moved as he moved, transforming his presence into something truly terrible and
cruel. Thetouch of his hand blistered Sam’swrist, and flames burnt where the whites of his eyes
should be.

In hisleft hand he held a sword level with Sam’ s neck, the sharp edge afew inches from his
throat. Dark flames ran slowly down the blade like mercury and fell to the surface of theriver,
where they continued to burn as the current carried them away.

Sam coughed again, not because he needed to, but to cover an attempt to reach into the Charter.
He had hardly begun when the sword swung even closer, the acrid fumes of the ensorceled blade
making him cough for real.

“No,” said the necromancer, his voice redolent with Free Magic, his breath carrying the reek of
drying blood. Desperately, Sam tried to think of what he could do. He couldn’t reach the Charter,
and he couldn’t fight barehanded against that sword. He couldn’t even move, for that matter, as
his sword-arm was held impossibly still in the necromancer’ s burning grasp.

“You will return to Life and seek me out,” ordered the necromancer, his voice low and hard,
supremely confident. It wasn’t just words either, Sam realized. He felt a compulsion to do exactly
what the necromancer said. It was a Free Magic spell—but one that Sam knew would not be
completetill it was sealed with the power of Saraneth, the sixth bell. And there was his chance,
because the necromancer would have to let go of Sam or sheathe his sword in order to wield the
bell.

L et me go, Sam wished fervently, trying not to tense his muscles too much and give his intentions
away. Let me go. But the necromancer chose to sheathe his sword instead, and draw the second-
largest of the bells with his right hand. Saraneth, the Binder. With it he would bind Sam to his
will, though it was strange that he wanted Sam to return to Life. Necromancers did not normally
care for living servants.

His grip on Sam’swrist did not slacken. The pain there was intense, so bad that it had gone
beyond bearing, and his mind had decided to shut it out. If he hadn’t still been able to see his
fingers he would have believed that his hand had been burnt off at the wrist.
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The necromancer carefully opened the pouch that held Saraneth. But before he could transfer his
grip to grasp the bell by its clapper and pull it out, Sam threw himself backwards and scissored
his legs around the necromancer’ s waist.

Both of them plunged into the icy water, the necromancer sending up a huge plume of steam as
he hit. Sam was under—

neath, the water instantly filling his mouth and nose, beating at the last breath in hislungs. He
could feel the flesh of histhighs burning, even through the cold, but he did not let go. He felt the
necromancer twisting and turning to get free, and through half-closed eyes he saw that under the
river, the necromancer was a shape of fire and darkness, more monstrous and much less human
than he had seemed before.

With his free hand, Sam desperately clawed at the necromancer’ s bandolier, trying to get one of
the bells. But they felt strange, the ebony handles biting to his touch, quite unlike the smooth,
Charter-spelled mahogany of his mother’s bells. His fingers couldn’t close on any handle, his
legs were slowly being unlocked by the necromancer’ s inhuman strength, the grip on hiswrist
was unrelenting—and his breath was almost gone. Then the current quickened, picking them both
up and turning them into a dizzy spin, till Sam couldn’t tell which way he could stretch to find a
breath. Then they were hurtling down—down through the waterfall of the First Gate.

The waterfall spun them about vicioudly, and then they were in the Second Precinct, and Sam
couldn’t hold the necromancer anymore. The man got free of Sam'’s scissored legs and elbowed
Sam savagely in the stomach, driving the last pathetic remnant of air from hislungsin one
choked-off explosion of bubbles.

Sam tried to hit back, but he was already sucking in water instead of air, and his strength was
amost gone. He felt the necromancer let go and slip away from him, moving through the water
like a snake, and he lost all thought save the desperate urge for survival.

A second later, he broke the surface, coughing madly, getting as much water as air. At the same
time, he fought to keep his balance against the current and locate his enemy. Hope

sparked in him as he caught no sign of the necromancer. And he seemed to be close to the First
Gate. It was hard to tell in the Second Precinct, where some quality of the light made it
impossible to see farther than you could touch.

But Sam could see the froth of the waterfall, and when he stumbled forward, he touched the
rushing water of the First Gate, and all he had to remember was the spell that would let him past.
It was from The Book of the Dead, which he had begun to study last year. As he thought of it,
pages appeared in his mind, the words of the Free Magic spell shining, ready for him to say.

He opened his mouth—and two burning hands came down on his shoulders, driving him face-
first into the river. Thistime he had no chance of holding his breath, and his scream was nothing
more than bubbles and froth, barely disturbing the flow of theriver.

It was pain that brought him back to consciousness. Pain in his ankles, and a strange feeling in his
head. It took him a moment to realize that he was still in Death—but back at the border with Life.
And the necromancer was holding him upside down by the ankles, water still pouring from his
ears and nose. The necromancer was speaking again, speaking words of power that rose up
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around Sam like bands of steel. He could feel them pressing against him, making him their
prisoner, and he knew that he should try to resist. But he couldn’t. He could barely keep his eyes
open, even that small thing taking all the willpower and energy he had |eft.

Still the necromancer kept on speaking, the words weaving around and around him, till Sam
finaly understood the single most important thing: the necromancer was sending him back

into Life, and this binding was to make sure that he did what he was told.

But the binding didn’t matter. Nothing mattered, save that he was going back to Life. He didn’t
care that back in Life, he would have to follow some terrible purpose of the sorcerer. He would
be back in Life. . ..

The necromancer let go of one ankle, and Sam swung like a pendulum, his head just brushing the
surface of the river. The necromancer seemed to have grown much taller, for he wasn't holding
his arm very high. Or perhaps, Sam thought muzzily through the pain and shock, he was the one
who had shrunk. “You will cometo mein Life, near where the road sinks and the graveslie
broken,” ordered the necromancer finally, when the spell had settled on Sam so tightly that he felt
like afly trussed up by a spider. But it had to be sealed by Saraneth. Sam tried to struggle as he
saw the bell come out, but his body wouldn’t respond. He tried to reach the Charter, but instead
of the cool comfort of the endless flow of marks, he felt agreat whirlpool of living fire, a

mael strom that threatened to maim his mind as much as his body had already been burnt.
Saraneth sounded, deep and low, and Sam screamed. Some instinct helped him hit the one note
that would be most at discord with the bell. The scream cut through Saraneth’s commanding tone,
and the bell jarred in the necromancer’ s hand, becoming suddenly shrill and raucous. Instantly, he
let go of Sam, his free hand stilling the clapper, for a bell gone awry could have disastrous
consequences for its wielder.

When the bell wasfinally still, the necromancer turned his attention back to the boy. But there
was no sign of him, and no chance the current could have taken him out of sight so soon.

Chapter Seventeen. Nicholas and the Necr omancer

Sam returned to Life to hear the harsh tap-taptap of machine-gun fire and to see the
landscape turned black and white by the stark brilliance of the parachute flares that were falling
slowly through the rain.

| ce cracked as he moved, the frost on his clothes crazing into strange patterns. He took half a step
forward and fell to his knees, sobbing with pain and shock as his fingers scrabbled at the muddy
earth, seeking comfort from the feel of Life. Slowly he became aware that there were arms
around him, and people speaking. But he couldn’t hear properly, because the necromancer’s
words kept repeating in his head, telling him what he must do. He tried to speak himself, through
teeth that chattered with cold, unconscioudly imitating the rhythm of the gunfire.

“Necromancer . . . sunken road . . . near graves,” he said haltingly, not really knowing what he
was saying or whom he was talking to. Someone touched his wrist and he screamed, the pain
blinding him more than the flares that continued to blossom in the sky above. Then, after the
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brightness, there was sudden darkness. Sam had fainted.

“He' s hurt,” said Nick, staring at the blistered finger-marks on Sam'’ s wrist. “Burnt somehow.”
“What?' asked the sergeant. He was staring down the slope, watching red tracer rounds fly in low
arcs from the neighboring hill down into and along the road. Every now and then one would be
accompanied by the sudden bang, whoosh, and blinding sunburst of white phosphorus. Clearly
the troops from the Perimeter were fighting their way towards where the sergeant and the boys
were. What worried the sergeant was the way the machine-gunners were traversing their fire to
the left and right of the road.

“Sam’s burnt,” replied Nick, unable to tear his eyes off the livid marks on hisfriend’ swrist. “We
have to do something.”

“We sure do,” said the sergeant, suddenly faceless again as the last flare fizzled out. “ The boys
down there are driving the Dead towards us—and they must think we're already done for,
because they’ re not being real careful. We'll be taking rounds any minute now if we don’t clear
off.”

Asif to punctuate his remark, another flare arced up overhead, and a sudden flurry of tracer shot
over their heads with awhip and a crack. Everybody ducked, and the sergeant shouted, “Down!
Get down!”

In the light of the new flare, Nick saw dark shapes emerge from the trees and start up the hill,
their telltale shambling gait showing what they were. At the same time, one of the boys farther
around the hill screamed out, “They’ re coming up behind!

L ots of —"

Whatever he was saying was drowned out by more machinegun fire, long bursts of tracer that
drew lines of red light right through the Dead, clearly hitting them many times. They twitched
and staggered under the multiple impacts, but still they came on.

“Got ‘em enfiladed from that hill,” said the sergeant. “But they’ |l get here before the gunsrip
them apart. I’ ve seen it before. And we'll get shot to pieces as well.”

He spoke slowly, amost dumbly, and Nick realized that he wasn’t able to think—that his brain
had become saturated with danger and could not deal with the situation.

“Can’'t we signal the soldiers somehow?’ he shouted above yet another burst of fire. Both the
dark silhouettes of the Dead and the momentarily bright shifting lines of tracer were advancing
towards them at an inexorable rate, like something slow but unstoppable, a hypnotic instrument
of fate.

One line of tracer suddenly swung farther up towards them, and bullets ricocheted off stone and
earth, whistling past Nick’s head. He pressed himself further into the mud, and pulled Sam closer
too, shielding his unconscious friend with his own body.

“Can't we signal?’ Nick repeated frantically, his voice muffled, mouth tasting dirt.

The sergeant didn’t answer. Nick looked across and saw that he was lying still. His red-banded
cap had come off, and his head was in a pool of blood, black in the flare light. Nick couldn’t tell
if he was still breathing.

Hesitantly, he reached out towards the sergeant, pushing his arm through the mud, dreadful
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visions of bullets smashing through the bone making him keep it aslow as possible. His fingers
touched metal, the hilt of the man’s sword. He would have flinched and drawn back, but at that
moment someone screamed behind him, a scream of such terror that his fingers convulsively
gripped the weapon.

Twisting around, he saw one of the boys silhouetted, grappling with alarger figure. It had him
gripped around the neck and was shaking him around like a milk shake.

Without thinking of getting shot, Nick leapt up to help.

Even as he did so, other boys jumped up too, hacking at the Dead Hand with bats, stumps, and
rocks.

Within seconds they had it down and stumped through, but not quickly enough to save its victim.
Harry Benlet’s neck was broken, and he would never take three wickets in a single afternoon ever
again, or hurdle every desk in the exam hall at Somersby just for the fun of it.

The fight with the Hand had taken them to the crest of the hill, and there Nick saw that there were
Dead on both sides. Only the ones on the forward slope were being slowed by gunfire. He could
see where the soldiers were firing from, and could make out groups of them. There were several
machine-guns on the neighboring hill, and at least a hundred soldiers were advancing through the
trees on either side of the road.

As Nick watched, he saw one line of tracer suddenly swing up towards them. It got within thirty
yards and suddenly stopped. It wastoo far to see clearly with the rain, but Nick realized that the
gun had only stopped for reloading or to shift the tripod, as soldiers moved swiftly around it.
Obviously they had seen atarget of opportunity: figures silhouetted on the hilltop.

“Move!” he shouted, rushing down the side of the hill in ahalf-crouch. The othersfollowed in a
mad, sliding dash that ended only when several boys crashed into each other and fell over.

A moment later, tracer shot overhead and the hilltop exploded in a spray of water, mud, and
ricocheting bullets.

Nick instinctively ducked, though he was well down the slope. In that second, he realized three
terrible facts: he had left Sam behind, halfway around the hill; they absolutely had to

signal the soldiers to avoid getting shot; and even if they kept moving, the Dead would catch
them before the soldiers finished off the Dead.

But with those dreadful realizations came sudden energy, and a determination Nick had never
known, aclarity of thought that he'd never experienced before.

“Ted, get out your matches,” he ordered, knowing Ted' s affectation of smoking a pipe, though he
was no good at it. “Everyone else, get out anything you’ ve got that’s dry and will burn. Paper,
whatever!”

Everyone clustered around as he spoke, their fear-filled faces revealing their eagernessto be
doing something. L etters were proffered, dog-eared playing cards, and after amoment’s
hesitation pages torn from a notebook that had up till then contained what its owner imagined
was his deathless prose. Then came the prize of the lot, a hip flask of brandy from, of all people,
the very rules-conscious Cooke Minor.

Thefirst three matches fizzled out in the rain, increasing everyone' s anxiety. Then Ted used his
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cap to shield the fourth. It lit nicely, as did the brandy-soaked paper. A bright fire sprang up, of
orange flames tinged with brandy blue, suddenly bringing color back to the monochrome
landscape, lit by the seemingly endless succession of parachute flares.

“Right,” snapped Nick. “Ted, will you and Mike crawl around and drag Sam back here? Stay off
the crest. And do be careful of hiswrists—he's burnt.”

“What are you going to do?’ asked Ted, hesitating as more tracer rounds flew over the hill, and
white phosphorus grenades exploded in the distance. Clearly he was afraid to go but didn’t want
to admit it.

“1I’m going to try to find the necromancer, the man who controls the things out there,” said Nick,
brandishing the sword.

“l suggest everyone else start singing, so the Army knows there are real people here, by the fire.
You'll have to keep the creatures away, too, though I’ m going to try to draw the closer ones after
me.”

