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      THE CAT AND

      THE HORN­BEAM TREES

      Will tugged at his moth­er’s hand and said, “Come on, come on…”

      But his moth­er hung back. She was still afraid. Will looked up and down the nar­row street in the evening light, along the lit­tle ter­race of hous­es, each be­hind its tiny gar­den and its box hedge, with the sun glar­ing off the win­dows of one side and leav­ing the oth­er in shad­ow. There wasn’t much time. Peo­ple would be hav­ing their meal about now, and soon there would be oth­er chil­dren around, to stare and com­ment and no­tice. It was dan­ger­ous to wait, but all he could do was per­suade her, as usu­al.

      “Mum, let’s go in and see Mrs. Coop­er,” he said. “Look, we’re near­ly there.”

      “Mrs. Coop­er?” she said doubt­ful­ly.

      But he was al­ready ring­ing the bell. He had to put down the bag to do it, be­cause his oth­er hand still held his moth­er’s. It might have both­ered him at twelve years of age to be seen hold­ing his moth­er’s hand, but he knew what would hap­pen to her if he didn’t.

      The door opened, and there was the stooped el­der­ly fig­ure of the pi­ano teach­er, with the scent of laven­der wa­ter about her as he re­mem­bered.

      “Who’s that? Is that William?” the old la­dy said. “I haven’t seen you for over a year. What do you want, dear?”

      “I want to come in, please, and bring my moth­er,” he said firm­ly.

      Mrs. Coop­er looked at the wom­an with the un­tidy hair and the dis­tract­ed half­smile, and at the boy with the fierce, un­hap­py glare in his eyes, the tight­set lips, the jut­ting jaw. And then she saw that Mrs. Par­ry, Will’s moth­er, had put make­up on one eye but not on the oth­er. And she hadn’t no­ticed. And nei­ther had Will. Some­thing was wrong.

      “Well…” she said, and stepped aside to make room in the nar­row hall.

      Will looked up and down the road be­fore clos­ing the door, and Mrs. Coop­er saw how tight­ly Mrs. Par­ry was cling­ing to her son’s hand, and how ten­der­ly he guid­ed her in­to the sit­ting room where the pi­ano was (of course, that was the on­ly room he knew); and she no­ticed that Mrs. Par­ry’s clothes smelled slight­ly musty, as if they’d been too long in the wash­ing ma­chine be­fore dry­ing; and how sim­ilar the two of them looked as they sat on the so­fa with the evening sun full on their faces, their broad cheek­bones, their wide eyes, their straight black brows.

      “What is it, William?” the old la­dy said. “What’s the mat­ter?”

      “My moth­er needs some­where to stay for a few days,” he said. “It’s too dif­fi­cult to look af­ter her at home just now. I don’t mean she’s ill. She’s just kind of con­fused and mud­dled, and she gets a bit wor­ried. She won’t be hard to look af­ter. She just needs some­one to be kind to her, and I think you could do that quite eas­ily, prob­ably.”

      The wom­an was look­ing at her son with­out seem­ing to un­der­stand, and Mrs. Coop­er saw a bruise on her cheek. Will hadn’t tak­en his eyes off Mrs. Coop­er, and his ex­pres­sion was des­per­ate.

      “She won’t be ex­pen­sive,” he went on. “I’ve brought some pack­ets of food, enough to last, I should think. You could have some of it too. She won’t mind shar­ing.”

      “But … I don’t know if I should … Doesn’t she need a doc­tor?”

      “No! She’s not ill.”

      “But there must be some­one who can… I mean, isn’t there a neigh­bor or some­one in the fam­ily-“

      “We haven’t got any fam­ily. On­ly us. And the neigh­bors are too busy.”

      “What about the so­cial ser­vices? I don’t mean to put you off, dear, but-“

      “No! No. She just needs a bit of help. I can’t do it my­self for a lit­tle while, but I won’t be long. I’m go­ing to … I’ve got things to do. But I’ll be back soon, and I’ll take her home again, I promise. You won’t have to do it for long.”

      The moth­er was look­ing at her son with such trust, and he turned and smiled at her with such love and re­as­sur­an­ce, that Mrs. Coop­er couldn’t say no.

      “Well,” she said, turn­ing to Mrs. Par­ry, “I’m sure it won’t mat­ter for a day or so. You can have my daugh­ter’s room, dear. She’s in Aus­tralia. She won’t be need­ing it again.”

      “Thank you,” said Will, and stood up as if he were in a hur­ry to leave.

      “But where are you go­ing to be?” said Mrs. Coop­er.

      “I’m go­ing to be stay­ing with a friend,” he said. “I’ll phone up as of­ten as I can. I’ve got your num­ber. It’ll be all right”

      His moth­er was look­ing at him, be­wil­dered. He bent over and kissed her clum­si­ly.

      “Don’t wor­ry,” he said. “Mrs. Coop­er will look af­ter you bet­ter than me, hon­est. And I’ll phone up and talk to you to­mor­row.”

      They hugged tight­ly, and then Will kissed her again and gen­tly un­fas­tened her arms from his neck be­fore go­ing to the front door. Mrs. Coop­er could see he was up­set, be­cause his eyes were glis­ten­ing, but he turned, re­mem­ber­ing his man­ners, and held out his hand.

      “Good­bye,” he said, “and thank you very much.”

      “William,” she said, “I wish you’d tell me what the mat­ter is-“

      “It’s a bit com­pli­cat­ed,” he said, “but she won’t be any trou­ble, hon­est­ly.”

      That wasn’t what she meant, and both of them knew it; but some­how Will was in charge of this busi­ness, what­ev­er it was. The old la­dy thought she’d nev­er seen a child so im­pla­ca­ble.

      He turned away, al­ready think­ing about the emp­ty house.

      The close where Will and his moth­er lived was a loop of road in a mod­ern es­tate with a dozen iden­ti­cal hous­es, of which theirs was by far the shab­bi­est. The front gar­den was just a patch of weedy grass; his moth­er had plant­ed some shrubs ear­li­er in the year, but they’d shriv­eled and died for lack of wa­ter­ing. As Will came around the cor­ner, his cat, Mox­ie, rose up from her fa­vorite spot un­der the stil­lliv­ing hy­drangea and stretched be­fore greet­ing him with a soft me­ow and butting her head against his leg.

      He picked her up and whis­pered, “Have they come back, Mox­ie? Have you seen them?”

      The house was silent. In the last of the evening light the man across the road was wash­ing his car, but he took no no­tice of Will, and Will didn’t look at him. The less no­tice peo­ple took, the bet­ter.

      Hold­ing Mox­ie against his chest, he un­locked the door and went in quick­ly. Then he lis­tened very care­ful­ly be­fore putting her down. There was noth­ing to hear; the house was emp­ty.

      He opened a tin for Mox­ie and left her to eat in the kitchen. How long be­fore the men came back? There was no way of telling, so he’d bet­ter move quick­ly. He went up­stairs and be­gan to search.

      He was look­ing for a bat­tered green leather writ­ing case. There are a sur­pris­ing num­ber of places to hide some­thing that size even in any or­di­nary mod­ern house; you don’t need se­cret pan­els and ex­ten­sive cel­lars in or­der to make some­thing hard to find. Will searched his moth­er’s bed­room first, ashamed to be look­ing through the draw­ers where she kept her un­der­clothes, and then he worked sys­tem­at­ical­ly through the rest of the rooms up­stairs, even his own. Mox­ie came to see what he was do­ing and sat and cleaned her­self near­by, for com­pa­ny.

      But he didn’t find it.

      By that time it was dark, and he was hun­gry. He made him­self baked beans on toast and sat at the kitchen ta­ble won­der­ing about the best or­der to look through the down­stairs rooms.

      As he was fin­ish­ing his meal, the phone rang.

      He sat ab­so­lute­ly still, his heart thump­ing. He count­ed: twen­tysix rings, and then it stopped. He put his plate in the suik and start­ed to search again.

      Four hours lat­er he still hadn’t found the green leather case. It was half past one, and he was ex­haust­ed. He lay on his bed ful­ly clothed and fell asleep at once, his dreams tense and crowd­ed, his moth­er’s un­hap­py, fright­ened face al­ways there just out of reach.

      And al­most at once, it seemed (though he’d been asleep for near­ly three hours), he woke up know­ing two things si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly.

      First, he knew where the case was. And sec­ond, he knew that the men were down­stairs, open­ing the kitchen door.

      He lift­ed Mox­ie out of the way and soft­ly hushed her sleepy protest. Then he swung his legs over the side of the bed and put on his shoes, strain­ing ev­ery nerve to hear the sounds from down­stairs. They were very qui­et sounds: a chair be­ing lift­ed and re­placed, a short whis­per, the creak of a floor­board.

      Mov­ing more silent­ly than the men were, he left his bed­room and tip­toed to the spare room at the top of the stairs. It wasn’t quite pitch­dark, and in the ghost­ly gray predawn light he could see the old trea­dle sewing ma­chine. He’d been through the room thor­ough­ly on­ly hours be­fore, but he’d for­got­ten the com­part­ment at the side of the sewing ma­chine, where all the pat­terns and bob­bins were kept.

      He felt for it del­icate­ly, lis­ten­ing all the while. The men were mov­ing about down­stairs, and Will could see a dim flick­er of light that might have been a flash­light at the edge of the door.

      Then he found the catch of the com­part­ment and clicked it open, and there, just as he’d known it would be, was the leather writ­ing case.

      And now what could he do? He crouched in the dim­ness, heart pound­ing, lis­ten­ing hard.

      The two men were in the hall down­stairs. He heard one of them say qui­et­ly, “Come on. I can hear the milk­man down the road.”

      “It’s not here, though,” said the oth­er voice. “We’ll have to look up­stairs.”

      “Go on, then. Don’t hang about.”

      Will braced him­self as he heard the qui­et creak of the top step. The man was mak­ing no noise at all, but he couldn’t help the creak if he wasn’t ex­pect­ing it. Then there was a pause. A very thin beam of flash­light swept along the floor out­side. Will saw it through the crack.

      Then the door be­gan to move. Will wait­ed till the man was framed in the open door­way, and then ex­plod­ed up out of the dark and crashed in­to the in­trud­er’s bel­ly.

      But nei­ther of them saw the cat.

      As the man had reached the top step, Mox­ie had come silent­ly out of the bed­room and stood with raised tail just be­hind the man’s legs, ready to rub her­self against them. The man, who was trained and fit and hard, could have dealt with Will, but the cat was in the way, and as the man tried to move back, he tripped over her. With a sharp gasp he fell back­ward down the stairs and crashed his head bru­tal­ly against the hall ta­ble.

      Will heard a hideous crack, and didn’t stop to won­der about it. Clutch­ing the writ­ing case, he swung him­self down the ban­is­ter, leap­ing over the man’s body that lay twitch­ing and crum­pled at the foot of the flight, seized the tat­tered tote bag from the ta­ble, and was out of the front door and away be­fore the oth­er man could do more than come out of the liv­ing room and stare.

      Even in his fear and haste Will won­dered why the oth­er man didn’t shout af­ter him, or chase him. They’d be af­ter him soon, though, with their cars and their cell phones. The on­ly thing to do was run.

      He saw the milk­man turn­ing in­to the close, the lights of his elec­tric cart pal­lid in the dawn glim­mer that was al­ready fill­ing the sky. Will jumped over the fence in­to the nextdoor gar­den, down the pas­sage be­side the house, over the next gar­den wall, across a dewwet lawn, through the hedge, and in­to the tan­gle of shrubs and trees be­tween the hous­ing es­tate and the main road. There he crawled un­der a bush and lay pant­ing and trem­bling. It was too ear­ly to be out on the road: wait till lat­er, when the rush hour start­ed.

      He couldn’t get out of his mind the crack as the man’s head struck the ta­ble, and the way his neck was bent so far and in such a wrong way, and the dread­ful twitch­ing of his limbs. The man was dead. He’d killed him.

      He couldn’t get it out of his mind, but he had to. There was quite enough to think about. His moth­er: would she re­al­ly be safe where she was? Mrs. Coop­er wouldn’t tell, would she? Even if Will didn’t turn up as he’d said he would? Be­cause he couldn’t, now that he’d killed some­one.

      And Mox­ie. Who’d feed Mox­ie? Would Mox­ie wor­ry about where they were? Would she try to fol­low them?

      It was get­ting lighter by the minute. It was light enough al­ready to check through the things in the tote bag: his moth­er’s purse, the lat­est let­ter from the lawyer, the road map of south­ern Eng­land, choco­late bars, tooth­paste, spare socks and pants. And the green leather writ­ing case.

      Ev­ery­thing was there. Ev­ery­thing was go­ing ac­cord­ing to plan, re­al­ly.

      Ex­cept that he’d killed some­one.

      Will had first re­al­ized his moth­er was dif­fer­ent from oth­er peo­ple, and that he had to look af­ter her, when he was sev­en. They were in a su­per­mar­ket, and they were play­ing a game: they were al­lowed to put an item in the cart on­ly when no one was look­ing. It was Will’s job to look all around and whis­per “Now,” and she would snatch a tin or a pack­et from the shelf and put it silent­ly in­to the cart. When things were in there they were safe, be­cause they be­came in­vis­ible.

      It was a good game, and it went on for a long time, be­cause this was a Sat­ur­day morn­ing and the shop was full, but they were good at it and worked well to­geth­er. They trust­ed each oth­er. Will loved his moth­er very much and of­ten told her so, and she told him the same.

      So when they reached the check­out Will was ex­cit­ed and hap­py be­cause they’d near­ly won. And when his moth­er couldn’t find her purse, that was part of the game too, even when she said the en­emies must have stolen it; but Will was get­ting tired by this time, and hun­gry too, and Mum­my wasn’t so hap­py any­more. She was re­al­ly fright­ened, and they went around and around putting things back on the shelves, but this time they had to be ex­tra care­ful be­cause the en­emies were track­ing them down by means of her cred­it card num­bers, which they knew be­cause they had her purse….

      And Will got more and more fright­ened him­self. He re­al­ized how clever his moth­er had been to make this re­al dan­ger in­to a game so that he wouldn’t be alarmed, and how, now that he knew the truth, he had to pre­tend not to be fright­ened, so as to re­as­sure her.

      So the lit­tle boy pre­tend­ed it was a game still, so she didn’t have to wor­ry that he was fright­ened, and they went home with­out any shop­ping, but safe from the en­emies; and then Will found the purse on the hall ta­ble any­way. On Mon­day they went to the bank and closed her ac­count, and opened an­oth­er some­where else, just to be sure. Thus the dan­ger passed

      But some­time dur­ing the next few months, Will re­al­ized slow­ly and un­will­ing­ly that those en­emies of his moth­er’s were not in the world out there, but in her mind. That made them no less re­al, no less fright­en­ing and dan­ger­ous; it just meant he had to pro­tect her even more care­ful­ly. And from the mo­ment in the su­per­mar­ket when he had re­al­ized he must pre­tend in or­der not to wor­ry his moth­er, part of Will’s mind was al­ways alert to her anx­ieties. He loved her so much he would have died to pro­tect her.

      As for Will’s fa­ther, he had van­ished long be­fore Will was able to re­mem­ber him. Will was pas­sion­ate­ly cu­ri­ous about his fa­ther, and he used to plague his moth­er with ques­tions, most of which she couldn’t an­swer.

      “Was he a rich man?”

      “Where did he go?”

      “Why did he go?”

      “Is he dead?”

      “Will he come back?’

      “What was he like?”

      The last ques­tion was the on­ly one she could help him with. John Par­ry had been a hand­some man, a brave and clever of­fi­cer in the Roy­al Marines, who had left the army to be­come an ex­plor­er and lead ex­pe­di­tions to re­mote parts of the world. Will thrilled to hear about this. No fa­ther could be more ex­cit­ing than an ex­plor­er. From then on, in all his games he had an in­vis­ible com­pan­ion: he and his fa­ther were to­geth­er hack­ing through the jun­gle, shad­ing their eyes to gaze out across stormy seas from the deck of their schooner, hold­ing up a torch to de­ci­pher mys­te­ri­ous in­scrip­tions in a batin­fest­ed cave. … They were the best of friends, they saved each oth­er’s life count­less times, they laughed and talked to­geth­er over camp­fires long in­to the night.

      But the old­er he got, the more Will be­gan to won­der. Why were there no pic­tures of his fa­ther in this part of the world or that, rid­ing with frost­beard­ed men on Arc­tic sledges or ex­am­in­ing creep­er­cov­ered ru­ins in the jun­gle? Had noth­ing sur­vived of the tro­phies and cu­riosi­ties he must have brought home? Was noth­ing writ­ten about him in a book?

      His moth­er didn’t know. But one thing she had said stuck in his mind.

      She said, “One day, you’ll fol­low in your fa­ther’s foot­steps. You’re go­ing to be a great man too. You’ll take up his man­tle.”

      And though Will didn’t know what that meant, he un­der­stood the sense of it, and felt up­lift­ed with pride and pur­pose. All his games were go­ing to come true. His fa­ther was alive, lost some­where hi the wild, and he was go­ing to res­cue him and take up his man­tle…. It was worth liv­ing a dif­fi­cult life, if you had a great aim like that.

      So he kept his moth­er’s trou­ble se­cret. There were times when she was calmer and clear­er than oth­ers, and he took care to learn from her then how to shop and cook and keep the house clean, so that he could do it when she was con­fused and fright­ened. And he learned how to con­ceal him­self, too, how to re­main un­no­ticed at school, how not to at­tract at­ten­tion from the neigh­bors, even when his moth­er was hi such a state of fear and mad­ness that she could bare­ly speak. What Will him­self feared more than any­thing was that the au­thor­ities would find out about her, and take her away, and put him in a home among strangers. Any dif­fi­cul­ty was bet­ter than that. Be­cause there came times when the dark­ness cleared from her mind, and she was hap­py again, and she laughed at her fears and blessed him for look­ing af­ter her so well; and she was so full of love and sweet­ness then that he could think of no bet­ter com­pan­ion, and want­ed noth­ing more than to live with her alone for­ev­er.

      But then the men came.

      They weren’t po­lice, and they weren’t so­cial ser­vices, and they weren’t crim­in­al­sat least as far as Will could judge. They wouldn’t tell him what they want­ed, in spite of his ef­forts to keep them away; they’d speak on­ly to his moth­er. And her state was frag­ile just then.

      But he lis­tened out­side the door, and heard them ask about his fa­ther, and felt his breath come more quick­ly.

      The men want­ed to know where John Par­ry had gone, and whether he’d sent any­thing back to her, and when she’d last heard from him, and whether he’d had con­tact with any for­eign em­bassies. Will heard his moth­er get­ting more and more dis­tressed, and fi­nal­ly he ran in­to the room and told them to go.

      He looked so fierce that nei­ther of the men laughed, though he was so young. They could eas­ily have knocked him down, or held him off the floor with one hand, but he was fear­less, and his anger was hot and dead­ly.

      So they left. Nat­ural­ly, this episode strength­ened Will’s con­vic­tion: his fa­ther was in trou­ble some­where, and on­ly he could help. His games weren’t child­ish any­more, and he didn’t play so open­ly. It was com­ing true, and he had to be wor­thy of it.

      And not long af­ter­ward the men came back, in­sist­ing that Will’s moth­er had some­thing to tell them. They came when Will was at school, and one of them kept her talk­ing down­stairs while the oth­er searched the bed­rooms. She didn’t re­al­ize what they were do­ing. But Will came home ear­ly and found them, and once again he blazed at them, and once again they left.

      They seemed to know that he wouldn’t go to the po­lice, for fear of los­ing his moth­er to the au­thor­ities, and they got more and more per­sis­tent. Fi­nal­ly they broke in­to the house when Will had gone to fetch his moth­er home from the park. It was get­ting worse for her now, and she be­lieved that she had to touch ev­ery sep­arate slat in ev­ery sep­arate bench be­side the pond. Will would help her, to get it done quick­er. When they got home that day they saw the back of the men’s car dis­ap­pear­ing out of the close, and he got in­side to find that they’d been through the house and searched most of the draw­ers and cup­boards.

      He knew what they were af­ter. The green leather case was his moth­er’s most pre­cious pos­ses­sion; he would nev­er dream of look­ing through it, and he didn’t even know where she kept it. But he knew it con­tained let­ters, and he knew she read them some­times, and cried, and it was then that she talked about his fa­ther. So Will sup­posed that this was what the men were af­ter, and knew he had to do some­thing about it.

      He de­cid­ed first to find some­where safe for his moth­er to stay. He thought and thought, but he had no friends to ask, and the neigh­bors were al­ready sus­pi­cious, and the on­ly per­son he thought he could trust was Mrs. Coop­er. Once his moth­er was safe­ly there, he was go­ing to find the green leather case and look at what was in it, and then he was go­ing to go to Ox­ford, where he’d find the an­swer to some of his ques­tions. But the men came too soon.

      And now he’d killed one of them.

      So the po­lice would be af­ter him too.

      Well, he was good at not be­ing no­ticed. He’d have to not be no­ticed hard­er than he’d ev­er done in his life be­fore, and keep it up as long as he could, till ei­ther he found his fa­ther or they found him. And if they found him first, he didn’t care how many more of them he killed.

      Lat­er that day, to­ward mid­night in fact, Will was walk­ing out of the city of Ox­ford, forty miles away. He was tired to his very bones. He had hitch­hiked, and rid­den on two bus­es, and walked, and reached Ox­ford at six in the evening, too late to do what he need­ed to do. He’d eat­en at a Burg­er King and gone to a cin­ema to hide (though what the film was, he for­got even as he was watch­ing it), and now he was walk­ing along an end­less road through the sub­urbs, head­ing north.

      No one had no­ticed nun so far. But he was aware that he’d bet­ter find some­where to sleep be­fore long, be­cause the lat­er it got, the more no­tice­able he’d be. The trou­ble was that there was nowhere to hide in the gar­dens of the com­fort­able hous­es along this road, and there was still no sign of open coun­try.

      He came to a large traf­fic cir­cle where the road go­ing north crossed the Ox­ford ring road go­ing east and west. At this time of night there was very lit­tle traf­fic, and the road where he stood was qui­et, with com­fort­able hous­es set back be­hind a wide ex­panse of grass on ei­ther side. Plant­ed along the grass at the road’s edge were two lines of horn­beam trees, odd­look­ing things with per­fect­ly sym­met­ri­cal close­leafed crowns, more like chil­dren’s draw­in­gs than like re­al trees. The street­lights made the scene look ar­ti­fi­cial, like a stage set. Will was stu­pe­fied with ex­haus­tion, and he might have gone on to the north, or he might have laid his head on the grass un­der one of those trees and slept; but as he stood try­ing to clear his head, he saw a cat.

      She was a tab­by, like Mox­ie. She padded out of a gar­den on the Ox­ford side of the road, where Will was stand­ing. Will put down his tote bag and held out his hand, and the cat came up to rub her head against his knuck­les, just as Mox­ie did. Of course, ev­ery cat be­haved like that, but all the same Will felt such a long­ing for home that tears scald­ed his eyes.

      Even­tu­al­ly the cat turned away. This was night, and there was a ter­ri­to­ry to pa­trol, there were mice to hunt. She padded across the road and to­ward the bush­es just be­yond the horn­beam trees, and there she stopped.

      Will, still watch­ing, saw the cat be­have cu­ri­ous­ly.

      She reached out a paw to pat some­thing in the air in front of her, some­thing quite in­vis­ible to Will. Then she leaped back­ward, back arched and fur on end, tail held out stiffly. Will knew cat be­hav­ior. He watched more alert­ly as the cat ap­proached the spot again, just an emp­ty patch of grass be­tween the horn­beams and the bush­es of a gar­den hedge, and pat­ted the air once more.

      Again she leaped back, but less far and with less alarm this time. Af­ter an­oth­er few sec­onds of sniff­ing, touch­ing, and whisker twitch­ing, cu­rios­ity over­came wari­ness.

      The cat stepped for­war­dand van­ished.

      Will blinked. Then he stood still, close to the trunk of the near­est tree, as a truck came around the cir­cle and swept its lights over him. When it had gone past, he crossed the road, keep­ing his eyes on the spot where the cat had been in­ves­ti­gat­ing. It wasn’t easy, be­cause there was noth­ing to fix on, but when he came to the place and cast about to look close­ly, he saw it.

      At least, he saw it from some an­gles. It looked as if some­one had cut a patch out of the air, about two yards from the edge of the road, a patch rough­ly square in shape and less than a yard across. If you were lev­el with the patch so that it was ed­geon, it was near­ly in­vis­ible, and it was com­plete­ly in­vis­ible from be­hind. You could see it on­ly from the side near­est the road, and you couldn’t see it eas­ily even from there, be­cause all you could see through it was ex­act­ly the same kind of thing that lay in front of it on this side: a patch of grass lit by a street­light.

      But Will knew with­out the slight­est doubt that that patch of grass on the oth­er side was in a dif­fer­ent world.

      He couldn’t pos­si­bly have said why. He knew it at once, as strong­ly as he knew that fire burned and kind­ness was good. He was look­ing at some­thing pro­found­ly alien.

      And for that rea­son alone, it en­ticed him to stoop and look fur­ther. What he saw made his head swim and his heart thump hard­er, but he didn’t hes­itate: he pushed his tote bag through, and then scram­bled through him­self, through the hole in the fab­ric of this world and in­to an­oth­er.

      He found him­self stand­ing un­der a row of trees. But not horn­beam trees: these were tall palms, and they were grow­ing, like the trees in Ox­ford, in a row along the grass. But this was the cen­ter of a broad boule­vard, and at the side of the boule­vard was a line of cafes and small shops, all bright­ly bt, all open, and all ut­ter­ly silent and emp­ty be­neath a sky thick with stars. The hot night was laden with the scent of flow­ers and with the salt smell of the sea.

      Will looked around care­ful­ly. Be­hind him the full moon shone down over a dis­tant prospect of great green hills, and on the slopes at the foot of the hills there were hous­es with rich gar­dens, and an open park­land with groves of trees and the white gleam of a clas­si­cal tem­ple.

      Just be­side him was that bare patch in the air, as hard to see from this side as from the oth­er, but def­inite­ly there. He bent to look through and saw the road in Ox­ford, his own world. He turned away with a shud­der: what­ev­er this new world was, it had to be bet­ter than what he’d just left. With a dawn­ing light­head­ed­ness, the feel­ing that he was dream­ing but awake at the same time, he stood up and looked around for the cat, his guide.

      She was nowhere in sight. No doubt she was al­ready ex­plor­ing those nar­row streets and gar­dens be­yond the cafes whose lights were so in­vit­ing. Will lift­ed up his tat­tered tote bag and walked slow­ly across the road to­ward them, mov­ing very care­ful­ly in case it all dis­ap­peared.

      The air of the place had some­thing Mediter­ranean or maybe Caribbean about it. Will had nev­er been out of Eng­land, so he couldn’t com­pare it with any­where he knew, but it was the kind of place where peo­ple came out late at night to eat and drink, to dance and en­joy mu­sic. Ex­cept that there was no one here, and the si­lence was im­mense.

      On the first cor­ner he reached there stood a cafe, with lit­tle green ta­bles on the pave­ment and a zinc­topped bar and an espres­so ma­chine. On some of the ta­bles glass­es stood halfemp­ty; in one ash­tray a cigarette had burned down to the butt; a plate of risot­to stood next to a bas­ket of stale rolls as hard as card­board.

      He took a bot­tle of lemon­ade from the cool­er be­hind the bar and then thought for a mo­ment be­fore drop­ping a pound coin in the till. As soon as he’d shut the till, he opened it again, re­al­iz­ing that the mon­ey in there might say what this place was called. The cur­ren­cy was called the coro­na, but he couldn’t tell any more than that.

      He put the mon­ey back and opened the bot­tle on the open­er fixed to the counter be­fore leav­ing the cafe and wan­der­ing down the street go­ing away from the boule­vard. Lit­tle gro­cery shops and bak­eries stood be­tween jew­el­ers and florists and bead­cur­tained doors open­ing in­to pri­vate hous­es, where wrought­iron bal­conies thick with flow­ers over­hung the nar­row pave­ment, and where the si­lence, be­ing en­closed, was even more pro­found.

      The streets were lead­ing down­ward, and be­fore very long they opened out on­to a broad av­enue where more palm trees reached high in­to the air, the un­der­side of their leaves glow­ing in me street­lights.

      On the oth­er side of the av­enue was the sea.

      Will found him­self fac­ing a har­bor en­closed from the left by a stone break­wa­ter and from the right by a head­land on which a large build­ing with stone columns and wide steps and or­nate bal­conies stood flood­lit among flow­er­ing trees and bush­es. In the har­bor one or two row­boats lay still at an­chor, and be­yond the break­wa­ter the starlight glit­tered on a calm sea.

      By now Will’s ex­haus­tion had been wiped out. He was wide awake and pos­sessed by won­der. From time to time, on his way through the nar­row streets, he’d put out a hand to touch a wall or a door­way or the flow­ers in a win­dow box, and found them sol­id and con­vinc­ing. Now he want­ed to touch the whole land­scape in front of him, be­cause it was too wide to take in through his eyes alone. He stood still, breath­ing deeply, al­most afraid.

      He dis­cov­ered that he was still hold­ing the bot­tle he’d tak­en from the cafe. He drank from it, and it tast­ed like what it was, icecold lemon­ade; and wel­come, too, be­cause the night air was hot.

      He wan­dered along to the right, past ho­tels with awnings over bright­ly lit en­trances and bougainvil­lea flow­er­ing be­side them, un­til he came to the gar­dens on the lit­tle head­land. The build­ing in the trees with its or­nate fa­cade lit by flood­lights might have been an opera house. There were paths lead­ing here and there among the lam­phung ole­an­der trees, but not a sound of life could be heard: no night birds singing, no in­sects, noth­ing but Will’s own foot­steps.

      The on­ly sound he could hear came from the reg­ular, qui­et break­ing of del­icate waves from the beach be­yond the palm trees at the edge of the gar­den. Will made his way there. The tide was halfway in, or halfway out, and a row of ped­al boats was drawn up on the soft white sand above the high­wa­ter line. Ev­ery few sec­onds a tiny wave fold­ed it­self over at the sea’s edge be­fore slid­ing back neat­ly un­der the next. Fifty yards or so out on the calm wa­ter was a div­ing plat­form.

      Will sat on the side of one of the ped­al boats and kicked off his shoes, his cheap sneak­ers that were com­ing apart and cramp­ing his hot feet. He dropped his socks be­side them and pushed his toes deep in­to the sand. A few sec­onds lat­er he had thrown off the rest of his clothes and was walk­ing in­to the sea.

      The wa­ter was de­li­cious­ly be­tween cool and warm. He splashed out to the div­ing plat­form and pulled him­self up to sit on its weath­er­soft­ened plank­ing and look back at the city.

      To his right the har­bor lay en­closed by its break­wa­ter. Be­yond it a mile or so away stood a redand­whitestriped light­house. And be­yond the light­house, dis­tant cuffs rose dim­ly, and be­yond them, those great wide rolling hills he’d seen from the place he’d first come through.

      Clos­er at hand were the light­bear­ing trees of the casi­no gar­dens, and the streets of the city, and the wa­ter­front with its ho­tels and cafes and warm­lit shops, all silent, all emp­ty.

      And all safe. No one could fol­low him here; the men who’d searched the house would nev­er know; the po­lice would nev­er find him. He had a whole world to hide in.

      For the first time since he’d run out of his front door that morn­ing, Will be­gan to feel se­cure.

      He was thirsty again, and hun­gry too, be­cause he’d last eat­en in an­oth­er world, af­ter all. He slipped in­to the wa­ter and swam back more slow­ly to the beach, where he put on his un­der­pants and car­ried the rest of his clothes and the tote bag. He dropped the emp­ty bot­tle in­to the first rub­bish bin he found and walked bare­foot along the pave­ment to­ward the har­bor.

      When his skin had dried a lit­tle, he pulled on his jeans and looked for some­where he’d be like­ly to find food. The ho­tels were too grand. He looked in­side the first ho­tel, but it was so large that he felt un­com­fort­able, and he kept mov­ing down the wa­ter­front un­til he found a lit­tle caf6 that looked like the right place. He couldn’t have said why; it was very sim­ilar to a dozen oth­ers, with its first­floor bal­cony laden with flow­er­pots and its ta­bles and chairs on the pave­ment out­side, but it wel­comed him.

      There was a bar with pho­tographs of box­ers on the wall, and a signed poster of a broad­ly smil­ing ac­cor­dion play­er. There was a kitchen, and a door be­side it that opened on to a nar­row flight of stairs, car­pet­ed in a bright flo­ral pat­tern.

      He climbed qui­et­ly up to the nar­row land­ing and opened the first door he came to. It was the room at the front. The air was hot and stuffy, and Will opened the glass door on­to the bal­cony to let in the night air. The room it­self was small and fur­nished with things that were too big for it, and shab­by, but it was clean and com­fort­able. Hos­pitable peo­ple lived here. There was a lit­tle shelf of books, a mag­azine on the ta­ble, a cou­ple of pho­tographs in frames.

      Will left and looked in the oth­er rooms: a lit­tle bath­room, a bed­room with a dou­ble bed.

      Some­thing made his skin prick­le be­fore he opened the last door. His heart raced. He wasn’t sure if he’d heard a sound from in­side, but some­thing told him that the room wasn’t emp­ty. He thought how odd it was that this day had be­gun with some­one out­side a dark­ened room, and him­self wait­ing in­side; and now the po­si­tions were re­versed-

      And as he stood won­der­ing, the door burst open and some­thing came hurtling at him like a wild beast.

      But his mem­ory had warned him, and he wasn’t stand­ing quite close enough to be knocked over. He fought hard: knee, head, fist, and the strength of his arms against it, him, her-

      A girl about his own age, fe­ro­cious, snarling, with ragged dirty clothes and thin bare limbs.

      She re­al­ized what he was at the same mo­ment, and snatched her­self away from his bare chest to crouch in the cor­ner of the dark land­ing like a cat at bay. And there was a cat be­side her, to his as­ton­ish­ment: a large wild­cat, as tall as his knee, fur on end, teeth bared, tail erect.

      She put her hand on the cat’s back and licked her dry lips, watch­ing his ev­ery move­ment.

      Will stood up slow­ly.

      “Who are you?”

      “Lyra Sil­ver­tongue,” she said.

      “Do you live here?”

      “No,” she said ve­he­ment­ly.

      “Then what is this place? This city?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Where do you come from?”

      “From my world. It’s joined on. Where’s your dae­mon?”

      His eyes widened. Then he saw some­thing ex­traor­di­nary hap­pen to the cat: it leaped in­to her arms, and when it got there, it changed shape. Now it was a red­brown stoat with a cream throat and bel­ly, and it glared at him as fe­ro­cious­ly as the girl her­self. But then an­oth­er shift in things took place, be­cause he re­al­ized that they, both girl and stoat, were pro­found­ly afraid of him, as much as if he’d been a ghost.

      “I haven’t got a de­mon,” he said. “I don’t know what you mean.” Then, “Oh! Is that your de­mon?”

      She stood up slow­ly. The stoat curled him­self around her neck, and his dark eyes nev­er left Will’s face.

      “But you’re alive,” she said, halfdis­be­liev­ing­ly. “You en’t… You en’t been .. .”

      “My name’s Will Par­ry,” he said. “I don’t know what you mean about demons. In my world de­mon means … it means dev­il, some­thing evil.”

      “In your world? You mean this en’t your world?”

      “No. I just found… a way in. Like your world, I sup­pose. It must be joined on.”

