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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

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



Lirael

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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