“Sing?’ asked Cooke Minor. He seemed quite calm, possibly because he'd drunk half the
contents of his hip flask before handing it over. “ Sing what?’

“The school song,” replied Nick over his shoulder as he headed down the hill. “It’s probably the
only thing everybody knows.”

To keep out of the way of the machine-guns, Nick ran around the hill before he headed down,
towards the Dead, who were now behind their original position. As he ran, he waved the sword
above his head and shouted, meaningless words that were half-drowned by the constant chatter of
the guns.

He was halfway to the closest Hands when the singing started, loud enough to be heard even
above the gunfire, the boys singing with a volume greater than the Somersby choirmaster would
have believed possible.

Snatches of the words followed Nick as he dummied aleft turn in front of the Hands and then
darted right, turning back towards the trees and the road.

“ Choose the path that honor takes—’

He slowed to avoid atree trunk. It was much darker among the trees, the flare light diminished by
the foliage overhead. Nick risked a glimpse behind and was both pleased and terrified to see that
at least some of the Dead had turned and were following him. Terror was the stronger emotion,
making him run faster between the trees than common sense called for. “ Play the game for its
own sakes—'

The words of the school song were suddenly cut off as Nick left the trees, smacked into a stone
wall, tumbled over it, and

fell down six or seven feet into the sunken road. The sword spun out of his hand, and his palms
skidded across asphalt, which took off most of the skin.

He lay on the road for amoment, gathering his wits, then started to get up. He was on his hands
and knees when he became aware that someone was standing right in front of him. Leather boots,
with metal plates at the knee, clanked as whoever it was stepped forward.

“$0, you have come as ordered, even without Saraneth to seal the pledge,” said the man, hisvoice
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somehow turning off al the other sounds that had filled Nick’ s ears. Gunfire, grenade explosions,
the singing—all of it was gone. All he could hear was that terrible voice, avoice that filled him
with indescribable fear.

Nick had started to lift his head as the man spoke, but now he was afraid to look. Instinctively he
knew that this was the necromancer he'd so foolishly sought. Now all he could do was hang his
head, the peak of his cricket cap shielding his face from what he knew would be aterrible gaze.
“Lift up your hand,” ordered the necromancer, the words as piercing as hot wires through Nick’s
brain. Slowly, the boy knelt asif in prayer, his head still bowed—and he held out his right hand,
bloody from the fall.

The necromancer’ s hand slowly came to meet it, palm outwards. For amoment, Nick thought he
was going to shake hands, and he suddenly thought of the pattern in the terrible burnson Sam'’s
wrists. A pattern of finger-marks! But he couldn’t move. His body was locked in place by the
power of the necromancer’s words.

The necromancer’ s hand stopped several inches away, and something quivered under the skin of
his palm, like a parasite trying to get out. Then it was free, adiver of silver metal

that slowly oriented itself towards Nick’s open hand. It hung suspended for another second, then
it suddenly leapt across the gap.

Nick felt it strike his hand, felt it break through his skin and enter his bloodstream. He screamed,
his body arched back in convulsions, and for the first time the necromancer saw his face.

“You are not the Prince!” shouted the necromancer, and his sword flashed through the air,
straight at Nick’swrist. But it stopped suddenly, less than a finger’ s width away, asthe
convulsions stopped and the boy looked up at him calmly, cradling his hand to his chest.

Inside that hand, the sliver of arcane metal swam, negotiating the complex pathway of the boy’s
veins. It was weak here, on the wrong side of the Wall, but not too weak to reach its ultimate
destination.

It hit Nicholas Sayre’s heart a minute later, and lodged there. A minute later still, puffs of thick,
white smoke began to issue from his mouth.

Hedge waited, watching the smoke. But the white smoke suddenly dissipated, and Hedge felt the
wind swing around to the east, and his own power diminish. He heard the sound of many hob-
nailed boots farther up the road, and the whoosh of aflare being fired directly overhead.

Hedge hesitated for a moment, then leapt up the embankment with inhuman dexterity, into the
trees. Lurking there, he watched as soldiers cautiously approached the unconscious boy. Some of
them had rifles with bayonets fixed, and there were two with Lewin light machine-guns. These
were no threat to Hedge, but there were others there, those who wielded proper swords that bore
glowing Charter marks, and shields that carried the symbol of the Perimeter Scouts. These men
had the Charter mark on their foreheads, and were practiced Charter Mages, even if the Army
denied that any such thing existed.

There were enough of them to hold him off, Hedge knew.

His Dead Hands were almost all gone too, either immobilized in some way he still didn’t
understand, or driven back into Death when their newly occupied bodies were too damaged to
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hold them.

Hedge blinked, holding his eyes shut for afull second—his only acknowledgment that his plan
had gone awry. But he had been in Ancelstierre for four years, and his other plans werein full
motion. He would come back for the boy.

As Hedge fled into the darkness, stretcher bearers picked up Nick; ayoung officer convinced the
schoolboys on the hill that they really could stop singing; and Ted and Mike tried to tell the
barely conscious Sam what had happened as an Army medic looked at the burns on hiswrist and
legs and prepared a surette of morphine.

Chapter Eighteen. A Father’sHealing Hand

The hospital in Bainwas relatively new, built six years before, when aflurry of hospital
reform came sweeping up from the South. Even in only six years, many people had died there,
and it was close enough to the Wall for Sam'’ s sense of Death to remain active. Weakened by pain
and by the morphine they were giving him for it, Sam was unable to drive away his sense of
Death. Always it loomed close, filling his bones with its bitter chill, making him shiver
constantly and the doctors increase his medication.

He dreamed of bodiless creatures that would come from Death and finish off what the
necromancer had begun, and he could not wake himself from the dreams. When he did wake, he
often saw that same necromancer stalking towards him, and would scream and scream until the
nurse who it really was gave him another injection and started the cycle of nightmares again.
Sam suffered four days of this, drifting in and out of consciousness, without ever really waking
up, and never losing his sense of Death and the fear that accompanied it. Sometimes he was lucid
enough to realize that Nick was there, too, in the next bed, his hands bandaged. Sometimes they
talked briefly,

but it wasn't ever areal conversation, since Sam could neither answer questions nor continue
whatever talk Nick began.

On the fifth day, everything changed. Sam was once again in the grip of a nightmare, once again
in Death, facing a necromancer who was many things all at once, ssmultaneously in, under, and
above the water. Sam was running, and falling and drowning, as had actually happened, and then
camethegripon hiswrist . . . but thistime it wasn't on hiswrist, it was on his shoulder, and it
was cool and comforting. A grip that somehow led him out of the nightmare, lifting him up
through a sky that was all Charter marks and sunshine.

When Sam opened his eyes, he could see clearly for the first time, his vision clear of the drug
haze and vertigo. He felt fingers resting lightly on his neck, on the pulse there, and knew his
father’ s hand before he even looked up. Touchstone was right next to him, his eyes closed as he
directed a healing-spell into his son’s body, the marks flashing under hisfingers as they left him
and entered Sam.

Sam looked up at Touchstone, grateful that his father’ s eyes were closed and he couldn’t see the
pathetic relief on his son’sface, or the tears that he hastened to brush away. The Charter Magic
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was making him warm for the first time in days. Sam could feel the marks driving the drugs out
of his bloodstream, while they took over quelling the pain from his burns. But it was the mere
presence of hisfather that had driven away the fear of Death. He could still sense Death, but it
was dim and far away, and he was no longer afraid.

King Touchstone | finished the spell and opened his eyes. They were grey, like hisson’s, but
Touchstone' s were the more troubled now, and he was obviously tired. Slowly, he took his hand
away from Sam’ s neck.

They amost hugged until Sam saw that there were two doctors, four of Touchstone’s guards, and
two Ancelstierran Army officersin the ward as well as awhole crowd of Ancelstierran police,
soldiers, and officials gathered out in the corridor, peering in. So Sam and Touchstone gripped
one another’ s forearms instead, Sam sitting up in the bed. Only the tightness of Sam’s grip and
his reluctance to let go indicated just how glad he was to see hisfather.

Both doctors were amazed that Sam was even conscious, and one checked the chart at the foot of
the bed to affirm that the patient really had been receiving intravenous morphine for days.
“Really, thisisimpossible!” the doctor began, till acold glance from one of Touchstone' s guards
convinced him that his conversation was currently not required. A slight further movement
convinced him that his presence was not required either, and he backed away to the door. Like
the King, the guards were all wearing three-piece suits of a sober charcoal grey, so asnot to alarm
delicate Ancelstierran sensibilities. This effect was only slightly spoiled by the fact that they also
carried swords, badly disguised in rolled-up trenchcoats.

“The entourage,” said Touchstone dryly, seeing Sam look out at all the people in the corridor. “|
told them | was simply here as a private individual to see my son, but apparently even that
requires an official escort. | hope you're feeling up to riding. If we stay here any longer, I'll be
cornered by some sort of committee or politician for sure.”

“Riding?’ asked Sam. He had to say it twice, histhroat initially too weak to get the word oui.
“I’m to leave school before the end of term?”’

“Yes,” said Touchstone, keeping his voice low. “1 want you home. Ancelstierreisno longer a
safe haven. The police here caught your bus driver. He was bribed, and bribed with Old
Kingdom silver deniers. So one of our enemies has found away to work on both sides of the
Wall. Or has at least found out how to spend money in Ancelstierre.”

“1 think I’'m well enough to ride,” said Sam, wrinkling his brow. “I mean, | don’t know whether
I’m really hurt. My wrist issore. . . .”

He paused and looked at the bandage on hiswrist. Charter marks still moved around the edge of
the bandage, 0ozing out of his pores like golden sweat. Healing him, Sam realized, for hiswrist
really was only sore, where it had been excruciatingly painful before, and the pain from the lesser
burns on his thighs and ankles was completely gone.

“The bandage can come off now,” said Touchstone, and he began to untieit. As he unwound it,
he lowered his head still closer to Sam and whispered, “Y ou have not been badly hurt in body,
Sam. But | feel that you have suffered an injury of the spirit. That will taketimeto hedl, for it is
beyond my power to repair.”
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“What do you mean?’ asked Sam anxiously. He felt very young all of a sudden, not at all like the
nearly adult Prince he was supposed to be. “Can’'t Mother fix it up?’

“1 don’t think so,” said Touchstone, resting his hand on Sam’ s shoulder, the small white scars
from years of sword practice and actual fighting bright across his knuckles in the hospital light.
“But then | cannot tell the nature of it, only that it has happened. | would guess that as aresult of
your going into Death unprepared and unprotected, some small fragment of your spirit has been
leeched away. Not much, but enough to make you feel weaker, or slower . . . basically less than
yourself. But it will come back, in time.”

“1 shouldn’t have done it, should I’?" whispered Sam, looking up into his father’s face, searching
for some sternness or

sign of disapproval. “Is Mother furious with me?”

“Not at all,” said Touchstone, surprised. “Y ou did what you thought was necessary to save the
others, which was both brave and in the best traditions of both sides of the family. Y our mother is
more worried about you than anything else.”

“Then where is she?’ asked Sam, before he could stop himself. It was a petulant question, and as
soon as his mouth closed, he wished he hadn’t said it.

“Apparently, there is a Mordaut riding the ferryman at Oldmond,” explained Touchstone
patiently, as he had explained so many of Sabriel’ s necessary absences over the course of Sam’'s
childhood. “We received word of it as we reached the Wall. She took the Paperwing and flew off
to deal with it. She'll meet us back at Belisaere.”

“If she doesn’t have to go somewhere else,” said Sam, knowing he was being bitter and childish.
But he could have died, and apparently that still wasn’t enough for his mother to come and see
him.

“Unless she has to go somewhere else,” agreed Touchstone, as calmly as ever. His father worked
hard at staying calm, Sam knew, for there was the old berserker blood in him, and Touchstone
feared itsrise. The only time Sam had ever seen that fury was when a false ambassador from one
of the northern clans had tried to stab Sabriel with a serving fork at aformal dinner in the Palace.
Touchstone, roaring like some sort of terrible beast, had picked up the six-foot barbarian and
hurled him the length of the table, onto aroast swan. This had scared everyone much more than
the assassination attempt, particularly when Touchstone then tried to pick up the double throne
and throw that after the man. Fortunately, he' d failed and was eventually calmed by Sabriel
stroking his brow as he blindly wrenched at the marble footing of the throne.

Sam remembered this as he saw his father’s eyelids close just a fraction and a line appear on his
forehead.

“Sorry,” Sam mumbled. “1 know she hasto do it. Being the Abhorsen and everything.”

“Yes,” said Touchstone, and Sam got a slight hint of his father’s own deep feelings about the
many and frequent absences required by Sabriel’ s battles with the Dead.

“1’d better get dressed, then,” said Sam, and he swung hislegs out of the bed. Only then did he
notice that the opposite bed was empty and made up.

“Where' sNick?’ he asked. “He was there, wasn’'t he? Or did | just dream that?”’
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“l don’'t know,” said Touchstone, who had met his son’s friend on previous visits to Ancelstierre.
“He wasn’'t here when we arrived. Doctor! Was Nicholas Sayre in this bed?’

The doctor hurried forward. He didn’t know who this strange but obviously important visitor
was, or who the patient was either, since the Army had insisted on secrecy and the use of first
names only. Now he wished that he hadn’t heard the other patient’ s surname, since the name
Sayre was not unknown to him. But the Chief Minister didn’t have a son of that age, so the fellow
could only have been a cousin or something, which was some relief.

“The patient Nicholas X,” he said, emphasizing the “ X,”

“was released to one of his parents confidential servants yesterday. He only had minor shock and
some abrasions.”