      She re­laxed a lit­tle, but she still watched him in­tent­ly, and he stayed calm and qui­et as if she were a strange cat he was mak­ing friends with.

      “Have you seen any­one else in this city?” he went on.

      “No.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Dun­no. A few days. I can’t re­mem­ber.”

      “So why did you come here?”

      “I’m look­ing for Dust,” she said.

      “Look­ing for dust? What, gold dust? What sort of dust?”

      She nar­rowed her eyes and said noth­ing. He turned away to go down­stairs.

      “I’m hun­gry,” he said. “Is there any food in the kitchen?”

      “I dun­no,” she said, and fol­lowed, keep­ing her dis­tance from him.

      In the kitchen Will found the in­gre­di­ents for a casse­role of chick­en and onions and pep­pers, but they hadn’t been cooked, and in the heat they were smelling bad. He swept them all in­to the dust­bin.

      “Haven’t you eat­en any­thing?” he said, and opened the fridge.

      Lyra came to look.

      “I didn’t know this was here,” she said. “Oh! It’s cold.”

      Her dae­mon had changed again, and be­come a huge, bright­ly col­ored but­ter­fly, which flut­tered in­to the fridge briefly and out again at once to set­tle on her shoul­der. The but­ter­fly raised and low­ered his wings slow­ly. Will felt he shouldn’t stare, though his head was ring­ing with the strangeness of it.

      “Haven’t you seen a fridge be­fore?” he said.

      He found a can of co­la and hand­ed it to her be­fore tak­ing out a tray of eggs. She pressed the can be­tween her palms with plea­sure.

      “Drink it, then,” he said.

      She looked at it, frown­ing. She didn’t know how to open it. He snapped the lid for her, and the drink frothed out. She licked it sus­pi­cious­ly, and then her eyes opened wide.

      “This is good?” she said, her voice half hop­ing and half fear­ful.

      “Yeah. They have Coke in this world, ob­vi­ous­ly. Look, I’ll drink some to prove it isn’t poi­son.”

      He opened an­oth­er can. Once she saw him drink, she fol­lowed his ex­am­ple. She was ob­vi­ous­ly thirsty. She drank so quick­ly that the bub­bles got up her nose, and she snort­ed and belched loud­ly, and scowled when he looked at her.

      “I’m go­ing to make an omelette,” he said. “D’you want some?”

      “I don’t know what omelette is.”

      “Well, watch and you’ll see. Or there’s a can of baked beans, if you’d like.”

      “I don’t know baked beans.”

      He showed her the can. She looked for the snapopen top like the one on the co­la can.

      “No, you have to use a can open­er,” he said. “Don’t they have can open­ers in your world?”

      “In my world ser­vants do the cook­ing,” she said scorn­ful­ly.

      “Look in the draw­er over there.”

      She rum­maged through the kitchen cut­lery while he broke six eggs in­to a bowl and whisked them with a fork.

      “That’s it,” he said, watch­ing. “With the red han­dle. Bring it here.”

      He pierced the lid and showed her how to open the can.

      “Now get that lit­tle saucepan off the hook and tip them in,” he told her.

      She sniffed the beans, and again an ex­pres­sion of plea­sure and sus­pi­cion en­tered her eyes. She tipped the can in­to the saucepan and licked a fin­ger, watch­ing as Will shook salt and pep­per in­to the eggs and cut a knob of but­ter from a pack­age in the fridge in­to a ca­st­iron pan. He went in­to the bar to find some match­es, and when he came back she was dip­ping her dirty fin­ger in the bowl of beat­en eggs and lick­ing it greed­ily. Her dae­mon, a cat again, was dip­ping his paw in it, too, but he backed away when Will came near.

      “It’s not cooked yet,” Will said, tak­ing it away. “When did you last have a meal?”

      “At my fa­ther’s house on Sval­bard,” she said. “Days and days ago. I don’t know. I found bread and stuff here and ate that.”

      He lit the gas, melt­ed the but­ter, poured in the eggs, and let them run all over the base of it. Her eyes fol­lowed ev­ery­thing greed­ily, watch­ing him pull the eggs up in­to soft ridges in the cen­ter as they cooked and tilt the pan to let raw egg flow in­to the space. She watched him, too, look­ing at his face and his work­ing hands and his bare shoul­ders and his feet.

      When the omelette was cooked he fold­ed it over and cut it in half with the spat­ula.

      “Find a cou­ple of plates,” he said, and Lyra obe­di­ent­ly did so.

      She seemed quite will­ing to take or­ders if she saw the sense of them, so he told her to go and clear a ta­ble in front of the cafe. He brought out the food and some knives and forks from a draw­er, and they sat down to­geth­er, a lit­tle awk­ward­ly.

      She ate hers in less than a minute, and then fid­get­ed, swing­ing back and forth on her chair and pluck­ing at the plas­tic strips of the wo­ven seat while he fin­ished his. Her dae­mon changed yet again, and be­came a goldfinch, peck­ing at in­vis­ible crumbs on the ta­ble­top.

      Will ate slow­ly. He’d giv­en her most of the beans, but even so he took much longer than she did. The har­bor in front of them, the ligr *s along the emp­ty boule­vard, the stars in the dark sky above, all hung in the huge si­lence as if noth­ing else ex­ist­ed at all.

      And all the time he was in­tense­ly aware of the girl. She was small and slight, but wiry, and she’d fought like a tiger; his fist had raised a bruise on her cheek, and she was ig­nor­ing it. Her ex­pres­sion was a mix­ture of the very young­when she first tast­ed the co­laand a kind of deep, sad wari­ness. Her eyes were pale blue, and her hair would be a dark­ish blond once it was washed; be­cause she was filthy, and she smelled as if she hadn’t bathed for days.

      “Lau­ra? Lara?” Will said.

      “Lyra.”

      “Lyra… Sil­ver­tongue?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where is your world? How did you get here?”

      She shrugged. “I walked,” she said. “It was all fog­gy. I didn’t know where I was go­ing. At least, I knew I was go­ing out of my world. But I couldn’t see this one till the fog cleared. Then I found my­self here.”

      “What did you say about dust?”

      “Dust, yeah. I’m go­ing to find out about it. But this world seems to be emp­ty. There’s no one here to ask. I’ve been here for … I dun­no, three days, maybe four. And there’s no one here.”

      “But why do you want to find out about dust?”

      “Spe­cial Dust,” she said short­ly. “Not or­di­nary dust, ob­vi­ous­ly.”

      The dae­mon changed again. He did so in the flick of an eye, and from a goldfinch he be­came a rat, a pow­er­ful pitch­black rat with red eyes. Will looked at him with wide wary eyes, and the girl saw his glance.

      “You have got a dae­mon,” she said de­ci­sive­ly. “In­side you.”

      He didn’t know what to say.

      “You have,” she went on. “You wouldn’t be hu­man else. You’d be … half dead. We seen a kid with his dae­mon cut away. You en’t like that. Even if you don’t know you’ve got a dae­mon, you have. We was scared at first when we saw you. Like you was a night­ghast or some­thing. But then we saw you weren’t like that at all.”

      “We?”

      “Me and Pan­ta­lai­mon. Us. But you, your dae­mon en’t sep­arate from you. It’s you. Apart of you. You’re part of each oth­er. En’t there any­one in your world like us? Are they all like you, with their dae­mons all hid­den away?”

      Will looked at the two of them, the skin­ny paleeyed girl with her black rat dae­mon now sit­ting in her arms, and felt pro­found­ly alone.

      “I’m tired. I’m go­ing to bed,” he said. “Are you go­ing to stay in this city?”

      “Dun­no. I’ve got to find out more about what I’m look­ing for. There must be some Schol­ars in this world. There must be some­one who knows about it.”

      “Maybe not in this world. But I came here out of a place called Ox­ford. There’s plen­ty of schol­ars there, if that’s what you want.”

      “Ox­ford?’ she cried. “That’s where I come from!”

      “Is there an Ox­ford in your world, then? You nev­er came from my world.”

      “No,” she said de­ci­sive­ly. “Dif­fer­ent worlds. But in my world there’s an Ox­ford too. We’re both speak­ing En­glish, en’t we? Stands to rea­son there’s oth­er things the same. How did you get through? Is there a bridge, or what?”

      “Just a kind of win­dow in the air.”

      “Show me,” she said.

      It was a com­mand, not a re­quest. He shook his head.

      “Not now,” he said. “I want to sleep. Any­way, it’s the mid­dle of the night.”

      “Then show me in the morn­ing!”

      “All right, I’ll show you. But I’ve got my own things to do. You’ll have to find your schol­ars by your­self.”

      “Easy,” she said. “I know all about Schol­ars.”

      He put the plates to­geth­er and stood up.

      “I cooked,” he said, “so you can wash the dish­es.”

      She looked in­cred­ulous. “Wash the dish­es?” she scoffed. “There’s mil­li­ons of clean ones ly­ing about! Any­way, I’m not a ser­vant. I’m not go­ing to wash them.”

      “So I won’t show you the way through.”

      “I’ll find it by my­self.”

      “You won’t; it’s hid­den. You’d nev­er find it. Lis­ten, I don’t know how long we can stay in this place. We’ve got to eat, so we’ll eat what’s here, but we’ll tidy up af­ter­ward and keep the place clean, be­cause we ought to. You wash these dish­es. We’ve got to treat this place right. Now I’m go­ing to bed. I’ll have the oth­er room. I’ll see you in the morn­ing.”

      He went in­side, cleaned his teeth with a fin­ger and some tooth­paste from his tat­tered bag, fell on the dou­ble bed, and was asleep in a mo­ment.

      *	*	*

      Lyra wait­ed till she was sure he was asleep, and then took the dish­es in­to the kitchen and ran them un­der the tap, rub­bing hard with a cloth un­til they looked clean. She did the same with the knives and forks, but the pro­ce­dure didn’t work with the omelette pan, so she tried a bar of yel­low soap on it, and picked at it stub­born­ly un­til it looked as clean as she thought it was go­ing to. Then she dried ev­ery­thing on an­oth­er cloth and stacked it neat­ly on the drain­board.

      Be­cause she was still thirsty and be­cause she want­ed to try open­ing a can, she snapped open an­oth­er co­la and took it up­stairs. She lis­tened out­side Will’s door and, hear­ing noth­ing, tip­toed in­to the oth­er room and took out the alethiome­ter from un­der her pil­low.

      She didn’t need to be close to Will to ask about him, but she want­ed to look any­way, and she turned his door han­dle as qui­et­ly as she could be­fore go­ing in.

      There was a light on the sea front out­side shin­ing straight up in­to the room, and in the glow re­flect­ed from the ceil­ing she looked down at the sleep­ing boy. He was frown­ing, and his face glis­tened with sweat. He was strong and stocky, not as formed as a grown man, of course, be­cause he wasn’t much old­er than she was, but he’d be pow­er­ful one day. How much eas­ier if his dae­mon had been vis­ible! She won­dered what its form might be, and whether it was fixed yet. What­ev­er its form was, it would ex­press a na­ture that was sav­age, and cour­te­ous, and un­hap­py.

      She tip­toed to the win­dow. In the glow from the street­light she care­ful­ly set the hands of the alethiome­ter, and re­laxed her mind in­to the shape of a ques­tion. The nee­dle be­gan to sweep around the di­al in a se­ries of paus­es and swings al­most too fast to watch.

      She had asked: What is he? A friend or an en­emy?

      The alethiome­ter an­swered: He is a mur­der­er.

      When she saw the an­swer, she re­laxed at once. He could find food, and show her how to reach Ox­ford, and those were pow­ers that were use­ful, but he might still have been un­trust­wor­thy or cow­ard­ly. A mur­der­er was a wor­thy com­pan­ion. She felt as safe with him as she’d felt with lorek Byr­ni­son, the ar­mored bear.

      She swung the shut­ter across the open win­dow so the morn­ing sun­light wouldn’t strike in on his face, and tip­toed out.

    

  
    
      The Subtle Knife

    

    
      TWO

      AMONG THE WITCH­ES

      The witch Ser­afi­na Pekkala, who had res­cued Lyra and the oth­er chil­dren from the ex­per­imen­tal sta­tion at Bolvan­gar and flown with her to the is­land of Sval­bard, was deeply trou­bled.

      In the at­mo­spher­ic dis­tur­bances that fol­lowed Lord As­rieFs es­cape from his ex­ile on Sval­bard, she and her com­pan­ions were blown far from the is­land and many miles out over the frozen sea. Some of them man­aged to stay with the dam­aged bal­loon of Lee Scores­by, the Tex­an aero­naut, but Ser­afi­na her­self was tossed high in­to the banks of fog that soon came rolling in from the gap that Lord As­riePs ex­per­iment had torn in the sky.

      When she found her­self able to con­trol her flight once more, her first thought was of Lyra; for she knew noth­ing of the fight be­tween the false bear­king and the true one, lorek Byr­ni­son, nor of what had hap­pened to Lyra af­ter that.

      So she be­gan to search for her, fly­ing through the cloudy goldtinged air on her branch of cloud­pine, ac­com­pa­nied by her dae­mon, Kaisa the snow goose. They moved back to­ward Sval­bard and south a lit­tle, soar­ing for sev­er­al hours un­der a sky tur­bu­lent with strange lights and shad­ows. Ser­afi­na Pekkala knew from the un­set­tling tin­gle of the light on her skin that it came from an­oth­er world.

      Af­ter some time had passed, Kaisa said, “Look! A witch’s dae­mon, lost…”

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala looked through the fog banks and saw a tern, cir­cling and cry­ing in the chasms of misty light. They wheeled and flew to­ward him. See­ing them come near, the tern dart­ed up in alarm, but Ser­afi­na Pekkala sig­naled friend­ship, and he dropped down be­side them.

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala said, “What clan are you from?”

      “Taymyr,” he told her. “My witch is cap­tured. Our com­pan­ions have been driv­en away! am lost!”

      “Who has cap­tured your witch?”

      “The wom­an with the mon­key dae­mon, from Bolvan­gar…. Help me! Help us! I am so afraid!”

      “Was your clan al­lied with the child cut­ters?”

      “Yes, un­til we found out what they were do­ing. Af­ter the fight at Bolvan­gar they drove us off, but my witch was tak­en pris­on­er. They have her on a ship. … What can I do? She is call­ing to me and I can’t find her! Oh, help, help me!”

      “Qui­et,” said Kaisa, the goose dae­mon. “Lis­ten down be­low.”

      They glid­ed low­er, lis­ten­ing with keen ears, and Ser­afi­na Pekkala soon made out the beat of a gas en­gine, muf­fled by the fog.

      “They can’t nav­igate a ship in fog like this,” Kaisa said. “What are they do­ing?”

      “It’s a small­er en­gine than that,” said Ser­afi­na Pekkala, and as she spoke there came a new sound from a dif­fer­ent di­rec­tion: a low, bru­tal, shud­der­ing blast, like some im­mense sea crea­ture call­ing from the depths. It roared for sev­er­al sec­onds and then stopped abrupt­ly.

      “The ship’s foghorn,” said Ser­afi­na Pekkala.

      They wheeled low over the wa­ter and cast about again for the sound of the en­gine. Sud­den­ly they found it, for the fog seemed to have patch­es of dif­fer­ent den­si­ty, and the witch dart­ed up out of sight just in time as a launch came chug­ging slow­ly through the swathes of damp air. The swell was slow and oily, as if the wa­ter was re­luc­tant to rise.

      They swung around and above, the tern dae­mon keep­ing close like a child to its moth­er, and watched the steers­man ad­just the course slight­ly as the foghorn boomed again. There was a light mount­ed on the bow, but all it lit up was the fog a few yards in front.

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala said to the lost dae­mon: “Did you say there are still some witch­es help­ing these peo­ple?”

      “I think soa few rene­gade witch­es from Vol­gorsk, un­less they’ve fled too,” he told her. “What are you go­ing to do? Will you look for my witch?”

      “Yes. But stay with Kaisa for now.”

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala flew down to­ward the launch, leav­ing the dae­mons out of sight above, and alight­ed on the counter just be­hind the steers­man. His seag­ull dae­mon squawked, and the man turned to look.

      “You tak­en your time, en’t you?” he said. “Get up ahead and guide us in on the port side.”

      She took off again at once. It had worked: they still had some witch­es help­ing them, and he thought she was one. Port was left, she re­mem­bered, and the port light was red. She cast about in the fog un­til she caught its hazy glow no more than a hun­dred yards away. She dart­ed back and hov­ered above the launch call­ing di­rec­tions to the steers­man, who slowed the craft down to a crawl­ing pace and brought it in to the ship’s gang­way lad­der that hung just above the wa­ter line. The steers­man called, and a sailor threw a line from above, and an­oth­er hur­ried down the lad­der to make it fast to the launch.

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala flew up to the ship’s rail, and re­treat­ed to the shad­ows by the lifeboats. She could see no oth­er witch­es, but they were prob­ably pa­trolling the skies; Kaisa would know what to do.

      Be­low, a pas­sen­ger was leav­ing the launch and climb­ing the lad­der. The fig­ure was fur­swathed, hood­ed, anony­mous; but as it reached the deck, a gold­en mon­key dae­mon swung him­self light­ly up on the rail and glared around, his black eyes ra­di­at­ing malev­olence. Ser­afi­na caught her breath: the fig­ure was Mrs. Coul­ter.

      A dark­clothed man hur­ried out on deck to greet her, and looked around as if he were ex­pect­ing some­one else as well.

      “Lord Bo­re­al-” he be­gan.

      But Mrs. Coul­ter in­ter­rupt­ed: “He has gone on else­where. Have they start­ed the tor­ture?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Coul­ter,” was the re­ply, “but-“

      “I or­dered them to wait,” she snapped. “Have they tak­en to dis­obey­ing me? Per­haps there should be more dis­ci­pline on this ship.”

      She pushed her hood back. Ser­afi­na Pekkala saw her face clear­ly in the yel­low light: proud, pas­sion­ate, and, to the witch, so young.

      “Where are the oth­er witch­es?” she de­mand­ed.

      The man from the ship said, “All gone, ma’am. Red to their home­land.”

      “But a witch guid­ed the launch in,” said Mrs. Coul­ter. “Where has she gone?”

      Ser­afi­na shrank back; ob­vi­ous­ly the sailor in the launch hadn’t heard the lat­est state of things. The cler­ic looked around, be­wil­dered, but Mrs. Coul­ter was too im­pa­tient, and af­ter a cur­so­ry glance above and along the deck, she shook her head and hur­ried in with her dae­mon through the open door that cast a yel­low nim­bus on the air. The man fol­lowed.

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala looked around to check her po­si­tion. She was con­cealed be­hind a ven­ti­la­tor on the nar­row area of deck­ing be­tween the rail and the cen­tral su­per­struc­ture of the ship; and on this lev­el, fac­ing for­ward be­low the bridge and the fun­nel, was a sa­loon from which win­dows, not port­holes, looked out on three sides. That was where the peo­ple had gone in. Light spilled thick­ly from the win­dows on­to the fog­pearled rail­ing, and dim­ly showed up the fore­mast and the can­vas­cov­ered hatch. Ev­ery­thing was wring­ing wet and be­gin­ning to freeze in­to stiff­ness. No one could see Ser­afi­na where she was; but if she want­ed to see any more, she would have to leave her hid­ing place.

      That was too bad. With her pine branch she could es­cape, and with her knife and her bow she could fight. She hid the branch be­hind the ven­ti­la­tor and slipped along the deck un­til she reached the first win­dow. It was fogged with con­den­sa­tion and im­pos­si­ble to see through, and Ser­afi­na could hear no voic­es, ei­ther. She with­drew to the shad­ows again.

      There was one thing she could do; she was re­luc­tant, be­cause it was des­per­ate­ly risky, and it would leave her ex­haust­ed; but it seemed there was no choice. It was a kind of mag­ic she could work to make her­self un­seen. True in­vis­ibil­ity was im­pos­si­ble, of course: this was men­tal mag­ic, a kind of fierce­ly held mod­es­ty that could make the spell work­er not in­vis­ible but sim­ply un­no­ticed. Hold­ing it with the right de­gree of in­ten­si­ty, she could pass through a crowd­ed room, or walk be­side a soli­tary trav­el­er, with­out be­ing seen.

      So now she com­posed her mind and brought all her con­cen­tra­tion to bear on the mat­ter of al­ter­ing the way she held her­self so as to de­flect at­ten­tion com­plete­ly. It took some min­utes be­fore she was con­fi­dent. She test­ed it by step­ping out of her hid­ing place and in­to the path of a sailor com­ing along the deck with a bag of tools. He stepped aside to avoid her with­out look­ing at her once.

      She was ready. She went to the door of the bright­ly lit sa­loon and opened it, find­ing the room emp­ty. She left the out­er door ajar so that she could flee through it if she need­ed to, and saw a door at the far end of the room that opened on to a flight of stairs lead­ing down in­to the bow­els of the ship. She de­scend­ed, and found her­self in a nar­row cor­ri­dor hung with whitepaint­ed pipework and il­lu­mi­nat­ed with an­bar­ic bulk­head lights, which led straight along the length of the hull, with doors open­ing off it on both sides.

      She walked qui­et­ly along, lis­ten­ing, un­til she heard voic­es. It sound­ed as if some kind of coun­cil was in ses­sion.

      She opened the door and walked in.

      A dozen or so peo­ple were seat­ed around a large ta­ble. One or two of them looked up for a mo­ment, gazed at her ab­sent­ly, and for­got her at once. She stood qui­et­ly near the door and watched. The meet­ing was be­ing chaired by an el­der­ly man in the robes of a Car­di­nal, and the rest of them seemed to be cler­ics of one sort or an­oth­er, apart from Mrs. Coul­ter, who was the on­ly wom­an present. Mrs. Coul­ter had thrown her furs over the back of the chair, and her cheeks were flushed in the heat of the ship’s in­te­ri­or.

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala looked around care­ful­ly and saw some­one else in the room as well: a thin­faced man with a frog dae­mon, seat­ed to one side at a ta­ble laden with leather­bound books and loose piles of yel­lowed pa­per. She thought at first that he was a clerk or a sec­re­tary, un­til she saw what he was do­ing: he was in­tent­ly gaz­ing at a gold­en in­stru­ment like a large watch or a com­pass, stop­ping ev­ery minute or so to note what he found. Then he would open one of the books, search la­bo­ri­ous­ly through the in­dex, and look up a ref­er­ence be­fore writ­ing that down too and turn­ing back to the in­stru­ment.

      Ser­afi­na looked back to the dis­cus­sion at the ta­ble, be­cause she heard the word witch.

      “She knows some­thing about the child,” said one of the cler­ics. “She con­fessed that she knows some­thing. All the witch­es know some­thing about her.”

      “I am won­der­ing what Mrs. Coul­ter knows,” said the Car­di­nal. “Is there some­thing she should have told us be­fore, I won­der?”

      “You will have to speak more plain­ly than that,” said Mrs. Coul­ter ici­ly. “You for­get I am a wom­an, Your Em­in­ence, and thus not so sub­tle as a prince of the Church. What is this truth that I should have known about the child?”

      The Car­di­nal’s ex­pres­sion was full of mean­ing, but he said noth­ing. There was a pause, and then an­oth­er cler­ic said al­most apo­lo­get­ical­ly:

      “It seems that there is a prophe­cy. It con­cerns the child, you see, Mrs. Coul­ter. All the signs have been ful­filled. The cir­cum­stances of her birth, to be­gin with. The gyp­tians know some­thing about her toothey speak of her in terms of witch oil and marsh fire, un­can­ny, you see­hence her suc­cess in lead­ing the gyp­tian men to Bolvan­gar. And then there’s her as­ton­ish­ing feat of de­pos­ing the bear­king lo­fur Rakni­son­this is no or­di­nary child. Fra Pavel can tell us more, per­haps….”

      He glanced at the thin­faced man read­ing the alethiome­ter, who blinked, rubbed his eyes, and looked at Mrs. Coul­ter.

      “You may be aware that this is the on­ly alethiome­ter left, apart from the one in the child’s pos­ses­sion,” he said. “All the oth­ers have been ac­quired and de­stroyed, by or­der of the Mag­is­teri­um. I learn from this in­stru­ment that the child was giv­en hers by the Mas­ter of Jor­dan Col­lege, and that she learned to read it by her­self, and that she can use it with­out the books of read­in­gs. If it were pos­si­ble to dis­be­lieve the alethiome­ter, I would do so, be­cause to use the in­stru­ment with­out the books is sim­ply in­con­ceiv­able to me. It takes decades of dili­gent study to reach any sort of un­der­stand­ing. She be­gan to read it with­in a few weeks of ac­quir­ing it, and now she has an al­most com­plete mas­tery. She is like no hu­man Schol­ar I can imag­ine.”

      “Where is she now, Fra Pavel?” said the Car­di­nal.

      “In the oth­er world,” said Fra Pavel. “It is al­ready late.”

      “The witch knows!” said an­oth­er man, whose muskrat das­mon gnawed un­ceas­ing­ly at a pen­cil. “It’s all in place but for the witch’s tes­ti­mo­ny! I say we should tor­ture her again!”

      “What is this prophe­cy?” de­mand­ed Mrs. Coul­ter, who had been get­ting in­creas­ing­ly an­gry. “How dare you keep it from me?”

      Her pow­er over them was vis­ible. The gold­en mon­key glared around the ta­ble, and none of them could look him in the face.

      On­ly the Car­di­nal did not flinch. His dae­mon, a macaw, lift­ed a foot and scratched her head.

      “The witch has hint­ed at some­thing ex­traor­di­nary,” the Car­di­nal said. “I dare not be­lieve what I think it means. If it’s true, it places on us the most ter­ri­ble re­spon­si­bil­ity men and wom­en have ev­er faced. But I ask you again, Mrs. Coul­ter­what do you know of the child and her fa­ther?”

      Mrs. Coul­ter had lost her flush. Her face was chalk­white with fury.

      “How dare you in­ter­ro­gate me?” she spat. “And how dare you keep from me what you’ve learned from the witch? And, fi­nal­ly, how dare you as­sume that I am keep­ing some­thing from you? D’you think I’m on her side? Or per­haps you think I’m on her fa­ther’s side? Per­haps you think I should be tor­tured like the witch. Well, we are all un­der your com­mand, Your Em­in­ence. You have on­ly to snap your fin­gers and you could have me torn apart. But if you searched ev­ery scrap of flesh for an an­swer, you wouldn’t find one, be­cause I know noth­ing of this prophe­cy, noth­ing what­ev­er. And I de­mand that you tell me what you know. My child, my own child, con­ceived in sin and born in shame, but my child nonethe­less, and you keep from me what I have ev­ery right to know!”

      “Please,” said an­oth­er of the cler­ics ner­vous­ly. “Please, Mrs. Coul­ter, the witch hasn’t spo­ken yet; we shall learn more from her. Car­di­nal Stur­rock him­self says that she’s on­ly hint­ed at it.”

      “And sup­pose the witch doesn’t re­veal it?” Mrs. Coul­ter said. “What then? We guess, do we? We shiv­er and quail and guess?”

      Fra Pavel said, “No, be­cause that is the ques­tion I am now prepar­ing to put to the alethiome­ter. We shall find the an­swer, whether from the witch or from the books of read­in­gs.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      He raised his eye­brows weari­ly and said, “A con­sid­er­able time. It is an im­mense­ly com­plex ques­tion.”

      “But the witch would tell us at once,” said Mrs. Coul­ter.

      And she rose to her feet. As if in awe of her, most of the men did too. On­ly the Car­di­nal and Fra Pavel re­mained seat­ed. Ser­afi­na Pekkala stood back, fierce­ly hold­ing her­self un­seen. The gold­en mon­key was gnash­ing his teeth, and all his shim­mer­ing fur was stand­ing on end.

      Mrs. Coul­ter swung him up to her shoul­der.

      “So let us go and ask her,” she said.

      She turned and swept out in­to the cor­ri­dor. The men has­tened to fol­low her, jostling and shov­ing past Ser­afi­na Pekkala, who had on­ly time to stand quick­ly aside, her mind in a tur­moil. The last to go was the Car­di­nal.

      Ser­afi­na took a few sec­onds to com­pose her­self, be­cause her ag­ita­tion was be­gin­ning to make her vis­ible. Then she fol­lowed the cler­ics down the cor­ri­dor and in­to a small­er room, bare and white and hot, where they were all clus­tered around the dread­ful fig­ure in the cen­ter: a witch bound tight­ly to a steel chair, with agony on her gray face and her legs twist­ed and bro­ken.

      Mrs. Coul­ter stood over her. Ser­afi­na took up a po­si­tion by the door, know­ing that she could not stay un­seen for long; this was too hard.

      “Tell us about the child, witch,” said Mrs. Coul­ter.

      “No!”

      “You will suf­fer.”

      “I have suf­fered enough.”

      “Oh, there is more suf­fer­ing to come. We have a thou­sand years of ex­pe­ri­ence in this Church of ours. We can draw out your suf­fer­ing end­less­ly. Tell us about the child,” Mrs. Coul­ter said, and reached down to break one of the witch’s fin­gers. It snapped eas­ily.

      The witch cried out, and for a clear sec­ond Ser­afi­na Pekkala be­came vis­ible to ev­ery­one, and one or two of the cler­ics looked at her, puz­zled and fear­ful; but then she con­trolled her­self again, and they turned back to the tor­ture.

      Mrs. Coul­ter was say­ing, “If you don’t an­swer I’ll break an­oth­er fin­ger, and then an­oth­er. What do you know about the child? Tell me.”

      “All right! Please, please, no more!”

      “An­swer then.”

      There came an­oth­er sick­en­ing crack, and this time a flood of sob­bing broke from the witch. Ser­afi­na Pekkala could hard­ly hold her­self back. Then came these words, in a shriek:

      “No, no! I’ll tell you! I beg you, no more! The child who was to come … The witch­es knew who she was be­fore you did…. We found out her name….”

      “We know her name. What name do you mean?”

      “Her true name! The name of her des­tiny!”

      “What is this name? Tell me!” said Mrs. Coul­ter.

      “No… no…”

      “And how? Found out how?”

      “There was a test…. If she was able to pick out one spray of cloud­pine from many oth­ers, she would be the child who would come, and it hap­pened at our con­sul’s house at Trolle­sund, when the child came with the gyp­tian men…. The child with the bear…”

      Her voice gave out.

      Mrs. Coul­ter gave a lit­tle ex­cla­ma­tion of im­pa­tience, and there came a loud slap, and a groan.

      “But what was your prophe­cy about this child?” Mrs. Coul­ter went on, and her voice was all bronze now, and ring­ing with pas­sion. “And what is this name that will make her des­tiny clear?”

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala moved clos­er, even among the tight throng of men around the witch, and none of them felt her pres­ence at their very el­bows. She must end this witch’s suf­fer­ing, and soon, but the strain of hold­ing her­self un­seen was enor­mous. She trem­bled as she took the knife from her waist.

      The witch was sob­bing. “She is the one who came be­fore, and you have hat­ed and feared her ev­er since! Well, now she has come again, and you failed to find her…. She was there on Sval­bard­she was with Lord As­riel, and you lost her. She es­caped, and she will be-“

      But be­fore she could fin­ish, there came an in­ter­rup­tion.

      Through the open door­way there flew a tern, mad with ter­ror, and it beat its wings bro­ken­ly as it crashed to the floor and strug­gled up and dart­ed to the breast of the tor­tured witch, press­ing it­self against her, nuz­zling, chirrup­ing, cry­ing, and the witch called in an­guish, “Yam­beAk­ka! Come to me, come to me!”

      No one but Ser­afi­na Pekkala un­der­stood. Yam­beAk­ka was the god­dess who came to a witch when she was about to die.

      And Ser­afi­na was ready. She be­came vis­ible at once and stepped for­ward smil­ing hap­pi­ly, be­cause Yam­beAk­ka was mer­ry and light­heart­ed and her vis­its were gifts of joy. The witch saw her and turned up her tearstained face, and Ser­afi­na bent to kiss it and slid her knife gen­tly in­to the witch’s heart. The tern dae­mon looked up with dim eyes and van­ished.

      And now Ser­afi­na Pekkala would have to fight her way out.

      The men were still shocked, dis­be­liev­ing, but Mrs. Coul­ter re­cov­ered her wits al­most at once.

      “Seize her! Don’t let her go!” she cried, but Ser­afi­na was al­ready at the door, with an ar­row nocked in her bow­string. She swung up the bow and loosed the ar­row in less than a sec­ond, and the Car­di­nal fell chok­ing and kick­ing to the floor.

      Out, along the cor­ri­dor to the stairs, turn, nock, loose, and an­oth­er man fell; and al­ready a loud jar­ring bell was fill­ing the ship with its clan­gor.

      Up the stairs and out on­to the deck. Two sailors barred her way, and she said, “Down there! The pris­on­er has got loose! Get help!”

      That was enough to puz­zle them, and they stood un­de­cid­ed, which gave her tune to dodge past and seize her cloud­pine from where she had hid­den it be­hind the ven­ti­la­tor.

      “Shoot her!” came a cry in Mrs. Coul­ter’s voice from be­hind, and at once three ri­fles fired, and the bul­lets struck met­al and whined off in­to the fog as Ser­afi­na leaped on the branch and urged it up like one of her own ar­rows. A few sec­onds lat­er she was in the air, in the thick of the fog, safe, and then a great goose shape glid­ed out of the wraiths of gray to her side.

      “Where to?” he said.

      “Away, Kaisa, away,” she said. “I want to get the stench of these peo­ple out of my nose.”

      In truth, she didn’t know where to go or what to do next. But there was one thing she knew for cer­tain: there was an ar­row in her quiver that would find its mark in Mrs. Coul­ter’s throat.

      They turned south, away from that trou­bling oth­er­world gleam in the fog, and as they flew a ques­tion be­gan to form more clear­ly in Ser­afi­na’s mind. What was Lord As­riel do­ing? Be­cause all the events that had over­turned the world had their ori­gin in his mys­te­ri­ous ac­tiv­ities.

      The prob­lem was that the usu­al sources of her knowl­edge were nat­ural ones. She could track any an­imal, catch any fish, find the rarest berries; and she could read the signs in the pine marten’s en­trails, or de­ci­pher the wis­dom in the scales of a perch, or in­ter­pret the warn­in­gs in the cro­cus pollen; but these were chil­dren of na­ture, and they told her nat­ural truths.

      For knowl­edge about Lord As­riel, she had to go else­where. In the port of Trolle­sund, their con­sul Dr. Lanselius main­tained his con­tact with the world of men and wom­en, and Ser­afi­na Pekkala sped there through the fog to see what he could tell her. Be­fore she went to his house she cir­cled over the har­bor, where wisps and ten­drils of mist drift­ed ghost­like on the icy wa­ter, and watched as the pi­lot guid­ed in a large ves­sel with an African reg­is­tra­tion. There were sev­er­al oth­er ships rid­ing at an­chor out­side the har­bor. She had nev­er seen so many.

      As the short day fad­ed, she flew down and land­ed in the back gar­den of the con­sul’s house. She tapped on the win­dow, and Dr. Lanselius him­self opened the door, a fin­ger to his lips.

      “Ser­afi­na Pekkala, greet­in­gs,” he said. “Come in quick­ly, and wel­come. But you had bet­ter not stay long.” He of­fered her a chair at the fire­side, hav­ing glanced through the cur­tains out of a win­dow that front­ed the street. “You’ll have some wine?’

      She sipped the gold­en Tokay and told him of what she had seen and heard aboard the ship.

      “Do you think they un­der­stood what she said about the child?” he asked.

      “Not ful­ly, I think. But they know she is im­por­tant. As for that wom­an, I’m afraid of her, Dr. Lanselius. I shall kill her, I think, but still I’m afraid of her.”

      “Yes,” he said. “So am I.”

      And Ser­afi­na lis­tened as he told her of the ru­mors that had swept the town. Amid the fog of ru­mor, a few facts had be­gun to emerge clear­ly.

      ‘They say that the Mag­is­teri­um is as­sem­bling the great­est army ev­er known, and this is an ad­vance par­ty. And there are un­pleas­ant ru­mors about some of the sol­diers, Ser­afi­na Pekkala. I’ve heard about Bolvan­gar, and what they were do­ing there­cut­ting chil­dren’s dae­mons away, the most evil work I’ve ev­er heard of. Well, it seems there is a reg­iment of war­ri­ors who have been treat­ed in the same way. Do you know the word zom­bi? They fear noth­ing, be­cause they’re mind­less. There are some in this town now. The au­thor­ities keep them hid­den, but word gets out, and the towns­peo­ple are ter­ri­fied of them.”

      “What of the oth­er witch clans?” said Ser­afi­na Pekkala. “What news do you have of them?”

      “Most have gone back to their home­lands. All the witch­es are wait­ing, Ser­afi­na Pekkala, with fear in their hearts, for what will hap­pen next.”

      “And what do you hear of the Church?”

      “They’re in com­plete con­fu­sion. You see, they don’t know what Lord As­riel in­tends to do.”

      “Nor do I,” she said, “and I can’t imag­ine what it might be. What do you think he’s in­tend­ing, Dr. Lanselius?”

      He gen­tly rubbed the head of his ser­pent dae­mon with his thumb.

      “He is a schol­ar,” he said af­ter a mo­ment, “but schol­ar­ship is not his rul­ing pas­sion. Nor is states­man­ship. I met him once, and I thought he had an ar­dent and pow­er­ful na­ture, but not a despot­ic one. I don’t think he wants to rule…. I don’t know, Ser­afi­na Pekkala. I sup­pose his ser­vant might be able to tell you. He is a man called Thorold, and he was im­pris­oned with Lord As­riel in the house on Sval­bard. It might be worth a vis­it there to see if he can tell you any­thing; but, of course, he might have gone in­to the oth­er world with his mas­ter.”

      “Thank you. That’s a good idea…. I’ll do it. And I’ll go at once.”

      She said farewell to the con­sul and flew up through the gath­er­ing dark to join Kaisa in the clouds.

      Ser­afi­na’s jour­ney to the north was made hard­er by the con­fu­sion in the world around her. All the Arc­tic peo­ples had been thrown in­to pan­ic, and so had the an­imals, not on­ly by the fog and the mag­net­ic vari­ations but by un­sea­son­al crack­in­gs of ice and stir­rings in the soil. It was as if the earth it­self, the per­mafrost, were slow­ly awak­en­ing from a long dream of be­ing frozen.

      In all this tur­moil, where sud­den shafts of un­can­ny bril­liance lanced down through rents in tow­ers of fog and then van­ished as quick­ly, where herds of muskox were seized by the urge to gal­lop south and then wheeled im­me­di­ate­ly to the west or the north again, where tightknit skeins of geese dis­in­te­grat­ed in­to a honk­ing chaos as the mag­net­ic fields they flew by wa­vered and snapped this way and that, Ser­afi­na Pekkala sat on her cloud­pine and flew north, to the house on the head­land in the wastes of Sval­bard.

      There she found Lord As­riel’s ser­vant, Thorold, fight­ing off a group of clif­fghasts.

      She saw the move­ment be­fore she came close enough to see what was hap­pen­ing. There was a swirl of lung­ing leath­ery wings, and a malev­olent yowky­owky­owk re­sound­ing in the snowy court­yard. A sin­gle fig­ure swathed in furs fired a ri­fle in­to the midst of them with a gaunt dog dae­mon snarling and snap­ping be­side him when­ev­er one of the filthy things flew low enough.

      She didn’t know the man, but a clif­fghast was an en­emy al­ways. She swung around above and loosed a dozen ar­rows in­to the melee. With shrieks and gib­ber­in­gs, the gang­too loose­ly or­ga­nized to be called a troop­cir­cled, saw their new op­po­nent, and fled in con­fu­sion. A minute lat­er the skies were bare again, and their dis­mayed yowky­owky­owk echoed dis­tant­ly off the moun­tains be­fore dwin­dling in­to si­lence.

      Ser­afi­na flew down to the court­yard and alight­ed on the tram­pled, blood­sprin­kled snow. The man pushed back his hood, still hold­ing his ri­fle war­ily, be­cause a witch was an en­emy some­times, and she saw an el­der­ly man, long­jawed and griz­zled and steadyeyed.

      “I am a friend of Lyra’s,” she said. “I hope we can talk. Look: I lay my bow down.”

      “Where is the child?” he said.

      “In an­oth­er world. I’m con­cerned for her safe­ty. And I need to know what Lord As­riel is do­ing.”

      He low­ered the ri­fle and said, “Step in­side, then. Look: I lay my ri­fle down.”

      The for­mal­ities ex­changed, they went in­doors. Kaisa glid­ed through the skies above, keep­ing watch, while Thorold brewed some cof­fee and Ser­afi­na told him of her in­volve­ment with Lyra.

      “She was al­ways a will­ful child,” he said when they were seat­ed at the oak­en ta­ble in the glow of a naph­tha lamp. “I’d see her ev­ery year or so when his lord­ship vis­it­ed his col­lege. I was fond of her, mindy­ou couldn’t help it. But what her place was in the wider scheme of things, I don’t know.”

      “What was Lord As­riel plan­ning to do?”

      “You don’t think he told me, do you, Ser­afi­na Pekkala? I’m his manser­vant, that’s all. I clean his clothes and cook his meals and keep his house tidy. I may have learned a thing or two in the years I been with his lord­ship, but on­ly by pick­ing ‘em up ac­ci­den­tal. He wouldn’t con­fide in me any more than in his shav­ing mug.”

      “Then tell me the thing or two you’ve learned by ac­ci­dent,” she in­sist­ed.

      Thorold was an el­der­ly man, but he was healthy and vig­or­ous, and he felt flat­tered by the at­ten­tion of this young witch and her beau­ty, as any man would. He was shrewd, though, too, and he knew the at­ten­tion was not re­al­ly on him but on what he knew; and he was hon­est, so he did not draw out his telling for much longer than he need­ed.

      “I can’t tell you pre­cise­ly what he’s do­ing,” he said, “be­cause all the phi­lo­soph­ical de­tails are be­yond my grasp. But I can tell you what drives his lord­ship, though he doesn’t know I know. I’ve seen this in a hun­dred lit­tle signs. Cor­rect me if I’m wrong, but the witch peo­ple have dif­fer­ent gods from ours, en’t that right?”

      “Yes, that’s true.”

      “But you know about our God? The God of the Church, the one they call the Au­thor­ity?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Well, Lord As­riel has nev­er found his­self at ease with the doc­trines of the Church, so to speak. I’ve seen a spasm of dis­gust cross his face when they talk of the sacra­ments, and atone­ment, and re­demp­tion, and such­like. It’s death among our peo­ple, Ser­afi­na Pekkala, to chal­lenge the Church, but Lord As­riel’s been nurs­ing a re­bel­li­on in his heart for as long as I’ve served him, that’s one thing I do know.”

      “A re­bel­li­on against the Church?”

      “Part­ly, aye. There was a time when he thought of mak­ing it an is­sue of force, but he turned away from that.”

      “Why? Was the Church too strong?”

      “No,” said the old ser­vant, “that wouldn’t stop my mas­ter. Now this might sound strange to you, Ser­afi­na Pekkala, but I know the man bet­ter than any wife could know him, bet­ter than a moth­er. He’s been my mas­ter and my study for nigh on forty years. I can’t fol­low him to the height of his thought any more than I can fly, but I can see where he’s ahead­ing even if I can’t go af­ter him. No, it’s my be­lief he turned away from a re­bel­li­on against the Church not be­cause the Church was too strong, but be­cause it was too weak to be worth the fight­ing.”

      “So… what is he do­ing?”

      “I think he’s awag­ing a high­er war than that. I think he’s aim­ing a re­bel­li­on against the high­est pow­er of all. He’s gone asearch­ing for the dwelling place of the Au­thor­ity Him­self, and he’s ago­ing to de­stroy Him. That’s what I think. It shakes my heart to voice it, ma’am. I hard­ly dare think of it. But I can’t put to­geth­er any oth­er sto­ry that makes sense of what he’s do­ing.”

      Ser­afi­na sat qui­et for a few mo­ments, ab­sorb­ing what Thorold had said.

      Be­fore she could speak, he went on:

      “‘Course, any­one set­ting out to do a grand thing like that would be the tar­get of the Church’s anger. Goes with­out say­ing. It’d be the most gi­gan­tic blas­phe­my, that’s what they’d say. They’d have him be­fore the Con­sis­to­ri­al Court and sen­tenced to death be­fore you could blink. I’ve nev­er spoke of it be­fore and I shan’t again; I’d be afraid to speak it aloud to you if you weren’t a witch and be­yond the pow­er of the Church; but that makes sense, and noth­ing else does. He’s ago­ing to find the Au­thor­ity and kill Him.”

      “Is that pos­si­ble?” said Ser­afi­na.

      “Lord As­riel’s life has been filled with things that were im­pos­si­ble. I wouldn’t like to say there was any­thing he couldn’t do. But on the face of it, Ser­afi­na Pekkala, yes, he’s stark mad. If an­gels couldn’t do it, how can a man dare to think about it?”

      “An­gels? What are an­gels?”

      “Be­in­gs of pure spir­it, the Church says. The Church teach­es that some of the an­gels re­belled be­fore the world was cre­at­ed, and got flung out of heav­en and in­to hell. They failed, you see, that’s the point. They couldn’t do it. And they had the pow­er of an­gels. Lord As­riel is just a man, with hu­man pow­er, no more than that. But his am­bi­tion is lim­it­less. He dares to do what men and wom­en don’t even dare to think. And look what he’s done al­ready: he’s torn open the sky, he’s opened the way to an­oth­er world. Who else has ev­er done that? Who else could think of it? So with one part of me, Ser­afi­na Pekkala, I say he’s mad, wicked, de­ranged. Yet with an­oth­er part I think, he’s Lord As­riel, he’s not like oth­er men. Maybe … if it was ev­er go­ing to be pos­si­ble, it’d be done by him and by no one else.”

      “And what will you do, Thorold?”

      “I’ll stay here and wait. I’ll guard this house till he comes back and tells me dif­fer­ent, or till I die. And now I might ask you the same ques­tion, ma’am.”

      “I’m go­ing to make sure the child is safe,” she said. “It might be that I have to pass this way again, Thorold. I’m glad to know that you will still be here.”

      “I won’t budge,” he told her.

      She re­fused Thorold’s of­fer of food, and said good­bye.

      A minute or so lat­er she joined her goose dae­mon again, and the dae­mon kept si­lence with her as they soared and wheeled above the fog­gy moun­tains. She was deeply trou­bled, and there was no need to ex­plain: ev­ery strand of moss, ev­ery icy pud­dle, ev­ery midge in her home­land thrilled against her nerves and called her back. She felt fear for them, but fear of her­self, too, for she was hav­ing to change. These were hu­man af­fairs she was in­quir­ing in­to, this was a hu­man mat­ter; Lord As­riel’s god was not hers. Was she be­com­ing hu­man? Was she los­ing her witch­hood?

      If she were, she could not do it alone.

      “Home now,” she said. “We must talk to our sis­ters, Kaisa. These events are too big for us alone.”

      And they sped through the roil­ing banks of fog to­ward Lake Enara and home.

      *	*	*

      In the for­est­ed caves be­side the lake they found the oth­ers of their clan, and Lee Scores­by, too. The aero­naut had strug­gled to keep his bal­loon aloft af­ter the crash at Sval­bard, and the witch­es had guid­ed him to their home­land, where he had be­gun to re­pair the dam­age to his bas­ket and the gas­bag.

      “Ma’am, I’m very glad to see you,” he said. “Any news of the lit­tle girl?”

      “None, Mr. Scores­by. Will you join our coun­cil tonight and help us dis­cuss what to do?”

      The Tex­an blinked with sur­prise, for no man had ev­er been known to join a witch coun­cil.

      “I’d be great­ly hon­ored,” he said. “I may have a sug­ges­tion or two of my own.”

      All through that day the witch­es came, like flakes of black snow on the wings of a storm, fill­ing the skies with the dart­ing flut­ter of their silk and the swish of air through the nee­dles of their cloud­pine branch­es. Men who hunt­ed in the drip­ping forests or fished among melt­ing ice floes heard the sky­wide whis­per through the fog, and if the sky was clear, they would look up to see the witch­es fly­ing, like scraps of dark­ness drift­ing on a se­cret tide.

      By evening the pines around the lake were lit from be­low by a hun­dred fires, and the great­est fire of all was built in front of the gath­er­ing cave. There, once they had eat­en, the witch­es as­sem­bled. Ser­afi­na Pekkala sat in the cen­ter, the crown of lit­tle scar­let flow­ers nestling among her fair hair. On her left sat Lee Scores­by, and on her right, a vis­itor: the queen of the Lat­vian witch­es, whose name was Ru­ta Ska­di.

      She had ar­rived on­ly an hour be­fore, to Ser­afi­na’s sur­prise. Ser­afi­na had thought Mrs. Coul­ter beau­ti­ful, for a short­life; but Ru­ta Ska­di was as love­ly as Mrs. Coul­ter, with an ex­tra di­men­sion of the mys­te­ri­ous, the un­can­ny. She had traf­ficked with spir­its, and it snowed. She was vivid and pas­sion­ate, with large black eyes; it was said that Lord As­riel him­self had been her lover. She wore heavy gold ear­rings and a crown on her black curly hair ringed with the fangs of snow tigers. Ser­afi­na’s dae­mon, Kaisa, had learned from Ru­ta Ska­di’s dae­mon that she had killed the tigers her­self in or­der to pun­ish the Tar­tar tribe who wor­shiped them, be­cause the tribes­men had failed to do her hon­or when she had vis­it­ed their ter­ri­to­ry. With­out their tiger gods, the tribe de­clined in­to fear and melan­choly and begged her to al­low them to wor­ship her in­stead, on­ly to be re­ject­ed with con­tempt; for what good would their wor­ship do her? she asked. It had done noth­ing for the tigers. Such was Ru­ta Ska­di: beau­ti­ful, proud, and piti­less.

      Ser­afi­na was not sure why she had come, but made the queen wel­come, and eti­quette de­mand­ed that Ru­ta Ska­di should sit on Ser­afi­na’s right. When they were all as­sem­bled, Ser­afi­na be­gan to speak.

      “Sis­ters! You know why we have come to­geth­er: we must de­cide what to do about these new events. The uni­verse is bro­ken wide, and Lord As­riel has opened the way from this world to an­oth­er. Should we con­cern our­selves with it, or live our lives as we have done un­til now, look­ing af­ter our own af­fairs? Then there is the mat­ter of the child Lyra Belac­qua, now called Lyra Sil­ver­tongue by King lorek Byr­ni­son. She chose the right cloud­pine spray at the house of Dr. Lanselius: she is the child we have al­ways ex­pect­ed, and now she has van­ished.

      “We have two guests, who will tell us their thoughts. First we shall hear Queen Ru­ta Ska­di.”

      Ru­ta Ska­di stood. Her white arms gleamed in the fire­light; her eyes glit­tered so bright­ly that even the far­thest witch could see the play of ex­pres­sion on her vivid face.

      “Sis­ters,” she be­gan, “let me tell you what is hap­pen­ing, and who it is that we must fight. For there is a war com­ing. I don’t know who will join with us, but I know whom we must fight. It is the Mag­is­teri­um, the Church. For all its his­to­ry- and that’s not long by our lives, but it’s many, many of their­sit’s tried to sup­press and con­trol ev­ery nat­ural im­pulse. And when it can’t con­trol them, it cuts them out. Some of you have seen what they did at Bolvan­gar. And that was hor­ri­ble, but it is not the on­ly such place, not the on­ly such prac­tice. Sis­ters, you know on­ly the north; I have trav­eled in the south lands. There are church­es there, be­lieve me, that cut their chil­dren too, as the peo­ple of Bolvan­gar did­not in the same way, but just as hor­ri­bly. They cut their sex­ual or­gans, yes, both boys and girls; they cut them with knives so that they shan’t feel. That is what the Church does, and ev­ery church is the same: con­trol, de­stroy, oblit­er­ate ev­ery good feel­ing. So if a war comes, and the Church is on one side of it, we must be on the oth­er, no mat­ter what strange al­lies we find our­selves bound to.

      “What I pro­pose is that our clans join to­geth­er and go north to ex­plore this new world, and see what we can dis­cov­er there. If the child is not to be found in our world, it’s be­cause she will have gone af­ter Lord As­riel al­ready. And Lord As­riel is the key to this, be­lieve me. He was my lover once, and I would will­ing­ly join forces with him, be­cause he hates the Church and all it does.

      “That is what I have to say.”

      Ru­ta Ska­di spoke pas­sion­ate­ly, and Ser­afi­na ad­mired her pow­er and her beau­ty. When the Lat­vian queen sat down, Ser­afi­na turned to Lee Scores­by.

      “Mr. Scores­by is a friend of the child’s, and thus a friend of ours,” she said. “Would you tell us your thoughts, sir?”

      The Tex­an got to his feet, whiplash­lean and cour­te­ous. He looked as if he were not con­scious of the strangeness of the oc­ca­sion, but he was. His hare dae­mon, Hes­ter, crouched be­side him, her ears flat along her back, her gold­en eyes half closed.

      “Ma’am,” he said, “I have to thank you all first for the kind­ness you’ve shown to me, and the help you ex­tend­ed to an aero­naut bat­tered by winds that came from an­oth­er world. I won’t tres­pass long on your pa­tience.

      “When I was trav­el­ing north to Bolvan­gar with the gyp­tians, the child Lyra told me about some­thing that hap­pened in the col­lege she used to live in, back in Ox­ford. Lord As­riel had shown the oth­er schol­ars the sev­ered head of a man called Sta­nis­laus Grum­man, and that kin­da per­suad­ed them to give him some mon­ey to come north and find out what had hap­pened.

      “Now, the child was so sure of what she’d seen that I didn’t like to ques­tion her too much. But what she said made a kind of mem­ory come to my mind, ex­cept that I couldn’t reach it clear­ly. I knew some­thing about this Dr. Grum­man. And it was on­ly on the flight here from Sval­bard that I re­mem­bered what it was. It was an old hunter from Tun­gusk who told me. It seems that Grum­man knew the where­abouts of some kind of ob­ject that gives pro­tec­tion to who­ev­er holds it. I don’t want to be­lit­tle the mag­ic that you witch­es can com­mand, but this thing, what­ev­er it is, has a kind of pow­er that out­class­es any­thing I’ve ev­er heard of.

      “And I thought I might post­pone my re­tire­ment to Texas be­cause of my con­cern for that child, and search for Dr. Grum­man. You see, I don’t think he’s dead. I think Lord As­riel was fool­ing those schol­ars.

      “So I’m go­ing to No­va Zem­bla, where I last heard of him alive, and I’m go­ing to search for him. I cain’t see the fu­ture, but I can see the present clear enough. And I’m with you in this war, for what my bul­lets are worth. But that’s the task I’m go­ing to take on, ma’am,” he con­clud­ed, turn­ing back to Ser­afi­na Pekkala. “I’m go­ing to seek out Sta­nis­laus Grum­man and find out what he knows, and if I can find that ob­ject he knows of, I’ll take it to Lyra.”

      Ser­afi­na said, “Have you been mar­ried, Mr. Scores­by? Have you any chil­dren?”

      “No, ma’am, I have no child, though I would have liked to be a fa­ther. But I un­der­stand your ques­tion, and you’re right: that lit­tle girl has had bad luck with her true par­ents, and maybe I can make it up to her. Some­one has to do it, and I’m will­ing.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Scores­by,” she said.

      And she took off her crown, and plucked from it one of the lit­tle scar­let flow­ers that, while she wore them, re­mained as fresh as if they had just been picked.

      ‘Take this with you,” she said, “and when­ev­er you need my help, hold it in your hand and call to me. I shall hear you, wher­ev­er you are.”

      “Why, thank you, ma’am,” he said, sur­prised. He took the lit­tle flow­er and tucked it care­ful­ly in­to his breast pock­et.

      “And we shall call up a wind to help you to No­va Zem­bla,” Ser­afi­na Pekkala told him. “Now, sis­ters, who would like to speak?”

      The coun­cil prop­er be­gan. The witch­es were de­mo­crat­ic, up to a point; ev­ery witch, even the youngest, had the right to speak, but on­ly their queen had the pow­er to de­cide. The talk last­ed all night, with many pas­sion­ate voic­es for open war at once, and some oth­ers urg­ing cau­tion, and a few, though those were the wis­est, sug­gest­ing a mis­sion to all the oth­er witch clans to urge them to join to­geth­er for the first time.

      Ru­ta Ska­di agreed with that, and Ser­afi­na sent out mes­sen­gers at once. As for what they should do im­me­di­ate­ly, Ser­afi­na picked out twen­ty of her finest fight­ers and or­dered them to pre­pare to fly north with her, in­to the new world that Lord As­riel had opened, and search for Lyra.

      “What of you, Queen Ru­ta Ska­di?” Ser­afi­na said fi­nal­ly. “What are your plans?”

      “I shall search for Lord As­riel, and learn what he’s do­ing from his own lips. And it seems that the way he’s gone is north­ward too. May I come the first part of the jour­ney with you, sis­ter?”

      “You may, and wel­come,” said Ser­afi­na, who was glad to have her com­pa­ny. So they agreed.

      But soon af­ter the coun­cil had bro­ken up, an el­der­ly witch came to Ser­afi­na Pekkala and said, “You had bet­ter lis­ten to what Ju­ta Ka­mainen has to say, Queen. She’s head­strong, but it might be im­por­tant.”

      The young witch Ju­ta Ka­maineny­oung by witch stan­dards, that is; she was on­ly just over a hun­dred years old­was stub­born and em­bar­rassed, and her robin dae­mon was ag­itat­ed, fly­ing from her shoul­der to her hand and cir­cling high above her be­fore set­tling again briefly on her shoul­der. The witch’s cheeks were plump and red; she had a vivid and pas­sion­ate na­ture. Ser­afi­na didn’t know her well.

      “Queen,” said the young witch, un­able to stay silent un­der Ser­afi­na’s gaze, “I know the man Sta­nis­laus Grum­man. I used to love him. But I hate him now with such a fer­vor that if I see him, I shall kill him. I would have said noth­ing, but my sis­ter made me tell you.”

      She glanced with ha­tred at the el­der witch, who re­turned her look with com­pas­sion: she knew about love.

      “Well,” said Ser­afi­na, “if he is still alive, he’ll have to stay alive un­til Mr. Scores­by finds him. You had bet­ter come with us in­to the new world, and then there’ll be no dan­ger of your killing him first. For­get him, Ju­ta Ka­mainen. Love makes us suf­fer. But this task of ours is greater than re­venge. Re­mem­ber that.”

      “Yes, Queen,” said the young witch humbly.

      And Ser­afi­na Pekkala and her twen­ty­one com­pan­ions and Queen Ru­ta Ska­di of Latvia pre­pared to fly in­to the new world, where no witch had ev­er flown be­fore.

    

  
    
      The Subtle Knife

    

    
      THREE

      A CHIL­DREN’S WORLD

      Lyra was awake ear­ly.

      She’d had a hor­ri­ble dream: she had been giv­en the vac­uum flask she’d seen her fa­ther, Lord As­riel, show to the Mas­ter and Schol­ars of Jor­dan Col­lege. When that had re­al­ly hap­pened, Lyra had been hid­ing in the wardrobe, and she’d watched as Lord As­riel opened the flask to show the Schol­ars the sev­ered head of Sta­nis­laus Grum­man, the lost ex­plor­er; but in her dream, Lyra had to open the flask her­self, and she didn’t want to. In fact, she was ter­ri­fied. But she had to do it, whether she want­ed to or not, and she felt her hands weak­en­ing with dread as she undipped the lid and heard the air rash in­to the frozen cham­ber. Then she lift­ed the lid away, near­ly chok­ing with fear but know­ing she had toshe had to do it. And there was noth­ing in­side. The head had gone. There was noth­ing to be afraid of.

      But she awoke all the same, cry­ing and sweat­ing, in the hot lit­tle bed­room fac­ing the har­bor, with the moon­light stream­ing through the win­dow, and lay in some­one else’s bed clutch­ing some­one else’s pil­low, with the er­mine Pan­ta­lai­mon nuz­zling her and mak­ing sooth­ing nois­es. Oh, she was so fright­ened! And how odd it was, that in re­al life she had been ea­ger to see the head of Sta­nis­laus Grum­man, and had begged Lord As­riel to open the flask again and let her look, and yet in her dream she was so ter­ri­fied.

      When morn­ing came, she asked the alethiome­ter what the dream meant, but all it said was, It was a dream about a head.

      She thought of wak­ing the strange boy, but he was so deeply asleep that she de­cid­ed not to. In­stead, she went down to the kitchen and tried to make an omelette, and twen­ty min­utes lat­er she sat down at a ta­ble on the pave­ment and ate the black­ened, grit­ty thing with great pride while the spar­row Pan­ta­lai­mon pecked at the bits of shell.

      She heard a sound be­hind her, and there was Will, heavyeyed with sleep.

      “I can make omelette,” she said. “I’ll make you some if you like.”

      He looked at her plate and said, “No, I’ll have some ce­re­al. There’s still some milk in the fridge that’s all right. They can’t have been gone very long, the peo­ple who lived here.”

      She watched him shake corn flakes in­to a bowl and pour milk on them­some­thing else she’d nev­er seen be­fore.

      He car­ried the bowl out­side and said, “If you don’t come from this world, where’s your world? How did you get here?”

      “Over a bridge. My fa­ther made this bridge, and … I fol­lowed him across. But he’s gone some­where else, I don’t know where. I don’t care. But while I was walk­ing across there was so much fog, and I got lost, I think. I walked around in the fog for days just eat­ing berries and stuff I found. Then one day the fog cleared, and we was up on that cliff back there-“

      She ges­tured be­hind her. Will looked along the shore, past the light­house, and saw the coast ris­ing in a great se­ries of cliffs that dis­ap­peared in­to the haze of the dis­tance.

      “And we saw the town here, and came down, but there was no one here. At least there were things to eat and beds to sleep in. We didn’t know what to do next.”

      “You sure this isn’t an­oth­er part of your world?”

      ‘”Course. This en’t my world, I know that for cer­tain.”

      Will re­mem­bered his own ab­so­lute cer­tain­ty, on see­ing the patch of grass through the win­dow in the air, that it wasn’t in his world, and he nod­ded.

      “So there’s three worlds at least that are joined on,” he said.

      “There’s mil­li­ons and mil­li­ons,” Lyra said. “This oth­er dae­mon told me. He was a witch’s dae­mon. No one can count how many worlds there are, all in the same space, but no one could get from one to an­oth­er be­fore my fa­ther made this bridge.”

      “What about the win­dow I found?”

      “I dun­no about that. Maybe all the worlds are start­ing to move in­to one an­oth­er.”

      “And why are you look­ing for dust?”

      She looked at him cold­ly. “I might tell you some­time,” she said.

      “All right. But how are you go­ing to look for it?”

      “I’m go­ing to find a Schol­ar who knows about it.”

      “What, any schol­ar?”

      “No. An ex­per­imen­tal the­olo­gi­an,” she said. “In my Ox­ford, they were the ones who knew about it. Stands to rea­son it’ll be the same in your Ox­ford. I’ll go to Jor­dan Col­lege first, be­cause Jor­dan had the best ones.”

      “I nev­er heard of ex­per­imen­tal the­ol­ogy,” he said.

      “They know all about el­emen­tary par­ti­cles and fun­da­men­tal forces,” she ex­plained. “And an­baro­mag­netism, stuff like that. Atom­craft.”

      “What­mag­netism?”

      “An­baro­mag­netism. Like an­bar­ic. Those lights,” she said, point­ing up at the or­na­men­tal street­light. “They’re an­bar­ic.”

      “We call them elec­tric.”

      “Elec­tric … that’s like elec­trum. That’s a kind of stone, a jew­el, made out of gum from bees. There’s bi­sects in it, some­times.”

      “You mean am­ber,” he said, and they both said, “An­bar…”

      And each of them saw their own ex­pres­sion on the oth­er’s face. Will re­mem­bered that mo­ment for a long time af­ter­ward.

      “Well, elec­tro­mag­netism,” he went on, look­ing away. “Sounds like what we call physics, your ex­per­imen­tal the­ol­ogy. You want sci­en­tists, not the­olo­gi­ans.”

      “Ah,” she said war­ily. “I’ll find “em.”

      They sat hi the wide clear morn­ing, with the sun glit­ter­ing placid­ly on the har­bor, and each of them might have spo­ken next, be­cause both of them were burn­ing with ques­tions; but then they heard a voice from far­ther along the har­bor front, to­ward the casi­no gar­dens.

      Both of them looked there, star­tled. It was a child’s voice, but there was no one in sight.

      Will said to Lyra qui­et­ly, “How long did you say you’d been her­er

      “Three days, fourI lost count. I nev­er seen any­one. There’s no one here. I looked al­most ev­ery­where.”

      But there was. Two chil­dren, one a girl of Lyra’s age and the oth­er a younger boy, came out of one of the streets lead­ing down to the har­bor. They were car­ry­ing bas­kets, and both had red hair. They were about a hun­dred yards away when they saw Will and Lyra at the cafe ta­ble.

      Pan­ta­lai­mon changed from a goldfinch to a mouse and ran up Lyra’s arm to the pock­et of her shirt. He’d seen that these new chil­dren were like Will: nei­ther of them had a dsmon vis­ible.

      The two chil­dren wan­dered up and sat at a ta­ble near­by.

      “You from Ci’gazze?” the girl said.

      Will shook his head.

      “From Sant’Elia?”

      “No,” said Lyra. “We’re from some­where else.”

      The girl nod­ded. This was a rea­son­able re­ply.

      “What’s hap­pen­ing?” said Will. “Where are the grownups?”

      The girl’s eyes nar­rowed. “Didn’t the Specters come to your city?” she said.

      “No,” Will said. “We just got here. We don’t know about Specters. What is this city called?”

      “Ci’gazze,” the girl said sus­pi­cious­ly. “Cit­tagazze, all right.”

      “Cit­tagazze,” Lyra re­peat­ed. “Ci’gazze. Why do the grownups have to leave?”

      “Be­cause of the Specters,” the girl said with weary scorn. “What’s your name?”

      “Lyra. And he’s Will. What’s yours?”

      “An­gel­ica. My broth­er is Pao­lo.”

      “Where’ve you come from?”

      “Up the hills. There was a big fog and storm and ev­ery­one was fright­ened, so we all run up in the hills. Then when the fog cleared, the grownups could see with tele­scopes that the city was full of Specters, so they couldn’t come back. But the kids, we ain’ afraid of Specters, all right. There’s more kids com­ing down. They be here lat­er, but we’re first.”

      “Us and Tul­lio,” said lit­tle Pao­lo proud­ly.

      “Who’s Tul­lio?”

      An­gel­ica was cross: Pao­lo shouldn’t have men­tioned him, but the se­cret was out now.

      “Our big broth­er,” she said. “He ain’ with us. He’s hid­ing till he can … He’s just hid­ing.”

      “He’s gonna get-” Pao­lo be­gan, but An­gel­ica smacked him hard, and he shut his mouth at once, press­ing his quiv­er­ing lips to­geth­er.

      “What did you say about the city?” said Will. “It’s full of Specters?”

      “Yeah, Ci’gazze, Sant’Elia, all cities. The Specters go where the peo­ple are. Where you from?”

      “Winch­es­ter,” said Will.

      “I nev­er heard of it. They ain’ got Specters there?”

      “No. I can’t see any here, ei­ther.”

      ‘”Course not!” she crowed. “You ain’ grown up! When we grow up, we see Specters.”

      “I ain’ afraid of Specters, all right,” the lit­tle boy said, thrust­ing for­ward his grub­by chin. “Kill the bug­gers.”

      “En’t the grownups go­ing to come back at all?” said Lyra.

      “Yeah, in a few days,” said An­gel­ica. “When the Specters go some­where else. We like it when the Specters come, ’cause we can run about in the city, do what we like, all right.”

      “But what do the grownups think the Specters will do to them?” Will said.

      “Well, when a Specter catch a grownup, that’s bad to see. They eat the life out of them there and then, all right. I don’t want to be grown up, for sure. At first they know it’s hap­pen­ing, and they’re afraid; they cry and cry. They try and look away and pre­tend it ain’ hap­pen­ing, but it is. It’s too late. And no one ain’ gonna go near them, they on they own. Then they get pale and they stop mov­ing. They still alive, but it’s like they been eat­en from in­side. You look in they eyes, you see the back of they heads. Ain’ noth­ing there.”

      The girl turned to her broth­er and wiped his nose on the sleeve of his shirt.

      “Me and Pao­lo’s go­ing to look for ice creams,” she said. “You want to come and find some?”

      “No,” said Will, “we got some­thing else to do.” “Good­bye, then,” she said, and Pao­lo said, “Kill the Specters!”

      “Good­bye,” said Lyra.

      As soon as An­gel­ica and the lit­tle boy had van­ished, Pan­ta­lai­mon ap­peared from Lyra’s pock­et, his mouse head ruf­fled and brighteyed.

      He said to Will, “They don’t know about this win­dow you found.”

      It was the first time Will had heard him speak, and he was al­most more star­tled by that than by any­thing else he’d seen so far. Lyra laughed at his as­ton­ish­ment.

      “Hebut he spoke! Do all dae­mons talk?” Will said. ‘”Course they do!” said Lyra. “Did you think he was just a pet?”

      Will rubbed his hair and blinked. Then he shook his head. “No,” he said, ad­dress­ing Pan­ta­lai­mon. “You’re right, I think. They don’t know about it.”

      “So we bet­ter be care­ful how we go through,” Pan­ta­lai­mon said.

      It was strange for on­ly a mo­ment, talk­ing to a mouse. Then it was no more strange than talk­ing in­to a tele­phone, be­cause he was re­al­ly talk­ing to Lyra. But the mouse was sep­arate; there was some­thing of Lyra in his ex­pres­sion, but some­thing else too. It was too hard to work out, when there were so many strange things hap­pen­ing at once. Will tried to bring his thoughts to­geth­er.

      “You got to find some oth­er clothes first,” he said to Lyra, “be­fore you go in­to my Ox­ford.”

      “Why?” she said stub­born­ly.

      “Be­cause you can’t go and talk to peo­ple in my world look­ing like that; they wouldn’t let you near them. You got to look as if you fit in. You got to go about cam­ou­flaged. I know, see. I’ve been do­ing it for years. You bet­ter lis­ten to me or you’ll get caught, and if they find out where you come from, and the win­dow, and ev­ery­thing … Well, this is a good hid­ing place, this world. See, I’m … I got to hide from some men. This is the best hid­ing place I could dream of, and I don’t want it found out. So I don’t want you giv­ing it away by look­ing out of place or as if you don’t be­long. 1 got my own things to do in Ox­ford, and if you give me away, I’ll kill you.”