“Did he leave me amessage?’ asked Sam, surprised that his friend wouldn’t have tried to
communicate in some way. “| don't believe so—" the doctor started to say, when he was
interrupted by a nurse who pushed her way through the massed ranks of blue, khaki, and grey in
the corridor. She was quite young and pretty, with striking red hair not very well

concealed under her starched cap.

“He left aletter, Y our Highnesses,” she said, with the characteristic accent of the North.
Obviously a native of Bain, she knew exactly who both Sam and Touchstone were, much to the
doctor’ s annoyance. The doctor took the letter in her outstretched hand with a sniff and handed it
to Sam, who immediately tore it open.

He didn’t recognize the handwriting at first; then he realized that it was Nick’s, only the
individual letters were much larger and the flourishes less regular. It took a moment for him to
work out that this must be a consequence of Nick’swriting with heavily bandaged hands.

Dear Sam, | hope you are soon well enough to read this. |

seem to be quite recovered myself, though | admit that the events of our unusual evening are
somewhat hazy. | guess you wouldn’t know that | took it in my head to chase down that
necromancer fellow you went after first, wherever it was you went.

Unfortunately, what with the dark and the rain and perhaps a little too much zing in my step, all |
managed to do was fall into the sunken road and knock myself out. | was lucky not to break any
bones, the doctor s say, though | have some interesting bruises. | don’t expect that the debs back
in Corvere will be as prepared to ook at them as Nurse Moulin, though!

| understand that the Army got hold of your pater and he's coming down to take you home, so
you won'’t be finishing the term. | daresay | won't bother either, since | already have my place at
Sunbere. It won't be the same without you, or poor Harry Benlet. Or even Cochrane. They found
him five miles away the next morning, apparently, gibbering and frothing, and | expect he's
locked up in Smithwen Special Hospital by now. Should have been done years ago, of course.

In fact, | was thinking that | might come and visit you in your mysterious Old Kingdom before |
have to go up to college next spring. | admit that my scientific interest has been piqued by those
apparently animated corpses and your own exhibition of whatever it was. I'm sure you think of it
asmagic, but | expect it can all be explained by the proper application of scientific method. |
hope | can be the one to do so, of course. Sayre’'s Theory of Surreality.
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Or Sayre's Law of Magical Explication.

It's very boring in hospital, particularly if your wardmate can’'t carry a conversation. So you' ||
have to excuse me rambling on. Where was | ? Oh yes, experiments in the Old Kingdom. | expect
the reason no one has done the proper scientific work before is due to the Army.Would you
believe that no less than a colonel and two captains were here yesterday, wanting me to sign the
Official Secrets Act and a declaration that | wouldn’t ever speak or write of the recent odd events
near the Perimeter? They forgot sign language, so | expect | shall inform a deaf journalist when |
get back.

| won't, of course. At least not until | have something better to tell the world—some truly great
discovery.

The officers wanted you to sign as well, but since you weren't in a signing mood, they just waited
and got cross with each other. Then | told them that you weren’'t even a citizen of Ancelstierre,
and they got thoughtful and had a big discussion outside with the lieutenant in charge of the
guards. Something tells me the right hand knoweth not what the left hand doeth, since they were
from Corvere Legal Affairs and the guards outside are from the Perimeter Scouts. | was
interested to note that the latter belong to your peculiar religion, with the caste mark or whatever
it ison their foreheads. Not that sociology isreally in my field of interest, | hasten to add.

| must go now. The aged parents have sent some sort of private undersecretary to the
oversecretary chamberlain of the personal privy type of fellow to collect me and take me home to
Amberne Court.

Apparently Father istoo busy with the Southerling refugee problem, questions in the House and
all that sort of thing, and Uncle Edward needs his support blah blah blah as per usual. Mother
probably had a charity dinner or something equally all-engrossing. I’ll write soon so we can
arrange my visit. | expect I’'ll have everything prepared in a couple of months, three at the
outside.

Chin up!

Nick, the mysterious patient X

Sam folded the letter, smiling. At least Nick had come out of that awful night without any real
harm, and with his sense of humor intact. It was typical of him that the Dead had only triggered
his scientific interest, rather than a much more sensible fear.

“All well?’ asked Touchstone, who had been waiting patiently. At least half the onlookers had
lost interest, Sam saw, withdrawing farther down the corridor and out of sight, where they felt
they could talk.

“Father,” said Sam, “did you bring me some clothes? My school stuff must have been ruined.”
“Damed, the bag, please,” said Touchstone. “Everybody else, outside if you don’t mind.”

Like two flocks of sheep that have difficulty mixing, the people left in the ward tried to get out
while the people in the corridor tried to help and actually made it more difficult. Eventually, they
did all get out, except for Damed—Touchstone’ s principa bodyguard, a small thin man who
moved alarmingly fast. Damed handed over a compact suitcase before he left, shutting the door.
There were Ancelstierran clothes in the bag, procured—
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like Touchstone' s and the guards'—from the Bain consulate of the Old Kingdom.

“Wear these for now,” said Touchstone. “We'll get changed at the Perimeter. Back into sensible
clothes.”

“Armored coat and helmet, boots and sword,” said Sameth, pulling his hospital gown off over his
head.

“Yes,” said Touchstone. He hesitated, then said, “ Does that bother you? | suppose you could go
south instead. | must return to the Kingdom. But you might be safe in Corvere—"

“No!” Sam said. He wanted to stay with his father. He wanted the heavy weight of his armored
coat and the pommel of a sword under his palm. But most of all, he wanted to be with his mother
in Belisaere. Because only then would he really be safe from Death . . . and the necromancer who
he was sure even now waited in that cold river, waiting for Sam to return.

Chapter Nineteen. Ellimere' s Thoughts on the Education of Princes

After two weeks of hard riding, bad weather, indifferent food, and sore muscles that were
slow to re-adapt to horseback, Sam arrived in the great city of Belisaere to find that his mother
was not there. Sabriel had already been and gone, called away again to deal with areported Free
Magic sorcerer cum bandit chief, who was attacking travel ers along the northern extremes of the
Nailway.

Within a day, Touchstone was gone, too, riding to sit at a High Court in Estwael, where an
ancient, smmering feud between two noble families had broken out into murders and
kidnappings.

In Touchstone' s absence, Sam’ s fourteen-month-older sister Ellimere was named co-regent,
along with Jall Oren, the Chancellor. It was aformality really, since Touchstone would rarely be
more than afew days away by message-hawk, but aformality that would greatly affect Sam.
Ellimere took her responsibility seriously. And she thought that one of her duties as co-regent
was to address the shortcomings of her younger brother.

Touchstone had been gone only an hour when Ellimere came looking for Sam. Since Touchstone
had left at dawn, Sam

was still asleep. He had recovered from his physical wounds, but he still did not feel quite
himself. He grew tired more easily than before, and wanted to be alone more. Fourteen days of
rising before dawn and riding till after dusk, accompanied by the hearty humor of the guards, had
not helped him feel lesstired or more gregarious.

Consequently, he was not amused when Ellimere chose to wake him on hisfirst morning in his
own bed by ripping back the curtains, flinging his window open, and ripping the blankets off. It
was aready several daysinto winter in the Old Kingdom, and decidedly cool. The sea breeze that
came roaring in could even be accurately described as cold, and al the feeble sunshine did was
hurt Sam’ s eyes.

“Wake up! Wake up! Wake up!” caroled Ellimere, who had a surprisingly deep singing voice for
awoman.
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“Go away!” growled Sam, as he attempted to snatch the blankets back. A brief tug-of-war
ensued, which Sam gave up when one of the blankets got ripped in half.

“Now look what you’ve done,” Sam said bitterly. Ellimere shrugged. She was supposed to be
pretty—some even considered her beautiful—but Sam couldn’t seeit. Asfar as he was
concerned, Ellimere was a dangerous pest. By making her co-regent, his parents had elevated her
to the status of a monster.

“1"ve come to discuss your schedule,” said Ellimere. She sat down on the end of the bed, her back
very straight and her hands clasped regally in her lap. Sam noted that she wore afine, bell-
sleeved tabard of red and spun gold over her everyday linen dress, and a sort of demi-regal circlet
kept her long and immaculately brushed black hair in place. Since her normal attire was old
hunting leathers with her hair carelessly tied back out of the way, her dress did not bode well for
Sam’s own desire for informality.

“My what?’ Sam asked.

“Your schedule,” continued Ellimere. “I’ m sure that you were planning to spend most of your
time tinkering in that smelly workshop of yours, but I'm afraid your duty to the Kingdom comes
first.”

“What?' asked Sam. He felt very tired, and certainly not up to this conversation. Particularly
since he had indeed planned to spend most of histime in histower workroom. For the last few
days, asthey’d got closer and closer to Belisaere, he' d been looking forward to the solitude and
peace of sitting at his workbench, with al histools carefully arranged on the wall, above the
chest of tiny drawers, each filled with some useful material, like silver wire or moonstones. He
had managed to survive the last part of the trip by dreaming up new toys and gadgets he would
make in hislittle haven of calm and recuperation.

“The Kingdom must come first,” reiterated Ellimere. “ The people’s moraleis very important, and
each member of the family must play a part in maintaining it. Asthe only Prince we' ve got,
you’'ll have to—"

“No!” exclaimed Sam, who suddenly realized where she was heading. He jumped out of bed, his
nightshirt billowing around his legs, and scowled down at his sister, until she stood up and looked
down her nose at him. She not only was dlightly taller than he was, but also had the advantage of
wearing shoes.

“Yes,” said Ellimere sternly. “The Midsummer Festival.

Y ou're needed to play the part of the Bird of Dawning. Rehearsals start tomorrow.”

“But it’s five months away!” protested Sam. “Besides, |

don’t want to be the blasted Bird of Dawning. That suit must

weigh aton, and I'd have to wear it for aweek! Didn’'t Dad tell you I’ m sick?”’

“He said you needed to be busy,” said Ellimere. “And since you' ve never danced the Bird, you'll
need five months’ practice. Besides, there’ s the appearance at the end of the Midwinter Festival,
too—and that’s only six weeks away.”

“l haven't got the legs for it,” muttered Sameth, thinking of the cross-gartered yellow stockings
worn under the goldfeathered plumage of the Bird of Dawning. “ Get someone with tree-trunk
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legs.”

“Sameth! Y ou are going to dance the Bird, like it or not,” declared Ellimere. “It’ s about time you
did something useful around here. I’ ve also scheduled you to sit with Jall at the Petty Court every
morning between ten and one, and you'’ Il have sword practice twice a day with the Guard, of
course, and you must come to dinner—no ordering meals to your grubby workshop. And for
Perspective, I’ ve assigned you to work with the scullions every second Wednesday.”

Sam groaned and sank back on the bed. Perspective was Sabriel’ sidea. For one day every two
weeks, Ellimere and Sam would work somewhere in the palace, supposedly like the ordinary
people there. Of course, even when they were washing dishes or mopping floors, the servants
could rarely forget that Sam and Ellimere would be Prince and Princess again tomorrow. Most of
the servants dealt with the situation by pretending Sam and Ellimere weren't there, with afew
notabl e exceptions like Mistress Finney, the falconer, who shouted at them like everyone else. So
Perspective was usually aday of drudgery performed in strange silence and isolation.

“What are you doing for Perspective?’ Sam asked, suspicious that Ellimere would skip it now she
was co-regent.

“Stables.”

Sam grunted. The stables were hard work, particularly since it would probably be aday of
mucking out. But Ellimere loved horses and all the work around them, so she probably didn’t
mind.

“Mother aso said you were to study this.” Ellimere drew a package out of her voluminous sleeve.
It wasn't immediately recognizable, being wrapped in oilskin and tied with thick, hairy twine.
Sam reached for the package, but as his fingers touched the wrapping, he felt aterrible chill and
the sudden presence of Death, despite the spells and charms that were supposed to prevent any
traffic with that cold realm, woven into the very stone around them.

Sam snatched his hand back and retreated to the other end of the bed, his heart suddenly
thumping wildly, sweat beading his face and hands.

He knew what was inside that seemingly innocuous package. It was The Book of the Dead. A
small volume, bound in green leather, with tarnished silver clasps. Leather and silver laden with
protective magic. Marks to bind and blind, to close and imprison. Only someone with an innate
talent for Free Magic and necromancy could open the book, and only an uncorrupted Charter
Mage could closeit. It contained all the lore of necromancy and counter-necromancy that fifty-
three Abhorsens had gathered over a thousand years—and more besides, for its contents never
stayed the same, seemingly altering at the book’ s own whim. Sam had read allittle of it, at his
mother’ s side.

“What’ s wrong with you?’ asked Ellimere curiously, as Sam went paler and paler and his teeth
began to chatter. She

put the package on the end of his bed and came over, touching the back of her hand to Sam’s
forehead.

“You'recold,” she said, surprised. “Really cold!”

“Sick,” muttered Sam. He could barely speak. Fear gripped his throat. Fear of somehow being
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thrown into Death by the book, of being plunged once again under the surface of the cold river, to
go crashing through the First Gate. . .

“Get back into bed,” ordered Ellimere, suddenly solicitous. “I'll get Dr. Shemblis.”

“No!” cried Sam, thinking of the court doctor and his curious, inquiring ways. “It’ll pass. Just
|leave me alone for awhile.”

“All right,” replied Ellimere, as she closed the window and helped re-arrange what was |eft of the
blankets. “But don't think thisis going to get you off playing the Bird of Dawning. Not unless
Dr. Shemblis saysyou're really, really sick.”

“I'mnot,” said Sam. “I'll be all right in afew hours.”

“What happened to you, anyway?’ asked Ellimere. “ Dad was a bit vague, and we didn’t have
time to talk. Something about you going into Death and getting into trouble.”

“Something like that,” whispered Sam.

“Sooner you than me.”