      She sw­al­lowed. The alethiome­ter nev­er lied: this boy was a mur­der­er, and if he’d killed be­fore, he could kill her, too. She nod­ded se­ri­ous­ly, and she meant it.

      “All right,” she said.

      Pan­ta­lai­mon had be­come a lemur, and was gaz­ing at him with dis­con­cert­ing wide eyes. Will stared back, and the dae­mon be­came a mouse once more and crept in­to Lyra’s pock­et.

      “Good,” he said. “Now, while we’re here, we’ll pre­tend to these oth­er kids that we just come from some­where in their world. It’s good there aren’t any grownups about. We can just come and go and no one’11 no­tice. But in my world, you got to do as I say. And the first thing is you bet­ter wash your­self. You need to look clean, or you’ll stand out. We got to be cam­ou­flaged ev­ery­where we go. We got to look as if we be­long there so nat­ural­ly that peo­ple don’t even no­tice us. So go and wash your hair for a start. There’s some sham­poo in the bath­room. Then we’ll go and find some dif­fer­ent clothes.”

      “I dun­no how,” she said. “I nev­er washed my hair. The house­keep­er done it at Jor­dan, and then I nev­er need­ed to af­ter that.”

      “Well, you’ll just have to work it out,” he said. “Wash your­self all over. In my world peo­ple are clean.”

      “Hmm,” said Lyra, and went up­stairs. A fe­ro­cious rat face glared at him over her shoul­der, but he looked back cold­ly.

      Part of him want­ed to wan­der about this sun­ny silent morn­ing ex­plor­ing the city, and an­oth­er part trem­bled with anx­iety for his moth­er, and an­oth­er part was still numb with shock at the death he’d caused. And over­hang­ing them all was the task he had to do. But it was good to keep busy, so while he wait­ed for Lyra, he cleaned the work­ing sur­faces in the kitchen, and washed the floor, and emp­tied the rub­bish in­to the bin he found in the al­ley out­side.

      Then he took the green leather writ­ing case from his tote bag and looked at it long­ing­ly. As soon as he’d shown Lyra how to get through the win­dow in­to his Ox­ford, he’d come back and look at what was in­side; but in the mean­while, he tucked it un­der the mat­tress of the bed he’d slept in. In this world, it was safe.

      When Lyra came down, clean and wet, they left to look for some clothes for her. They found a de­part­ment store, shab­by like ev­ery­where else, with clothes in styles that looked a lit­tle old­fash­ioned to Will’s eye, but they found Lyra a tar­tan skirt and a green sleeve­less blouse with a pock­et for Pan­ta­lai­mon. She re­fused to wear jeans, re­fused even to be­lieve Will when he told her that most girls did.

      “They’re trousers,” she said. “I’m a girl. Don’t be stupid.”

      He shrugged; the tar­tan skirt looked un­re­mark­able, which was the main thing. Be­fore they left, Will dropped some coins in the till be­hind the counter.

      “What you do­ing?” she said.

      “Pay­ing. You have to pay for things. Don’t they pay for things in your world?”

      “They don’t in this one! I bet those oth­er kids en’t pay­ing for a thing.”

      “They might not, but I do.”

      “If you start be­hav­ing like a grownup, the Specters’11 get you,” she said, but she didn’t know whether she could tease him yet or whether she should be afraid of him.

      In the day­light, Will could see how an­cient the build­in­gs in the heart of the city were, and how near to ru­in some of them had come. Holes in the road had not been re­paired; win­dows were bro­ken; plas­ter was peel­ing. And yet there had once been a beau­ty and grandeur about this place. Through carved arch­ways they could see spa­cious court­yards filled with green­ery, and there were great build­in­gs that looked like palaces, for all that the steps were cracked and the door­frames loose from the walls. It looked as if rather than knock a build­ing down and build a new one, the cit­izens of Ci’gazze pre­ferred to patch it up in­def­inite­ly.

      At one point they came to a tow­er stand­ing on its own in a lit­tle square. It was the old­est build­ing they’d seen: a sim­ple bat­tle­ment­ed tow­er four sto­ries high. Some­thing about its still­ness in the bright sun was in­trigu­ing, and both Will and Lyra felt drawn to the hal­fopen door at the top of the broad steps; but they didn’t speak of it, and they went on, a bit re­luc­tant­ly.

      When they reached the broad boule­vard with the palm trees, he told her to look for a lit­tle cafe on a cor­ner, with green­paint­ed met­al ta­bles on the pave­ment out­side. They found it with­in a minute. It looked small­er and shab­bier by day­light, but it was the same place, with the zinc­topped bar, the espres­so ma­chine, and the half­fin­ished plate of risot­to, now be­gin­ning to smell bad in the warm air.

      “Is it in here?” she said.

      “No. It’s in the mid­dle of the road. Make sure there’s no oth­er kids around.”

      But they were alone. Will took her to the grassy me­di­an un­der the palm trees, and looked around to get his bear­in­gs.

      “I think it was about here,” he said. “When I came through, I could just about see that big hill be­hind the white house up there, and look­ing this way there was the cafe there, and …”

      “What’s it look like? I can’t see any­thing.”

      “You won’t mis­take it. It doesn’t look like any­thing you’ve ev­er seen.”

      He cast up and down. Had it van­ished? Had it closed? He couldn’t see it any­where.

      And then sud­den­ly he had it. He moved back and forth, watch­ing the edge. Just as he’d found the night be­fore, on the Ox­ford side of it, you could on­ly see it at all from one side: when you moved be­hind it, it was in­vis­ible. And the sun on the grass be­yond it was just like the sun on the grass on this side, ex­cept un­ac­count­ably dif­fer­ent.

      “Here it is,” he said when he was sure.

      “Ah! I see it!”

      She was agog, she looked as as­tound­ed as he’d looked him­self to hear Pan­ta­lai­mon talk. Her dce­mon, un­able to re­main in­side her pock­et, had come out to be a wasp, and he buzzed up to the hole and back sev­er­al times, while she rubbed her still slight­ly wet hair in­to spikes.

      “Keep to one side,” he told her. “If you stand in front of it peo­ple’d just see a pair of legs, and that would make ‘em cu­ri­ous. I don’t want any­one not­ic­ing.”

      “What’s that noise?”

      “Traf­fic. It’s a part of the Ox­ford ring road. It’s bound to be busy. Get down and look at it from the side. It’s the wrong time of day to go through, re­al­ly; there’s far too many peo­ple about. But it’d be hard to find some­where to go if we went in the mid­dle of the night. At least once we’re through we can blend in easy. You go first. Just duck through quick­ly and move out of the way.”

      She had a lit­tle blue ruck­sack that she’d been car­ry­ing since they left the cafe, and she un­slung it and held it in her arms be­fore crouch­ing to look through.

      “Ah!” She gasped. “And that’s your world? That don’t look like any part of Ox­ford. You sure you was in Ox­ford?”

      ‘”Course I’m sure. When you go through, you’ll see a road right in front of you. Go to the left, and then a lit­tle far­ther along you take the road that goes down to the right. That leads to the city cen­ter. Make sure you can see where this win­dow is, and re­mem­ber, all right? It’s the on­ly way back.”

      “Right,” she said. “I won’t for­get.”

      Tak­ing her ruck­sack in her arms, she ducked through the win­dow in the air and van­ished. Will crouched down to see where she went.

      And there she was, stand­ing on the grass in his Ox­ford with Pan still as a wasp on her shoul­der, and no one, as far as he could tell, had seen her ap­pear. Cars and trucks raced past a few feet be­yond, and no driv­er, at this busy junc­tion, would have time to gaze side­ways at an odd­look­ing bit of air, even if they could see it, and the traf­fic screened the win­dow from any­one look­ing across from the far side.

      There was a squeal of brakes, a shout, a bang. He flung him­self down to look.

      Lyra was ly­ing on the grass. A car had braked so hard that a van had struck it from be­hind, and knocked the car for­ward any­way, and there was Lyra, ly­ing still-

      Will dart­ed through af­ter her. No one saw him come; all eyes were on the car, the crum­pled bumper, the van driv­er get­ting out, and on the lit­tle girl.

      “I couldn’t help it! She ran out in front,” said the car driv­er, a mid­dleaged wom­an. “You were too close,” she said, turn­ing to­ward the van driv­er.

      “Nev­er mind that,” he said. “How’s the kid?”

      The van driv­er was ad­dress­ing Will, who was on his knees be­side Lyra. Will looked up and around, but there was noth­ing for it; he was re­spon­si­ble. On the grass next to him, Lyra was mov­ing her head about, blink­ing hard. Will saw the wasp Pan­ta­lai­mon crawl­ing dazed­ly up a grass stem be­side her.

      “You all right?” Will said. “Move your legs and arms.”

      “Stupid!” said the wom­an from the car. “Just ran out in front. Didn’t look once. What am I sup­posed to do?”

      “You still there, love?” said the van driv­er.

      “Yeah,” mut­tered Lyra.

      “Ev­ery­thing work­ing?”

      “Move your feet and hands,” Will in­sist­ed.

      She did. There was noth­ing bro­ken.

      “She’s all right,” said Will. “I’ll look af­ter her. She’s fine.”

      “D’you know her?” said the truck driv­er.

      “She’s my sis­ter,” said Will. “It’s all right. We just live around the cor­ner. I’ll take her home.”

      Lyra was sit­ting up now, and as she was ob­vi­ous­ly not bad­ly hurt, the wom­an turned her at­ten­tion back to the car. The rest of the traf­fic was mov­ing around the two sta­tion­ary ve­hi­cles, and as they went past, the drivers looked cu­ri­ous­ly at the lit­tle scene, as peo­ple al­ways do. Will helped Lyra up; the soon­er they moved away, the bet­ter. The wom­an and the van driv­er had re­al­ized that their ar­gu­ment ought to be han­dled by thenin­sur­an­ce com­pa­nies and were ex­chang­ing ad­dress­es when the wom­an saw Will help­ing Lyra to limp away.

      “Wait!” she called. “You’ll be wit­ness­es. I need your name and ad­dress.”

      “I’m Mark Ran­som,” said Will, turn­ing back, “and my sis­ter’s Lisa. We live at twen­tysix Bourne Close.”

      “Post­code?”

      “I can nev­er re­mem­ber,” he said. “Look, I want to get her home.”

      “Hop in the cab,” said the van driv­er, “and I’ll take you round.”

      “No, it’s no trou­ble. It’d be quick­er to walk, hon­est.”

      Lyra wasn’t limp­ing bad­ly. She walked away with Will, back along the grass un­der the horn­beam trees, and turned at the first cor­ner they came to.

      They sat on a low gar­den wall.

      “You hurt?” Will said.

      “Banged me leg. And when I fell down, it shook me head,” she said.

      But she was more con­cerned about what was in the ruck­sack. She felt in­side it, brought out a heavy lit­tle bun­dle wrapped in black vel­vet, and un­fold­ed it. Will’s eyes widened to see the alethiome­ter; the tiny sym­bols paint­ed around the face, the gold­en hands, the quest­ing nee­dle, the heavy rich­ness of the case took his breath away.

      “What’s that?” he said.

      “It’s my alethiome­ter. It’s a truth teller. A sym­bol read­er. I hope it en’t bro­ken….”

      But it was un­harmed. Even in her trem­bling hands the long nee­dle swung stea­di­ly. She put it away and said, “I nev­er seen so many carts and things. I nev­er guessed they was go­ing so fast.”

      “They don’t have cars and vans in your Ox­ford?”

      “Not so many. Not like these ones. I wasn’t used to it. But I’m all right now.”

      “Well, be care­ful from now on. If you go and walk un­der a bus or get lost or some­thing, they’ll re­al­ize you’re not from this world and start look­ing for the way through….”

      He was far more an­gry than he need­ed to be. Fi­nal­ly he said, “All right, look. If you pre­tend you’re my sis­ter, that’ll be a dis­guise for me, be­cause the per­son they’re look­ing for hasn’t got a sis­ter. And if I’m with you, I can show you how to cross roads with­out get­ting killed.”

      “All right,” she said humbly.

      “And mon­ey. I bet you haven’t–well, how could you have any mon­ey? How are you go­ing to get around and eat and so on?”

      “I have got mon­ey,” she said, and shook some gold coins out of her purse.

      Will looked at them in­cred­ulous­ly.

      “Is that gold? It is, isn’t it? Well, that would get peo­ple ask­ing ques­tions, and no mis­take. You’re just not safe. I’ll give you some mon­ey. Put those coins away and keep them out of sight. And re­mem­bery­ou’re my sis­ter, and your name’s Lisa Ran­som.”

      “Lizzie. I pre­tend­ed to call my­self Lizzie be­fore. I can re­mem­ber that.”

      “All right, Lizzie then. And I’m Mark. Don’t for­get.”

      “All right,” she said peace­ably.

      Her leg was go­ing to be painful; al­ready it was red and swollen where the car had struck it, and a dark, mas­sive bruise was form­ing. What with the bruise on her cheek where he’d struck her the night be­fore, she looked as if she’d been bad­ly treat­ed, and that wor­ried him toosup­pose some po­lice of­fi­cer should be­come cu­ri­ous?

      He tried to put it out of his mind, and they set off to­geth­er, cross­ing at the traf­fic lights and cast­ing just one glance back at the win­dow un­der the horn­beam trees. They couldn’t see it at all. It was quite in­vis­ible, and the traf­fic was flow­ing again.

      In Sum­mer­town, ten min­utes’ walk down the Ban­bury Road, Will stopped in front of a bank.

      “What are you do­ing?” said Lyra.

      “I’m go­ing to get some mon­ey. I prob­ably bet­ter not do it too of­ten, but they won’t reg­is­ter it till the end of the work­ing day, I shouldn’t think.”

      He put his moth­er’s bank card in­to the au­to­mat­ic teller and tapped out her PIN num­ber. Noth­ing seemed to be go­ing wrong, so he with­drew a hun­dred pounds, and the ma­chine gave it up with­out a hitch. Lyra watched open­mouthed. He gave her a twen­ty­pound note.

      “Use that lat­er,” he said. “Buy some­thing and get some change. Let’s find a bus in­to town.”

      Lyra let him deal with the bus. She sat very qui­et­ly, watch­ing the hous­es and gar­dens of the city that was hers and not hers. It was like be­ing in some­one else’s dream. They got off in the city cen­ter next to an old stone church, which she did know, op­po­site a big de­part­ment store, which she didn’t.

      “It’s all changed,” she said. “Like … That en’t the Corn­mar­ket? And this is the Broad. There’s Bal­li­ol. And Bod­ley’s Li­brary, down there. But where’s Jor­dan?”

      Now she was trem­bling bad­ly. It might have been de­layed re­ac­tion from the ac­ci­dent, or present shock from find­ing an en­tire­ly dif­fer­ent build­ing in place of the Jor­dan Col­lege she knew as home.

      “That en’t right,” she said. She spoke qui­et­ly, be­cause Will had told her to stop point­ing out so loud­ly the things that were wrong. “This is a dif­fer­ent Ox­ford.”

      “Well, we knew that,” he said.

      He wasn’t pre­pared for Lyra’s wideeyed help­less­ness. He couldn’t know how much of her child­hood had been spent run­ning about streets al­most iden­ti­cal with these, and how proud she’d been of be­long­ing to Jor­dan Col­lege, whose Schol­ars were the clever­est, whose cof­fers the rich­est, whose beau­ty the most splen­did of all. And now it sim­ply wasn’t there, and she wasn’t Lyra of Jor­dan any­more; she was a lost lit­tle girl in a strange world, be­long­ing nowhere.

      “Well,” she said shak­ily. “If it en’t here …”

      It was go­ing to take longer than she’d thought, that was all.

    

  
    
      The Subtle Knife

    

    
      FOUR

      TREPAN­NING

      As soon as Lyra had gone her way, Will found a pay phone and di­aled the num­ber of the lawyer’s of­fice on the let­ter he held.

      “Hel­lo? I want to speak to Mr. Perkins.”

      “Who’s call­ing, please?”

      “It’s in con­nec­tion with Mr. John Par­ry. I’m his son.”

      “Just a mo­ment, please…”

      A minute went by, and then a man’s voice said, “Hel­lo. This is Alan Perkins. Who am I speak­ing to?”

      “William Par­ry. Ex­cuse me for call­ing. It’s about my fa­ther, Mr. John Par­ry. You send mon­ey ev­ery three months from my fa­ther to my moth­er’s bank ac­count.”

      “Yes…”

      “Well, I want to know where my fa­ther is, please. Is he alive or dead?”

      “How old are you, William?”

      “Twelve. I want to know about him.”

      “Yes … Has your moth­er … is she … does she know you’re phon­ing me?”

      Will thought care­ful­ly.

      “No,” he said. “But she’s not in very good health. She can’t tell me very much, and I want to know.”

      “Yes, I see. Where are you now? Are you at home?”

      “No, I’m … I’m in Ox­ford.”

      “On your own?”

      “Yes.”

      “And your moth­er’s not well, you say?”

      “No.”

      “Is she in hos­pi­tal or some­thing?”

      “Some­thing like that. Look, can you tell me or not?”

      “Well, I can tell you some­thing, but not much and not right now, and I’d rather not do it over the phone. I’m see­ing a client in five min­utes. Can you find your way to my of­fice at about half past two?”

      “No,” Will said. It would be too risky; the lawyer might have heard by then that he was want­ed by the po­lice. He thought quick­ly and went on. “I’ve got to catch a bus to Not­ting­ham, and I don’t want to miss it. But what I want to know, you can tell me over the phone, can’t you? All I want to know is, is my fa­ther alive, and if he is, where I can find him. You can tell me that, can’t you?”

      “It’s not quite as sim­ple as that. I can’t re­al­ly give out pri­vate in­for­ma­tion about a client un­less I’m sure the client would want me to. And I’d need some proof of who you were, any­way.”

      “Yes, I un­der­stand, but can you just tell me whether he’s alive or dead?”

      “Well … that wouldn’t be con­fi­den­tial. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, I can’t tell you any­way, be­cause I don’t know.”

      “What?”

      “The mon­ey comes from a fam­ily trust. He left in­struc­tions to pay it un­til he told me to stop. 1 haven’t heard from him from that day to this. What it boils down to is that he’s… well, I sup­pose he’s van­ished. That’s why I can’t an­swer your ques­tion.”

      “Van­ished? Just… lost?”

      “It’s a mat­ter of pub­lic record, ac­tu­al­ly. Look, why don’t you come in­to the of­fice and-“

      “I can’t. I’m go­ing to Not­ting­ham.”

      “Well, write to me, or get your moth­er to write, and I’ll let you know what I can. But you must un­der­stand, I can’t do very much over the phone.”

      “Yes, I sup­pose so. All right. But can you tell me where he dis­ap­peared?”

      “As I say, it’s a mat­ter of pub­lic record. There were sev­er­al news­pa­per sto­ries at the time. You know he was an ex­plor­er?”

      “My moth­er’s told me some things, yes.”

      “Well, he was lead­ing an ex­pe­di­tion, and it just dis­ap­peared. About ten years ago. Maybe more.”

      “Where?”

      “The far north. Alas­ka, I think. You can look it up in the pub­lic li­brary. Why don’t you-“

      But at that point Will’s mon­ey ran out, and he didn’t have any more change. The di­al tone purred in his ear. He put the phone down and looked around.

      What he want­ed above all was to speak to his moth­er. He had to stop him­self from di­al­ing Mrs. Coop­er’s num­ber, be­cause if he heard his moth­er’s voice, it would be very hard not to go back to her, and that would put both of them in dan­ger. But he could send her a post­card.

      He chose a view of the city, and wrote: “DEAR MUM, I AM SAFE AND WELL, AND I WILL SEE YOU AGAIN SOON. I HOPE EV­ERY­THING IS ALL RIGHT. I LOVE YOU. Wl­LL.” Then he ad­dressed it and bought a stamp and held the card close to him for a minute be­fore drop­ping it in the mail­box.

      It was mid­morn­ing, and he was in the main shop­ping street, where bus­es shoul­dered their way through crowds of pedes­tri­ans. He be­gan to re­al­ize how ex­posed he was; for it was a week­day, when a child of his age should have been in school. Where could he go?

      It didn’t take him long to hide. Will could van­ish eas­ily enough, be­cause he was good at it; he was even proud of his skill. Like Ser­afi­na Pekkala on the ship, he sim­ply made him­self part of the back­ground.

      So now, know­ing the sort of world he lived in, he went in­to a sta­tionery shop and bought a ball­point, a pad of pa­per, and a clip­board. Schools of­ten sent groups of pupils off to do a shop­ping sur­vey, or some­thing of the sort, and if he seemed to be on a project like that he wouldn’t look as if he was at a loose end.

      Then he wan­dered along, pre­tend­ing to be mak­ing notes, and kept his eyes open for the pub­lic li­brary.

      *	*	*

      Mean­while, Lyra was look­ing for some­where qui­et to con­sult the alethiome­ter. In her own Ox­ford there would have been a dozen places with­in five min­utes’ walk, but this Ox­ford was so dis­con­cert­ing­ly dif­fer­ent, with patch­es of poignant fa­mil­iar­ity right next to the down­right out­lan­dish: why had they paint­ed those yel­low lines on the road? What were those lit­tle white patch­es dot­ting ev­ery side­walk? (In her own world, they had nev­er heard of chew­ing gum.) What could those red and green lights mean at the cor­ner of the road? It was all much hard­er to read than the alethiome­ter.

      But here were St. John’s Col­lege gates, which she and Roger had once climbed af­ter dark to plant fire­works in the flow­er beds; and that par­tic­ular worn stone at the cor­ner of Cat­te Street­there were the ini­tials SP that Si­mon Parslow had scratched, the very same ones! She’d seen him do it! Some­one in this world with the same ini­tials must have stood here idly and done ex­act­ly the same.

      There might be a Si­mon Parslow in this world.

      Per­haps there was a Lyra.

      A chill ran down her back, and mouse­shaped Pan­ta­lai­mon shiv­ered in her pock­et. She shook her­self; there were mys­ter­ies enough with­out imag­in­ing more.

      The oth­er way in which this Ox­ford dif­fered from hers was in the vast num­bers of peo­ple swarm­ing on ev­ery side­walk, in and out of ev­ery build­ing; peo­ple of ev­ery sort, wom­en dressed like men, Africans, even a group of Tar­tars meek­ly fol­low­ing their lead­er, all neat­ly dressed and hung about with lit­tle black cas­es. She glared at them fear­ful­ly at first, be­cause they had no dae­mons, and in her world they would have been re­gard­ed as ghasts, or worse.

      But (this was the strangest thing) they all looked ful­ly alive. These crea­tures moved about cheer­ful­ly enough, for all the world as though they were hu­man, and Lyra had to con­cede that hu­man was what they prob­ably were, and that their dae­mons were in­side them as Will’s was.

      Af­ter wan­der­ing about for an hour, tak­ing the mea­sure of this mock­Ox­ford, she felt hun­gry and bought a bar of choco­late with her twen­ty­pound note. The shop­keep­er looked at her odd­ly, but he was from the In­dies and didn’t un­der­stand her ac­cent, per­haps, al­though she asked very clear­ly. With the change she bought an ap­ple from the Cov­ered Mar­ket, which was much more like the prop­er Ox­ford, and walked up to­ward the park. There she found her­self out­side a grand build­ing, a re­al Ox­ford­look­ing build­ing that didn’t ex­ist in her world at all, though it wouldn’t have looked out of place. She sat on the grass out­side to eat, and re­gard­ed the build­ing ap­prov­ing­ly.

      She dis­cov­ered that it was a mu­se­um. The doors were open, and in­side she found stuffed an­imals and fos­sil skele­tons and cas­es of min­er­als, just like the Roy­al Ge­olog­ical Mu­se­um she’d vis­it­ed with Mrs. Coul­ter in her Lon­don. At the back of the great iro­nand­glass hall was the en­trance to an­oth­er part of the mu­se­um, and be­cause it was near­ly de­sert­ed, she went through and looked around. The alethiome­ter was still the most ur­gent thing on her mind, but in this sec­ond cham­ber she found her­self sur­round­ed by things she knew well: there were show­cas­es filled with Arc­tic cloth­ing, just like her own furs; with sledges and wal­ru­sivory carv­in­gs and seal­hunt­ing har­poons; with a thou­sand and one jum­bled tro­phies and relics and ob­jects of mag­ic and tools and weapons, and not on­ly from the Arc­tic, as she saw, but from ev­ery part of this world

      Well, how strange. Those cari­bouskin furs were ex­act­ly the same as hers, but they’d tied the traces on that sledge com­plete­ly wrong. But here was a pho­togram show­ing some Samoyed hunters, the very dou­bles of the ones who’d caught Lyra and sold her to Bolvan­gar. Look! They were the same men! And even that rope had frayed and been re­knot­ted in pre­cise­ly the same spot, and she knew it in­ti­mate­ly, hav­ing been tied up in that very sledge for sev­er­al ag­oniz­ing hours…. What were these mys­ter­ies? Was there on­ly one world af­ter all, which spent its time dream­ing of oth­ers?

      And then she came across some­thing that made her think of the alethiome­ter again. In an old glass case with a black­paint­ed wood­en frame there were a num­ber of hu­man skulls, and some of them had holes in them: some at the front, some on the side, some on the top. The one in the cen­ter had two.

      This pro­cess, it said in spi­dery writ­ing on a card, was called trepan­ning. The card al­so said that all the holes had been made dur­ing the own­ers’ life­times, be­cause the bone had healed and grown smooth around the edge. One, how­ev­er, hadn’t: the hole had been made by a bronze ar­row­head which was still in it, and its edges were sharp and bro­ken, so you could tell it was dif­fer­ent.

      This was just what the north­ern Tar­tars did. And what Sta­nis­laus Grum­man had had done to him­self, ac­cord­ing to the Jor­dan Schol­ars who’d known him. Lyra looked around quick­ly, saw no one near­by, and took out the alethiome­ter.

      She fo­cused her mind on the cen­tral skull and asked: What sort of per­son did this skull be­long to, and why did they have those holes made in it?

      As she stood con­cen­trat­ing in the dusty light that fil­tered through the glass roof and slant­ed down past the up­per gal­leries, she didn’t no­tice that she was be­ing watched.

      A pow­er­ful­look­ing man in his six­ties, wear­ing a beau­ti­ful­ly tai­lored linen suit and hold­ing a Pana­ma hat, stood on the gallery above and looked down over the iron rail­ing.

      His gray hair was brushed neat­ly back from his smooth, tanned, bare­ly wrin­kled fore­head. His eyes were large, dark and lon­glashed and in­tense, and ev­ery minute or so his sharp, dark­point­ed tongue peeped out at the cor­ner of his lips and flicked across them moistly. The snowy hand­ker­chief in his breast pock­et was scent­ed with some heavy cologne like those hot­house plants so rich you can smell the de­cay at their roots.

      He had been watch­ing Lyra for some min­utes. He had moved along the gallery above as she moved about be­low, and when she stood still by the case of skulls, he watched her close­ly, tak­ing in all of her: her rough, un­tidy hair, the bruise on her cheek, the new clothes, her bare neck arched over the alethiome­ter, her bare legs.

      He shook out the breast­pock­et hand­ker­chief and mopped his fore­head, and then made for the stairs.

      Lyra, ab­sorbed, was learn­ing strange things. These skulls were unimag­in­ably old; the cards in the case said sim­ply BRONZE AGE, but the alethiome­ter, which nev­er lied, said that the man whose skull it was had lived 33,254 years be­fore the present day, and that he had been a sor­cer­er, and that the hole had been made to let the gods in­to his head. And then the alethiome­ter, in the ca­su­al way it some­times had of an­swer­ing a ques­tion Lyra hadn’t asked, added that there was a good deal more Dust around the trepanned skulls than around the one with the ar­row­head.

      What in the world could that mean? Lyra came out of the fo­cused calm she shared with the alethiome­ter and drift­ed back to the present mo­ment to find her­self no longer alone. Gaz­ing in­to the next case was an el­der­ly man in a pale suit, who smelled sweet. He re­mind­ed her of some­one, but she couldn’t think who.

      He be­came aware of her star­ing at him, and looked up with a smile.

      “You’re look­ing at the trepanned skulls?” he said. “What strange things peo­ple do to them­selves.” “Mm,” she said ex­pres­sion­less­ly. “D’you know, peo­ple still do that?” “Yeah,” she said.

      “Hip­pies, you know, peo­ple like that. Ac­tu­al­ly, you’re far too young to re­mem­ber hip­pies. They say it’s more ef­fec­tive than tak­ing drugs.”

      Lyra had put the alethiome­ter in her ruck­sack and was won­der­ing how she could get away. She still hadn’t asked it the main ques­tion, and now this old man was hav­ing a con­ver­sa­tion with her. He seemed nice enough, and he cer­tain­ly smelled nice. He was clos­er now. His hand brushed hers as he leaned across the case.

      “Makes you won­der, doesn’t it? No anes­thet­ic, no dis­in­fec­tant, prob­ably done with stone tools. They must have been tough, mustn’t they? I don’t think I’ve seen you here be­fore. I come here quite a lot. What’s your name?” “Lizzie,” she said com­fort­ably.

      “Lizzie. Hel­lo, Lizzie. I’m Charles. Do you go to school in Ox­ford?”

      She wasn’t sure how to an­swer. “No,” she said.

      “Just vis­it­ing? Well, you’ve cho­sen a won­der­ful place to look at. What are you spe­cial­ly in­ter­est­ed in?”

      She was more puz­zled by this man than by any­one she’d met for a long time. On the one hand he was kind and friend­ly and very clean and smart­ly dressed, but on the oth­er hand Pan­ta­lai­mon, in­side her pock­et, was pluck­ing at her at­ten­tion and beg­ging her to be care­ful, be­cause he was hal­fre­mem­ber­ing some­thing too; and from some­where she sensed, not a smell, but the idea of a smell, and it was the smell of dung, of pu­tre­fac­tion. She was re­mind­ed of lo­fur Rakni­son’s palace, where the air was per­fumed but the floor was thick with filth.

      “What am I in­ter­est­ed in?” she said. “Oh, all sorts of things, re­al­ly. Those skulls I got in­ter­est­ed in just now, when I saw them there. I shouldn’t think any­one would want that done. It’s hor­ri­ble.”

      “No, I wouldn’t en­joy it my­self, but I promise you it does hap­pen. I could take you to meet some­one who’s done it,” he said, look­ing so friend­ly and help­ful that she was very near­ly tempt­ed. But then out came that lit­tle dark tongue point, as quick as a snake’s, flick­moist­en, and she shook her head.

      “I got to go,” she said. “Thank you for of­fer­ing, but I bet­ter not. Any­way, I got to go now be­cause I’m meet­ing some­one. My friend,” she added. “Who I’m stay­ing with.”

      “Yes, of course,” he said kind­ly. “Well, it was nice talk­ing to you. Bye­bye, Lizzie.”

      “Bye,” she said.

      “Oh, just in case, here’s my name and ad­dress,” he said, hand­ing her a card. “Just in case you want to know more about things like this.”

      “Thank you,” she said bland­ly, and put it in the lit­tle pock­et on the back of her ruck­sack be­fore leav­ing. She felt he was watch­ing her all the way out.

      Once she was out­side the mu­se­um, she turned in to the park, which she knew as a field for crick­et and oth­er sports, and found a qui­et spot un­der some trees and tried the alethiome­ter again.

      This time she asked where she could find a Schol­ar who knew about Dust. The an­swer she got was sim­ple: it di­rect­ed her to a cer­tain room in the tall square build­ing be­hind her. In fact, the an­swer was so straight­for­ward, and came so abrupt­ly, that Lyra was sure the alethiome­ter had more to say: she was be­gin­ning to sense now that it had moods, like a per­son, and to know when it want­ed to tell her more.

      And it did now. What it said was: You must con­cern your­self with the boy. Your task is to help him find his fa­ther. Put your mind to that.

      She blinked. She was gen­uine­ly star­tled. Will had ap­peared out of nowhere in or­der to help her; sure­ly that was ob­vi­ous. The idea that she had come all this way in or­der to help him took her breath away.

      But the alethiome­ter still hadn’t fin­ished. The nee­dle twitched again, and she read: Do not lie to the Schol­ar.

      She fold­ed the vel­vet around the alethiome­ter and thrust it in­to the ruck­sack out of sight. Then she stood and looked around for the build­ing where her Schol­ar would be found, and set off to­ward it, feel­ing awk­ward and de­fi­ant.

      Will found the li­brary eas­ily enough, where the ref­er­ence li­brar­ian was per­fect­ly pre­pared to be­lieve that he was do­ing some re­search for a school ge­og­ra­phy project and helped him find the bound copies of The Times in­dex for the year of his birth, which was when his fa­ther had dis­ap­peared. Will sat down to look through them. Sure enough, there were sev­er­al ref­er­ences to John Par­ry, in con­nec­tion with an ar­chae­olog­ical ex­pe­di­tion.

      Each month, he found, was on a sep­arate roll of mi­cro­film. He thread­ed each in turn in­to the pro­jec­tor, scrolled through to find the sto­ries, and read them with fierce at­ten­tion. The first sto­ry told of the de­par­ture of an ex­pe­di­tion to the north of Alas­ka. The ex­pe­di­tion was spon­sored by the In­sti­tute of Ar­chae­ol­ogy at Ox­ford Uni­ver­si­ty, and it was go­ing to sur­vey an area in which they hoped to find ev­idence of ear­ly hu­man set­tle­ments. It was ac­com­pa­nied by John Par­ry, late of the Roy­al Marines, a pro­fes­sion­al ex­plor­er.

      The sec­ond sto­ry was dat­ed six weeks lat­er. It said briefly that the ex­pe­di­tion had reached the North Amer­ican Arc­tic Sur­vey Sta­tion at Noatak in Alas­ka.

      The third was dat­ed two months af­ter that. It said that there had been no re­ply to sig­nals from the Sur­vey Sta­tion, and that John Par­ry and his com­pan­ions were pre­sumed miss­ing.

      There was a brief se­ries of ar­ti­cles fol­low­ing that one, de­scrib­ing the par­ties that had set out fruit­less­ly to look for them, the search flights over the Bering Sea, the re­ac­tion of the In­sti­tute of Ar­chae­ol­ogy, in­ter­views with rel­atives….

      His heart thud­ded, be­cause there was a pic­ture of his own moth­er. Hold­ing a ba­by. Him.

      The re­porter had writ­ten a stan­dard tear­ful­wife­wait­in­gi­nan­guish­fornews sto­ry, which Will found dis­ap­point­ing­ly short of ac­tu­al facts. There was a brief para­graph say­ing that John Par­ry had had a suc­cess­ful ca­reer in the Roy­al Marines and had left to spe­cial­ize in or­ga­niz­ing ge­ograph­ical and sci­en­tif­ic ex­pe­di­tions, and that was all.

      There was no oth­er men­tion in the in­dex, and Will got up from the mi­cro­film read­er baf­fled. There must be some more in­for­ma­tion some­where else; but where could he go next? And if he took too long search­ing for it, he’d be traced….

      He hand­ed back the rolls of mi­cro­film and asked the li­brar­ian, “Do you know the ad­dress of the In­sti­tute of Ar­chae­ol­ogy, please?”

      “I could find out…. What school are you from?”

      “St. Pe­ter’s,” said Will.

      “That’s not in Ox­ford, is it?”

      “No, it’s in Hamp­shire. My class is do­ing a sort of res­iden­tial field trip. Kind of en­vi­ron­men­tal study re­search skills.”

      “Oh, I see. What was it you want­ed? … Ar­chae­ol­ogy? … Here we are.”

      Will copied down the ad­dress and phone num­ber, and since it was safe to ad­mit he didn’t know Ox­ford, asked where to find it. It wasn’t far away. He thanked the li­brar­ian and set off.

      In­side the build­ing Lyra found a wide desk at the foot of the stairs, with a porter be­hind it.

      “Where are you go­ing?” he said.

      This was like home again. She felt Pan, in her pock­et, en­joy­ing it.

      “I got a mes­sage for some­one on the sec­ond floor,” she said.

      “Who?”

      “Dr. Lis­ter,” she said.

      “Dr. Lis­ter’s on the third floor. If you’ve got some­thing for him, you can leave it here and I’ll let him know.”

      “Yeah, but this is some­thing he needs right now. He just sent for it. It’s not a thing ac­tu­al­ly, it’s some­thing I need to tell him.”

      He looked at her care­ful­ly, but he was no match for the bland and vac­uous docil­ity Lyra could com­mand when she want­ed to; and fi­nal­ly he nod­ded and went back to his news­pa­per.

      The alethiome­ter didn’t tell Lyra peo­ple’s names, of course. She had read the name Dr. Lis­ter off a pi­geon­hole on the wall be­hind him, be­cause if you pre­tend you know some­one, they’re more like­ly to let you in. In some ways Lyra knew Will’s world bet­ter than he did.

      On the sec­ond floor she found a long cor­ri­dor, where one door was open to an emp­ty lec­ture hall and an­oth­er to a small­er room where two Schol­ars stood dis­cussing some­thing at a black­board. These rooms, the walls of this cor­ri­dor, were all flat and bare and plain in a way Lyra thought be­longed to pover­ty, not to the schol­ar­ship and splen­dor of Ox­ford; and yet the brick walls were smooth­ly paint­ed, and the doors were of heavy wood and the ban­is­ters were of pol­ished steel, so they were cost­ly. It was just an­oth­er way in which this world was strange.

      She soon found the door the alethiome­ter had told her about. The sign on it said DARK MAT­TER RE­SEARCH UNIT, and un­der it some­one had scrib­bled R.I.P. An­oth­er hand had added in pen­cil DI­REC­TOR: LAZARUS.

      Lyra made noth­ing of that. She knocked, and a wom­an’s voice said, “Come in.”

      It was a small room, crowd­ed with tot­ter­ing piles of pa­pers and books, and the white­boards on the walls were cov­ered in fig­ures and equa­tions. Tacked to the back of the door was a de­sign that looked Chi­nese. Through an open door­way Lyra could see an­oth­er room, where some kind of com­pli­cat­ed an­bar­ic ma­chin­ery stood in si­lence.

      For her part, Lyra was a lit­tle sur­prised to find that the Schol­ar she sought was fe­male, but the alethiome­ter hadn’t said a man, and this was a strange world, af­ter all. The wom­an was sit­ting at an en­gine that dis­played fig­ures and shapes on a small glass screen, in front of which all the let­ters of the al­pha­bet had been laid out on grimy lit­tle blocks in an ivory tray. The Schol­ar tapped one, and the screen be­came blank.

      “Who are you?” she said.

      Lyra shut the door be­hind her. Mind­ful of what the alethiome­ter had told her, she tried hard not to do what she nor­mal­ly would have done, and she told the truth.

      “Lyra Sil­ver­tongue,” she an­swered. “What’s your name?”

      The wom­an blinked. She was in her late thir­ties, Lyra sup­posed, per­haps a lit­tle old­er than Mrs. Coul­ter, with short black hair and red cheeks. She wore a white coat open over a green shirt and those blue can­vas trousers so many peo­ple wore in this world.

      At Lyra’s ques­tion the wom­an ran a hand through her hair and said, “Well, you’re the sec­ond un­ex­pect­ed thing that’s hap­pened to­day. I’m Dr. Mary Mal­one. What do you want?”

      “I want you to tell me about Dust,” said Lyra, hav­ing looked around to make sure they were alone. “I know you know about it. I can prove it. You got to tell me.”

      “Dust? What are you talk­ing about?”

      “You might not call it that. It’s el­emen­tary par­ti­cles. In my world the Schol­ars call it Rusakov Par­ti­cles, but nor­mal­ly they call it Dust. They don’t show up eas­ily, but they come out of space and fix on peo­ple. Not chil­dren so much, though. Most­ly on grownups. And some­thing I on­ly found out to­dayI was in that mu­se­um down the road and there was some old skulls with holes in their heads, like the Tar­tars make, and there was a lot more Dust around them than around this oth­er one that hadn’t got that sort of hole in it. When’s the Bronze Age?”

      The wom­an was look­ing at her wideeyed.

      “The Bronze Age? Good­ness, I don’t know; about five thou­sand years ago,” she said.

      “Ah, well, they got it wrong then, when they wrote that la­bel. That skull with the two holes in it is thir­tythree thou­sand years old.”

      She stopped then, be­cause Dr. Mal­one looked as if she was about to faint. The high col­or left her cheeks com­plete­ly; she put one hand to her breast while the oth­er clutched the arm of her chair, and her jaw dropped.

      Lyra stood, stub­born and puz­zled, wait­ing for her to re­cov­er.

      “Who are you?” the wom­an said at last.

      “Lyra Sil­ver-“

      “No, where d’you come from? What are you? How do you know things like this?”

      Weari­ly Lyra sighed; she had for­got­ten how round­about Schol­ars could be. It was dif­fi­cult to tell them the truth when a lie would have been so much eas­ier for them to un­der­stand.

      “I come from an­oth­er world,” she be­gan. “And in that world there’s an Ox­ford like this, on­ly dif­fer­ent, and that’s where I come from. And-“

      “Wait, wait, wait. You come from where?”

      “From some­where else,” said Lyra, more care­ful­ly. “Not here.”

      “Oh, some­where else,” the wom­an said. “I see. Well, I think I see.”

      “And I got to find out about Dust,” Lyra ex­plained. “Be­cause the Church peo­ple in my world, right, they’re fright­ened of Dust be­cause they think it’s orig­in­al sin. So it’s very im­por­tant. And my fa­ther… No,” she said pas­sion­ate­ly, and stamped her foot. “That’s not what I meant to say. I’m do­ing it all wrong.”

      Dr. Mal­one looked at Lyra’s des­per­ate frown and clenched fists, at the bruis­es on her cheek and her leg, and said, “Dear me, child, calm down.”

      She broke off and rubbed her eyes, which were red with tired­ness.

      “Why am I lis­ten­ing to you?” she went on. “I must be crazy. The fact is, this is the on­ly place in the world where you’d get the an­swer you want, and they’re about to close us down. What you’re talk­ing about, your Dust, sounds like some­thing we’ve been in­ves­ti­gat­ing for a while now, and what you say about the skulls in the mu­se­um gave me a turn, be­cause… oh, no, this is just too much. I’m too tired. I want to lis­ten to you, be­lieve me, but not now, please. Did I say they were go­ing to close us down? I’ve got a week to put to­geth­er a pro­pos­al to the fund­ing com­mit­tee, but we haven’t got a hope in hell…”

      She yawned wide­ly.

      “What was the first un­ex­pect­ed thing that hap­pened to­day?” Lyra said.

      “Oh. Yes. Some­one I’d been re­ly­ing on to back our fund­ing ap­pli­ca­tion with­drew his sup­port. I don’t sup­pose it was that un­ex­pect­ed, any­way.”

      She yawned again.

      “I’m go­ing to make some cof­fee,” she said/”If I don’t, I’ll fall asleep. You’ll have some too?”

      She filled an elec­tric ket­tle, and while she spooned in­stant cof­fee in­to two mugs Lyra stared at the Chi­nese pat­tern on the back of the door.

      “What’s that?” she said.

      “It’s Chi­nese. The sym­bols of the I Ching. D’you know what that is? Do they have that in your world?”

      Lyra looked at her nar­roweyed, in case she was be­ing sar­cas­tic. She said: “There are some things the same and some that are dif­fer­ent, that’s all. I don’t know ev­ery­thing about my world. Maybe they got this Ching thing there too.”

      “I’m sor­ry,” said Dr. Mal­one. “Yes, maybe they have.”

      “What’s dark mat­ter?” said Lyra. “That’s what it says on the sign, isn’t it?”

      Dr. Mal­one sat down again, and hooked an­oth­er chair out with her an­kle for Lyra.

      She said, “Dark mat­ter is what my re­search team is look­ing for. No one knows what it is. There’s more stuff out there in the uni­verse than we can see, that’s the point. We can see the stars and the galax­ies and the things that shine, but for it all to hang to­geth­er and not fly apart, there needs to be a lot more of it­to make grav­ity work, you see. But no one can de­tect it. So there are lots of dif­fer­ent re­search projects try­ing to find out what it is, and this is one of them.”

      Lyra was all fo­cused at­ten­tion. At last the wom­an was talk­ing se­ri­ous­ly.

      “And what do you think it is?” she asked.

      “Well, what we think it is-” As she be­gan, the ket­tle boiled, so she got up and made the cof­fee as she con­tin­ued. “We think it’s some kind of el­emen­tary par­ti­cle. Some­thing quite dif­fer­ent from any­thing dis­cov­ered so far. But the par­ti­cles are very hard to de­tect. … Where do you go to school? Do you study physics?”

      Lyra felt Pan­ta­lai­mon nip her hand, warn­ing her not to get cross. It was all very well, the alethiome­ter telling her to be truth­ful, but she knew what would hap­pen if she told the whole truth. She had to tread care­ful­ly and just avoid di­rect lies.

      “Yes,” she said, “I know a lit­tle bit. But not about dark mat­ter.”

      “Well, we’re try­ing to de­tect this al­mostun­de­tectable thing among the noise of all the oth­er par­ti­cles crash­ing about. Nor­mal­ly they put de­tec­tors very deep un­der­ground, but what we’ve done in­stead is to set up an elec­tro­mag­net­ic field around the de­tec­tor that shuts out the things we don’t want and lets through the ones we do. Then we am­pli­fy the sig­nal and put it through a com­put­er.”

      She hand­ed across a mug of cof­fee. There was no milk and no sug­ar, but she did find a cou­ple of gin­ger bis­cuits in a draw­er, and Lyra took one hun­gri­ly.

      “And we found a par­ti­cle that fits,” Dr. Mal­one went on. “We think it fits. But it’s so strange … Why am I telling you this? I shouldn’t. It’s not pub­lished, it’s not ref­er­eed, it’s not even writ­ten down. I’m a lit­tle crazy this af­ter­noon.

      “Well …” she went on, and she yawned for so long that Lyra thought she’d nev­er stop, “our par­ti­cles are strange lit­tle dev­ils, make no mis­take. We call them shad­ow par­ti­cles, Shad­ows. You know what near­ly knocked me off my chair just now? When you men­tioned the skulls in the mu­se­um. Be­cause one of our team, you see, is a bit of an am­ateur ar­chae­ol­ogist. And he dis­cov­ered some­thing one day that we couldn’t be­lieve. But we couldn’t ig­nore it, be­cause it fit­ted in with the cra­zi­est thing of all about these Shad­ows. You know what? They’re con­scious. That’s right. Shad­ows are par­ti­cles of con­scious­ness. You ev­er heard any­thing so stupid? No won­der we can’t get our grant re­newed.”

      She sipped her cof­fee. Lyra was drink­ing in ev­ery word like a thirsty flow­er.

      “Yes,” Dr. Mal­one went on, “they know we’re here. They an­swer back. And here goes the crazy part: you can’t see them un­less you ex­pect to. Un­less you put your mind in a cer­tain state. You have to be con­fi­dent and re­laxed at the same time. You have to be ca­pa­ble- Where’s that quo­ta­tion …”

      She reached in­to the mud­dle of pa­pers on her desk and found a scrap on which some­one had writ­ten with a green pen. She read:

      ” ‘… Ca­pa­ble of be­ing in un­cer­tain­ties, mys­ter­ies, doubts, with­out any ir­ri­ta­ble reach­ing af­ter fact and rea­son.’ You have to get in­to that state of mind. That’s from the po­et Keats, by the way. I found it the oth­er day. So you get your­self in the right state of mind, and then you look at the Cave-“

      “The cave?” said Lyra.

      “Oh, sor­ry. The com­put­er. We call it the Cave. Shad­ows on the walls of the Cave, you see, from Pla­to. That’s our ar­chae­ol­ogist again. He’s an al­laround in­tel­lec­tu­al. But he’s gone off to Gene­va for a job in­ter­view, and I don’t sup­pose for a mo­ment he’ll be back…. Where was I? Oh, the Cave, that’s right. Once you’re linked up to it, if you think, the Shad­ows re­spond. There’s no doubt about it. The Shad­ows flock to your think­ing like birds….”

      “What about the skulls?”

      “I was com­ing to that. Oliv­er Payne­him, my col­league- was fool­ing about one day test­ing things with the Cave. And it was so odd. It didn’t make any sense in the way a physi­cist would ex­pect. He got a piece of ivory, just a lump, and there were no Shad­ows with that. It didn’t re­act. But a carved ivory chess piece did. A big splin­ter of wood off a plank didn’t, but a wood­en ruler did. And a carved wood­en stat­uette had more…. I’m talk­ing about el­emen­tary pan­icles here, for good­ness’ sake. Lit­tle minute lumps of scarce­ly any­thing. They knew what these ob­jects were. Any­thing that was as­so­ci­at­ed with hu­man work­man­ship and hu­man thought was sur­round­ed by Shad­ows….

      “And then Oliv­er­Dr. Payne­got some fos­sil skulls from a friend at the mu­se­um and test­ed them to see how far back in time the ef­fect went. There was a cut­off point about thir­ty, forty thou­sand years ago. Be­fore that, no Shad­ows. Af­ter that, plen­ty. And that’s about the time, ap­par­ent­ly, that mod­ern hu­man be­in­gs first ap­peared. I mean, you know, our re­mote an­ces­tors, but peo­ple no dif­fer­ent from us, re­al­ly….”

      “It’s Dust,” said Lyra au­thor­ita­tive­ly. “That’s what it is.”

      “But, you see, you can’t say this sort of thing in a fund­ing ap­pli­ca­tion if you want to be tak­en se­ri­ous­ly. It does not make sense. It can­not ex­ist. It’s im­pos­si­ble, and if it isn’t im­pos­si­ble, it’s ir­rel­evant, and if it isn’t ei­ther of those things, it’s em­bar­rass­ing.”

      “I want to see the Cave,” said Lyra.

      She stood up.

      Dr. Mal­one was run­ning her hands through her hair and blink­ing hard to keep her tired eyes clear.

      “Well, I can’t see why not,” she said. “We might not have a Cave to­mor­row. Come along through.”

      She led Lyra in­to the oth­er room. It was larg­er, and crowd­ed with an­bar­ic equip­ment.

      “This is it. Over there,” she said, point­ing to a screen that was glow­ing an emp­ty gray. “That’s where the de­tec­tor is, be­hind all that wiring. To see the Shad­ows, you have to be linked up to some elec­trodes. Like for mea­sur­ing brain waves.”

      “I want to try it,” said Lyra.

      “You won’t see any­thing. Any­way, I’m tired. It’s too com­pli­cat­ed.”

      “Please! I know what I’m do­ing!”

      “Do you, now? I wish I did. No, for heav­en’s sake. This is an ex­pen­sive, dif­fi­cult sci­en­tif­ic ex­per­iment. You can’t come charg­ing in here and ex­pect to have a go as if it were a pin­ball ma­chine…. Where do you come from, any­way? Shouldn’t you be at school? How did you find your way in here?”

      And she rubbed her eyes again, as if she was on­ly just wak­ing up.

      Lyra was trem­bling. Tell the truth, she thought. “I found my way in with this,” she said, and took out the alethiome­ter.

      “What in the world is that? A com­pass?”

      Lyra let her take it. Dr. Mal­one’s eyes widened as she felt the weight

      “Dear Lord, it’s made of gold. Where on earth-“

      “I think it does what your Cave does. That’s what I want to find out. If I can an­swer a ques­tion tru­ly,” said Lyra des­per­ate­ly, “some­thing you know the an­swer to and I don’t, can I try your Cave then?”

      “What, are we in­to for­tunetelling now? What is this thing?”

      “Please! Just ask me a ques­tion!”

      Dr. Mal­one shrugged. “Oh, all right,” she said. ‘Tell me … tell me what I was do­ing be­fore I took up this busi­ness.”

      Ea­ger­ly Lyra took the alethiome­ter from her and turned the wind­ing wheels. She could feel her mind reach­ing for the right pic­tures even be­fore the hands were point­ing at them, and she sensed the longer nee­dle twitch­ing to re­spond. As it be­gan to swing around the di­al, her eyes fol­lowed it, watch­ing, cal­cu­lat­ing, see­ing down the long chains of mean­ing to the lev­el where the truth lay.

      Then she blinked and sighed and came out of her tem­po­rary trance.

      “You used to be a nun,” she said. “I wouldn’t have guessed that. Nuns are sup­posed to stay in their con­vents for­ev­er. But you stopped be­liev­ing in church things and they let you leave. This en’t like my world at all, not a bit.”

      Dr. Mal­one sat down in a chair by the com­put­er, star­ing.

      Lyra said, “That’s true, en’t it?”

      “Yes. And you found out from that…”

      “From my alethiome­ter. It works by Dust, I think. I came all this way to find out more about Dust, and it told me to come to you. So I reck­on your dark mat­ter must be the same thing. Now can I try your Cave?”

      Dr. Mal­one shook her head, but not to say no, just out of help­less­ness. She spread her hands. “Very well,” she said. “I think I’m dream­ing. I might as well car­ry on.”

      She swung around in her chair and pressed sev­er­al switch­es, bring­ing an elec­tri­cal hum and the sound of a com­put­er’s cool­ing fan in­to the air; and at the sound of them, Lyra gave a lit­tle muf­fled gasp. It was be­cause the sound in that room was the same sound she’d heard in that dread­ful glit­ter­ing cham­ber at Bolvan­gar, where the sil­ver guil­lo­tine had near­ly part­ed her and Pan­ta­lai­mon. She felt him quiver in her pock­et, and gen­tly squeezed him for re­as­sur­an­ce.

      But Dr. Mal­one hadn’t no­ticed; she was too busy ad­just­ing switch­es and tap­ping the let­ters in an­oth­er of those ivory trays. As she did, the screen changed col­or, and some small let­ters and fig­ures ap­peared on it.

      “Now you sit down,” she said, and pulled out a chair for Lyra. Then she opened ajar and said, “I need to put some gel on your skin to help the elec­tri­cal con­tact. It wash­es off eas­ily. Hold still, now.”

      Dr. Mal­one took six wires, each end­ing in a flat pad, and at­tached them to var­ious places on Lyra’s head. Lyra sat de­ter­mined­ly still, but she was breath­ing quick­ly, and her heart was beat­ing hard.

      “All right, you’re all hooked up,” said Dr. Mal­one. “The room’s full of Shad­ows. The uni­verse is full of Shad­ows, come to that. But this is the on­ly way we can see them, when you make your mind emp­ty and look at the screen. Off you go.”

      Lyra looked. The glass was dark and blank. She saw her own re­flec­tion dim­ly, but that was all. As an ex­per­iment she pre­tend­ed that she was read­ing the alethiome­ter, and imag­in­ed her­self ask­ing: What does this wom­an know about Dust? What ques­tions is she ask­ing?

      She men­tal­ly moved the alethiome­ter’s hands around the di­al, and as she did, the screen be­gan to flick­er. As­ton­ished, she came out of her con­cen­tra­tion, and the flick­er died. She didn’t no­tice the rip­ple of ex­cite­ment that made Dr. Mal­one sit up: she frowned and sat for­ward and be­gan to con­cen­trate again.

      This time the re­sponse came in­stan­ta­neous­ly. A stream of danc­ing lights, for all the world like the shim­mer­ing cur­tains of the au­ro­ra, blazed across the screen. They took up pat­terns that were held for a mo­ment on­ly to break apart and form again, in dif­fer­ent shapes, or dif­fer­ent col­ors; they looped and swayed, they sprayed apart, they burst in­to show­ers of ra­di­an­ce that sud­den­ly swerved this way or that like a flock of birds chang­ing di­rec­tion in the sky. And as Lyra watched, she felt the same sense, as of trem­bling on the brink of un­der­stand­ing, that she re­mem­bered from the time when she was be­gin­ning to read the alethiome­ter.

      She asked an­oth­er ques­tion: Is this Dust? Is it the same thing mak­ing these pat­terns and mov­ing the nee­dle of the alethiome­ter?

      The an­swer came in more loops and swirls of light. She guessed it meant yes. Then an­oth­er thought oc­curred to her, and she turned to speak to Dr. Mal­one, and saw her open­mouthed, hand to her head.

      “What?” she said.

      The screen fad­ed. Dr. Mal­one blinked.

      “What is it?” Lyra said again.

      “Ohy­ou’ve just put on the best dis­play I’ve ev­er seen, that’s all,” said Dr. Mal­one. “What were you do­ing? What were you think­ing?”

      “I was think­ing you could get it clear­er than this,” Lyra said.

      “Clear­er? That’s the clear­est it’s ev­er been!”

      “But what does it mean? Can you read it?”

      “Well,” said Dr. Mal­one, “you don’t read it in the sense of read­ing a mes­sage; it doesn’t work like that. What’s hap­pen­ing is that the Shad­ows are re­spond­ing to the at­ten­tion that you pay them. That’s rev­olu­tion­ary enough; it’s our con­scious­ness that they re­spond to, you see.”

      “No,” Lyra ex­plained, “what I mean is, those col­ors and shapes up there. They could do oth­er things, those Shad­ows. They could make any shapes you want­ed. They could make pic­tures if you want­ed them to. Look.”

      And she turned back and fo­cused her mind again, but this time she pre­tend­ed to her­self that the screen was the alethiome­ter, with all thir­tysix sym­bols laid out around the edge. She knew them so well now that her fin­gers au­to­mat­ical­ly twist­ed in her lap as she moved the imag­inary hands to point at the can­dle (for un­der­stand­ing), the al­pha and omega (for lan­guage), and the ant (for dili­gence), and framed the ques­tion:

      What would these peo­ple have to do in or­der to un­der­stand the lan­guage of the Shad­ows?

      The screen re­spond­ed as quick­ly as thought it­self, and out of the wel­ter of lines and flash­es a se­ries of pic­tures formed with per­fect clar­ity: com­pass­es, al­pha and omega again, light­ning, an­gel. Each pic­ture flashed up a dif­fer­ent num­ber of times, and then came a dif­fer­ent three: camel, gar­den, moon.

      Lyra saw their mean­in­gs clear­ly, and un­fo­cused her mind to ex­plain. This time, when she turned around, she saw that Dr. Mal­one was sit­ting back in her chair, white­faced, clutch­ing the edge of the ta­ble.

      “What it says,” Lyra told her, “it’s say­ing in my lan­guage, right­the lan­guage of pic­tures. Like the alethiome­ter. But what it says is that it could use or­di­nary lan­guage too, words, if you fixed it up like that. You could fix this so it put words on the screen. But you’d need a lot of care­ful fig­ur­ing with num­bersthat was die com­pass­es, see. And the light­ning meant an­bar­icI mean, elec­tric pow­er, more of that. And the an­gel- that’s all about mes­sages. There’s things it wants to say. But when it went on to that sec­ond bit… it meant Asia, al­most the far­thest east but not quite. I dun­no what coun­try that would beChi­na, maybe. And there’s a way they have in that coun­try of talk­ing to Dust, I mean Shad­ows, same as you got here and I got with theI got with pic­tures, on­ly their way us­es sticks. I think it meant that pic­ture on the door, but I didn’t un­der­stand it, re­al­ly. I thought when I first saw it there was some­thing im­por­tant about it, on­ly I didn’t know what. So there must be lots of ways of talk­ing to Shad­ows.”

      Dr. Mal­one was breath­less.

      “The I Ching,” she said. “Yes, it’s Chi­nese. A form of div­ina­tion­for­tunetelling, re­al­ly…. And, yes, they use sticks. It’s on­ly up there for dec­ora­tion,” she said, as if to re­as­sure Lyra that she didn’t re­al­ly be­lieve in it. “You’re telling me that when peo­ple con­sult the I Ching, they’re get­ting in touch with Shad­ow par­ti­cles? With dark mat­ter?”

      “Yeah,” said Lyra. ‘There’s lots of ways, like I said. I hadn’t re­al­ized be­fore. I thought there was on­ly one.”

      “Those pic­tures on the screen …” Dr. Mal­one be­gan.

      Lyra felt a flick­er of a thought at the edge of her mind, and turned to the screen. She had hard­ly be­gun to for­mu­late a ques­tion when more pic­tures flashed up, suc­ceed­ing each oth­er so quick­ly that Dr. Mal­one could hard­ly fol­low them; but Lyra knew what they were say­ing, and turned back to her.

      “It says that you’re im­por­tant, too,” she told the sci­en­tist. “It says you got some­thing im­por­tant to do. I dun­no what, but it wouldn’t say that un­less it was true. So you prob­ably ought to get it us­ing words, so you can un­der­stand what it says.”

      Dr. Mal­one was silent. Then she said, “All right, where do you come from?”

      Lyra twist­ed her mouth. She re­al­ized that Dr. Mal­one, who un­til now had act­ed out of ex­haus­tion and de­spair, would nev­er nor­mal­ly have shown her work to a strange child who turned up from nowhere, and that she was be­gin­ning to re­gret it. But Lyra had to tell the truth.

      “I come from an­oth­er world,” she said. “It’s true. I came through to this one. I was… I had to run away, be­cause peo­ple in my world were chas­ing me, to kill me. And the alethiome­ter comes from … from the same place. The Mas­ter of Jor­dan Col­lege gave it me. In my Ox­ford there’s a Jor­dan Col­lege, but there en’t one here. I looked. And I found out how to read the alethiome­ter by my­self. I got a way of mak­ing my mind go blank, and I just see what the pic­tures mean straight­away. Just like you said about… doubts and mys­ter­ies and that. So when I looked at the Cave, I done the same thing, and it works just the same way, so my Dust and your Shad­ows are the same, too. So…”

      Dr. Mal­one was ful­ly awake now. Lyra picked up the alethiome­ter and fold­ed its vel­vet cloth over it, like a moth­er pro­tect­ing her child, be­fore putting it back in her ruck­sack.

      “So any­way,” she said, “you could make this screen so it could talk to you in words, if you want­ed. Then you could talk to the Shad­ows like I talk to the alethiome­ter. But what I want to know is, why do the peo­ple in my world hate it? Dust, I mean, Shad­ows. Dark mat­ter. They want to de­stroy it. They think it’s evil. But I think what they do is evil. I seen them do it. So what is it, Shad­ows? Is it good or evil, or what?”

      Dr. Mal­one rubbed her face and turned her cheeks red again.

      “Ev­ery­thing about this is em­bar­rass­ing” she said. “D’you know how em­bar­rass­ing it is to men­tion good and evil in a sci­en­tif­ic lab­ora­to­ry? Have you any idea? One of the rea­sons I be­came a sci­en­tist was not to have to think about that kind of thing.”

      “You got to think about it,” said Lyra se­vere­ly. “You can’t in­ves­ti­gate Shad­ows, Dust, what­ev­er it is, with­out think­ing about that kind of thing, good and evil and such. And it said you got to, re­mem­ber. You can’t refuse. When are they go­ing to close this place down?”

      “The fund­ing com­mit­tee de­cides at the end of the week…. Why?”

      ‘”Cause you got tonight, then,” said Lyra. “You could fix this en­gine thing to put words on the screen in­stead of pic­tures like I made. You could do that easy. Then you could show ‘em, and they’d have to give you the mon­ey to car­ry on. And you could find out all about Dust, or Shad­ows, and tell me. You see,” she went on a lit­tle haugh­ti­ly, like a duchess de­scrib­ing an un­sat­is­fac­to­ry house­maid, “the alethiome­ter won’t ex­act­ly tell me what I need to know. But you could find out for me. Else I could prob­ably do that Ching thing, with the sticks. But pic­tures are eas­ier to work. I think so, any­way. I’m go­ing to take this off now,” she added, and pulled at the elec­trodes on her head.

      Dr. Mal­one gave her a tis­sue to wipe off the gel, and fold­ed up the wires.

      “So you’re go­ing?” she said. “Well, you’ve giv­en me a strange hour, that’s no mis­take.”

      “Are you go­ing to make it do words?” Lyra said, gath­er­ing up her ruck­sack.

      “It’s about as much use as com­plet­ing the fund­ing ap­pli­ca­tion, I dare­say,” said Dr. Mal­one. “No, lis­ten. I want you to come back to­mor­row. Can you do that? About the same time? I want you to show some­one else.”

      Lyra nar­rowed her eyes. Was this a trap?

      “Well, all right,” she said. “But re­mem­ber, there’s things I need to know.”

      “Yes. Of course. You will come?”

      “Yes,” said Lyra. “If I say I will, I will. I could help you, I ex­pect.”

      And she left. The porter at the desk looked up briefly and then went back to his pa­per.

      “The Nuni­atak dig,” said the ar­chae­ol­ogist, swing­ing his chair around. “You’re the sec­ond per­son in a month to ask me about that.”

      “Who was the oth­er one?” said Will, on his guard at once.

      “I think he was a jour­nal­ist. I’m not sure.”

      “Why did he want to know about it?” he said.

      “In con­nec­tion with one of the men who dis­ap­peared on that trip. It was the height of the cold war when the ex­pe­di­tion van­ished. Star Wars. You’re prob­ably too young to re­mem­ber that. The Amer­icans and the Rus­sians were build­ing enor­mous radar in­stal­la­tions all across the Arc­tic…. Any­way, what can I do for you?”

      “Well,” said Will, try­ing to keep calm, “I was just try­ing to find out about that ex­pe­di­tion, re­al­ly. For a school project about pre­his­toric peo­ple. And I read about this ex­pe­di­tion that dis­ap­peared, and I got cu­ri­ous.”

      “Well, you’re not the on­ly one, as you see. There was a big to­do about it at the time. I looked it all up for the jour­nal­ist. It was a pre­lim­inary sur­vey, not a prop­er dig. You can’t do a dig till you know whether it’s worth spend­ing time on it, so this group went out to look at a num­ber of sites and make a re­port. Half a dozen blokes al­to­geth­er. Some­times on an ex­pe­di­tion like this you com­bine forces with peo­ple from an­oth­er dis­ci­pliney­ou know, ge­ol­ogists or what­ev­er­to split the cost. They look at their stuff and we look at ours. In this case there was a physi­cist on the team. I think he was look­ing at high­lev­el at­mo­spher­ic par­ti­cles. The au­ro­ra, you know, the north­ern lights. He had bal­loons with ra­dio trans­mit­ters, ap­par­ent­ly.

      “And there was an­oth­er man with them. An ex­Ma­rine, a sort of pro­fes­sion­al ex­plor­er. They were go­ing up in­to some fair­ly wild ter­ri­to­ry, and po­lar bears are al­ways a dan­ger in the Arc­tic. Ar­chae­ol­ogists can deal with some things, but we’re not trained to shoot, and some­one who can do that and nav­igate and make camp and do all the sort of sur­vi­val stuff is very use­ful.

      “But then they all van­ished. They kept in ra­dio con­tact with a lo­cal sur­vey sta­tion, but one day the sig­nal didn’t come, and noth­ing more was heard. There’d been a buz­zard, but that was noth­ing un­usu­al. The search ex­pe­di­tion found their last camp more or less in­tact, though the bears had eat­en their stores. But there was no sign of the peo­ple what­so­ev­er.

      “And that’s all I can tell you, I’m afraid.”

      “Yes,” said Will. “Thank you. Umm … that jour­nal­ist,” he went on, stop­ping at the door. “You said he was in­ter­est­ed in one of the men. Which one was it?”

      “The ex­plor­er type. A man called Par­ry.”

      “What did he look like? The jour­nal­ist, I mean?”

      “What d’you want to know that for?”

      “Be­cause …” Will couldn’t think of a plau­si­ble rea­son. He shouldn’t have asked. “No rea­son. I just won­dered.”

      “As far as I can re­mem­ber, he was a big blond man. Very pale hair.”

      “Right, thanks,” Will said, and turned to go.

      The man watched him leave the room, say­ing noth­ing, frown­ing a lit­tle. Will saw him reach for the phone, and left the build­ing quick­ly.

      He found he was shak­ing. The jour­nal­ist, so called, was one of the men who’d come to his house: a tall man with such fair hair that he seemed to have no eye­brows or eye­lash­es. He wasn’t the one Will had knocked down the stairs: he was the one who’d ap­peared at the door of the liv­ing room as Will ran down and jumped over the body.

      But he wasn’t a jour­nal­ist.

      There was a large mu­se­um near­by. Will went in, hold­ing his clip­board as if he were work­ing, and sat down in a gallery hung with paint­in­gs. He was trem­bling hard and feel­ing sick, be­cause press­ing at him was the knowl­edge that he’d killed some­one, that he was a mur­der­er. He’d kept it at bay till now, but it was clos­ing in. He’d tak­en away the man’s life.

      He sat still for half an hour, and it was one of the worst halfhours he’d ev­er spent. Peo­ple came and went, look­ing at the paint­in­gs, talk­ing in qui­et voic­es, ig­nor­ing him; a gallery at­ten­dant stood in the door­way for a few min­utes, hands be­hind his back, and then slow­ly moved away; and Will wres­tled with the hor­ror of what he’d done, and didn’t move a mus­cle.

      Grad­ual­ly he grew calmer. He’d been de­fend­ing his moth­er. They were fright­en­ing her; giv­en the state she was in, they were per­se­cut­ing her. He had a right to de­fend his home. His fa­ther would have want­ed him to do that. He did it be­cause it was the good thing to do. He did it to stop them from steal­ing the green leather case. He did it so he could find his fa­ther; and didn’t he have a right to do that? All his child­ish games came back to him, with him­self and his fa­ther res­cu­ing each oth­er from avalanch­es or fight­ing pi­rates. Well, now it was re­al. I’ll find you, he said in his mind. Just help me and I’ll find you, and we’ll look af­ter Mum, and ev­ery­thing’ll be all right….

      And af­ter all, he had some­where to hide now, some­where so safe no one would ev­er find him. And the pa­pers from the case (which he still hadn’t had time to read) were safe too, un­der the mat­tress in Cit­tagazze.

      Fi­nal­ly he no­ticed peo­ple mov­ing more pur­pose­ful­ly, and all in the same di­rec­tion. They were leav­ing, be­cause the at­ten­dant was telling them that the mu­se­um would close in ten min­utes. Will gath­ered him­self and left. He found his way to the High Street, where the lawyer’s of­fice was, and won­dered about go­ing to see him, de­spite what he’d said ear­li­er. The man had sound­ed friend­ly enough….

      But as he made up his mind to cross the street and go in, he stopped sud­den­ly.

      The tall man with the pale eye­brows was get­ting out of a car.

      Will turned aside at once, ca­su­al­ly, and looked in the win­dow of the jew­el­er’s shop be­side him. He saw the man’s re­flec­tion look around, set­tle the knot of his tie, and go in­to the lawyer’s of­fice. As soon as he’d gone in, Will moved away, his heart thud­ding again. There wasn’t any­where safe. He drift­ed to­ward the uni­ver­si­ty li­brary and wait­ed for Lyra.
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      AIR­MAIL PA­PER

      “Will,” said Lyra.

      She spoke qui­et­ly, but he was star­tled all the same. She was sit­ting on the bench be­side him and he hadn’t even no­ticed.