Ellimere picked up the package and hefted it curioudly, then threw it down next to Sam. “I'm
glad | had no aptitude for it. Imagine if you were going to be the King, and me the Abhorsen!
Still, I'm glad you' ve already started popping into Death, because Mother certainly needs the
help at the moment, and you' I be alot more use doing that than mucking about making toys.
Mind you, | was going to ask if you could make me two tennis racquets, so | suppose | shouldn’t
complain. | can’'t get anyone else to understand what | want, and | haven't played a game since |
left Wyverley. Y ou could make some, couldn’t you?”

“Yes,” replied Sam. But he wasn't thinking about tennis.

He was thinking about the book next to him, and the fact that he was the Abhorsen-in-Waiting.
Everyone expected him to succeed Sabriel. He was going to have to study The Book of the Dead.
He would have to walk in Death again, and confront the necromancer—or even worse things, if
that were possible.

“Areyou sure | shouldn’t get Shemblis?’ Ellimere asked.

“You do look very pale. I'll have someone come up with some chamomile tea, and | suppose you
don’t have to start your proper schedule till tomorrow. Y ou will be better tomorrow, won’'t you?’
“1 think s0,” said Sam. He was frozen immobile by the proximity of the book.

Ellimere looked at him again, with alook that contained equal parts of concern, annoyance, and
irritation. Then she swung around and swept out, banging the door behind her.

Sam lay in bed, trying to take regular, slow breaths. He could feel the book next to him, almost as
if it were aliving thing. A coiled snake that was waiting to strike when he moved.

He lay there for along time, listening to the sounds of the Palace that came wafting up to his
tower room, even with the window closed. The regular watch-cry of the guards on the wall; the
sudden conversation of people in the courtyard below, as they met on their business; the clash of
sword on sword from the practice field that lay beyond the inner wall. Behind it all there was the
constant crash of the sea. Belisaere was amost an island, and the Palace was built upon one of its
four hills,

in the northeast quarter. Sam’ s bedchamber was in the Sea Cliff tower, about halfway up. During
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the wildest winter storms, it was not unusual for sea spray to splash upon his window, despite the
tower’ s distance from the shore.

A servant brought chamomile tea, and they spoke briefly, though Sam had no idea what he had
said. Thetea cooled, and the sun rose higher, till it had passed beyond his window and the air
grew colder again.

Finally, Sam moved. With shaking hands, he forced himself to pick up the package. He cut the
string with the knife that lay sheathed upon his bedhead and quickly unwrapped the oilskin,
knowing that if he stopped, he' d be unable to go on. Sure enough, it was The Book of the Dead,
the green leather shining asif it were coated with sweat. The silver clasps that held it closed were
clouded, their brightness dimmed. They cleared as Sam watched, and then frosted again, though
he had not breathed upon them.

There was a note too, a single sheet of rough-edged paper that bore only a Charter mark and
Sam’s own name, written in Sabriel’ s firm, distinctive hand.

Sam picked up the note, then used the oilskin wrapper like aglove to slip the Book under his bed.
He couldn’t bear to look at it. Not yet.

Then he touched the Charter mark on the paper, and Sabriel’ s voice sounded inside his head. She
spoke quickly, and from the other noises in the background, Sam guessed she had made this
message immediately before flying out in her Paperwing. Flying out to combat the Dead.

Sam—

| hope you are well and can forgive me for not being there for you now. | know from your father’s
last message-hawk that you are fit enough to be riding home, but that your encounter in Death
has left you sorely tried. | know what that can be like—

and | am proud that you risked entering Death to save your friends. | don’t know that | would be
brave enough myself to go into Death without my bells. Be assured that any hurt to your spirit
will passin time.

It isthe nature of Death to take, but the nature of Life to give.

Your brave action has also shown me that you are ready to formally begin training as the
Abhorsenin—

Waiting. This makes me both proud and a little sad, because it means that you have grown up.
The burdens of an Abhorsen are many, and one of the worst is that we are doomed to miss so
much of our children’s lives—of your life, Sam.

| have delayed teaching you to some degree because | wanted you to stay the dear little boy | can
so easily remember. But of course you have not been a little boy for many years, and now you are
a young man and must be treated as such. Part of that is acknowledging your heritage, and the
essential role you have in the future of our Kingdom.

A great part of that heritage is contained within The Book of the Dead, which you now have. You
have studied a little of it with me, but now it is time for you to master its contents, as much asthis
Is possible for anyone to do. Certainly, in these present days, | have need of your assistance, for
there is a strange resurgence of trouble from both the Dead and those who follow Free Magic,
and | cannot find the source of either.
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We will speak more of this on my return, but for now | want you to know that I am proud of you,
Sameth. Your father is, too.Welcome home, my son.

With all my love,

Mother

Sam let the paper fall from his grasp and fell back on the pillow. The future, so bright when that
cricket ball had arced over the stands for a six, now seemed very dark indeed.

Chapter Twenty. A Door of Three Signs

To celebrate her nineteenth birthday, Lirael and the Dog decided to explore somewhere
special, to venture through the jagged hole in the pale green rock where the main spiral of the
Great Library came to a sudden end.

The hole was too small for Lirael to enter, so she had made a Charter-skin for the expedition. In
the years since finding In the Skin of a Lyon, she had learned to make three different Charter-
skins. Each had been very carefully selected for its natural advantages. The ice otter was small
and lithe, and enabled Lirael to move in narrow ways and across ice and snow with ease. The
russet bear was larger, and much stronger, than her natural form, and its thick fur was protection
against both cold and harm. The barking owl gave her flight and made darkness no burden,
though she had yet to fly outside some of the great chambers of the Library, which were never
truly dark.

But the Charter-skins had their disadvantages as well. The ice otter’ s vision was in shades of
grey, its perspective was low to the ground, and it induced a fondness for fish that lasted for days
after Lirael shucked the skin. The russet bear’ s sight was weak, and wearing it made Lirael bad-
tempered and gluttonous, also for some time after it was taken off. The barking owl was of little
use in full daylight, and after wearing it Lirael would find her eyes watering under the bright
lights of the Reading Room. But all in all she was pleased with the Charterskins and the choices
she had made, and proud that she had learned three Charter-skinsin less time than In the Skin of a
Lyon suggested would be possible.

Their mgor drawback was the time they took to prepare and put on. Typicaly, it would take
Lirael five hours or more to prepare a Charter-skin, another hour to fold it properly so that it
would last aday or two in a pouch or bag, and then at least half an hour to put on. Sometimes it
took longer, particularly the ice-otter skin, because it was so much smaller than Lirael’s normal
form. It was like forcing afoot into a sock that was only big enough for atoe, with the sock
stretching while the foot shrank. Balancing the process was quite difficult, and it always made
Lirael dizzy and a bit nauseated, to feel herself both changing and shrinking.

But on her birthday, since the hole in the rock was less than two feet wide, only the ice-otter
shape would do. Lirael began to put it on, as the Disreputable Dog scrabbled at the hole.
Somehow the Dog made herself longer and thinner in the process, till she looked like one of the
sausage dogs that the Rasseli shepherd-queens carried around their necks, asillustrated in Liragl’s
favorite travel ogue.
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After afew minutes of furious work with her back legs, the Dog disappeared. Lirael sighed, and
kept forcing herself into the Charter-skin. The Dog had awell-known problem with waiting, but
Lirael felt abit aggrieved that the hound couldn’t even wait on her birthday, or let her go first.
Not that she really expected it. Her birthday was Lirael’s most hated time of the year, the day she
was forced to remember all the bad thingsin her life.

Thisyear, as on every past birthday, she had woken without the Sight. It was an old hurt now,
scarred over and locked deep within her heart. Lirael had learnt not to show the pain it caused
her, not even to the Disreputable Dog, who otherwise shared all her thoughts and dreams.

Nor did Lirael contemplate suicide, as she had done on her fourteenth birthday, and briefly on her
seventeenth. She had managed to forge a life for herself that, if not ideal, was satisfying in many
ways. She still lived in the Hall of Y outh, and would till she was twenty-one and assigned her
own chambers, but since she spent every waking hour in the Library, she was largely free of
Kirrith’sinterference. Lirael had also long since stopped going to Awakenings or any other
ceremonia functions that would require her to wear the blue tunic, that hated, obvious sign that
she was not a proper Clayr.

She wore her Librarian’s uniform instead, even at breakfast, and had taken to tying a white scarf
around her head like some of the older Clayr. It hid her black hair, and in her uniform there was
no doubting who she was, even amongst the visitorsin the Lower Refectory.

The week before her birthday, these working clothes had been greatly enhanced by the transition
from ayellow to ared waistcoat, proud symbol of Lirael’s promotion to Second Assistant
Librarian. The promotion was very welcome but not without trouble, as the formal letter
announcing it came unexpectedly, late one afternoon. In the letter, Vancelle, the Chief Librarian,
congratulated Lirael and noted that there would be a brief ceremony the next morning—at which
time an additional key spell would be woken in her bracelet and certain spells taught her as was
“concomitant to the responsibilities and offices of a Second Assistant Librarian in the Great
Library of the Clayr.”

Consequently, Lirael had stayed up all night in her study trying to put the extra key-spells she'd
already awoken in her bracelet back to sleep, so as not to reveal her unauthorized wanderings.
But the slegping proved harder than the waking. Hours and hours later, without success, her
groans of despair at four in the morning had woken the Dog, who breathed on the bracelet, which
returned the extra spells to their dormant state and sent Lirael into a sleep so heavy she amost
missed the ceremony anyway.

The red waistcoat was an early birthday present, followed by others on the actual day. Imshi and
the other young librarians who worked most closely with Liragl gave her a new pen, aslender rod
of silver that was engraved with the faces of owls and had two slender claws where avariety of
steel nibs could be screwed in. It camein avelvet-lined box of sweet-smelling sandalwood, with
an ancient inkwell of cloudy green glass that had a golden rim etched with runes that no one
could read. Both pen and inkwell were an unspoken commentary on Lirael’ s now long-
established habit of speaking as little as possible. She wrote notes whenever she could get away
with it. In the last few years, she had rarely said more than ten wordsin arow, and often she
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would not speak to other humans for days at atime.

Of course, the other Clayr didn’t know that Lirael’ s silence was more than made up for in her
conversations with the Dog, with whom she would talk for hours. Sometimes, her superiors
would ask her why she didn’t like to talk, but Liragl couldn’t answer. All she knew was that
talking to the Clayr reminded her of all the things she couldn’t talk about. The Clayr’s
conversations would always return to the Sight, the central focus of their lives. By not speaking,
Lirael was simply protecting herself from pain, even if she wasn’t conscious of the reason.

At her birthday teain the Junior Librarians Common Room, an informal chamber normally
given to lots of talk and laughter, Lirael was able only to say “thank you,” and smile, though it
was a smile accompanied by teary eyes. They were very kind, her fellow librarians. But they
were still Clayr first and librarians second.

Lirael’ slast present was from the Disreputable Dog, who gave her abig kiss. As dog kisses
seemed to consist of energetic licks to the face, Lirael was happy to curtail the well-wishing by
handing over the leftover cake from her birthday tea.

“That'sall | get, adog kiss,” muttered Lirael. She was more than halfway into the ice-otter skin,
but it would still be ten minutes before she could pursue her friend.

Lirael did not know it, but there were a number of other people who would have liked to give her
abirthday kiss. Quite afew of the young men among the guards and merchants who regularly
visited the Clayr had looked on her with increasing interest over the years. But she made it clear
that she wanted to keep herself to herself. They aso noted that she did not speak, not even to the
Clayr on kitchen duty. So the young men simply watched her, and the more romantic of them
dreamed of the day when she would suddenly come over and invite them upstairs. Other Clayr
occasionally did so, but not Lirael. She continued to eat alone, and the dreamers continued to
dream. Liragl herself rarely thought about the fact that at nineteen she had never been kissed. She
knew all about sex in theory, from the compulsory lessonsin the Hall of Y outh and books in the
library. But she was too shy to approach any of the visitors, even the ones she saw regularly in
the Lower Refectory, and there were very few male Clayr.

She often overheard the other young librarians talking freely of men, sometimes even in detail.
But these liaisons were

clearly not as important to the Clayr as the Sight and their work in the Observatory, and Liragl
judged by their standards. The Sight was the most important, and it came first. Once she had the
Sight, she might think of doing as the other Clayr did, and bring a man up to the Upper Refectory
for dinner and awalk in the Perfumed Garden, and perhapsthen . . . to her bed. In fact, Liragl
couldn’t even imagine that any man would be interested in her, compared to areal Clayr. Asin
everything else, Lirael thought area Clayr would always be more interesting and attractive than
herself.

Even outside work, Liragl took a different path from the other young Clayr. When they all
finished at the Library at four in the afternoon, most would go to the Hall of Y outh or their own
living quarters, or to one of the Refectories or the areas where Clayr gathered for recreation, like
the Perfumed Garden or the Sun Steps.

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Garth%20Nix%20-%20A bhorsen%6202%20-%20L irael.htm (96 of 247)22-12-2006 22:11:35



Lirael

Lirael always went the other way, down from the Reading Room to her study, to wake up the
Disreputable Dog. She'd been given a new study with her promotion, and now had alarger room
that had atiny bathroom off it, complete with water closet, sink, and hot and cold water.

Once the Dog had been woken up and the various items that had been knocked over in their
exuberant greeting had been replaced, Lirael and the Dog usually waited till the nightwatch
assembly, when all the librarians on duty gathered briefly in the Main Reading Room to be given
their tasks. Thus safe from observation, Lirael and the Dog would creep down the main spiral,
passing into the Old Levels, where the other librarians seldom came.

Over the years, Lirael had come to know the Old Levels and many of their secrets and dangers
well. She had even secretly helped out other librarians, without their knowing. At

least three of them would have died if Lirael and the Dog hadn’t taken care of several unpleasant
creatures that had somehow entered the Library.