      “Where did you come from?”

      “I found my Schol­ar! She’s called Dr. Mal­one. And she’s got an en­gine that can see Dust, and she’s go­ing to make it talk-“

      “I didn’t see you com­ing.”

      “You weren’t look­ing,” she said. “You must’ve been think­ing about some­thing else. It’s a good thing I found you. Look, it’s easy to fool peo­ple. Watch.”

      Two po­lice of­fi­cers were strolling to­ward them, a man and a wom­an on the beat, in their white sum­mer shirt­sleeves, with their ra­dios and their ba­tons and their sus­pi­cious eyes. Be­fore they reached the bench, Lyra was on her feet and speak­ing to them.

      “Please, could you tell me where the mu­se­um is?” she said. “Me and my broth­er was sup­posed to meet our par­ents there and we got lost.”

      The po­lice­man looked at Will, and Will, con­tain­ing his anger, shrugged as if to say, “She’s right, we’re lost, isn’t it sil­ly.” The man smiled. The wom­an said: “Which mu­se­um? The Ash­molean?”

      “Yeah, that one,” said Lyra, and pre­tend­ed to lis­ten care­ful­ly as the wom­an gave her in­struc­tions.

      Will got up and said, “Thanks,” and he and Lyra moved away to­geth­er. They didn’t look back, but the po­lice had al­ready lost in­ter­est.

      “See?” she said. “If they were look­ing for you, I put ‘em off. ‘Cause they won’t be look­ing for some­one with a sis­ter. I bet­ter stay with you from now on,” she went on scold­ing­ly once they’d gone around the cor­ner. “You en’t safe on your own.”

      He said noth­ing. His heart was thump­ing with rage. They walked along to­ward a round build­ing with a great lead­en dome, set in a square bound­ed by hon­ey­col­ored stone col­lege build­in­gs and a church and wide­crowned trees above high gar­den walls. The af­ter­noon sun drew the warmest tones out of it all, and the air felt rich with it, al­most the col­or it­self of heavy gold­en wine. All the leaves were still, and in this lit­tle square even the traf­fic noise was hushed.

      She fi­nal­ly be­came aware of Will’s feel­in­gs and said, “What’s the mat­ter?”

      “If you speak to peo­ple, you just at­tract their at­ten­tion,” he said, with a shak­ing voice. “You should just keep qui­et and still and they over­look you. I’ve been do­ing it all my life. I know how to do it. Your way, you justy­ou make your­self vis­ible. You shouldn’t do that. You shouldn’t play at it. You’re not be­ing se­ri­ous.”

      “You think so?” she said, and her anger flashed. “You think I don’t know about ly­ing and that? I’m the best liar there ev­er was. But I en’t ly­ing to you, and I nev­er will, I swear it. You’re in dan­ger, and if I hadn’t done that just then, you’d've been caught. Didn’t you see ‘em look­ing at you? ‘Cause they were. You en’t care­ful enough. If you want my opin­ion, it’s you that en’t se­ri­ous.”

      “If I’m not se­ri­ous, what am I do­ing hang­ing about wait­ing for you when I could be miles away? Or hid­ing out of sight, safe in that oth­er city? I’ve got my own things to do, but I’m hang­ing about here so I can help you. Don’t tell me I’m not se­ri­ous.”

      “You had to come through,” she said, fu­ri­ous. No one should speak to her like this. She was an aris­to­crat. She was Lyra. “You had to, else you’d nev­er find out any­thing about your fa­ther. You done it for your­self, not for me.”

      They were quar­rel­ing pas­sion­ate­ly, but in sub­dued voic­es, be­cause of the qui­et in the square and the peo­ple who were wan­der­ing past near­by. When she said this, though, Will stopped al­to­geth­er. He had to lean against the col­lege wall be­side him. The col­or had left his face.

      “What do you know about my fa­ther?” he said very qui­et­ly.

      She replied in the same tone. “I don’t know any­thing. All I know is you’re look­ing for him. That’s all I asked about.”

      “Asked who?”

      “The alethiome­ter, of course.”

      It took a mo­ment for him to re­mem­ber what she meant. And then he looked so an­gry and sus­pi­cious that she took it out of her ruck­sack and said, “All right, I’ll show you.”

      And she sat down on the stone curb around the grass in the mid­dle of the square and bent her head over the gold­en in­stru­ment and be­gan to turn the hands, her fin­gers mov­ing al­most too quick­ly to see, and then paus­ing for sev­er­al sec­onds while the slen­der nee­dle whipped around the di­al, flick­ing to a stop here and there, and then turn­ing the hands to new po­si­tions just as quick­ly. Will looked around care­ful­ly, but there was no one near to see; a group of tourists looked up at the domed build­ing, an ice cream ven­dor wheeled his cart along the pave­ment, but their at­ten­tion was else­where.

      Lyra blinked and sighed, as if she were wak­ing af­ter a sleep.

      “Your moth­er’s ill,” she said qui­et­ly. “But she’s safe. There’s this la­dy look­ing af­ter her. And you took some let­ters and ran away. And there was a man, I think he was a thief, and you killed him. And you’re look­ing for your fa­ther, and-“

      “All right, shut up,” said Will. “That’s enough. You’ve got no right to look in­to my life like that. Don’t ev­er do that again. That’s just spy­ing.”

      “I know when to stop ask­ing,” she said. “See, the alethiome­ter’s like a per­son, al­most. I sort of know when it’s go­ing to be cross or when there’s things it doesn’t want me to know. I kind of feel it. But when you come out of nowhere yes­ter­day, I had to ask it who you were, or I might not have been safe. I had to. And it said …” She low­ered her voice even more. “It said you was a mur­der­er, and I thought, Good, that’s all right, he’s some­one I can trust. But I didn’t ask more than that till just now, and if you don’t want me to ask any more, I promise I won’t. This en’t like a pri­vate peep show. If I done noth­ing but spy on peo­ple, it’d stop work­ing. I know that as well as I know my own Ox­ford.”

      “You could have asked me in­stead of that thing. Did it say whether my fa­ther was alive or dead?”

      “No, be­cause I didn’t ask.”

      They were both sit­ting by this time. Will put his head in his hands with weari­ness.

      “Well,” he said fi­nal­ly, “I sup­pose we’ll have to trust each oth­er.”

      “That’s all right. I trust you.”

      Will nod­ded grim­ly. He was so tired, and there was not the slight­est pos­si­bil­ity of sleep in this world. Lyra wasn’t usu­al­ly so per­cep­tive, but some­thing in his man­ner made her think: He’s afraid, but he’s mas­ter­ing his fear, like lorek Byr­ni­son said we had to do; like I did by the fish house at the frozen lake.

      “And, Will,” she added, “I won’t give you away, not to any­one. I promise.”

      “Good.”

      “I done that be­fore. I be­trayed some­one. And it was the worst thing I ev­er did. I thought I was sav­ing his life ac­tu­al­ly, on­ly I was tak­ing him right to the most dan­ger­ous place there could be. I hat­ed my­self for that, for be­ing so stupid. So I’ll try very hard not to be care­less or for­get and be­tray you.”

      He said noth­ing. He rubbed his eyes and blinked hard to try and wake him­self up.

      “We can’t go back through the win­dow till much lat­er,” he said. “We shouldn’t have come through in day­light any­way. We can’t risk any­one see­ing. And now we’ve got to hang around for hours….”

      “I’m hun­gry,” Lyra said.

      Then he said, “I know! We can go to the cin­ema!”

      “The what?”

      “I’ll show you. We can get some food there too.”

      There was a cin­ema near the city cen­ter, ten min­utes’ walk away. Will paid for both of them to get in, and bought hot dogs and pop­corn and Coke, and they car­ried the food in­side and sat down just as the film was be­gin­ning.

      Lyra was en­tranced. She had seen pro­ject­ed pho­tograms, but noth­ing in her world had pre­pared her for the cin­ema. She wolfed down the hot dog and the pop­corn, gulped the Co­ca­Co­la, and gasped and laughed with de­light at the char­ac­ters on the screen. Luck­ily it was a noisy au­di­ence, full of chil­dren, and her ex­cite­ment wasn’t con­spic­uous. Will closed his eyes at once and went to sleep.

      He woke when he heard the clat­ter of seats as peo­ple moved out, and blinked in the light. His watch showed a quar­ter past eight. Lyra came away re­luc­tant­ly.

      “That’s the best thing I ev­er saw in my whole life,” she said. “I dun­no why they nev­er in­vent­ed this in my world. We got some things bet­ter than you, but this was bet­ter than any­thing we got.”

      Will couldn’t even re­mem­ber what the film had been. It was still light out­side, and the streets were busy.

      “D’you want to see an­oth­er one?”

      “Yeah!”

      So they went to the next cin­ema, a few hun­dred yards away around the cor­ner, and did it again. Lyra set­tled down with her feet on the seat, hug­ging her knees, and Will let his mind go blank. When they came out this time, it was near­ly eleven o’clock­much bet­ter.

      Lyra was hun­gry again, so they bought ham­burg­ers from a cart and ate them as they walked along, some­thing else new to her.

      “We al­ways sit down to eat. I nev­er seen peo­ple just walk­ing along eat­ing be­fore,” she told him. “There’s so many ways this place is dif­fer­ent. The traf­fic, for one. I don’t like it. I like the cin­ema, though, and ham­burg­ers. I like them a lot. And that Schol­ar, Dr. Mal­one, she’s go­ing to make that en­gine use words. I just know she is. I’ll go back there to­mor­row and see how she’s get­ting on. I bet I could help her. I could prob­ably get the Schol­ars to give her the mon­ey she wants, too. You know how my fa­ther did it? Lord As­riel? He played a trick on them….”

      As they walked up the Ban­bury Road, she told him about the night she hid in the wardrobe and watched Lord As­riel show the Jor­dan Schol­ars the sev­ered head of Sta­nis­laus Grum­man in the vac­uum flask. And since Will was such a good au­di­ence, she went on and told him the rest of her sto­ry, from the time she es­caped from Mrs. Coul­ter’s flat to the hor­ri­ble mo­ment when she re­al­ized she’d led Roger to his death on the icy cliffs of Sval­bard. Will lis­tened with­out com­ment, but at­ten­tive­ly, with sym­pa­thy. Her ac­count of a voy­age in a bal­loon, of ar­mored bears and witch­es, of a venge­ful arm of the Church, seemed all of a piece with his own fan­tas­tic dream of a beau­ti­ful city on the sea, emp­ty and silent and safe: it couldn’t be true, it was as sim­ple as that.

      But even­tu­al­ly they reached the ring road, and the horn­beam trees. There was very lit­tle traf­fic now: a car ev­ery minute or so, no more than that. And there was the win­dow. Will felt him­self smil­ing. It was go­ing to be all right.

      “Wait till there’s no cars com­ing,” he said. “I’m go­ing through now.”

      And a mo­ment lat­er he was on the grass un­der the palm trees, and a sec­ond or two af­ter­ward Lyra fol­lowed.

      They felt as if they were home again. The wide warm night, and the scent of flow­ers and the sea, and the si­lence, bathed them like sooth­ing wa­ter.

      Lyra stretched and yawned, and Will felt a great weight lift off his shoul­ders. He had been car­ry­ing it all day, and he hadn’t no­ticed how it had near­ly pressed him in­to the ground; but now he felt light and free and at peace.

      And then Lyra gripped his arm. In the same sec­ond he heard what had made her do it.

      Some­where in the lit­tle streets be­yond the cafe, some­thing was scream­ing.

      Will set off at once to­ward the sound, and Lyra fol­lowed be­hind as he plunged down a nar­row al­ley shad­owed from the moon­light. Af­ter sev­er­al twists and turns they came out in­to the square in front of the stone tow­er they’d seen that morn­ing.

      Twen­ty or so chil­dren were fac­ing in­ward in a se­mi­cir­cle at the base of the tow­er, and some of them had sticks in their hands, and some were throw­ing stones at what­ev­er they had trapped against the wall. At first Lyra thought it was an­oth­er child, but com­ing from in­side the se­mi­cir­cle was a hor­ri­ble high wail­ing that wasn’t hu­man at all. And the chil­dren were scream­ing too, in fear as well as ha­tred.

      Will ran up to the chil­dren and pulled the first one back. It was a boy of about his own age, a boy in a striped Tshirt. As he turned Lyra saw the wild white rims around his pupils, and then the oth­er chil­dren re­al­ized what was hap­pen­ing and stopped to look. An­gel­ica and her lit­tle broth­er were there too, stones in hand, and all the chil­dren’s eyes glit­tered fierce­ly in the moon­light.

      They fell silent. On­ly the high wail­ing con­tin­ued, and then both Will and Lyra saw what it was: a tab­by cat, cow­er­ing against the wall of the tow­er, its ear torn and its tail bent. It was the cat Will had seen in Sun­der­land Av­enue, the one like Mox­ie, the one that had led him to the win­dow.

      As soon as he saw her, he flung aside the boy he was hold­ing. The boy fell to the ground and was up in a mo­ment, fu­ri­ous, but the oth­ers held him back. Will was al­ready kneel­ing by the cat.

      And then she was in his arms. She fled to his breast and he cra­dled her close and stood to face the chil­dren, and Lyra thought for a crazy sec­ond that his dae­mon had ap­peared at last.

      “What are you hurt­ing this cat for?” he de­mand­ed, and they couldn’t an­swer. They stood trem­bling at Will’s anger, breath­ing heav­ily, clutch­ing their sticks and their stones, and they couldn’t speak.

      But then An­gel­ica’s voice came clear­ly: “You ain’ from here! You ain’ from Ci’gazze! You didn’ know about Specters, you don’ know about cats ei­ther. You ain’ like us!”

      The boy in the striped Tshirt whom Will had thrown down was trem­bling to fight, and if it hadn’t been for the cat in Will’s arms, he would have flown at Will with fists and teeth and feet, and Will would have glad­ly joined bat­tle. There was a cur­rent of elec­tric ha­tred be­tween the two of them that on­ly vi­olence could ground. But the boy was afraid of the cat.

      “Where you come from?” he said con­temp­tu­ous­ly.

      “Doesn’t mat­ter where we come from. If you’re scared of this cat, I’ll take her away from you. If she’s bad luck to you, she’ll be good luck for us. Now get out of the way.”

      For a mo­ment Will thought their ha­tred would over­come their fear, and he was prepar­ing to put the cat down and fight, but then came a low thun­der­ous growl from be­hind the chil­dren, and they turned to see Lyra stand­ing with her hand on the shoul­ders of a great spot­ted leop­ard whose teeth shone white as he snarled. Even Will, who rec­og­nized Pan­ta­lai­mon, was fright­ened for a sec­ond. Its ef­fect on the chil­dren was dra­mat­ic: they turned and fled at once. A few sec­onds lat­er the square was emp­ty.

      But be­fore they left, Lyra looked up at the tow­er. A growl from Pan­ta­lai­mon prompt­ed her, and just briefly she saw some­one there on the very top, look­ing down over the bat­tle­ment­ed rim, and not a child ei­ther, but a young man, with curly hair.

      Half an hour lat­er they were in the flat above the cafe. Will had found a tin of con­densed milk, and the cat had lapped it hun­gri­ly and then be­gun to lick her wounds. Pan­ta­lai­mon had be­come cat­formed out of cu­rios­ity, and at first the tab­by cat had bris­tled with sus­pi­cion, but she soon re­al­ized that what­ev­er Pan­ta­lai­mon was, he was nei­ther a true cat nor a threat, and pro­ceed­ed to ig­nore him.

      Lyra watched Will tend­ing this one with fas­ci­na­tion. The on­ly an­imals she had been close to in her world (apart from the ar­mored bears) were work­ing an­imals of one sort or an­oth­er. Cats were for keep­ing Jor­dan Col­lege clear of mice, not for mak­ing pets of.

      “I think her tail’s bro­ken,” Will said. “I don’t know what to do about that. Maybe it’ll heal by it­self. I’ll put some hon­ey on her ear. I read about that some­where; it’s an­ti­sep­tic….”

      It was messy, but at least it kept her oc­cu­pied lick­ing it off, and the wound was get­ting clean­er all the time.

      “You sure this is the one you saw?” she said.

      “Oh, yes. And if they’re all so fright­ened of cats, there wouldn’t be many in this world any­way. She prob­ably couldn’t find her way back.”

      “They were just crazy,” Lyra said. “They would have killed her. I nev­er seen kids be­ing like that.”

      “I have,” said Will.

      But his face had closed; he didn’t want to talk about it, and she knew bet­ter than to ask. She knew she wouldn’t even ask the alethiome­ter.

      She was very tired, so present­ly she went to bed and slept at once.

      A lit­tle lat­er, when the cat had curled up to sleep, Will took a cup of cof­fee and the green leather writ­ing case, and sat on the bal­cony. There was enough light corn­ing through the win­dow for him to read by, and he want­ed to look at the pa­pers.

      There weren’t many. As he’d thought, they were let­ters, writ­ten on air­mail pa­per in black ink. These very marks were made by the hand of the man he want­ed so much to find; he moved his fin­gers over and over them, and pressed them to his face, try­ing to get clos­er to the essence of his fa­ther. Then he start­ed to read.

      Fair­banks, Alas­ka

      Wednes­day, 19 June 1985

      My dar­lingthe usu­al mix­ture of ef­fi­cien­cy and chaos- all the stores are here but the physi­cist, a ge­nial dimwit called Nel­son, hasn ‘t made any ar­range­ments for car­ry­ing his damn bal­loons up in­to the moun­tain­shav­ing to twid­dle our thumbs while he scrab­bles around for trans­port. But it means I had a chance to talk to an old boy I met last time, a gold min­er called Jake Pe­tersen. Tracked him down to a dingy bar and un­der the sound of the base­ball game on the TV I asked him about the anoma­ly. He wouldn ‘t talk there­took me back to his apart­ment. With the help of a bot­tle of Jack Daniel’s he talked for a long time­hadn ‘t seen it him­self, but he ‘d met an Es­ki­mo who had, and this chap said it was a door­way in­to the spir­it world. They ‘d known about it for cen­turies; pan of the ini­ti­ation of a medicine man in­volved go­ing through and bring­ing back a tro­phy of some kindthough some nev­er came back. How­ev­er, old Jake did have a map of the area, and he ‘d marked on it where his pal had told him the thing was. (Just in case: it’s at 69°02′11″ N, 157°12′19″ W,ona spur of Look­out Ridge a mile or two north of the Colville Riv­er.) We then got on to oth­er Arc­tic leg­end­sthe Nor­we­gi­an ship that’s been drift­ing un­manned for six­ty years, stuff like that. The ar­chae­ol­ogists are a de­cent crew, keen to get to work, con­tain­ing their im­pa­tience with Nel­son and his bal­loons. None of them has ev­er heard of the anoma­ly, and be­lieve me I’m go­ing to keep it like that. My fond­est love to you both. John­ny.

      Umi­at, Alas­ka

      Sat­ur­day, 22 June 1985

      My dar­ling–so much for what did I call him, a ge­nial dimwit­the physi­cist Nel­son is noth­ing of the sort, and if I’m not mis­tak­en he’s ac­tu­al­ly look­ing for the anoma­ly him­self. The holdup in Fair­banks was or­ches­trat­ed by him, would you be­lieve? Know­ing that the rest of the team wouldn’t want to wait for any­thing less than an unar­guable rea­son like no trans­port, he per­son­al­ly sent ahead and can­celed the ve­hi­cles that had been or­dered. I found this out by ac­ci­dent, and I was go­ing to ask him what the hell he was play­ing at when I over­heard him talk­ing on the ra­dio to some­onede­scrib­ing the anoma­ly, no less, ex­cept he didn ‘t know the lo­ca­tion. Lat­er on I bought him a drink, played the bluff sol­di­er, old Arc­tic hand, “more things in heav­en and earth ” line. Pre­tend­ed to tease him with the lim­ita­tions of sci­ence­bet you can’t ex­plain Big­foot, etc.-watch­ing him close­ly. Then sprung the anoma­ly on himEs­ki­mo leg­end of a door­way in­to spir­it worldin­vis­ible­some­where near Look­out Ridge, would you be­lieve, where we’re head­ing for, fan­cy that. And you know he was jolt­ed rigid. He knew ex­act­ly what I meant. I pre­tend­ed not to no­tice and went on to witchcraft, told him the Zaire leop­ard sto­ry. So I hope he’s got me down as a su­per­sti­tious mil­itary block­head. But I’m right, Elaine- he’s look­ing for it too. The ques­tion is, do I tell him or not? Got to work out what his game is. Fond­est love to both- John­ny.

      Colville Bar,

      Alas­ka Mon­day, 24 June 1985

      Dar­lin­gI won’t get a chance to post an­oth­er let­ter for a whilethis is the last town be­fore we take to the hills, the Brooks Range. The ar­chae­ol­ogists are fizzing to get up there. One chap is con­vinced he’ll find ev­idence of much ear­li­er habi­ta­tion than any­one sus­pect­ed. I said how much ear­li­er, and why was he con­vinced. He told me of some nar­whalivory carv­in­gs he’d found on a pre­vi­ous dig­car­bon 14-dat­ed to some in­cred­ible age, way out­side the range of what was pre­vi­ous­ly as­sumed; anoma­lous, in fact. Wouldn’t it be strange if they ‘d come through my anoma­ly, from some oth­er world? Talk­ing of which, the physi­cist Nel­son is my clos­est bud­dy nowkids me along, drops hints to im­ply that he knows that I know that he knows, etc. And I pre­tend to be bluff Ma­jor Par­ry, stout fel­low in a cri­sis but not too much be­tween the ears, what. But I know he’s af­ter it. For one thing, al­though he’s a bona fide aca­dem­ic his fund­ing ac­tu­al­ly comes from the Min­istry of De­fen­seI know the fi­nan­cial codes they use. And for an­oth­er his so­called weath­er bal­loons are noth­ing of the sort. I looked in the cratea ra­di­ation suit if ev­er I’ve seen one. A rum do, my dar­ling. I shall stick to my plan: take the ar­chae­ol­ogists to their spot and go off by my self for a few days to look for the anoma­ly. If I bump in­to Nel­son wan­der­ing about on Look­out Ridge, I’ll play it by ear.

      Lat­er. A re­al bit of luck. I met Jake Pe­tersen ’s pal the Es­ki­mo, Matt Ki­ga­lik. Jake had told me where to find him, but I hadn ‘t dared to hope he ‘d be there. He told me the So­vi­ets had been look­ing for the anoma­ly too; he’d come across a man ear­li­er this year high up in the range and watched him for a cou­ple of days with­out be­ing seen, be­cause he guessed what he was do­ing, and he was right, and the man turned out to be Rus­sian, a spy. He didn ‘t tell me more than that; I got the im­pres­sion he bumped him off. But he de­scribed the thing to me. It’s like a gap in the air, a sort of win­dow. You look through it and you see an­oth­er world. But it’s not easy to find be­cause that part of the oth­er world looks just like this­rocks and moss and so forth. It’s on the north side of a small creek fifty paces or so to the west of a tall rock shaped like a stand­ing bear, and the po­si­tion Jake gave me is not quite right­it’s near­er 12″ N than 11.

      Wish me luck, my dar­ling. I’ll bring you back a tro­phy from the spir­it world. I love you for­ev­erkiss the boy for meJohn­ny.

      Will found his head ring­ing.

      His fa­ther was de­scrib­ing ex­act­ly what he him­self had found un­der the horn­beam trees. He, too, had found a win­dowhe even used the same word for it! So Will must be on the right track. And this knowl­edge was what the men had been search­ing for… So it was dan­ger­ous, too.

      Will had been just a ba­by when that let­ter was writ­ten. Sev­en years af­ter that had come the morn­ing in the su­per­mar­ket when he re­al­ized his moth­er was in ter­ri­ble dan­ger, and he had to pro­tect her; and then slow­ly in the months that fol­lowed came his grow­ing re­al­iza­tion that the dan­ger was in her mind, and he had to pro­tect her all the more.

      And then, bru­tal­ly, the rev­ela­tion that not all the dan­ger had been in her mind af­ter all. There re­al­ly was some­one af­ter her­af­ter these let­ters, this in­for­ma­tion.

      He had no idea what it meant. But he felt deeply hap­py that he had some­thing so im­por­tant to share with his fa­ther; that John Par­ry and his son Will had each, sep­arate­ly, dis­cov­ered this ex­traor­di­nary thing. When they met, they could talk about it, and his fa­ther would be proud that Will had fol­lowed in his foot­steps.

      The night was qui­et and the sea was still. He fold­ed the let­ters away and fell asleep.

    

  
    
      The Subtle Knife

    

    
      SIX

      LIGHT­ED FLIERS

      “Grum­man?” said the black­beard­ed fur trad­er. “From the Berlin Acade­my? Reck­less. I met him five years back over at the north­ern end of the Urals. I thought he was dead.”

      Sam Can­si­no, an old ac­quain­tance and a Tex­an like Lee Scores­by, sat in the naph­tha­laden, smoky bar of the Samirsky Ho­tel and tossed back a shot glass of bit­ing­ly cold vod­ka. He nudged the plate of pick­led fish and black bread to­ward Lee, who took a mouth­ful and nod­ded for Sam to tell him more.

      “He’d walked in­to a trap that fool Yakovlev laid,” the fur trad­er went on, “and cut his leg open to the bone. In­stead of us­ing reg­ular medicines, he in­sist­ed on us­ing the stuff the bears use­blood­moss­some kind of lichen, it ain’t a true moss. Any­way, he was ly­ing on a sledge al­ter­nate­ly roar­ing with pain and call­ing out in­struc­tions to his men­they were tak­ing star sights, and they had to get the mea­sure­ments right or he’d lash them with his tongue, and boy, he had a tongue like barbed wire. A lean man, tough, pow­er­ful, cu­ri­ous about ev­ery­thing. You know he was a Tar­tar, by ini­ti­ation?”

      “You don’t say,” said Lee Scores­by, tip­ping more vod­ka in­to Sam’s glass. His dae­mon, Hes­ter, crouched at his el­bow on the bar, eyes half­closed as usu­al, ears flat along her back.

      Lee had ar­rived that af­ter­noon, borne to No­va Zem­bla by the wind the witch­es had called up, and once he’d stowed his equip­ment he’d made straight for the Samirsky Ho­tel, near the fish­pack­ing sta­tion. This was a place where many Arc­tic drifters stopped to ex­change news or look for em­ploy­ment or leave mes­sages for one an­oth­er, and Lee Scores­by had spent sev­er­al days there in the past, wait­ing for a con­tract or a pas­sen­ger or a fair wind, so there was noth­ing un­usu­al in his con­duct now.

      And with the vast changes they sensed in the world around them, it was nat­ural for peo­ple to gath­er and talk. With ev­ery day that passed came more news: the riv­er Yeni­sei was free of ice, and at this time of year, too; part of the ocean had drained away, ex­pos­ing strange reg­ular for­ma­tions of stone on the seabed; a squid a hun­dred feet long had snatched three fish­er­men out of their boat and torn them apart….

      And the fog con­tin­ued to roll in from the north, dense and cold and oc­ca­sion­al­ly drenched with the strangest imag­in­able light, in which great forms could be vague­ly seen, and mys­te­ri­ous voic­es heard.

      Al­to­geth­er it was a bad time to work, which was why the bar of the Samirsky Ho­tel was full.

      “Did you say Grum­man?” said the man sit­ting just along the bar, an el­der­ly man in seal hunter’s rig, whose lem­ming dae­mon looked out solemn­ly from his pock­et. “He was a Tar­tar all right. I was there when he joined that tribe. I saw him hav­ing his skull drilled. He had an­oth­er name, tooa Tar­tar name; I’ll think of it in a minute.”

      “Well, how about that,” said Lee Scores­by. “Let me buy you a drink, my friend. I’m look­ing for news of this man. What tribe was it he joined?”

      “The Yeni­sei Pakhtars. At the foot of the Se­my­onov Range. Near a fork of the Yeni­sei and theI for­get what it’s called- a riv­er that comes down from the hills. There’s a rock the size of a house at the land­ing stage.”

      “Ah, sure,” said Lee. “I re­mem­ber it now. I’ve flown over it. And Grum­man had his skull drilled, you say? Why was that?”

      “He was a shaman,” said the old seal hunter. “I think the tribe rec­og­nized him as a shaman be­fore they adopt­ed him. Some busi­ness, that drilling. It goes on for two nights and a day. They use a bow drill, like for light­ing a fire.”

      “Ah, that ac­counts for the way his team was obey­ing him,” said Sam Can­si­no. “They were the rough­est bunch of scoundrels I ev­er saw, but they ran around do­ing his bid­ding like ner­vous chil­dren. I thought it was his curs­ing that did it. If they thought he was a shaman, it’d make even more sense. But you know, that man’s cu­rios­ity was as pow­er­ful as a wolf’s jaws; he would not let go. He made me tell him ev­ery scrap I knew about the land there­abouts, and the habits of wolver­in­es and fox­es. And he was in some pain from that damn trap of Yakovlev’s; leg laid open, and he was writ­ing the re­sults of that blood­moss, tak­ing his tem­per­ature, watch­ing the scar form, mak­ing notes on ev­ery damn thing…. A strange man. There was a witch who want­ed him for a lover, but he turned her down.”

      “Is that so?” said Lee, think­ing of the beau­ty of Ser­afi­na Pekkala.

      “He shouldn’t have done that,” said the seal hunter. “A witch of­fers you her love, you should take it. If you don’t, it’s your own fault if bad things hap­pen to you. It’s like hav­ing to make a choice: a bless­ing or a curse. The one thing you can’t do is choose nei­ther.”

      “He might have had a rea­son,” said Lee. “If he had any sense, it will have been a good one.” “He was head­strong,” said Sam Can­si­no. “Maybe faith­ful to an­oth­er wom­an,” Lee guessed. “I heard some­thing else about him; I heard he knew the where­abouts of some mag­ic ob­ject, I don’t know what it might be, that could pro­tect any­one who held it. Did you ev­er hear that sto­ry?”

      “Yes, I heard that,” said the seal hunter. “He didn’t have it him­self, but he knew where it was. There was a man who tried to make him tell, but Grum­man killed him.”

      “His dae­mon, now,” said Sam Can­si­no, “that was cu­ri­ous. She was an ea­gle, a black ea­gle with a white head and breast, of a kind I’d nev­er set eyes on, and I didn’t know how she might be called.”

      “She was an os­prey,” said the bar­man, lis­ten­ing in. “You’re talk­ing about Stan Grum­man? His dae­mon was an os­prey. A fish ea­gle.”

      “What hap­pened to him?” said Lee Scores­by.

      “Oh, he got mixed up in the Skrael­ing wars over to Bering­land. Last I heard he’d been shot,” said the seal hunter. “Killed out­right.”

      “I heard they be­head­ed him,” said Lee Scores­by.

      “No, you’re both wrong,” said the bar­man, “and I know, be­cause I heard it from an lim­it who was with him. Seems that they were camped out on Sakhalin some­where and there was an avalanche. Grum­man was buried un­der a hun­dred tons of rock. This Inu­it saw it hap­pen.”

      “What I can’t un­der­stand,” said Lee Scores­by, of­fer­ing the bot­tle around, “is what the man was do­ing. Was he prospect­ing for rock oil, maybe? Or was he a mil­itary man? Or was it some­thing phi­lo­soph­ical? You said some­thing about mea­sure­ments, Sam. What would that be?”

      “They were mea­sur­ing the starlight. And the au­ro­ra. He had a pas­sion for the au­ro­ra. I think his main in­ter­est was in ru­ins, though. An­cient things.”

      “I know who could tell you more,” said the seal hunter. “Up the moun­tain they have an ob­ser­va­to­ry be­long­ing to the Im­pe­ri­al Mus­covite Acade­my. They’d be able to tell you. I know he went up there more than once.”

      “What d’you want to know for, any­way, Lee?” said Sam Can­si­no.

      “He owes me some mon­ey,” said Lee Scores­by.

      This ex­pla­na­tion was so sat­is­fy­ing that it stopped their cu­rios­ity at once. The con­ver­sa­tion turned to the top­ic on ev­ery­one’s lips: the catas­troph­ic changes tak­ing place around them, which no one could see.

      “The fish­er­men,” said the seal hunter, “they say you can sail right up in­to that new world.”

      “There’s a new world?” said Lee.

      “As soon as this damn fog clears we’ll see right in­to it,” the seal hunter told them con­fi­dent­ly. “When it first hap­pened, I was out in my kayak and look­ing north, just by chance. I’ll nev­er for­get what I saw. In­stead of the earth curv­ing down over the hori­zon, it went straight on. I could see for­ev­er, and as far as I could see, there was land and shore­line, moun­tains, har­bors, green trees, and fields of corn, for­ev­er in­to the sky. I tell you, friends, that was some­thing worth toil­ing fifty years to see, a sight like that. I would have pad­dled up the sky in­to that calm sea with­out a back­ward glance; but then came the fog….”

      “Ain’t nev­er seen a fog like this,” grum­bled Sam Can­si­no. “Reck­on it’s set in for a month, maybe more. But you’re out of luck if you want mon­ey from Sta­nis­laus Grum­man, Lee; the man’s dead.”

      “Ah! I got his Tar­tar name!” said the seal hunter. “I just re­mem­bered what they called him dur­ing the drilling. It sound­ed like Jopari.”

      “Jopari? That’s no kind of name I’ve ev­er heard of,” said Lee. “Might be Nip­ponese, I sup­pose. Well, if I want my mon­ey, maybe I can chase up his heirs and as­signs. Or maybe the Berlin Acade­my can square the debt. I’ll go ask at the ob­ser­va­to­ry, see if they have an ad­dress I can ap­ply to.”

      The ob­ser­va­to­ry was some dis­tance to the north, and Lee Scores­by hired a dog sledge and driv­er. It wasn’t easy to find some­one will­ing to risk the jour­ney in the fog, but Lee was per­sua­sive, or his mon­ey was; and even­tu­al­ly an old Tar­tar from the Ob re­gion agreed to take him there, af­ter a lengthy bout of hag­gling.

      The driv­er didn’t re­ly on a com­pass, or he would have found it im­pos­si­ble. He nav­igat­ed by oth­er sign­shis Arc­tic fox dae­mon for one, who sat at the front of the sledge keen­ly scent­ing the way. Lee, who car­ried his com­pass ev­ery­where, had re­al­ized al­ready that the earth’s mag­net­ic field was as dis­turbed as ev­ery­thing else.

      The old driv­er said, as they stopped to brew cof­fee, “This hap­pen be­fore, this thing.”

      “What, the sky open­ing? That hap­pened be­fore?”

      “Many thou­sand gen­er­ation. My peo­ple re­mem­ber. All long time ago, many thou­sand gen­er­ation.”

      “What do they say about it?”

      “Sky fall open, and spir­its move be­tween this world and that world. All the lands move. The ice melt, then freeze again. The spir­its close up the hole af­ter a while. Seal it up. But witch­es say the sky is thin there, be­hind the north­ern lights.”

      “What’s go­ing to hap­pen, Umaq?”

      “Same thing as be­fore. Make all same again. But on­ly af­ter big trou­ble, big war. Spir­it war.”

      The driv­er wouldn’t tell him any more, and soon they moved on, track­ing slow­ly over un­du­la­tions and hol­lows and past out­crops of dim rock, dark through the pal­lid fog, un­til the old man said: “Ob­ser­va­to­ry up there. You walk now. Path too crooked for sledge. You want go back, I wait here.”

      “Yeah, I want to go back when I’ve fin­ished, Umaq. You make your­self a fire, my friend, and sit and rest a spell. I’ll be three, four hours maybe.”