“Come on!” said the Dog, sticking her head back out of the hole. Lirael was fully in the otter
skin, but there was something strange about her stomach. It looked different, but she couldn’t
work out what it was. She turned around to stare at it and rolled across the floor.

“Proud of your new waistcoat, | see,” said the Dog, sniffing. “What?’ asked Liragl. She sat up
and bent her head down to look at her furry stomach. It was a different shade of grey than normal,
but she didn’t remember making any changes.

“lce otters don’t usually have red stomachs, Miss Second Assistant Librarian,” said the Dog.
“Come on!”

“Oh,” said Lirael. She' d never changed the color of her fur before. Still, it did show at least an
unconscious mastery in making a Charter-skin. She smiled, and bounded up behind the Dog.
They’ d always meant to find out what was down this passage, but something had always
interrupted them before. Now they would discover what lay beyond the end of the main spiral.
“The tunnel hasfallenin,” said the Disreputable Dog, wagging her tail in a manner that diluted
the apparent seriousness of the news.

“1 can seethat!” snapped Lirael. She was feeling irritable, mainly from having been in her ice-
otter Charter-skin for the last two hours. It had started to get very uncomfortable, like extremely
sweaty clothes that stick in all the wrong places. There was nothing to distract her from the
discomfort, either, because the hole at the end of the main spiral had proved to

be quite boring. It had widened out after awhile, but otherwise simply zigzagged back and forth
without coming to any interesting intersections, chambers, or doors. Now it had ended with a
wall of tumbled ice that blocked their way.

“No need to get snarky, Mistress,” replied the Dog. “Besides, thereis away across. The glacier
has pushed through, all right, but sometime or other a drill-grub has cut through above. If we
climb up we can probably use the bore to get across to the other side.”

“Sorry,” said Lirael, sighing, shrugging her otter shoulders in a movement that flowed right
through the rest of her long white-furred body. “What are you waiting for, then?’

“It'samost dinnertime,” the Dog said primly. “You’ll be missed.”

“You mean you'll miss whatever | can steal for you,”
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grumbled Lirael. “No one will miss me. Besides, you don’'t need to eat.”

“But | liketo,” protested the Dog, pacing backwards and forwards, nimbly avoiding the chunks of
ice that had fallen from the spur of the glacier and were now blocking their further progress along
the tunnel.

“Just find the way, please,” instructed Lirael. “Use your famous nose.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” said the Dog with resignation. She started climbing up the tumbled ice,
claws leaving deep, melting cuts. “The drill-grub bore isright at the top.”

Lirael bounded up after her, enjoying the aimost liquid feel of being an ice otter in movement. Of
course, when she stopped wearing the Charter-skin, that memory of liquid movement would
make her stumble and jerk for afew minutes, till her mind realized it was connecting with
different muscles.

The Disreputable Dog was aready scrabbling into the drill-grub’s hole—a perfectly cylindrical
bore about three feet in diameter that cut straight through the ice barrier. That was only a medium-
sized grub’ s bore. The big ones were more than ten feet across. The grubs were rare now, in all
sizes. Liragl was probably one of the few inhabitants of the Clayr’s Glacier who had ever seen
one.

In fact, she had seen two, many years apart. Both times the Dog had smelt them first, so they had
had time to get out of the way. The grubs weren’t dangerous, at least intentionally, but they were
slow to react, and their rotating, multiple jaws chewed up anything in their path: ice, rock, or
slow-moving human.

The Dog dlipped for amoment, but didn’t slide back, as areal dog probably would have. Lirael
noticed that her canine friend’ s claws had grown to twice their normal length to cope with theice.
Definitely not something area dog could do, but Lirael had long since come to terms with the
fact that she didn’t really know what the Dog was. That she had been born of both Charter and
Free Magic there was no doubt, but Lirael didn’t care to dwell on that. Whatever the Dog was,
shewas Lirael’s one true friend and had proved her loyalty a hundred times and more in the past
four and a half years.

Despite her magical origins, the Dog's smell was all too likeareal dog's, Lirael thought,
particularly when she was wet. Like now, when Liragl’ s wrinkling otter-nose was pressed up
against the Dog' s hind legs and tail as she followed her through the bore. Fortunately, the tunnel
wasn’'t long, and Lirael forgot the Dog's odor as she saw that there wasn't just more boring tunnel
on the other side. She could see the glow of a Charter—Magicked ceiling, and some sort of tiled
wall.

“It's old, thisroom,” announced the Dog, as they dlid out of the bore and onto the pale blue and
yellow tiles of the chamber

floor. Both shook off the ice with awriggle, Lirael copying the Dog' s expressive shiver from
shoulder to tail.

“Yes,” agreed Lirael, suppressing an urge to scratch herself vigorously around the neck. The
Charter-skin was fraying already, and she would need it to go back through the bore and the
tunnel. Forcing her clawed forepaws to be still, she tried to concentrate on the room, hampered by
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her otterish vision, with its different field of view and lack of color.

The room was lit by common Charter marks for light, glowing in the ceiling, though Lirael
immediately saw that they were faded, and much older than most such marks would last. A desk
of some deep red wood took up one corner, but without a chair. Empty bookcases lined one wall,
glass doors shut. Charter marks for repelling dust moved endlessly across them like the sheen of
oil on water.

There was a door on the far wall, of that same reddish wood, studded with tiny golden stars,
golden towers, and silver keys. The golden stars were the seven-pointed variety that were the
emblem of the Clayr, and the golden tower was the blazon of the Kingdom itself. The silver key
Lirael did not know, though it was not an uncommon sigil. Many cities and towns used silver
keysin their blazons.

She could feel considerable magic in the door. Charter marks of locking and warding ran with the
grain of the wood, and there were other marks, too, describing something Lirael couldn’t quite
grasp.

She started towards it to see what they were, al her itchiness forgotten, but the Dog put herself in
the way, asif curbing an exuberant puppy.

“Don’'t!” sheyelped. “It has a guard-sending on it, who would only see—and slay—an ice otter.
Y ou must approach in normal form and let it sense your blood untainted.”

“Oh,” said Lirael, sumping down, slim head resting on her forepaws, glittering dark eyes focused
on the door. “But if | change back, it’ll take me at least half the night to make a new Charter-skin.
WEe'll miss dinner—and the midnight rounds.”

“Some things,” the Dog said portentoudly, “are worth missing dinner for.”

“And the rounds?’ asked Liragl. “It’' |l be the second time this week. Even if it is my birthday, it
will be extrakitchen duty for me—"

“1 like you having extra kitchen duty,” replied the Dog, licking her lips, and then licking Liragl’s
face for good measure. “Eeerrggh!” exclaimed Lirael. She still hesitated, thinking not only of the
extra kitchen duty but also the lecture that would accompany it from Aunt Kirrith.

But just over there, the door of stars and towers and keys beckoned. . . .

Lirael shut her eyes and began to think of the sequence of Charter marks that would unravel the
otter-skin, her mind dipping into the never-ending flow of the Charter, picking out amark here, a
symbol there, weaving them into a spell. In just afew minutes she would be plain Lirael again,
with her long, unruly black hair so unlike that of her blond—and brownhaired cousins; her pointy
chin so much sharper than their round faces; her pale skin that would never tan, not even in the
harsh sunlight reflecting off the glacial ice; and her brown eyes, when all the Clayr had blue or
green. . ..

The Disreputable Dog watched her change, the ice-otter skin glowing with crawling Charter
marks that spun and wove till they became atornado of light, shining brighter and brighter and
spinning faster and faster till it vanished. A slight young woman stood there, frowning, eyes
tightly shut. Before her eyes opened, her hands ran over her body, checking that

the red waistcoat was there, with dagger, whistle, and clockwork emergency mouse. In some of
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Lirael’s early Charterskins, all her clothes had fallen off in pieces when she' d shucked the skin,
every seam unpicked in an instant.
“Good,” said the Disreputable Dog. “Now we can try the door.”

Chapter Twenty-One. Beyond the Door s of Wood and Stone

Liragl took two steps towards the red wood door, then stopped, as Charter Magic flared and
swirled before her and afierce yellow light shone from the door-frame, forcing her to duck her
head and blink.

When she looked up, a Charter-sending stood in front of the door—a creature of spell-flesh and
magic-bone, conjured for a specific purpose. Not one of the passive Library helpers, but aguard
of human shape, though much taller and broader than any living man, clad in silver mail, a closed
steel helm hiding whatever face the spell had wrought. Its sword was in its hand, outthrust, held
steady as a statue, the point afew inches from Liragl’ s bare throat. Unlike their spell-flesh, the
weapons or tools of sendings were always made to be completely tangible. Sometimes, as Lirael
suspected was the case with this sword, they were even harder, sharper, and more dangerous than
they would be if wrought of steel rather than magic.

The sending held the sword extended for afew seconds without awaver. Then, so quickly she
didn’'t see it move, the point flicked against Lirael’ s throat—just enough to break the skin,
capturing a single bead of blood on the very tip of the blade.

Lirael gulped down a startled cry but remained frozen, fearful that it would strike again if she
flinched. She knew much of the lore of sendings, having continued her studies even after
“creating” the Dog. But she could not gauge the true purpose of this one. For the first time since
she had gone to confront the Stilken, she felt afraid, and the chill dread of Charter Magic gone
wrong welled up inside her bones.

The sending lifted its sword again, and Lirael did flinch this time, unable to control the twitch of
fright. But the guard was ssimply making that drop of blood run down the gutter of the bladein a
slow, stately roll, like abead of oil, not leaving atrace on the Charter-woven steel. After what
seemed an age, the bead reached the hilt and sank into the crossguard like butter into toast.
Behind Lirael, the Dog let out along, half-woofed sigh, even as the sending saluted with the
sword—and broke apart, the Charter symbols that had made it momentarily real spinning out into
the air before fading away into nothingness. In afew seconds, no sign of the sending remained.
Lirael realized she'd been holding her breath, and let it out with arelieved whoosh. She touched
her neck, expecting to feel the unpleasant wetness of blood. But there was nothing, no cut, not
even a dlight unevennessin the skin.

The Dog' s snout nudged her behind the knee. Then the hound slipped past and grinned back at
her.

“Well, you passed that test,” she said. “Y ou can open the door now.”

“I"'m not sure | want to,” replied Lirael thoughtfully, still fingering her neck. “Maybe we should
go back.”
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“What!” exclaimed the Dog, her ears sticking up in disbelief. “Not look? Since when have you
become Miss We Shouldn’t Be Here?’

“It could have cut my throat,” said Lirael, her voice trembling. “It nearly did.”

The Disreputable Dog rolled her eyes and collapsed onto her front paws in exasperation. “It was
only testing you, to make sure you have the Blood. Y ou’ re a Daughter of the Clayr—no Charter-
made creature would harm you. Though as the greater world is full of danger, you' d better start
getting used to the idea that you can't give up at the first thing that scares you!”

“Am | a Daughter of the Clayr?’ whispered Liragl, tears starting in her eyes. She had held her
sorrow in all year, but it was always worst on her birthday. Now it could not be repressed. She
crouched down and hugged the Dog, ignoring the damp reek of dog-smell. “I’m nineteen and |
still haven't got the Sight. | don’t ook like everyone else. When that sending put out its sword, |
suddenly realized that it knew. It knew I’m not a Clayr, and it was going to kill me.”

“But it didn’t, because you are a Clayr, idiot,” said the Dog, quite gently. “Y ou’ ve seen the
hunting dogs, how every now and then one will be born with floppy ears or have a brown back
instead of gold. They’'re still part of the pack. You'rejust afloppy-ear.”

“But | can’'t Seethe future!” cried Liragl. “Would the pack accept a dog that couldn’t smell?”’
“You can smell,” said the Dog, rather illogically. Shelicked Liragl’ s cheek. “Besides, you have
other gifts. None of the others are half the Charter Mage you are, are they?’

“No,” whispered Liragl. “But Charter Magic doesn’'t count. It’s the Sight that makes the Clayr.
Without it, | am nothing.”

“Weéll, perhaps there are other things you can learn,”

encouraged the Dog. “Y ou might find something else—"

“What? Like an interest in embroidery?’ Lirael said in a depressed monotone, cradling her head
in her tear-dampened forearms. “Or perhaps you think | should take up leatherwork?’

“That,” said the Dog, her voice losing all sympathy, “is self-pity, and there's only one way to
deal withit.”

“What?’ asked Lirael sullenly.

“This,” said the Dog, lunging forward and nipping her quite sharply on the leg.

“Ow!” Lirael shrieked, leaping up and stumbling against the door. “What did you do that for?’
“You were being pathetic,” said the Dog, as Lirael rubbed the spot on her calf where visible tooth-
marks indented her soft wool leggings. “Now you're just cross, which is an improvement.” Lirael
eyed the Dog balefully but didn’t answer, because she couldn’t think of anything to say that
wouldn’ t—quite accuratel y—be seen as sulky or bad-tempered. Besides, she remembered a
particular dog bite from her seventeenth birthday and had no desire to add a nineteenth-birthday
scar.

The Dog stared back, her head tilted to one side, ears cocked, waiting for some sort of reply.
Lirael knew from experience that the Dog could sit like that for hours if necessary, and gave up
the struggle to maintain her self-pity. Clearly, the Dog just didn’t understand how important it
was to have the Sight.

“So—how do | open this?’ asked Lirael.
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Without realizing it, she’ d been leaning against the door, catching her balance there after the nip-
assisted leap. She could feel the Charter Magic in it, warm and rhythmic under the palm of her
hand, moving in slow counterpoint to the pulse in her wrist and neck.

“Giveit apush,” suggested the Dog, moving closer, sniffing at the crack where the door met the
floor. “The sending probably unlocked it for you.”

Lirael shrugged and placed both palms against the door.

Curiously, the metal studs seemed to have moved while she wasn’t looking. They had been all
mixed up but were now sorted into three distinct patterns, though there was no obvious meaning
to them. Lirael wasn't sure which particular symbols were under her palms, though she could feel
them leaving an imprint on her skin.

Even the metal studs were impregnated with Charter symbols, Liragl felt. She didn’t know
precisely what they were, but it was clear the door was a major work of magic, the result of many
months of superior spell-casting and equally masterful metalwork and carpentry.

She pushed once, and the door groaned. She pushed more forcefully, and it suddenly slid back
like a concertina, separating into seven distinct panels. Liragl didn’t notice that as this happened,
one of the three symbols completely disappeared, leaving only two types of studs visible. She
was overcome by a sudden surge of Charter Magic that flowed out of the door and somehow into
Lirael herself. Shefelt it coursing through her, infusing her with a heady happiness she had not
felt since the Disreputable Dog had first come to banish her loneliness. It swam in her blood,
sparked in her breath—then it was gone, and she staggered against the door-frame. At the same
time, the impression of the studs on her hands faded before she could see what they meant.
“Whew!” she said, shaking her head, one hand unconsciously feeling for the comforting bulk of
the Dog at her side.

“What was that?’

“The Door just said hello,” replied the Dog. Slipping from Liragl’ s grasp, she was already
guesting ahead, paws clicking as she essayed the first steps of aflight that spun downwards into
the mountain.

“What do you mean?’ asked Lirael. The Dog’ s upthrust, wagging tail whisked down and around
the curve of the spiral. “How can adoor say hello? Wait! Wait for me!”

The Disreputable Dog wasn’'t known for listening to commands, requests, or even entreaties, but
she was waiting about twenty steps lower down. There were fewer Charter marks providing light
here, and the steps were covered in dark moss. Clearly no one had passed thisway for avery long
time.

She looked up as Lirael reached her, then immediately took off down the steps again, easily re-
establishing her twenty-step lead, and was once again lost to sight, though Lirael could hear her
paws steadily clicking down the steps.

Lirael sighed and followed more slowly, not trusting the moss-covered stair. There was
something farther down that she didn’t quite like, and she felt oppressed by some sense of unease,
below the level of consciousness. A sort of vaguely unpleasant pressure that was increasing with
every downwards step.
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The Dog waited, at least momentarily, eight more times before they reached the bottom of the
deep stairs. Lirael guessed they were now more than four hundred yards deeper under the
mountain than she had ever been before. There were no ice intrusions here, either, adding to her
feeling of strangeness. It wasn't like any other part of the Clayr’s domain.

It kept getting darker, too, the lower they went, the old Charter marks for light fading till there
were only afew flickering here and there. Whoever had built this stair had started from the
bottom, Lirael realized, looking at the marks. The lower ones were much older and had not been
replaced for centuries.

Normally, she didn’t mind the darkness, but it was different here, deep in the mountain. Lirael
called up alight herself, two bright Charter marks of illumination that she wove into her hair, to
send a bobbing fall of light ahead of her as she descended.

At the bottom of the stairs, the Dog was scratching the back of her ear in front of another Charter-
bound door. This one was of stone, and there were some |etters carved into it, large, deep-cut
letters using the Middle Alphabet, as well as the Charter symbols only a Charter Mage could see.
Lirael bent closer to read them, then recoiled, turned to the steps, and tried to run away.
Somehow the Dog got between her legs, tripping her. Liragl fell and lost control of her light spell,
and the bright marks went out, twisting back into the endless flow of the Charter.

For amoment of pure panic, she scrabbled in the darkness, heading for what she thought were the
steps. Then her fingers met the soft, wet nose of the Dog, and she saw afaint, spectral glow
outlining the shape of her canine companion.

“That was smart,” said the Dog in the darkness, moving closer to woofle wetly in Lirael’ s ear. “I
take it you didn’'t suddenly remember a piein the oven?’

“The door,” whispered Lirael, making no effort to get up. “It'sagrave door. To acrypt.”

“Isit?

“It'sgot my name on it,” muttered Liragl.

There was along pause. Then the Dog said, “So you think someone went to all the trouble to
make you a crypt athousand years ago on the off chance you might turn up one day, walk in, and
have a convenient heart attack?’

“No...

There was another long pause, and then the Dog said,

“Presuming that this actually is the door to a crypt, may | ask how rare the name Lirael is?’

“Well, | think there was a great-aunt I’ m named after, and there was another one before her—"
“Soif itisacrypt, it's probably that of some long-ago Lirael,” the Dog suggested kindly. “But
what makes you think it isa crypt door, anyway? | seem to recall there were two words on the
door. And the second one didn’t look like ‘grave’ or ‘crypt.’”

“What did it say, then?” asked Liragl, wearily standing up, already mentally reaching for the
Charter marks that would give her light, hands ready to sketch them in the air. She couldn’t even
remember reading the second word, but didn’t want to admit to the Dog that she'd just had the
overwhelming feeling that it was a crypt. That feeling, combined with seeing her own name, had
created a moment of total panic, when her only thought was to get out, to get back to the safety of

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Garth%20Nix%20-%20A bhorsen%202%20-%20L irael.htm (103 of 247)22-12-2006 22:11:35



Lirael

the Library.

“Something quite different,” said the Dog with satisfaction, as light bloomed from Liragl’s
fingertips, falling cleanly on the door.

Thistime, Lirael looked long at the carved letters, her hands touching the deep-etched stone. Her
forehead wrinkled as she read the words again and again, as if she couldn’t quite put the letters
together into a sensible word.

“l don’'t understand,” she said finally. “The second word is ‘path.’ It says‘Lirael’s Path’'!”
“Guess you should go through, then,” said the Dog, unperturbed by the sign. “Even if you’ re not
the Lirael whose pathitis, you areaLirael, which in my book is a pretty good excuse—"

“Dog. Shut up,” said Lirael, thinking. If this gate was the beginning of a path named for her, it
had been made at least athousand years ago. Which was not impossible, for the Clayr sometimes
had visions of such far-distant futures. Or possible futures, asthey called them, for the future was
apparently like a many-branching stream, splitting, converging, and splitting again. Much of the
Clayr’'straining, at least asfar as Lirael knew, was in working out which possible future was the
most likely—or the most desirable.

But there was a catch to the notion that the long-ago Clayr had Seen Lirael, because the Clayr of
the present time couldn’t See Lirael’ s future at al and had never been able to do so. Sanar and
Ryelle had told her that even when the Nine Day Watch tried to See her, there was nothing.
Lirael’ s future was impenetrable, as was her present. No Clayr had ever Seen her, not evenin a
chance-found minute showing her in the Library, or asleep in bed a month hence. Once again she
was different, not able to See and also Unseen.

If even the Nine Day Watch couldn’t See her, Lirael thought, how could the Clayr of athousand
years past know she would come this way? And why would they build not only this door but also
the stairs? It was far more likely that this path was named for one of her ancestors, some other
Lirael of long ago.

That made her feel better about opening the door. She leaned forward, pushing with both hands
against the cold stone. Charter Magic flowed in this door, too, but it did not leap into her, instead
just pulsing gently against her skin. It was like an old dog by the fire, content to be stroked,
knowing it need not obviously show delight.

The door moved slowly inwards, resisting her push, with along-drawn-out screech of stone on
stone. Colder air flowed from the other side, ruffling Liragl’ s hair, making the Charter

lights dance. There was a damp smell, too, and the strange, oppressive feeling Lirael had
encountered on the stairs grew stronger, like the beginning buzz of a toothache that heralds future
pain.

A vast chamber lay beyond the door, space stretching up and out, seemingly endless, beyond the
pool of light around her. A cavern, measurelessin the dark, perhaps going on forever. Lirael
stepped in and looked up, up into darkness, till her neck ached, and her eyes slowly grew
accustomed to the gloom. Strange luminescence, not from Charter Magic lights, shone in patches
here and there, rising up so high that the farthest glow was like a distant swathe of starsin the
night. Still looking up, Lirael realized that she stood at the bottom of a deep rift that stretched up
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amost to the very pinnacle of Starmount itself. She looked across and saw that she stood on a
broad ledge, and the rift continued past it, down into still deeper darkness, perhaps even to the
root of the world itself. With that sight came recognition, for she knew only one chasm so narrow
and so deep. Much higher up, it was spanned by closed bridges. Lirael had crossed it almost
unknowingly many times, but had never seen itsterrifying depth.

“1 know thisplace,” said Lirael, her voice small and echoing. “We're in the bottom of the Rift,
aren’'t we?’

She hesitated, then added, “The burial place of the Clayr.” The Disreputable Dog nodded but
didn’'t say anything.

“You knew, didn't you?’ continued Lirael, still looking up. She couldn’t see them, but she knew
the higher reaches of the Rift were pockmarked with small caves, each one holding the mortal
remains of apast Clayr. Generations of dead, carefully tucked away in this vertical cemetery. Ina
weird way, she could feel the presence of the graves, or the dead inside them . . . or something.
Her mother was not there, for she had died alone in some foreign land, far from the Clayr, too far
for the body to be returned. But Filris rested here, as did others whom Lirael had known.
“Itisacrypt,” shesaid, looking sternly at the Dog. “I knew it.”

“Actually it's more of an ossuary,” the Dog began. “I

understand that when a Clayr Sees her death, sheislowered down by rope to a suitable ledge,
where she digs her own—"

“They do not!” interrupted Lirael, shocked. “They only know when, to some degree. And
Pallimor and the gardeners usually prepare the caves. Aunt Kirrith saysit’s very ill-bred to want
to dig your own cave—"

She stopped suddenly and whispered, “Dog? Am | here because they’ ve Seen me dieand | have
to dig my own cave because I’ m ill-bred?’

“1’m going to have to bite you properly if you keep up that nonsense,” growled the Dog. “Why
this sudden preoccupation with dying, anyway?’

“Because | canfed it, fed it all around me,” muttered Lirael. “Particularly here.”

“That’ s because the doorways to Death are gjar where many people have died, or where many lie
buried,” said the Dog absently. “The Blood mixes alittle, so there are always Clayr who are
sensitive to Death. That’s what you fedl. Y ou shouldn’t be afraid of it.”

“I"'mnot, really,” replied Lirael, puzzled. “It’ s like an ache or an itch. It makes me want to do
something. Scratch it. Make it go away.”

“You don’t know any necromancy, do you?’

“Of course not! That's Free Magic. It' s forbidden.”

“Not necessarily. Clayr have dabbled in Free Magic before,

and some still do,” said the Dog in a distracted manner. She’ d caught the scent of something and
was snuffling vigorously around Lirael’ s feet.

“Who dabblesin Free Magic?’ asked Liragl. The Dog didn’t answer but continued to sniff around
Lirael’sfeet. “What can you smell?’

“Magic,” said the Dog, looking up for a second before resuming her snuffle, roaming out in an
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ever-increasing circle. “Old, old magic. Hidden here, in the depths of the world. How very,

very . ..yow!"

Her last words ended in ayelp as a sudden sheet of flame sprang up across the rift, heat and light
exploding everywhere. Liragl, totally unprepared, staggered back, falling across the open
doorway. An instant later, the Dog collided with her, smelling distinctly singed.

Inside the fiery wall, forms began to take shape, humanoid figures that flexed arms and legs
within the flame. Charter marks roared and swam in the yellow-blue-red inferno, flowing too fast
for Lirael to see what they were.

Then the figures stepped out of the flames, warriors composed entirely of fire, their swords white-
hot and brilliant.

“Do something!” barked the Dog.

But Liragl just kept staring at the advancing warriors, mesmerized by the flames that flickered
through their bodies. They were all part of one great Charter-spell, she saw, one enormously
powerful sending made up of many parts. A guardiansending, like the one on the red wood
door . ..

Lirael stood up, patted the Dog once on the head, and walked out, straight towards the ferocious
heat and the guardians with their swords of flame.

“l am Liragl,” she said, investing her speech with the Charter marks of truth and clarity. “A
Daughter of the Clayr.”

Her words hung in the air for amoment, cutting through the buzz and crackle of the fiery
sendings. Then the guardians raised their swords as if in salute—and a wave of even more intense
heat rolled forward, robbing Lirael’ s lungs of air. She choked, coughed, took one step back . . .
and fainted.

When she came to, the Disreputable Dog'’ s tongue was just about to lick her face. For about the
tenth time, judging from the thick film of dog saliva on her cheek.

“What happened?’ she asked, quickly looking around.

There were no fires now, no burning guardians, but small Charter marks for light twinkled all
around her like tiny stars. “They burnt up your air when they saluted. | think that whoever created
those sendings expected people to identify themselves from the door,” said the Dog, attempting
another lick, only to be fended off. “Or else they were particularly stupid sendings. Still, at least
one of them had the good grace to throw out a handful of these little lights. Some of your hair has
been burnt off, by the way.”

“Curseit!” exclaimed Liragl, examining the singed ends of her hair, where they stuck out from
under her scarf. “Aunt Kirrith will notice that for sure! 1’'ll haveto tell her | leant over acandle or
something. Speaking of Kirrith, we' d better start back.”

“Not yet!” protested the Dog. “Not after all this effort. Besides, the lights mark a path. Look!
That must beit. Lirael’s Path!”

Lirael sat up and looked where the Dog was pointing—

in the classic pose, one foreleg up and snout eagerly forward. Sure enough, there was a path of
tiny, twinkling Charter lights, leading farther along the ledge, to where the Rift narrowed

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Garth%20Nix%20-%20A bhorsen%202%20-%20L irael.htm (106 of 247)22-12-2006 22:11:35



Lirael

into an even more ominous darkness.