      Lee Scores­by set off, with Hes­ter tucked in­to the breast of his coat, and af­ter half an hour’s stiff climb found a clump of build­in­gs sud­den­ly above him as if they’d just been placed there by a gi­ant hand. But the ef­fect was on­ly due to a mo­men­tary lift­ing of the fog, and af­ter a minute it closed in again. He saw the great dome of the main ob­ser­va­to­ry, a small­er one a lit­tle way off, and be­tween them a group of ad­min­is­tra­tion build­in­gs and do­mes­tic quar­ters. No lights showed, be­cause the win­dows were blacked out per­ma­nent­ly so as not to spoil the dark­ness for their tele­scopes.

      A few min­utes af­ter he ar­rived, Lee was talk­ing to a group of as­tronomers ea­ger to learn what news he could bring them, for there are few nat­ural philoso­phers as frus­trat­ed as as­tronomers in a fog. He told them about ev­ery­thing he’d seen, and once that top­ic had been thor­ough­ly dealt with, he asked about Sta­nis­laus Grum­man The as­tronomers hadn’t had a vis­itor in weeks, and they were keen to talk.

      “Grum­man? Yes, I’ll tell you some­thing about him,” said the Di­rec­tor. “He was an En­glish­man, in spite of his name. I re­mem­ber-“

      “Sure­ly not,” said his deputy. “He was a mem­ber of the Im­pe­ri­al Ger­man Acade­my. I met him in Berlin. I was sure he was Ger­man.”

      “No, I think you’ll find he was En­glish. His com­mand of that lan­guage was im­mac­ulate, any­way,” said the Di­rec­tor.

      “But I agree, he was cer­tain­ly a mem­ber of the Berlin Acade­my. He was a ge­ol­ogist-“

      “No, no, you’re wrong,” said some­one else. “He did look at the earth, but not as a ge­ol­ogist. I had a long talk with him once. I sup­pose you’d call him a pa­leoar­chae­ol­ogist.”

      They were sit­ting, five of them, around a ta­ble in the room that served as their com­mon room, liv­ing and din­ing room, bar, recre­ation room, and more or less ev­ery­thing else. Two of them were Mus­covites, one was a Pole, one a Yoru­ba, and one a Skrael­ing. Lee Scores­by sensed that the lit­tle com­mu­ni­ty was glad to have a vis­itor, if on­ly be­cause he in­tro­duced a change of con­ver­sa­tion. The Pole had been the last to speak, and then the Yoru­ba in­ter­rupt­ed:

      “What do you mean, a pa­leoar­chae­ol­ogist? Ar­chae­ol­ogists al­ready study what’s old; why do you need to put an­oth­er word mean­ing ‘old’ in front of it?”

      “His field of study went back much fur­ther than you’d ex­pect, that’s all. He was look­ing for re­mains of civ­iliza­tions from twen­ty, thir­ty thou­sand years ago,” the Pole replied.

      “Non­sense!” said the Di­rec­tor. “Ut­ter non­sense! The man was pulling your leg. Civ­iliza­tions thir­ty thou­sand years old? Ha! Where is the ev­idence?”

      “Un­der the ice,” said the Pole. “That’s the point. Ac­cord­ing to Grum­man, the earth’s mag­net­ic field changed dra­mat­ical­ly at var­ious times in the past, and the earth’s ax­is ac­tu­al­ly moved, too, so that tem­per­ate ar­eas be­came ice­bound.”

      “How?” said one of the Mus­covites.

      “Oh, he had some com­plex the­ory. The point was, any ev­idence there might have been for very ear­ly civ­iliza­tions was long since buried un­der the ice. He claimed to have some pho­tograms of un­usu­al rock for­ma­tions.”

      “Ha! Is that all?” said the Di­rec­tor.

      “I’m on­ly re­port­ing, I’m not de­fend­ing him,” said the Pole.

      “How long had you known Grum­man, gen­tle­men?” Lee Scores­by asked.

      “Well, let me see,” said the Di­rec­tor. “It was sev­en years ago I met him for the first time.”

      “He made a name for him­self a year or two be­fore that, with his pa­per on the vari­ations in the mag­net­ic pole,” said the Yoru­ba. “But he came out of nowhere. I mean, no one had known him as a stu­dent or seen any of his pre­vi­ous work….” They talked on for a while, con­trib­ut­ing rem­inis­cences and of­fer­ing sug­ges­tions as to what might have be­come of Grum­man, though most of them thought he was prob­ably dead. While the Pole went to brew some more cof­fee, Lee’s hare dae­mon, Hes­ter, said to him qui­et­ly: “Check out the Skrael­ing, Lee.”

      The Skrael­ing had spo­ken very lit­tle. Lee had thought he was nat­ural­ly tac­iturn, but prompt­ed by Hes­ter, he ca­su­al­ly glanced across dur­ing the next break in the con­ver­sa­tion to see the man’s dae­mon, a snowy owl, glar­ing at him with bright or­ange eyes. Well, that was what owls looked like, and they did stare; but Hes­ter was right, and there was a hos­til­ity and sus­pi­cion in the dae­mon that the man’s face showed noth­ing of.

      And then Lee saw some­thing else: the Skrael­ing was wear­ing a ring with the Church’s sym­bol en­graved on it. Sud­den­ly he re­al­ized the rea­son for the man’s si­lence. Ev­ery phi­lo­soph­ical re­search es­tab­lish­ment, so he’d heard, had to in­clude on its staff a rep­re­sen­ta­tive of the Mag­is­teri­um, to act as a cen­sor and sup­press the news of any hereti­cal dis­cov­er­ies.

      So, re­al­iz­ing this, and re­mem­ber­ing some­thing he’d heard Lyra say, Lee asked: ‘Tell me, gen­tle­men­do you hap­pen to know if Grum­man ev­er looked in­to the ques­tion of Dust?”

      And in­stant­ly a si­lence fell in the stuffy lit­tle room, and ev­ery­one’s at­ten­tion fo­cused on the Skrael­ing, though no one looked at him di­rect­ly. Lee knew that Hes­ter would re­main in­scrutable, with her eyes half­closed and her ears flat along her back, and he put on a cheer­ful in­no­cence as he looked from face to face.

      Fi­nal­ly he set­tled on the Skrael­ing, and said, “I beg your par­don. Have I asked about some­thing it’s for­bid­den to know?”

      The Skrael­ing said, “Where did you hear men­tion of this sub­ject, Mr. Scores­by?”

      “From a pas­sen­ger I flew across the sea a while back,” Lee said eas­ily. “They nev­er said what it was, but from the way it was men­tioned it seemed like the kind of thing Dr. Grum­man might have in­quired in­to. I took it to be some kind of ce­les­tial thing, like the au­ro­ra. But it puz­zled me, be­cause as an aero­naut I know the skies pret­ty well, and I’d nev­er come across this stuff. What is it, any­how?”

      “As you say, a ce­les­tial phe­nomenon,” said the Skrael­ing. “It has no prac­ti­cal sig­nif­icance.”

      Present­ly Lee de­cid­ed it was time to leave; he had learned no more, and he didn’t want to keep Umaq wait­ing. He left the as­tronomers to their fog­bound ob­ser­va­to­ry and set off down the track, feel­ing his way along by fol­low­ing his dae­mon, whose eyes were clos­er to the ground.

      And when they were on­ly ten min­utes down the path, some­thing swept past his head in the fog and dived at Hes­ter. It was the Skrael­ing’s owl dae­mon.

      But Hes­ter sensed her com­ing and flat­tened her­self in time, and the owl’s claws just missed. Hes­ter could fight; her claws were sharp, too, and she was tough and brave. Lee knew that the Skrael­ing him­self must be close by, and reached for the re­volver at his belt.

      “Be­hind you, Lee,” Hes­ter said, and he whipped around, div­ing, as an ar­row hissed over his shoul­der.

      He fired at once. The Skrael­ing fell, grunt­ing, as the bul­let thud­ded in­to his leg. A mo­ment lat­er the owl dae­mon swooped with a clum­sy faint­ing move­ment to his side, and half lay on the snow, strug­gling to fold her wings.

      Lee Scores­by cocked his pis­tol and held it to the man’s head.

      “Right, you damn fool,” he said. “What did you try that for? Can’t you see we’re all in the same trou­ble now this thing’s hap­pened to the sky?”

      “It’s too late,” said the Skrael­ing.

      “Too late for what?”

      ‘Too late to stop. I have al­ready sent a mes­sen­ger bird. The Mag­is­teri­um will know of your in­quiries, and they will be glad to know about Grum­man-“

      “What about him?”

      “The fact that oth­ers are look­ing for him. It con­firms what we thought. And that oth­ers know of Dust. You are an en­emy of the Church, Lee Scores­by. By their fruits shall ye know them. By their ques­tions shall ye see the ser­pent gnaw­ing at their heart….”

      The owl was mak­ing soft hoot­ing sounds and rais­ing and drop­ping her wings fit­ful­ly. Her bright or­ange eyes were film­ing over with pain. There was a gath­er­ing red stain in the snow around the Skrael­ing; even in the fogth­ick dim­ness, Lee could see that the man was go­ing to die.

      “Reck­on my bul­let must have hit an artery,” he said. “Let go my sleeve and I’ll make a tourni­quet.”

      “No!” said the Skrael­ing harsh­ly. “I am glad to die! I shall have the mar­tyr’s palm! You will not de­prive me of that!”

      “Then die if you want to. Just tell me this-“

      But he nev­er had the chance to com­plete his ques­tion, be­cause with a bleak lit­tle shiv­er the owl dae­mon dis­ap­peared. The Skrael­ing’s soul was gone. Lee had once seen a paint­ing in which a saint of the Church was shown be­ing at­tacked by as­sas­sins. While they blud­geoned his dy­ing body, the saint’s dae­mon was borne up­ward by cherubs and of­fered a spray of palm, the badge of a mar­tyr. The Skrael­ing’s face now bore the same ex­pres­sion as the saint’s in the pic­ture: an ec­stat­ic strain­ing to­ward obliv­ion. Lee dropped him in dis­taste.

      Hes­ter clicked her tongue.

      “Shoul­da reck­oned he’d send a mes­sage,” she said. ‘Take his ring.”

      “What the hell for? We ain’t thieves, are we?”

      “No, we’re rene­gades,” she said. “Not by our choice, but by his mal­ice. Once the Church learns about this, we’re done for any­way. Take ev­ery ad­van­tage we can in the mean­time. Go on, take the ring and stow it away, and mebbe we can use it.”

      Lee saw the sense, and took the ring off the dead man’s fin­ger. Peer­ing in­to the gloom, he saw that the path was edged by a steep drop in­to rocky dark­ness, and he rolled the Skrael­ing’s body over. It fell for a long time be­fore he heard any im­pact. Lee had nev­er en­joyed vi­olence, and he hat­ed killing, al­though he’d had to do it three times be­fore.

      “No sense in think­ing that,” said Hes­ter. “He didn’t give us a choice, and we didn’t shoot to kill. Damn it, Lee, he want­ed to die. These peo­ple are in­sane.”

      “I guess you’re right,” he said, and put the pis­tol away.

      At the foot of the path they found the driv­er, with the dogs har­nessed and ready to move.

      “Tell me, Umaq,” Lee said as they set off back to the fish­pack­ing sta­tion, “you ev­er hear of a man called Grum­man?”

      “Oh, sure,” said the driv­er. “Ev­ery­body know Dr. Grum­man.”

      “Did you know he had a Tar­tar name?”

      “Not Tar­tar. You mean Jopari? Not Tar­tar.”

      “What hap­pened to him? Is he dead?”

      “You ask me that, I have to say I don’t know. So you nev­er know the truth from me.”

      “I see. So who can I ask?”

      “You bet­ter ask his tribe. Bet­ter go to Yeni­sei, ask them.”

      “His tribe … you mean the peo­ple who ini­ti­at­ed him? Who drilled his skull?”

      “Yes. You bet­ter ask them. Maybe he not dead, maybe he is. Maybe nei­ther dead nor alive.”

      “How can he be nei­ther dead nor alive?”

      “In spir­it world. Maybe he in spir­it world. Al­ready I say too much. Say no more now.”

      And he did not.

      But when they re­turned to the sta­tion, Lee went at once to the docks and looked for a ship that could give him pas­sage to the mouth of the Yeni­sei.

      Mean­while, the witch­es were search­ing too. The Lat­vian queen, Ru­ta Ska­di, flew with Ser­afi­na Pekkala’s com­pa­ny for many days and nights, through fog and whirl­wind, over re­gions dev­as­tat­ed by flood or land­slide. It was cer­tain that they were in a world none of them had known be­fore, with strange winds, strange scents in the air, great un­known birds that at­tacked them on sight and had to be driv­en off with vol­leys of ar­rows; and when they found land to rest on, the very plants were strange.

      Still, some of those plants were ed­ible, and they found rab­bits that made a tasty meal, and there was no short­age of wa­ter. It might have been a good land to live in, but for the spec­tral forms that drift­ed like mist over the grass­lands and con­gre­gat­ed near streams and low­ly­ing wa­ter. In some lights they were hard­ly there at all, just vis­ible as a drift­ing qual­ity in the light, a rhyth­mic evanes­cence, like veils of trans­paren­cy turn­ing be­fore a mir­ror. The witch­es had nev­er seen any­thing like them be­fore, and mis­trust­ed them at once.

      “Are they alive, do you think, Ser­afi­na Pekkala?” said Ru­ta Ska­di as the witch­es cir­cled high above a group of the things that stood mo­tion­less at the edge of a tract of for­est.

      “Alive or dead, they’re full of mal­ice,” Ser­afi­na replied. “I can feel that from here. And un­less I knew what weapon could harm them, I wouldn’t want to go clos­er than this.”

      The Specters seemed to be earth­bound, with­out the pow­er of flight, luck­ily for the witch­es. Lat­er that day, they saw what the Specters could do.

      It hap­pened at a riv­er cross­ing, where a dusty road went over a low stone bridge be­side a stand of trees. The late af­ter­noon sun slant­ed across the grass­land, draw­ing an in­tense green out of the ground and a dusty gold out of the air, and in that rich oblique light the witch­es saw a band of trav­el­ers mak­ing for the bridge, some on foot, some in horse­drawn carts, two of them rid­ing hors­es. Ser­afi­na caught her breath: these peo­ple had no dae­mons, and yet they seemed alive. She was about to fly down and look more close­ly when she heard a cry of alarm.

      It came from the rid­er on the lead­ing horse. He was point­ing at the trees, and as the witch­es looked down, they saw a stream of those spec­tral forms pour­ing across the grass, seem­ing to flow with no ef­fort to­ward the peo­ple, their prey.

      The peo­ple scat­tered. Ser­afi­na was shocked to see the lead­ing rid­er turn tail at once and gal­lop away, with­out stay­ing to help his com­rades, and the sec­ond rid­er did the same, es­cap­ing as fast as he could in an­oth­er di­rec­tion.

      “Fly low­er and watch, sis­ters,” Ser­afi­na told her com­pan­ions. “But don’t in­ter­fere till I com­mand.”

      They saw that the lit­tle band con­tained chil­dren as well, some rid­ing in the carts, some walk­ing be­side them. And it was clear that the chil­dren couldn’t see the Specters, and the Specters weren’t in­ter­est­ed in them; they made in­stead for the adults. One old wom­an seat­ed on a cart held two lit­tle chil­dren on her lap, and Ru­ta Ska­di was an­gered by her cow­ardice: be­cause she tried to hide be­hind them, and thrust them out to­ward the Specter that ap­proached her, as if of­fer­ing them up to save her own life.

      The chil­dren pulled free of the old wom­an and jumped down from the cart, and now, like the oth­er chil­dren around them, ran to and fro in fright, or stood and clung to­geth­er weep­ing as the Specters at­tacked the adults. The old wom­an in the cart was soon en­veloped in a trans­par­ent shim­mer that moved busi­ly, work­ing and feed­ing in some in­vis­ible way that made Ru­ta Ska­di sick to watch. The same fate be­fell ev­ery adult in the par­ty apart from the two who had fled on their hors­es.

      Fas­ci­nat­ed and stunned, Ser­afi­na Pekkala flew down even clos­er. There was a fa­ther with his child who had tried to ford the riv­er to get away, but a Specter had caught up with them, and as the child clung to the fa­ther’s back, cry­ing, the man slowed down and stood waist­deep in the wa­ter, ar­rest­ed and help­less.

      What was hap­pen­ing to him? Ser­afi­na hov­ered above the wa­ter a few feet away, gaz­ing hor­ri­fied. She had heard from trav­el­ers in her own world of the leg­end of the vam­pire, and she thought of that as she watched the Specter busy gorg­ing on­some­thing, some qual­ity the man had, his soul, his dae­mon, per­haps; for in this world, ev­ident­ly, dae­mons were in­side, not out­side. His arms slack­ened un­der the child’s thighs, and the child fell in­to the wa­ter be­hind him and grabbed vain­ly at his hand, gasp­ing, cry­ing, but the man on­ly turned his head slow­ly and looked down with per­fect in­dif­fer­ence at his lit­tle son drown­ing be­side him.

      That was too much for Ser­afi­na. She swooped low­er and plucked the child from the wa­ter, and as she did so, Ru­ta Ska­di cried out: “Be care­ful, sis­ter! Be­hind you-“

      And Ser­afi­na felt just for a mo­ment a hideous dull­ness at the edge of her heart, and reached out and up for Ru­ta Ska­di’s hand, which pulled her away from the dan­ger. They flew high­er, the child scream­ing and cling­ing to her waist with sharp fin­gers, and Ser­afi­na saw the Specter be­hind her, a drift of mist swirling on the wa­ter, cast­ing about for its lost prey. Ru­ta Ska­di shot an ar­row in­to the heart of it, with no ef­fect at all.

      Ser­afi­na put the child down on the riv­er­bank, see­ing that it was in no dan­ger from the Specters, and they re­treat­ed to the air again. The lit­tle band of trav­el­ers had halt­ed for good now; the hors­es cropped the grass or shook their heads at flies, the chil­dren were howl­ing or clutch­ing one an­oth­er and watch­ing from a dis­tance, and ev­ery adult had fall­en still. Their eyes were open; some were stand­ing, though most had sat down; and a ter­ri­ble still­ness hung over them. As the last of the Specters drift­ed away, sat­ed, Ser­afi­na flew down and alight­ed in front of a wom­an sit­ting on the grass, a strong, healthy­look­ing wom­an whose cheeks were red and whose fair hair was glossy.

      “Wom­an?” said Ser­afi­na. There was no re­sponse. “Can you hear me? Can you see me?”

      She shook her shoul­der. With an im­mense ef­fort the wom­an looked up. She scarce­ly seemed to no­tice. Her eyes were va­cant, and when Ser­afi­na pinched the skin of her fore­arm, she mere­ly looked down slow­ly and then away again.

      The oth­er witch­es were mov­ing through the scat­tered wag­ons, look­ing at the vic­tims in dis­may. The chil­dren, mean­while, were gath­er­ing on a lit­tle knoll some way off, star­ing at the witch­es and whis­per­ing to­geth­er fear­ful­ly.

      “The horse­man’s watch­ing,” said a witch.

      She point­ed up to where the road led through a gap in the hills. The rid­er who’d fled had reined in his horse and turned around to look back, shad­ing his eyes to see what was go­ing on.

      “We’ll speak to him,” said Ser­afi­na, and sprang in­to the air.

      How­ev­er the man had be­haved when faced with the Specters, he was no cow­ard. As he saw the witch­es ap­proach, he un­slung the ri­fle from his back and kicked the horse for­ward on­to the grass, where he could wheel and fire and face them in the open; but Ser­afi­na Pekkala alight­ed slow­ly and held her bow out be­fore lay­ing it on the ground in front of her.

      Whether or not they had that ges­ture here, its mean­ing was un­mis­tak­able. The man low­ered the ri­fle from his shoul­der and wait­ed, look­ing from Ser­afi­na to the oth­er witch­es, and up to their dae­mons too, who cir­cled in the skies above. Wom­en, young and fe­ro­cious, dressed in scraps of black silk and rid­ing pine branch­es through the skythere was noth­ing like that in his world, but he faced them with calm wari­ness. Ser­afi­na, com­ing clos­er, saw sor­row in his face as well, and strength. It was hard to rec­on­cile with the mem­ory of his turn­ing tail and run­ning while his com­pan­ions per­ished.

      “Who are you?” he said.

      “My name is Ser­afi­na Pekkala. I am the queen of the witch­es of Lake Enara, which is in an­oth­er world. What is your name?”

      “Joachim Lorenz. Witch­es, you say? Do you treat with the dev­il, then?”

      “If we did, would that make us your en­emy?”

      He thought for a few mo­ments, and set­tled his ri­fle across his thighs. “It might have done, once,” he said, “but times have changed. Why have you come to this world?”

      “Be­cause the times have changed. What are those crea­tures who at­tacked your par­ty?”

      “Well, the Specters…” he said, shrug­ging, hal­fas­ton­ished. “Don’t you know the Specters?”

      “We’ve nev­er seen them in our world. We saw you mak­ing your es­cape, and we didn’t know what to think. Now I un­der­stand.”

      “There’s no de­fense against them,” said Joachim Lorenz. “On­ly the chil­dren are un­touched. Ev­ery par­ty of trav­el­ers has to in­clude a man and a wom­an on horse­back, by law, and they have to do what we did, or else the chil­dren will have no one to look af­ter them. But times are bad now; the cities are thronged with Specters, and there used to be no more than a dozen or so in each place.”

      Ru­ta Ska­di was look­ing around. She no­ticed the oth­er rid­er mov­ing back to­ward the wag­ons, and saw that it was, in­deed, a wom­an. The chil­dren were run­ning to meet her.

      “But tell me what you’re look­ing for,” Joachim Lorenz went on. “You didn’t an­swer me be­fore. You wouldn’t have come here for noth­ing. An­swer me now.”

      “We’re look­ing for a child,” said Ser­afi­na, “a young girl from our world. Her name is Lyra Belac­qua, called Lyra Sil­ver­tongue. But where she might be, in a whole world, we can’t guess. You haven’t seen a strange child, on her own?”

      “No. But we saw an­gels the oth­er night, mak­ing for the Pole.”

      “An­gels?”

      “Troops of them in the air, armed and shin­ing. They haven’t been so com­mon in the last years, though in my grand­fa­ther’s time they passed through this world of­ten, or so he used to say.”

      He shad­ed his eyes and gazed down to­ward the scat­tered wag­ons, the halt­ed trav­el­ers. The oth­er rid­er had dis­mount­ed now and was com­fort­ing some of the chil­dren.

      Ser­afi­na fol­lowed his gaze and said, “If we camp with you tonight and keep guard against the Specters, will you tell us more about this world, and these an­gels you saw?”

      “Cer­tain­ly I will. Come with me.”

      The witch­es helped to move the wag­ons far­ther along the road, over the bridge and away from the trees where the Specters had come from. The strick­en adults had to stay where they were, though it was painful to see the lit­tle chil­dren cling­ing to a moth­er who no longer re­spond­ed to them, or tug­ging the sleeve of a fa­ther who said noth­ing and gazed in­to noth­ing and had noth­ing in his eyes. The younger chil­dren couldn’t un­der­stand why they had to leave their par­ents. The old­er ones, some of whom had al­ready lost par­ents of their own and who had seen it be­fore, sim­ply looked bleak and stayed dumb. Ser­afi­na picked up the lit­tle boy who’d fall­en in the riv­er, and who was cry­ing out for his dad­dy, reach­ing back over Ser­afi­na’s shoul­der to the silent fig­ure still stand­ing in the wa­ter, in­dif­fer­ent. Ser­afi­na felt his tears on her bare skin.

      The horse­wom­an, who wore rough can­vas breech­es and rode like a man, said noth­ing to the witch­es. Her face was grim. She moved the chil­dren on, speak­ing stern­ly, ig­nor­ing their tears. The evening sun suf­fused the air with a gold­en light in which ev­ery de­tail was clear and noth­ing was daz­zling, and the faces of the chil­dren and the man and wom­an too seemed im­mor­tal and strong and beau­ti­ful.

      Lat­er, as the em­bers of a fire glowed in a cir­cle of ashy rocks and the great hills lay calm un­der the moon, Joachim Lorenz told Ser­afi­na and Ru­ta Ska­di about the his­to­ry of his world.

      It had once been a hap­py one, he ex­plained. The cities were spa­cious and el­egant, the fields well tilled and fer­tile. Mer­chant ships plied to and fro on the blue oceans, and fish­er­men hauled in brim­ming nets of cod and tun­ny, bass and mul­let; the forests ran with game, and no chil­dren went hun­gry. In the courts and squares of the great cities am­bas­sadors from Brasil and Benin, from Eire­land and Corea min­gled with ta­ba­co sell­ers, with com­me­dia play­ers from Berg­amo, with deal­ers in for­tune bonds. At night masked lovers met un­der the rose­hung colon­nades or in the lam­plit gar­dens, and the air stirred with the scent of jas­mine and throbbed to the mu­sic of the wire­strung man­darone.

      The witch­es lis­tened wideeyed to this tale of a world so like theirs and yet so dif­fer­ent.

      “But it went wrong,” he said. “Three hun­dred years ago, it all went wrong. Some peo­ple reck­on the philoso­phers’ Guild of the Torre degli An­geli, the Tow­er of the An­gels, in the city we have just left, they’re the ones to blame. Oth­ers say it was a judg­ment on us for some great sin, though I nev­er heard any agree­ment about what that sin was. But sud­den­ly out of nowhere there came the Specters, and we’ve been haunt­ed ev­er since. You’ve seen what they do. Now imag­ine what it is to live in a world with Specters in it. How can we pros­per, when we can’t re­ly on any­thing con­tin­uing as it is? At any mo­ment a fa­ther might be tak­en, or a moth­er, and the fam­ily fall apart; a mer­chant might be tak­en, and his en­ter­prise fail, and all his clerks and fac­tors lose their em­ploy­ment; and how can lovers trust their vows? All the trust and all the virtue fell out of our world when the Specters came.”

      “Who are these philoso­phers?” said Ser­afi­na. “And where is this tow­er you speak of?”

      “In the city we left­Cit­tagazze. The city of mag­pies. You know why it’s called that? Be­cause mag­pies steal, and that’s all we can do now. We cre­ate noth­ing, we have built noth­ing for hun­dreds of years, all we can do is steal from oth­er worlds. Oh, yes, we know about oth­er worlds. Those philoso­phers in the Torre degli An­geli dis­cov­ered all we need to know about that sub­ject. They have a spell which, if you say it, lets you walk through a door that isn’t there, and find your­self in an­oth­er world. Some say it’s not a spell but a key that can open even where there isn’t a lock. Who knows? What­ev­er it is, it let the Specters in. And the philoso­phers use it still, I un­der­stand. They pass in­to oth­er worlds and steal from them and bring back what they find. Gold and jew­els, of course, but oth­er things too, like ideas, or sacks of corn, or pen­cils. They are the source of all our wealth,” he said bit­ter­ly, “that Guild of thieves.”

      “Why don’t the Specters harm chil­dren?” asked Ru­ta Ska­di.

      “That is the great­est mys­tery of all. In the in­no­cence of chil­dren there’s some pow­er that re­pels the Specters of In­dif­fer­ence. But it’s more than that. Chil­dren sim­ply don’t see them, though we can’t un­der­stand why. We nev­er have. But Specteror­phans are com­mon, as you can imag­in­echil­dren whose par­ents have been tak­en; they gath­er in bands and roam the coun­try, and some­times they hire them­selves out to adults to look for food and sup­plies in a Specter­rid­den area, and some­times they sim­ply drift about and scav­en­ge.

      “So that is our world. Oh, we man­aged to live with this curse. They’re true par­asites: they won’t kill their host, though they drain most of the life out of him. But there was a rough bal­an­ce … till re­cent­ly, till the great storm. Such a storm it was! It sound­ed as if the whole world was break­ing and crack­ing apart; there hadn’t been a storm like that in mem­ory.

      “And then there came a fog that last­ed for days and cov­ered ev­ery part of the world that I know of, and no one could trav­el. And when the fog cleared, the cities were full of the Specters, hun­dreds and thou­sands of them. So we fled to the hills and out to sea, but there’s no es­cap­ing them this time wher­ev­er we go. As you saw for your­selves.

      “Now it’s your turn. You tell me about your world, and why you’ve left it to come to this one.”

      Ser­afi­na told him truth­ful­ly as much as she knew. He was an hon­est man, and there was noth­ing that need­ed con­ceal­ing from him. He lis­tened close­ly, shak­ing his head with won­der, and when she had fin­ished, he said: “I told you about the pow­er they say our philoso­phers have, of open­ing the way to oth­er worlds. Well, some think that oc­ca­sion­al­ly they leave a door­way open, out of for­get­ful­ness; 1 wouldn’t be sur­prised if trav­el­ers from oth­er worlds found their way here from time to time. We know that an­gels pass through, af­ter all.”

      “An­gels?” said Ser­afi­na. “You men­tioned them be­fore. They are new to us. Can you ex­plain them?”

      “You want to know about an­gels?” said Joachim Lorenz. “Very well. Their name for them­selves is bene elim, I’m told. Some call them Watch­ers, too. They’re not be­in­gs of flesh like us; they’re be­in­gs of spir­it. Or maybe their flesh is more fine­ly drawn than ours, lighter and clear­er, I wouldn’t know; but they’re not like us. They car­ry mes­sages from heav­en, that’s their call­ing. We see them some­times in the sky, pass­ing through this world on the way to an­oth­er, shin­ing like fire­flies way, way up high. On a still night you can even hear their wing­beats. They have con­cerns dif­fer­ent from ours, though in the an­cient days they came down and had deal­in­gs with men and wom­en, and they bred with us, too, some say.

      “And when the fog came, af­ter the great storm, I was be­set by Specters in the hills be­hind the city of Sant’Elia, on my way home­ward. I took refuge in a shep­herd’s hut by a spring next to a birch wood, and all night long I heard voic­es above me in the fog, cries of alarm and anger, and wing­beats too, clos­er than I’d ev­er heard them be­fore; and to­ward dawn there was the sound of a skir­mish of arms, the whoosh of ar­rows, and the clang of swords. I daredn’t go out and see, though I was pow­er­ful­ly cu­ri­ous, for I was afraid. I was stark ter­ri­fied, if you want to know. When the sky was as light as it ev­er got dur­ing that fog, I ven­tured to look out, and I saw a great fig­ure ly­ing wound­ed by the spring. I felt as if I was see­ing things I had no right to seesa­cred things. I had to look away, and when I looked again, the fig­ure was gone.

      “That’s the clos­est I ev­er came to an an­gel. But as I told you, we saw them the oth­er night, way high aloft among the stars, mak­ing for the Pole, like a fleet of mighty ships un­der sail…. Some­thing is hap­pen­ing, and we don’t know down here what it may be. There could be a war break­ing out. There was a war in heav­en once, oh, thou­sands of years ago, im­mense ages back, but I don’t know what the out­come was. It wouldn’t be im­pos­si­ble if there was an­oth­er. But the dev­as­ta­tion would be enor­mous, and the con­se­quences for us … I can’t imag­ine it.

      “Though,” he went on, sit­ting up to stir the fire, “the end of it might be bet­ter than I fear. It might be that a war in heav­en would sweep the Specters from this world al­to­geth­er, and back in­to the pit they come from. What a bless­ing that would be, eh! How fresh and hap­py we could live, free of that fear­ful blight!”

      Though Joachim Lorenz looked any­thing but hope­ful as he stared in­to the flames. The flick­er­ing light played over his face, but there was no play of ex­pres­sion in his strong fea­tures; he looked grim and sad.

      Ru­ta Ska­di said, “The Pole, sir. You said these an­gels were mak­ing for the Pole. Why would they do that, do you know? Is that where heav­en lies?”

      “I couldn’t say. I’m not a learned man, you can see that plain enough. But the north of our world, well, that’s the abode of spir­its, they say. If an­gels were mus­ter­ing, that’s where they’d go, and if they were go­ing to make an as­sault on heav­en, I dare­say that’s where they’d build their fortress and sal­ly out from.”

      He looked up, and the witch­es fol­lowed his eyes. The stars in this world were the same as theirs: the Milky Way blazed bright across the dome of the sky, and in­nu­mer­able points of starlight dust­ed the dark, al­most match­ing the moon for bright­ness….

      “Sir,” said Ser­afi­na, “did you ev­er hear of Dust?”

      “Dust? I guess you mean it in some oth­er sense than the dust on the roads. No, I nev­er did. But look! There’s a troop of an­gels now….”

      He point­ed to the con­stel­la­tion of Ophi­uchus. And sure enough, some­thing was mov­ing through it, a tiny clus­ter of light­ed be­in­gs. And they didn’t drift; they moved with the pur­pose­ful flight of geese or swans.

      Ru­ta Ska­di stood up.

      “Sis­ter, it’s time I part­ed from you,” she said to Ser­afi­na. “I’m go­ing up to speak to these an­gels, what­ev­er they may be. If they’re go­ing to Lord As­riel, I’ll go with them. If not, I’ll search on by my­self. Thank you for your com­pa­ny, and go well.”

      They kissed, and Ru­ta Ska­di took her cloud­pine branch and sprang in­to the air. Her dae­mon, Ser­gi, a bluethroat, sped out of the dark along­side her.

      “We’re go­ing high?” he said.

      “As high as those light­ed fliers in Ophi­uchus. They’re go­ing swift­ly, Ser­gi. Let’s catch them!”

      And she and her dsmon raced up­ward, fly­ing quick­er than sparks from a fire, the air rush­ing through the twigs on her branch and mak­ing her black hair stream out be­hind. She didn’t look back at the lit­tle fire in the wide dark­ness, at the sleep­ing chil­dren and her witch com­pan­ions. That part of her jour­ney was over, and, be­sides, those glow­ing crea­tures ahead of her were no larg­er yet, and un­less she kept her eye on them they were eas­ily lost against the great ex­panse of starlight.

      So she flew on, nev­er los­ing sight of the an­gels, and grad­ual­ly as she came clos­er they took on a clear­er shape.

      They shone not as if they were burn­ing but as if, wher­ev­er they were and how­ev­er dark the night, sun­light was shin­ing on them. They were like hu­mans, but winged, and much taller; and, as they were naked, the witch could see that three of them were male, two fe­male. Their wings sprang from their shoul­der blades, and their backs and chests were deeply mus­cled. Ru­ta Ska­di stayed be­hind them for some way, watch­ing, mea­sur­ing their strength in case she should need to fight them. They weren’t armed, but on the oth­er hand they were fly­ing eas­ily with­in their pow­er, and might even out­strip her if it came to a chase.

      Mak­ing her bow ready, just in case, she sped for­ward and flew along­side them, call­ing: “An­gels! Halt and lis­ten to me! I am the witch Ru­ta Ska­di, and I want to talk to you!”

      They turned. Their great wings beat in­ward, slow­ing them, and their bod­ies swung down­ward till they were stand­ing up­right in the air, hold­ing their po­si­tion by the beat­ing of their wings. They sur­round­ed her, five huge forms glow­ing in the dark air, lit by an in­vis­ible sun.

      She looked around, sit­ting on her pine branch proud and un­afraid, though her heart was beat­ing with the strangeness of it, and her dae­mon flut­tered to sit close to the warmth of her body.