“We really should go back,” she said, half-heartedly. The path of lights was there, beckoning.
The sendings had let her past. There must be something at the other end worth getting to. Maybe
even something that would help her gain the gift of Sight, she thought, helpless against that
longing, the tiny hope that still lived inside her heart. All her years of searching in the Library
had not helped her. Perhaps it would be otherwise, here in the ancient heart of the Clayr’srealm.
“Come on, then,” she said, pushing herself up with agroan. Burnt hair and bruises—that was all
she'd found so far. “What are you waiting for?’

“You go first,” retorted the Dog. “My nose still hurts from your stupid relatives’ blazing
doormen.”

The path of lights led farther along the ledge, and the Rift narrowed, the rock walls closing in, till
Lirael could reach out and run her fingers along the cold, wet stone on either side of her. She
stopped doing that when she discovered that the luminescence came from a damp fungus that
made her fingertips glow and smell like rotten cabbage.

Asthe way grew narrower, it also descended farther into the mountain, and a chill dankness
banished the last remnants of heat from Lirael’ s scorched face. There was al'so a sound, a deep
rumbling that vibrated up through her feet, getting louder as they walked on. At first, Lirael
thought she was imagining it, that perhaps it was part of what the Dog called her sense of Death.
Then she realized what it was:. the full-throated roar of rushing water.

“We must be near an underground river or something,” she said, nervously raising her voice to
counter therising roar of the water. Like most of the Clayr, she could barely swim, and her
experience of rivers was confined to the awesome ice-melt

torrents that raged from the glacier every Spring.

“We are amost upon it,” replied the Dog, who could see farther in the glow of the star-lined path.
“Asthe poet had it: “ Swift river born in deepest night,

Rushing forth to catch the light.

Deep ice and dark its swaddling cloth,

The Kingdom' s foes will feel its wroth.

Till mighty Ratterlin spends its strength,

In the Delta at full length.

“Hmmm . . . | may have forgotten aline there. Let’s see, ‘ Swift river—'"

“The Ratterlin’s source is here?’ interrupted Lirael, pointing ahead. “| thought it was just
meltwater. | didn’t know it had a source.”

“Thereisaspring,” replied the Dog, after a pause. “A very old spring. In the heart of the
mountain, in the deepest dark. Stop!”

Lirael obeyed, one hand instinctively clutching at the loose fold of skin on the Dog'’ s neck, just
behind her collar.

At first she didn’t understand why the Dog had stopped her, till the hound led her on, afew more
cautious steps. With those steps, the sound of the river suddenly became a thundering roar, and
cold spray slapped her in the face.
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They had come to theriver. The path ahead was a slender, slippery bridge of wet stone that
stretched out twenty paces or more, to end in yet another door. The bridge had no rails, and was
less than two feet wide. Its narrowness, and the rushing water below, were a clear indication that
it was designed to be a barrier to the Dead. Nothing of that kind could cross here. Lirael looked at
the bridge, the door, then down at the dark, rushing water, feeling both fear and a terrible
fascination. The constant motion of the water and the incessant roar were mesmerizing, but
finaly she managed to tear her gaze away. She looked at the Dog, and though her words were
halfdrowned by the crash of the river, exclaimed, “I am not going to cross that!”

The Dog ignored her, and Lirael started to repeat herself. But the words stayed on her tongue as
Lirael saw that the Dog’s paws had grown twice as large as usual, and flattened out. She also
looked quite smug.

“1 bet you' ve even grown suckers,” shouted Lirael, shuddering with distaste at the thought. “Like
an octopus.”

“Of course | have,” the Dog shouted back, lifting one paw with a squelching pop that Lirael could
hear even over theriver'sroar. “Thislooks like avery treacherous bridge.”

“Yes, it does,” bawled Lirael, looking at the bridge again. Clearly the Dog intended to cross, and
with her sucker-footed help, Liragl guessed, crossing would go from impossible to merely
dangerous. Sighing, she bent down and took off her shoes, eyes blinking against the constant
spray. After tying the laces of her soft |eather ankle-boots through her belt, she wriggled her toes
on the stone. It was very cold, but Lirael was relieved to fedl faint cross-hatching that she hadn’t
seen in the dim light. That would give her some grip.

“1 wonder what this bridge was designed to keep out,” she said, carefully slipping her fingers
under the Dog’ s collar, feeling the comforting buzz of the Charter Magic there and the even more
comforting bulk of awell-balanced dog.

They had only taken the first step when Lirael voiced her second thought, her words inaudible
with theriver’s bellow all around them.

“Or what it was designed to keep in.”

Chapter Twenty-Two. Power of Three

The door at the far end of the bridge opened as soon as Lirael touched it. Once again, she felt
Charter Magic flow into her, but it was not the friendly touch of the upper door, or the quiet
recognition of the stone portal at the entrance to the Rift. This one was more like awary
examination, followed by immediate, but not necessarily friendly, recognition.

Under her hand, the Dog shivered as the door swung open.

Lirael felt the tremor and wondered why, till she caught the distinctive, corrosive scent of Free
Magic. It was coming from somewhere ahead, strangely overlaid with Charter Magic that bound
and contained it.

“Free Magic,” whispered Lirael, hesitating. But the Dog continued to move forward, dragging her
along. Reluctantly, Lirael followed her through the doorway.
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As soon as Lirael passed the threshold, the door slammed shut behind her. In an instant, the roar
of the river was cut off. So was the light from the Charter-marked trail. It was dark, darker than
any darkness Lirael had ever known, atrue dark in which it was suddenly difficult to even
imagine light. The darkness pressed upon Lirael, making her doubt her own senses. Only the
Dog’ s warm skin under her hand told her that

she was still standing, that the room had not changed, and the floor had not tilted.

“Don’'t move,” whispered the Dog, and Liragl felt a canine snout briefly press against her leg, as
if the spoken warning weren’'t enough.

The smell of Free Magic grew stronger. Lirael pinched her nose with one hand, trying not to
breathe anything in, while her other hand went to the clockwork emergency mouse in her
waistcoat pocket. Not that it was likely that even this clever device could find its way from here
to the Library.

She could feel Charter Magic building, too, strong marks floating in the air like pollen, their usual
internal light dampened. She could sense Charter and Free Magic working together, winding and
twisting about her, weaving some spell she couldn’t even begin to identify.

Fear began to knot in Liragl’ s stomach, slowly spreading to paralyze her lungs. She wanted to
breathe, to force air lowly in and out, to calm herself with the steadiness of her own breath. But
the air was heavy with strange magic, magic she could not—would not—~breathe in.

Then lights began to sparkle in the air; tiny, fragile balls of light made up of hundreds of hair-thin
spines, like luminous dandelion clocks, wafting about on some breeze Lirael couldn’t feel. With
the lights, the taint of Free Magic abated, the Charter Magic began to strengthen, and Lirael took
adlight, cautious breath.

In the strangely mottled, constantly changing light, Lirael saw that she was in an octagonal
chamber. A large room, but not of cold, carved stone as she' d expected, here in the heart of the
mountain. The walls were tiled in a delicate pattern of golden stars, towers, and silver keys. The
ceiling was plastered and painted with a night sky, full of black, rain-fat clouds

advancing upon seven bright and shining stars. And there was carpet under her bare feet, Liragl
realized. A deep blue carpet, soft and warm under her toes after the cold, wet stone of the bridge.
In the middle of the room, aredwood table stood in solitary splendor, its slender legs ending in
silver, three-toed feet. On itsrich, polished surface there were three items, arranged in aline: a
small metal case about the size of Lirael’s palm; a set of what looked like metal panpipes; and a
book, bound in deep blue leather with silver clasps. Thetable, or the items on it, were clearly the
focal point for the magic, for the dandelion lights swarmed thickest there, creating an effect like
luminous fog. “ Off you go, then,” said the Dog, sitting back on her haunches. “That looks like
what we' ve come for.”

“What do you mean?’ asked Lirael suspicioudy, drawing a series of deep and calming breaths.
She felt reasonably safe now, but there was alot of magic in the room that she didn’t know, and
she couldn’t even begin to guess what it was for or where it came from. And she could still taste
Free Magic at the back of her mouth and on her tongue, a cold iron tang that just wouldn’t go

away.
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“The doors opened for you; the path lit up for you; the guardians here didn’t destroy you,” said
the Dog, nuzzling Lirael’ s open hand with her cold, damp nose. She looked up at Lirael
knowingly and added, “Whatever’s on that table must be meant for you. Which equally means
it's not meant for me. So I’m going to sit down here. Or lie down, actually. Wake me up when
it'stimeto go.”

With that, the Dog stretched luxurioudly, yawned, and lowered herself to the carpet. Comfortably
settled on her side, she swished her tail afew times and then, to all appearances, fell deeply
asleep.

“Oh, Dog!” exclaimed Lirael. “You can't sleep now!

What'll | do if something bad happens?’

The Dog opened one eye and said, with the least possible jaw movement, “Wake me up, of
course.”

Lirael looked down at the sleeping Dog, then over at the table. The Stilken was the worst thing
she’' d encountered in the Library. But she’ d found other dangerous things over the past few years
—fell creatures, old Charter-spells that had unraveled or become unpredictable, mechanical traps,
even poisoned book bindings. All these were the regular hazards of alibrarian’s life, but nothing
like what she faced now. Whatever these items were, they were guarded more heavily, and with
stranger and more powerful magic, than anything Lirael had ever seen.

Whatever magic was concentrated here was very old, too, Lirael realized. The walls, the floor, the
ceiling, the carpet, the table—even the air in the room—were saturated with layer upon layer of
Charter marks, some of them at |least athousand years old. She could feel them moving
everywhere, mixing and changing. When she closed her eyes for a moment, the room felt almost
like a Charter Stone, a source of Charter Magic rather than just a place upon which many spells
had been cast. But that was impossible, at least as far as she knew. . . . Suddenly made dizzy by
the thought, Lirael opened her eyes again. Charter marks flowed against her skin, into her breath,
swam in her blood. Free Magic floated between the marks. The dandelion lights spread out
towards her like tendrils, wrapped gently around her waist, and slowly reeled her in towards the
table.

The magic and the lights made her feel light-headed and dazed, asif she'd woken from the final
moments of adream. Lirael fought the feeling for amoment, but it was a pleasant

feeling, not at all threatening. She let the sleeping Dog lie and walked forward slowly, swathed in
light.

Then she was suddenly at the table, with no memory of crossing the intervening space. Her hands
were resting on the cool, polished surface of the table. As could be expected of a Second
Assistant Librarian, she reached for the book first, her fingers touching the silver clasp that held it
shut as she read the title embossed in silver type upon the spine: The Book of Remembrance and
Forgetting.

Lirael undid the clasp, feeling Charter Magic there, too, noting the marks that chased each other
across the silver surface and deep in the metal itself. Marks of binding and closing, burning and
destruction.
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But the clasp was open by the time she realized what the marks were, and she stood unharmed.
Carefully, she turned back the cover and the title page, the crisp, leaf-thin paper turning easily.
There were Charter marks inside the pages, put there at the time of the paper’s making. And Free
Magic, constrained and channeled into place. Magic of both kinds lay in the boards and |eather of
the cover, and even in the glue and stitching of the spine.

Most of all, there was magic and power in the type. In the past, Lirael had seen similar, if less
powerful, books, like In the Skin of a Lyon. Y ou could never truly finish reading such a book, for
the contents changed at need, at the original maker’s whim, or to suit the phases of the moon or
the patterns of the weather. Some of the books had contents you couldn’t even remember till
certain events might come to pass. Invariably, this was an act of kindness from the creator of the
book, for such contents invariably dealt with things that would be a burden to recall with every
waking day.

The lights danced around Liragl’ s head as she began to read, making shadow patterns from her
hair flicker across the page. She read the first page, then the next, then the one after. Soon Lirael
had finished the first chapter, as her hand reached out every few minutes to turn the page. Behind
her, the Dog’ s heavy, sleepy breath seemed to match the slow rhythm of the turning pages.
Hours later, or even days—for Lirael had lost all knowledge of time—she turned what seemed to
be the last page and closed the book. It latched itself shut, the silver clasp snapping. Lirael drew
back at the snap but didn’t leave the table.

Instead, she picked up the panpipes, seven small tubes of silver, ranging in size from the length of
her little finger to alittle shorter than her hand. She held the pipes up to her lips, but didn’t blow.
They were much more than they appeared.

The book had told her how the pipes were made, and how they should be used, and Lirael now
knew that the Charter marks that moved in the silver were only a veneer on the Free Magic that
lurked within.

She touched each of the pipesin turn, smallest to largest, and whispered their names to herself
before putting the instrument back on the table. Then she picked up the last item, the small metal
case. Thiswas silver, too, etched with pleasing decorations as well as Charter marks. The latter
were similar to those on the book, all threatening retribution if the box were opened by someone
not of the True Blood. It didn’t say which particular blood, but Lirael thought that if the book
opened for her, the case would, too.

She lightly touched the catch, recoiling alittle as she felt the heat of Free Magic blazing within.
The case remained shut. Briefly, she thought that the book might be wrong, or she might have
misread the marks, or not have the right blood. She shut her eyes and firmly pressed the catch.
Nothing terrible happened, but the case shivered in her hand. Lirael opened her eyes. The case
had sprung open into two halves, hinged in the middle. Like asmall mirror, to be balanced on a
shelf or table.

Lirael opened it completely and placed it, vee-shaped, on the table. One side of it was silver, but
the other was something she couldn’t describe. Where the bright reflective surface of amirror
would be, there was a nonreflective rectangle of . . . nothing. A piece of absolute darkness, a
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shape of something made from the total absence of light.

The Book of Remembrance and Forgetting called it a Dark Mirror, and Lirael had read, at least in
part, how it might be used. But the Dark Mirror would not work in thisroom, or in any part of the
world of Life. It could be used only in Death, and Lirael had no intention of going there, even if
the book professed to show her how to come back. Death was the province of the Abhorsen, not
the Clayr, even though the peculiar use of the Dark Mirror could possibly be related to the
Clayr’s gift of Sight.

Lirael snapped shut the Dark Mirror and laid it on the table. But her fingers still rested upon it.
She stood there like that for afull minute, thinking. Then she picked it up and slipped it into her
left waistcoat pocket, to join the company of a pen nib, alength of waxed string, and a seriously
foreshortened pencil. After another moment of hesitation, she picked up the panpipes and put
them in her right pocket with the clockwork mouse. Finally, she picked up the Book of
Remembrance and Forgetting and tucked it into the front of her waistcoat.

She walked back to the Disreputable Dog. It was time for the two of them to have a very serious
talk about what was going on. The Book, the Dark Mirror, and the panpipes had

lain here for athousand years or more, waiting in the dark for someone the Clayr of long ago had
known would come.

Waiting in the dark for awoman named Liragl.

Waiting for her.

Chapter Twenty-Three. A Troublesome Season

Prince Sameth stood shivering on the narrow sentry walk of the Palace’ s second tallest
tower. He was wearing his heaviest fur cloak, but the wind still cut through it, and he couldn’t be
bothered to cast a Charter-spell for warmth. He half wanted to catch a cold, because it would
mean escaping from the training schedule Ellimere had forced upon him.

He was standing on the sentry walk for two reasons. The first reason was that he wanted to ook
out in the hope that he would see either his father or his mother returning. The second was that he
wanted to avoid Ellimere and everyone else who wanted to organize hislife.

Sam missed his parents, not just because they might free him from Ellimere’ s tyranny. But
Sabriel was constantly in demand away from Belisaere, flying her red and gold Paperwing from
one trouble spot to the next. It was a bad winter, people repeatedly said in Sam’s hearing, with so
much activity from the Dead and from Free Magic creatures. Sam always shivered inside as they
said it, knowing their eyes were on him and that he should be studying The Book of the Dead,
preparing himself to help his mother.

He should be studying now, he thought glumly, but he continued to stare out over the frosted
roofs of the city and through the rising smoke of thousands of cozy fires.

He hadn’t opened the book at all since Ellimere had given it to him. The green and silver volume
remained safely locked in a cupboard in his workroom. He thought about it every day, and looked
at it, but couldn’t bring himself to actually read it. In fact, he spent the hours he was supposed to
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be studying it trying to work out how he could tell his mother that he couldn’t. He couldn’t read
the book, and he couldn’t face going into Death again.

Ellimere allowed him two hours aday for study of the book, or “Abhorsen prep” as she called it,
but Sam did no reading. He wrote instead. Speech after speech in which hetried to explain his
feelings and hisfears. Letters to Sabriel. Lettersto Touchstone. Letters to both parents. All of
them ended up in the fire.

“I"ll just tell her,” announced Sam to the wind. He didn’t speak too loudly in case the sentry on
the far side of the tower heard him. The guards already thought he was a miserable excuse for a
Prince. He didn’t want them thinking he was a mad Prince as well.

“No, I'll tell Dad, and then he can tell her,” he added after a moment’ s thought. But Touchstone
had barely returned from Estwael when he had had to ride south to the Guard Fort at Barhedrin
Hill, just north of the Wall. There had been reports that the Ancel stierrans were allowing groups
of Southerling refugeesto cross the Wall and settle in the Old Kingdom—or in actuality, to be
killed by the creatures or wild folk who roamed the Borderlands. Touchstone had gone to
investigate these reports, to see what the Ancelstierrans were up to, and to save any of the
Southerlings who might have survived.

“Stupid Ancelstierrans,” muttered Sam, kicking the wall.

Unfortunately, his other foot slipped on the icy stone, and he skidded into the wall, smacking his
funny bone.

“Ow!” he exclaimed, clutching his elbow. “Blast it!”

“You al right, sir?” asked the guard, who came at a run, his hob-nailed boots providing much
better purchase than Sam'’ s rabbit-fur slippers. “Y ou don’'t want to break aleg.” Sam scowled. He
knew that the prospect of his dancing the Bird of Dawning provided no end of amusement for the
guards. His sense of self-worth wasn’t helped by their badly disguised snickering or the ease with
which Ellimere practiced her own future role, acting as co-regent with grace and authority—at
|east to everyone except Sam.

Sam’ s stumbling rehearsals for the Bird of Dawning part in the Midwinter and Midsummer
Festivals was only one of the many areas in which he displayed himself as poorer royal materia
than his sister. He couldn’t pretend enthusiasm for the dances, he often fell asleep in Petty Court,
and while he knew he was avery competent swordsman, he somehow didn’t feel like stretching
his ability at practice with the guards.

Nor did he show up well at Perspective. Ellimere always threw herself into the task at hand,
working like fury. Sam did quite the reverse, staring into space and worrying about his clouded
future, often becoming so engrossed that he stopped doing whatever he was supposed to be doing.
“Sir, areyou al right?’ the guard repeated.

Sam blinked. There, he was doing it again. Staring into space while he thought about staring into
space.

“Yes, thank you,” he said, flexing his gloved fingers.

“Slipped. Hit my funny bone.”

“See anything interesting out there?’ asked the guard. His name was Brel, Sam remembered.
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Quite afriendly guard, not

one who stifled a smile every time Sam walked past in his Bird of Dawning costume.

“No,” replied Sam, shaking his head. He looked out again, down into the interior of the city. The
Midwinter Festival wasto start in afew days. Construction of the Frost Fair wasin full swing. A
great, bustling tent town on the frozen surface of Lake Loesare, the Frost Fair had pageant
wagons and players, jesters and jugglers, musicians and magicians, exhibitions and expositions,
and all sorts of games, not to mention food from every corner of the Old Kingdom and beyond.

L ake Loesare covered ninety acres of Belisaere' s central valley, but the Frost Fair overflowed it,
extending into the public gardens that lined the lakeshore.

Sam had always liked the Frost Fair, but he looked down on it now without interest. All he could
feel was a cold and black depression.

“All the fun of the fair,” said Brel, clapping his hands together. “1t looks likeit’ll be a good
festival thisyear.”

“Doesit?" asked Sam bleakly. He would have to dance on the final day of the Festival, asthe
Bird of Dawning. It was hisjob to carry the green sprig of Spring at the tail end of the Winter
procession, behind Snow, Hail, Sleet, Fog, Storm, and Frost. They were all professional dancers
on stilts, so they not only loomed threateningly over the Bird but also showed up Sam'’slack of
expertise.

The Winter Dance was long and complicated, weaving through two miles of the Fair’ s winding
ways. But it was much longer than that, because there was lots of doubling back as the Six Spirits
of Winter ducked around the Bird and tried to prolong their season by stealing the sprig of Spring
from under Sam’s golden wing, or by tripping him up with their stilts. There had been two full
rehearsals so far. The Spirits of

Winter were supposed to fail at tripping the Bird, but so far even the skill of the other dancers
couldn’t prevent the Bird from tripping himself. By the end of the first rehearsal, the Bird had
fallen three times and bent its beak twice, and certainly had extremely ruffled feathers. The
second rehearsal had been even worse, when the Bird crashed into Sleet and knocked her off her
stilts. The new Sleet still wouldn’t talk to him. “They say a hard practice means an easy dance,”
said Brel. Sam nodded and looked away from the guard. There was no sign of a Paperwing
gliding in against the wind, or atroop of horsemen bearing the royal banner on the southern road.
It was awaste of time looking for his parents.

Brel coughed into his glove. Sam glanced back as the guard inclined his head and resumed his
slow march around the sentry walk, his trumpet bumping gently on its strap against his back.
Sam went downstairs. He was already late for the next rehearsal.

Brel was wrong about the bad rehearsals meaning a successful dance. Sam bumbled and stumbled
al hisway through it, and only the professionalism and energy of the Six Spirits saved the dance
from disaster.

Traditionally, all the dancers from the Festival ate with the royal family at the Palace after the
dance, but Sam chose to stay away. They’ d done enough to him, and he’ d done enough, with the
bruises to show for it. He was sure Sleet had deliberately smacked him with her stilt near the end.
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She was the sister of the one he’ d knocked off her stilts in rehearsal.

Instead of attending the dinner, Sam retired to his workshop, trying to forget his troublesin the
construction of a particularly

intricate and interesting magical-mechanical toy. Ellimere sent a page to get him but could do no
more without embarrassing everyone, so he was left in peace—for that night at least. But not the
next day or the days following. Ellimere couldn’ t—or wouldn’ t—see that Sam’ s sullenness came
from genuine trouble. So she simply made up more things for him to do. Even worse, she started
foisting the younger sisters of her own friends on him, clearly thinking that a good woman could
sort out whatever was wrong with him. Naturally, Sam took an instant dislike to anyone Ellimere
so obviously seated next to him at dinner, or who “just happened” to drop by his workroom with
a broken bracelet catch to be mended. His constant worry about the book and his mother’ s return
left him little energy to pursue friendships, et a one romantic attachments. So he earned the
reputation of being stiff and distant, not only among the young women introduced to him by
Ellimere, but to everyone of his own age around the Palace. Even people who had been his
friendsin previous years, when he was home for the holidays, found that they no longer enjoyed
his company. Sam, caught up in his own troubles and busy with his official duties, hardly noticed
that people of his own age avoided him.

He did talk to Brel abit, since they both tended to be up the second tallest tower around the same
time. Fortunately, the guard was not naturally talkative and also didn’t seem to mind Sam'’s
silences or his tendency to stop and just stare out over the city and the sea.

“Your birthday today,” said Brel, early one clear and very cold morning. The moon was still
visible, and there was aring around it, as only happened on the coldest nights of winter. Sam
nodded. Since it occurred two weeks after the Midwinter Festival, his birthday was always
somewhat eclipsed by the greater event. This year, it was made even less spectacular by the
continued absence of Sabriel and Touchstone, who could only send messages and presents that,
while obviously carefully chosen, did not cheer Sam. Particularly since one was a surcoat with
the silver keys of the Abhorsen on a deep blue field, quartered with the royal line' s golden castle
on ared field, and the other was a book entitled Merchane on the Binding of Free Magic
Elementals.

“ Get any good presents?’ asked Brel.

“Surcoat,” said Sam. “And a book.”

“Ah,” said Brel. He clapped his hands together, to regain circulation. “Not a sword, then? Or a
dog?’

Sam shook his head. He didn’t want a sword or a dog, but either would have been more welcome
than what he had been given.

“Expect Princess Ellimere will get you something good,”

Brel said after along, thoughtful pause.

“1 doubt it,” said Sam. “She’ll probably organize some sort of lesson.”

Brel clapped his hands together again, stood still, and slowly scanned the horizon from south to
north.
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“Happy birthday,” he said when his head had finished its low movement. “What isit? Eighteen?’
“Seventeen,” replied Sam.

“Ah,” said Brel, and he walked around to the other side of the tower to repeat his scan of the
horizon.

Sam went back downstairs.

Ellimere did organize a birthday feast in the Great Hall, but it was a lackluster affair, mainly due
to Sam’ s depressing influence. He refused to dance, because it was the one day when he could
refuse, and since it was his birthday, that meant no one else could dance, either. He refused to
open his presentsin front

of everyone because he didn’t feel like it, and he merely toyed with the grilled swordfish with
lime and buttered smallwheat that had once been his favorite dish. In fact, he acted like a spoiled
and sulky brat of seven, rather than like a young man of seventeen. Sam knew it but felt unable to
stop. It was the first time in weeks that he’ d been able to refuse Ellimere s orders or, as she called
them, “strong suggestions.”

The feast ended early, with everyone cross and shorttempered. Sam went straight to his
workroom, ignoring the whispers and sidelong looks as he left the Hall. He didn’t care what
everyone thought, though he was uncomfortably aware of Jall Oren’s hooded eyes watching his
exit. Jall would certainly report on Sam’s shortcomings when his parents returned, if he didn’t
decide before then to deliver one of hisjustly feared summations of exactly what was wrong with
Sam’ s behavior. But even one of Jall’ s lectures would pale to insignificance when his mother
found out the truth about her son. Beyond that revelation, Sam daren’t think. He couldn’t imagine
what would happen, or what his own future would be. The Kingdom had to have an Abhorsen-in-
Waiting and aroyal heir. Ellimere was demonstrably the perfect royal heir, so Sam had to be the
Abhorsen-in-Waiting. Only he couldn’t do it. Not wouldn't, as everyone was bound to think.
Couldn’t.

That night, as he had done scores of times before, Sam unlocked the cupboard to the left of his
workbench and steeled himself to ook at The Book of the Dead. It sat on a shelf, shining with its
own ominous green light that overshadowed the soft glow of the Charter lights in the ceiling.

He reached out to it, like a hunter trying to pat awolf in the vain hope that it might be only a
friendly dog. Hisfingers touched the silver clasp and the Charter marks laid upon it, but before he
could do more, a violent shaking overtook him, and

his skin turned as cold asice. Sam tried to still the shakes and ignore the cold, but he couldn’t. He
snatched back his hand and retreated to the front of the fireplace, where he crouched down in
misery, hugging his knees.

A week after his birthday, Sam received a letter from Nick. Or rather, the remains of aletter,
because it had been written on machine-made paper. Like most products of Ancelstierran
technology, the paper had begun to fail upon crossing the Wall, and it was now crumbling into its
component fibers. Sam had often told Nick in the past to use hand-made paper, but he never did.
Still, there was enough of it left for Sam to deduce that Nick was asking him for an Old Kingdom
visafor himself and a servant. He intended to cross the Wall at Midwinter, and he would be

file:///K|/eMule