      Each an­gelbe­ing was dis­tinct­ly an in­di­vid­ual, and yet they had more in com­mon with one an­oth­er than with any hu­man she had seen. What they shared was a shim­mer­ing, dart­ing play of in­tel­li­gence and feel­ing that seemed to sweep over them all si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. They were naked, but she felt naked in front of their glance, it was so pierc­ing and went so deep.

      Still, she was unashamed of what she was, and she re­turned their gaze with head held high.

      “So you are an­gels,” she said, “or Watch­ers, or bene elim. Where are you go­ing?”

      “We are fol­low­ing a call,” said one.

      She was not sure which one had spo­ken. It might have been any or all of them at once.

      “Whose call?” she said.

      “A man’s.”

      “Lord As­riel’s?”

      “It may be.”

      “Why are you fol­low­ing his call?”

      “Be­cause we are will­ing to,” came the re­ply.

      “Then wher­ev­er he is, you can guide me to him as well,” she or­dered them.

      Ru­ta Ska­di was four hun­dred and six­teen years old, with all the pride and knowl­edge of an adult witch queen. She was wis­er by far than any short­lived hu­man, but she had not the slight­est idea of how like a child she seemed be­side these an­cient be­in­gs. Nor did she know how far their aware­ness spread out be­yond her like fil­amen­tary ten­ta­cles to the re­motest cor­ners of uni­vers­es she had nev­er dreamed of; nor that she saw them as hu­man­formed on­ly be­cause her eyes ex­pect­ed to. If she were to per­ceive their true form, they would seem more like ar­chi­tec­ture than or­gan­ism, like huge struc­tures com­posed of in­tel­li­gence and feel­ing.

      But they ex­pect­ed noth­ing else: she was very young.

      At once they beat their wings and surged for­ward, and she dart­ed with them, surf­ing on the tur­bu­lence their pin­ions caused in the air and rel­ish­ing the speed and pow­er it added to her flight.

      They flew through­out the night. The stars wheeled around them, and fad­ed and van­ished as the dawn seeped up from the east. The world burst in­to bril­liance as the sun’s rim ap­peared, and then they were fly­ing through blue sky and clear air, fresh and sweet and moist.

      In the day­light the an­gels were less vis­ible, though to any eye their strangeness was clear. The light Ru­ta Ska­di saw them by was still not that of the sun now climb­ing the sky, but some oth­er light from some­where else.

      Tire­less­ly they flew on and on, and tire­less­ly she kept pace. She felt a fierce joy pos­sess­ing her, that she could com­mand these im­mor­tal pres­ences. And she re­joiced in her blood and flesh, in the rough pine bark she felt next to her skin, in the beat of her heart and the life of all her sens­es, and in the hunger she was feel­ing now, and in the pres­ence of her sweet­voiced bluethroat dae­mon, and in the earth be­low her and the lives of ev­ery crea­ture, plant and an­imal both; and she de­light­ed in be­ing of the same sub­stance as them, and in know­ing that when she died her flesh would nour­ish oth­er lives as they had nour­ished her. And she re­joiced, too, that she was go­ing to see Lord As­riel again.

      An­oth­er night came, and still the an­gels flew on. And at some point the qual­ity of the air changed, not for the worse or the bet­ter, but changed nonethe­less, and Ru­ta Ska­di knew that they’d passed out of that world and in­to an­oth­er. How it had hap­pened she couldn’t guess.

      “An­gels!” she called as she sensed the change. “How have we left the world I found you in? Where was the bound­ary?”

      “There are in­vis­ible places in the air,” came the an­swer. “Gate­ways in­to oth­er worlds. We can see them, but you can­not.”

      Ru­ta Ska­di couldn’t see the in­vis­ible gate­way, but she didn’t need to: witch­es could nav­igate bet­ter than birds. As soon as the an­gel spoke, she fixed her at­ten­tion on three jagged peaks be­low her and mem­orized their con­fig­ura­tion ex­act­ly. Now she could find it again, if she need­ed to, de­spite what the an­gels might think.

      They flew on far­ther, and present­ly she heard an an­gel voice: “Lord As­riel is in this world, and there is the fortress he’s build­ing….”

      They had slowed, and were cir­cling like ea­gles in the mid­dle airs. Ru­ta Ska­di looked where one an­gel was point­ing. The first faint glim­mer of light was tint­ing the east, though all the stars above shone as bril­liant­ly as ev­er against the pro­found vel­vet black of the high heav­ens. And on the very rim of the world, where the light was in­creas­ing mo­ment by mo­ment, a great moun­tain range reared its peak­sjagged spears of black rock, mighty bro­ken slabs, and saw­tooth ridges piled in con­fu­sion like the wreck­age of a uni­ver­sal catas­tro­phe. But on the high­est point, which as she looked was touched by the first rays of the morn­ing sun and out­lined in bril­liance, stood a reg­ular struc­ture: a huge fortress whose bat­tle­ments were formed of sin­gle slabs of basalt half a hill in height, and whose ex­tent was to be mea­sured in fly­ing time.

      Be­neath this co­los­sal fortress, fires glared and fur­naces smoked in the dark­ness of ear­ly dawn, and from many miles away Ru­ta Ska­di heard the clang of ham­mers and the pound­ing of great mills. And from ev­ery di­rec­tion, she could see more flights of an­gels wing­ing to­ward it, and not on­ly an­gels, but ma­chines too: steel­winged craft glid­ing like al­ba­tross­es, glass cab­ins un­der flick­er­ing drag­on­fly wings, dron­ing zep­pelins like huge bum­ble­beesall mak­ing for the fortress mat Lord As­riel was build­ing on the moun­tains at the edge of the world.

      “And is Lord As­riel there?” she said.

      “Yes, he is there,” the an­gels replied.

      “Then let’s fly there to meet him. And you must be my guard of hon­or.”

      Obe­di­ent­ly they spread their wings and set their course to­ward the goldrimmed fortress, with the ea­ger witch fly­ing be­fore them.
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      SEVEN

      THE ROLL­SROYCE

      Lyra woke ear­ly to find the morn­ing qui­et and warm, as if the city nev­er had any oth­er weath­er than this calm sum­mer. She slipped out of bed and down­stairs, and hear­ing some chil­dren’s voic­es out on the wa­ter, went to see what they were do­ing.

      Three boys and a girl were splash­ing across the sun­lit har­bor in a cou­ple of ped­al boats, rac­ing to­ward the steps. As they saw Lyra, they slowed for a mo­ment, but then the race took hold of them again. The win­ners crashed in­to the steps so hard that one of them fell in­to the wa­ter, and then he tried to climb in­to the oth­er craft and tipped that over, too, and then they all splashed about to­geth­er as if the fear of the night be­fore had nev­er hap­pened. They were younger than most of the chil­dren by the tow­er, Lyra thought, and she joined them in the wa­ter, with Pan­ta­lai­mon as a lit­tle sil­ver fish glit­ter­ing be­side her. She nev­er found it hard to talk to oth­er chil­dren, and soon they were gath­ered around her, sit­ting in pools of wa­ter on the warm stone, their shirts dry­ing quick­ly in the sun. Poor Pan­ta­lai­mon had to creep in­to her pock­et again, frogshaped in the cool damp cot­ton.

      “What you go­ing to do with that cat?”

      “Can you re­al­ly take the bad luck away?”

      “Where you come from?”

      “Your friend, he ain’ afraid of Specters?”

      “Will en’t afraid of any­thing,” Lyra said. “Nor’m I. What you scared of cats for?”

      “You don’t know about cats?” the old­est boy said in­cred­ulous­ly. “Cats, they got the dev­il in them, all right. You got to kill ev­ery cat you see. They bite you and put the dev­il in you too. And what was you do­ing with that big pard?”

      She re­al­ized he meant Pan­ta­lai­mon in his leop­ard shape, and shook her head in­no­cent­ly.

      “You must have been dream­ing,” she said. “There’s all kinds of things look dif­fer­ent in the moon­light. But me and Will, we don’t have Specters where we come from, so we don’t know much about ‘em.”

      “If you can’t see ‘em, you’re safe,” said a boy. “You see ‘em, you know they can get you. That’s what my pa said, then they got him.”

      “And they’re here, all around us now?”

      “Yeah,” said the girl. She reached out a hand and grabbed a fist­ful of air, crow­ing, “I got one now!”

      “They can’t hurt you,” one of the boys said. “So we can’t hurt them, all right.”

      “And there’s al­ways been Specters in this world?” said Lyra.

      “Yeah,” said one boy, but an­oth­er said, “No, they came a long time ago. Hun­dreds of years.”

      “They came be­cause of the Guild,” said the third.

      “The what?” said Lyra.

      “They nev­er!” said the girl. “My granny said they came be­cause peo­ple were bad, and God sent them to pun­ish us.”

      “Your granny don’ know noth­ing,” said a boy. “She got a beard, your granny. She’s a goat, all right.”

      “What’s the Guild?” Lyra per­sist­ed.

      “You know the Torre degU An­geli,” said a boy. “The stone tow­er, right. Well it be­longs to the Guild, and there’s a se­cret place in there. The Guild, they’re men who know all kind of things. Phi­los­ophy, alche­my, all kind of things they know. And they were the ones who let the Specters in.”

      “That ain’ true,” said an­oth­er boy. ‘They came from the stars.”

      “It is! This is what hap­pened, all right: this Guild man hun­dreds of years ago was tak­ing some met­al apart. Lead. He was go­ing to make it in­to gold. And he cut it and cut it small­er and small­er till he came to the small­est piece he could get There ain’ noth­ing small­er than that. So small you couldn’ see it, even. But he cut that, too, and in­side the small­est lit­tle bit there was all the Specters packed in, twist­ed over and fold­ed up so tight they took up no space at all. But once he cut it, bam! They whooshed out, and they been here ev­er since. That’s what my pa­pa said.”

      “Is there any Guild men in the tow­er now?” said Lyra.

      “No! They run away like ev­ery­one else,” said the girl.

      “There ain’ no one in the tow­er. That’s haunt­ed, that place,” said a boy. “That’s why the cat came from there. We ain’ gonna go in there, all right. Ain’ no kids gonna go in there. That’s scary.”

      “The Guild men ain’ afraid to go in there,” said an­oth­er.

      “They got spe­cial mag­ic, or some­thing. They’re greedy, they live off the poor peo­ple,” said the girl. “The poor peo­ple do all the work, and the Guild men just live there for noth­ing.”

      “But there en’t any­one in the tow­er now?” Lyra said. “No grownups?”

      “No grownups in the city at all!”

      “They wouldn’ dare, all right.”

      But she had seen a young man up there. She was con­vinced of it. And there was some­thing in the way these chil­dren spoke; as a prac­ticed liar, she knew liars when she met them, and they were ly­ing about some­thing.

      And sud­den­ly she re­mem­bered: lit­tle Pao­lo had men­tioned that he and An­gel­ica had an el­der broth­er, Tul­lio, who was in the city too, and An­gel­ica had hushed him…. Could the young man she’d seen have been their broth­er?

      She left them to res­cue their boats and ped­al back to the beach, and went in­side to make some cof­fee and see if Will was awake. But he was still asleep, with the cat curled up at his feet, and Lyra was im­pa­tient to see her Schol­ar again. So she wrote a note and left it on the floor by his bed­side, and took her ruck­sack and went off to look for the win­dow.

      The way she took led her through the lit­tle square they’d come to the night be­fore. But it was emp­ty now, and the sun­light dust­ed the front of the an­cient tow­er and showed up the blurred carv­in­gs be­side the door­way: hu­man­like fig­ures with fold­ed wings, their fea­tures erod­ed by cen­turies of weath­er, but some­how in their still­ness ex­press­ing pow­er and com­pas­sion and in­tel­lec­tu­al force.

      “An­gels,” said Pan­ta­lai­mon, now a crick­et on Lyra’s shoul­der.

      “Maybe Specters,” Lyra said.

      “No! They said this was some­thing an­geli” he in­sist­ed. “Bet that’s an­gels.”

      “Shall we go in?”

      They looked up at the great oak door on its or­nate black hinges. The half­dozen steps up to it were deeply worn, and the door it­self stood slight­ly open. There was noth­ing to stop Lyra from go­ing in ex­cept her own fear.

      She tip­toed to the top of the steps and looked through the open­ing. A dark stone­flagged hall was all she could see, and not much of that; but Pan­ta­lai­mon was flut­ter­ing anx­ious­ly on her shoul­der, just as he had when they’d played the trick on the skulls in the crypt at Jor­dan Col­lege, and she was a lit­tle wis­er now. This was a bad place. She ran down the steps and out of the square, mak­ing for the bright sun­light of the palm tree boule­vard. And as soon as she was sure there was no one look­ing, she went straight across to the win­dow and through in­to Will’s Ox­ford.

      Forty min­utes lat­er she was in­side the physics build­ing once more, ar­gu­ing with the porter; but this time she had a trump card

      “You just ask Dr. Mal­one,” she said sweet­ly. “That’s all you got to do, ask her. She’ll tell you.”

      The porter turned to his tele­phone, and Lyra watched pity­ing­ly as he pressed the but­tons and spoke in­to it. They didn’t even give him a prop­er lodge to sit in, like a re­al Ox­ford col­lege, just a big wood­en counter, as if it was a shop.

      “All right,” said the porter, turn­ing back. “She says go on up. Mind you don’t go any­where else.”

      “No, I won’t,” she said de­mure­ly, a good lit­tle girl do­ing what she was told.

      At the top of the stairs, though, she had a sur­prise, be­cause just as she passed a door with a sym­bol in­di­cat­ing wom­an on it, it opened and there was Dr. Mal­one silent­ly beck­on­ing her in.

      She en­tered, puz­zled. This wasn’t the lab­ora­to­ry, it was a wash­room, and Dr. Mal­one was ag­itat­ed.

      She said, “Lyra, there’s some­one else in the labpo­lice of­fi­cers or some­thing. They know you came to see me yes­ter­dayI don’t know what they’re af­ter, but I don’t like it What’s go­ing on?”

      “How do they know I came to see you?”

      “I don’t know! They didn’t know your name, but I knew who they meant-“

      “Oh. Well, I can lie to them. That’s easy.”

      “But what is go­ing on?”

      A wom­an’s voice spoke from the cor­ri­dor out­side: “Dr. Mal­one? Have you seen the child?”

      “Yes,” Dr. Mal­one called. “I was just show­ing her where the wash­room is…”

      There was no need for her to be so anx­ious, thought Lyra, but per­haps she wasn’t used to dan­ger.

      The wom­an in the cor­ri­dor was young and dressed very smart­ly, and she tried to smile when Lyra came out, but her eyes re­mained hard and sus­pi­cious.

      “Hel­lo,” she said. “You’re Lyra, are you?”

      “Yeah. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Sergeant Clif­ford. Come along in.”

      Lyra thought this young wom­an had a nerve, act­ing as if it were her own lab­ora­to­ry, but she nod­ded meek­ly. That was the mo­ment when she first felt a twinge of re­gret. She knew she shouldn’t be here; she knew what the alethiome­ter want­ed her to do, and it was not this. She stood doubt­ful­ly in the door­way.

      In the room al­ready there was a tall pow­er­ful man with white eye­brows. Lyra knew what Schol­ars looked like, and nei­ther of these two was a Schol­ar.

      “Come in, Lyra,” said Sergeant Clif­ford again. “It’s all right. This is In­spec­tor Wal­ters.”

      “Hel­lo, Lyra,” said the man. “I’ve been hear­ing all about you from Dr. Mal­one here. I’d like to ask you a few ques­tions, if that’s all right.”

      “What sort of ques­tions?” she said.

      “Noth­ing dif­fi­cult,” he said, smil­ing. “Come and sit down, Lyra.”

      He pushed a chair to­ward her. Lyra sat down care­ful­ly, and heard the door close it­self. Dr. Mal­one was stand­ing near­by. Pan­ta­lai­mon, crick­et­formed in Lyra’s breast pock­et, was ag­itat­ed; she could feel him against her breast, and hoped the tremor didn’t show. She thought to him to keep still.

      “Where d’you come from, Lyra?” said In­spec­tor Wal­ters.

      If she said Ox­ford, they’d eas­ily be able to check. But she couldn’t say an­oth­er world, ei­ther. These peo­ple were dan­ger­ous; they’d want to know more at once. She thought of the on­ly oth­er name she knew of in this world: the place Will had come from.

      “Winch­es­ter,” she said.

      “You’ve been in the wars, haven’t you, Lyra?” said the in­spec­tor. “How did you get those bruis­es? There’s a bruise on your cheek, and an­oth­er on your leghas some­one been knock­ing you about?”

      “No,” said Lyra.

      “Do you go to school, Lyra?”

      “Yeah. Some­times,” she added.

      “Shouldn’t you be at school to­day?”

      She said noth­ing. She was feel­ing more and more un­easy. She looked at Dr. Mal­one, whose face was tight and un­hap­py.

      “I just came here to see Dr. Mal­one,” Lyra said.

      “Are you stay­ing in Ox­ford, Lyra? Where are you stay­ing?”

      “With some peo­ple,” she said. “Just friends.”

      “What’s their ad­dress?”

      “I don’t know ex­act­ly what it’s called. I can find it easy, but I can’t re­mem­ber the name of the street.”

      “Who are these peo­ple?”

      “Just friends of my fa­ther,” she said.

      “Oh, I see. How did you find Dr. Mal­one?”

      ‘”Cause my fa­ther’s a physi­cist, and he knows her.”

      It was go­ing more eas­ily now, she thought. She be­gan to re­lax in­to it and lie more flu­ent­ly.

      “And she showed you what she was work­ing on, did she?”

      “Yeah. The en­gine with the screen … Yes, all that.”

      “You’re in­ter­est­ed in that sort of thing, are you? Sci­ence, and so on?”

      “Yeah. Physics, es­pe­cial­ly.”

      “You go­ing to be a sci­en­tist when you grow up?”

      That sort of ques­tion de­served a blank stare, which it got. He wasn’t dis­con­cert­ed. His pale eyes looked briefly at the young wom­an, and then back to Lyra.

      “And were you sur­prised at what Dr. Mal­one showed you?”

      “Well, sort of, but I knew what to ex­pect”

      “Be­cause of your fa­ther?”

      “Yeah. ‘Cause he’s do­ing the same kind of work.”

      “Yes, quite. Do you un­der­stand it?”

      “Some of it”

      “Your fa­ther’s look­ing in­to dark mat­ter, then?”

      “Yes.”

      “Has he got as far as Dr. Mal­one?”

      “Not in the same way. He can do some things bet­ter, but that en­gine with the words on the screen­he hasn’t got one of those.”

      “Is Will stay­ing with your friends as well?”

      “Yes, he-“

      And she stopped. She knew at once she’d made a hor­ri­ble mis­take.

      So did they, and they were on their feet in a mo­ment to stop her from run­ning out but some­how Dr. Mal­one was in the way, and the sergeant tripped and fell, block­ing the way of the in­spec­tor. It gave Lyra time to dart out, slam the door shut be­hind her, and run full tilt for the stairs.

      Two men in white coats came out of a door, and she bumped in­to them. Sud­den­ly Pan­ta­lai­mon was a crow, shriek­ing and flap­ping, and he star­tled them so much they fell back and she pulled free of their hands and raced down the last flight of stairs in­to the lob­by just as the porter put the phone down and lum­bered along be­hind his counter call­ing out “Oy! Stop there! You!”

      But the flap he had to lift was at the oth­er end, and she got to the re­volv­ing door be­fore he could come out and catch her.

      And be­hind her, the lift doors were open­ing, and the pale­haired man was run­ning out so fast, so strong-

      And the door wouldn’t turn! Pan­ta­lai­mon shrieked at her: they were push­ing the wrong side!

      She cried out in fear and turned her­self around, hurl­ing her lit­tle weight against the heavy glass, will­ing it to turn, and got it to move just in time to avoid the grasp of the porter, who then got in the way of the pale­haired man, so Lyra could dash out and away be­fore they got through.

      Across the road, ig­nor­ing the cars, the brakes, the squeal of tires; in­to this gap be­tween tall build­in­gs, and then an­oth­er road, with cars from both di­rec­tions. But she was quick, dodg­ing bi­cy­cles, al­ways with the pale­haired man just be­hind heroh, he was fright­en­ing!

      In­to a gar­den, over a fence, through some bush­es- Pan­ta­lai­mon skim­ming over­head, a swift, call­ing to her which way to go; crouch­ing down be­hind a coal bunker as the pale man’s foot­steps came rac­ing past, and she couldn’t hear him pant­ing, he was so fast, and so fit; and Pan­ta­lai­mon said, “Back now! Go back to the road-“

      So she crept out of her hid­ing place and ran back across the grass, out through the gar­den gate, in­to the open spaces of the Ban­bury Road again; and once again she dodged across, and once again tires squealed on the road; and then she was run­ning up Norham Gar­dens, a qui­et tree­lined road of tall Vic­to­ri­an hous­es near the park.

      She stopped to gain her breath. There was a tall hedge in front of one of the gar­dens, with a low wall at its foot, and she sat there tucked close­ly in un­der the priv­et.

      “She helped us!” Pan­ta­lai­mon said. “Dr. Mal­one got in their way. She’s on our side, not theirs.”

      “Oh, Pan,” she said, “I shouldn’t have said that about Will. I should’ve been more care­ful-“

      “Shouldn’t have come,” he said se­vere­ly.

      “I know. That too …”

      But she hadn’t got time to be­rate her­self, be­cause Pan­ta­lai­mon flut­tered to her shoul­der, and then said, “Look outbe­hind-” and im­me­di­ate­ly changed to a crick­et again and dived in­to her pock­et.

      She stood, ready to run, and saw a large, dark blue car glid­ing silent­ly to the pave­ment be­side her. She was braced to dart in ei­ther di­rec­tion, but the car’s rear win­dow rolled down, and there look­ing out was a face she rec­og­nized.

      “Lizzie,” said the old man from the mu­se­um. “How nice to see you again. Can I give you a lift any­where?”

      And he opened the door and moved up to make room be­side him. Pan­ta­lai­mon nipped her breast through the thin cot­ton, but she got in at once, clutch­ing the ruck­sack, and the man leaned across her and pulled the door shut.

      “You look as if you’re in a hur­ry,” he said. “Where d’you want to go?”

      “Up Sum­mer­town,” she said, “please.”

      The driv­er was wear­ing a peaked cap. Ev­ery­thing about the car was smooth and soft and pow­er­ful, and the smell of the old man’s cologne was strong in the en­closed space. The car pulled out from the pave­ment and moved away with no noise at all.

      “So what have you been up to, Lizzie?” the old man said. “Did you find out more about those skulls?”

      “Yeah,” she said, twist­ing to see out of the rear win­dow. There was no sign of the pale­haired man. She’d got­ten away! And he’d nev­er find her now that she was safe in a pow­er­ful car with a rich man like this. She felt a lit­tle hic­cup of tri­umph.

      “I made some in­quiries too,” he said. “An an­thro­pol­ogist friend of mine tells me that they’ve got sev­er­al oth­ers in the col­lec­tion, as well as the ones on dis­play. Some of them are very old in­deed. Ne­an­derthal, you know.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I heard too,” Lyra said, with no idea what he was talk­ing about.

      “And how’s your friend?”

      “What friend?” said Lyra, alarmed. Had she told him about Will too?

      “The friend you’re stay­ing with.”

      “Oh. Yes. She’s very well, thank you.”

      “What does she do? Is she an ar­chae­ol­ogist?”

      “Oh … she’s a physi­cist. She stud­ies dark mat­ter,” said Lyra, still not quite in con­trol. In this world it was hard­er to tell lies than she’d thought. And some­thing else was nag­ging at her. this old man was fa­mil­iar in some lon­glost way, and she just couldn’t place it.

      “Dark mat­ter?” he was say­ing. “How fas­ci­nat­ing! I saw some­thing about that in The Times this morn­ing. The uni­verse is full of this mys­te­ri­ous stuff, and no­body knows what it is! And your friend is on the track of it, is she?”

      “Yes. She knows a lot about it.”

      “And what are you go­ing to do lat­er on, Lizzie? Are you go­ing in for physics too?” ,   “I might,” said Lyra. “It de­pends.”

      The chauf­feur coughed gen­tly and slowed the car down.

      “Well, here we are in Sum­mer­town,” said the old man. “Where would you like to be dropped?”

      “Oh, just up past these shops. I can walk from there,” said Lyra. “Thank you.”

      ‘Turn left in­to South Pa­rade, and pull up on the right, could you, Al­lan,” said the old man.

      “Very good, sir,” said the chauf­feur.

      A minute lat­er the car came to a silent halt out­side a pub­lic li­brary. The old man held open the door on his side, so that Lyra had to climb past his knees to get out. There was a lot of space, but some­how it was awk­ward, and she didn’t want to touch him, nice as he was.

      “Don’t for­get your ruck­sack,” he said, hand­ing it to her.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “I’ll see you again, I hope, Lizzie,” he said. “Give my re­gards to your friend.”

      “Good­bye,” she said, and lin­gered on the pave­ment till the car had turned the cor­ner and gone out of sight be­fore she set off to­ward the horn­beam trees. She had a feel­ing about that pale­haired man, and she want­ed to ask the alethiome­ter.

      Will was read­ing his fa­ther’s let­ters again. He sat on the ter­race hear­ing the dis­tant shouts of chil­dren div­ing off the har­bor mouth, and read the clear hand­writ­ing on the flim­sy air­mail sheets, try­ing to pic­ture the man who’d penned it, and look­ing again and again at the ref­er­ence to the ba­by, to him­self.

      He heard Lyra’s run­ning foot­steps from some way off. He put the let­ters in his pock­et and stood up, and al­most at once Lyra was there, wildeyed, with Pan­ta­lai­mon a snarling sav­age wild­cat, too dis­traught to hide. She who sel­dom cried was sob­bing with rage; her chest was heav­ing, her teeth were grind­ing, and she flung her­self at him, clutch­ing his arms, and cried, “Kill him! Kill him! I want him dead! I wish lorek was here! Oh, Will, I done wrong, I’m so sor­ry-“

      “What? What’s the mat­ter?”

      “That old man­he en’t noth­ing but a low thief. He stole it, Will! He stole my alethiome­ter! That stinky old man with his rich clothes and his ser­vant driv­ing the car. Oh, I done such wrong things this morn­in­goh, I-“

      And she sobbed so pas­sion­ate­ly he thought that hearts re­al­ly did break, and hers was break­ing now, for she fell to the ground wail­ing and shud­der­ing, and Pan­ta­lai­mon be­side her be­came a wolf and howled with bit­ter grief.

      Far off across the wa­ter, chil­dren stopped what they were do­ing and shad­ed their eyes to see. Will sat down be­side Lyra and shook her shoul­der.

      “Stop! Stop cry­ing!” he said. “Tell me from the be­gin­ning. What old man? What hap­pened?”

      “You’re go­ing to be so an­gry. I promised I wouldn’t give you away, I promised it, and then …” she sobbed, and Pan­ta­lai­mon be­came a young clum­sy dog with low­ered ears and wag­ging tail, squirm­ing with self­abase­ment; and Will un­der­stood that Lyra had done some­thing that she was too ashamed to tell him about, and he spoke to the dae­mon.

      “What hap­pened? Just tell me,” he said.

      Pan­ta­lai­mon said, “We went to the Schol­ar, and there was some­one else therea man and a wom­anand they tricked us. They asked a lot of ques­tions and then they asked about you, and be­fore we could stop we gave it away that we knew you, and then we ran away-“

      Lyra was hid­ing her face in her hands, press­ing her head down against the pave­ment. Pan­ta­lai­mon was flick­er­ing from shape to shape in his ag­ita­tion: dog, bird, cat, snowwhite er­mine.

      “What did the man look like?” said Will.

      “Big,” said Lyra’s muf­fled voice, “and ev­er so strong, and pale eyes …”

      “Did he see you come back through the win­dow?”

      “No, but…”

      “Well, he won’t know where we are, then.”

      “But the alethiome­ter!” she cried, and she sat up fierce­ly, her face rigid with emo­tion, like a Greek mask.

      “Yeah,” said Will. ‘Tell me about that”

      Be­tween sobs and teeth grind­in­gs she told him what had hap­pened: how the old man had seen her us­ing the alethiome­ter in the mu­se­um the day be­fore, and how he’d stopped the car to­day and she’d got­ten in to es­cape from the pale man, and how the car had pulled up on that side of the road so she’d had to climb past him to get out, and how he must have swift­ly tak­en the alethiome­ter as he’d passed her the ruck­sack….

      He could see how dev­as­tat­ed she was, but not why she should feel guilty. And then she said: “And, Will, please, I done some­thing very bad. Be­cause the alethiome­ter told me I had to stop look­ing for Du­stat least I thought that’s what it said- and I had to help you. I had to help you find your fa­ther. And I could, I could take you to wher­ev­er he is, if I had it. But I wouldn’t lis­ten. I just done what / want­ed to do, and I shouldn’t….”

      He’d seen her use it, and he knew it could tell her the truth. He turned away. She seized his wrist, but he broke away from her and walked to the edge of the wa­ter. The chil­dren were play­ing again across the har­bor. Lyra ran up to him and said, “Will, I’m so sor­ry-“

      “What’s the use of that? I don’t care if you’re sor­ry or not You did it.”

      “But, Will, we got to help each oth­er, you and me, be­cause there en’t any­one else!”

      “I can’t see how.”

      “Nor can I, but…”

      She stopped in mid­sen­tence, and a light came in­to her eyes.

      She turned and raced back to her ruck­sack, aban­doned on the pave­ment, and rum­maged through it fever­ish­ly.

      “I know who he is! And where he lives! Look!” she said, and held up a lit­tle white card. “He gave this to me in the mu­se­um! We can go and get the alethiome­ter back!”

      Will took the card and read:

      SIR CHARLES LA­TROM, CBE

      LlME­FIELD HOUSE

      OLD HEAD­ING­TON

      OX­FORD

      “He’s a sir,” he said. “A knight. That means peo­ple will au­to­mat­ical­ly be­lieve him and not us. What did you want me to do, any­way? Go to the po­lice? The po­lice are af­ter me! Or if they weren’t yes­ter­day, they will be by now. And if you go, they know who you are now, and they know you know me, so that wouldn’t work ei­ther.”

      “We could steal it. We could go to his house and steal it. I know where Head­ing­ton is, there’s a Head­ing­ton in my Ox­ford too. It en’t far. We could walk there in an hour, easy.”

      “You’re stupid.”

      “lorek Byr­ni­son would go there straight­away and rip his head off. I wish he was here. He’d-“

      But she fell silent. Will was just look­ing at her, and she quailed. She would have quailed in the same way if the ar­mored bear had looked at her like that, be­cause there was some­thing not un­like lorek in Will’s eyes, young as they were.

      “I nev­er heard any­thing so stupid in my life,” he said. “You think we can just go to his house and creep in and steal it? You need to think. You need to use your bloody brain. He’s go­ing to have all kinds of bur­glar alarms and stuff, if he’s a rich man. There’ll be bells that go off and spe­cial locks and lights with in­frared switch­es that come on au­to­mat­ical­ly-“

      “I nev­er heard of those things,” Lyra said. “We en’t got ‘em in my world. I couldn’t know that, Will.”

      “All right, then think of this: He’s got a whole house to hide it in, and how long would any bur­glar have to look through ev­ery cup­board and draw­er and hid­ing place in a whole house? Those men who came to my house had hours to look around, and they nev­er found what they were look­ing for, and I bet he’s got a whole lot big­ger house than we have. And prob­ably a safe, too. So even if we did get in­to his house, we’d nev­er find it in time be­fore the po­lice came.”

      She hung her head. It was all true.

      “What we go­ing to do then?” she said.

      He didn’t an­swer. But it was we, for cer­tain. He was bound to her now, whether he liked it or not.

      He walked to the wa­ter’s edge, and back to the ter­race, and back to the wa­ter again. He beat his hands to­geth­er, look­ing for an an­swer, but no an­swer came, and he shook his head an­gri­ly.

      “Just… go there,” he said. “Just go there and see him. It’s no good ask­ing your schol­ar to help us, ei­ther, not if the po­lice have been to her. She’s bound to be­lieve them rather than us. At least if we get in­to his house, we’ll see where the main rooms are. That’ll be a start.”

      With­out an­oth­er word he went in­side and put the let­ters un­der the pil­low in the room he’d slept in. Then, if he were caught, they’d nev­er have them.

      Lyra was wait­ing on the ter­race, with Pan­ta­lai­mon perched on her shoul­der as a spar­row. She was look­ing more cheer­ful.

      “We’re go­ing to get it back all right,” she said “I can feel it.”

      He said noth­ing. They set off for the win­dow.

      It took an hour and a half to walk to Head­ing­ton. Lyra led the way, avoid­ing the city cen­ter, and Will kept watch all around, say­ing noth­ing. It was much hard­er for Lyra now than it had been even in the Arc­tic, on the way to Bolvan­gar, for then she’d had the gyp­tians and lorek Byr­ni­son with her, and even if the tun­dra was full of dan­ger, you knew the dan­ger when you saw it. Here, in the city that was both hers and not hers, dan­ger could look friend­ly, and treach­ery smiled and smelled sweet; and even if they weren’t go­ing to kill her or part her from Pan­ta­lai­mon, they had robbed her of her on­ly guide. With­out the alethiome­ter, she was .. .just a lit­tle girl, lost

      Lime­field House was the col­or of warm hon­ey, and half of its front was cov­ered in Vir­ginia creep­er. It stood in a large, well­tend­ed gar­den, with shrub­bery at one side and a grav­el drive sweep­ing up to the front door. The Roll­sRoyce was parked in front of a dou­ble garage to the left. Ev­ery­thing Will could see spoke of wealth and pow­er, the sort of in­for­mal set­tled su­pe­ri­or­ity that some up­per­class En­glish peo­ple still took for grant­ed. There was some­thing about it that made him grit his teeth, and he didn’t know why, un­til sud­den­ly he re­mem­bered an oc­ca­sion when he was very young. His moth­er had tak­en him to a house not un­like this; they’d dressed in their best clothes and he’d had to be on his best be­hav­ior, and an old man and wom­an had made his moth­er cry, and they’d left the house and she was still cry­ing….

      Lyra saw him breath­ing fast and clench­ing his fists, and was sen­si­ble enough not to ask why; it was some­thing to do with him, not with her. Present­ly he took a deep breath.

      “Well,” he said, “might as well try.”

      He walked up the drive, and Lyra fol­lowed close be­hind. They felt very ex­posed.

      The door had an old­fash­ioned bell pull, like those in Lyra’s world, and Will didn’t know where to find it till Lyra showed him. When they pulled it, the bell jan­gled a long way off in­side the house.

      The man who opened the door was the ser­vant who’d been driv­ing the car, on­ly now he didn’t have his cap on. He looked at Will first, and then at Lyra, and his ex­pres­sion changed a lit­tle.

      “We want to see Sir Charles La­trom,” Will said.

      His jaw was jut­ting as it had done last night fac­ing the stonethrow­ing chil­dren by the tow­er. The ser­vant nod­ded.

      “Wait here,” he said. “I’ll tell Sir Charles.”

      He closed the door. It was sol­id oak, with two heavy locks, and bolts top and bot­tom, though Will thought that no sen­si­ble bur­glar would try the front door any­way. And there was a bur­glar alarm pro­mi­nent­ly fixed to the front of the house, and a large spot­light at each cor­ner; they’d nev­er be able to get near it, let alone break in.

      Steady foot­steps came to the door, and then it opened again.

      Will looked up at the face of this man who had so much that he want­ed even more, and found him dis­con­cert­ing­ly smooth and calm and pow­er­ful, not in the least guilty or ashamed.

      Sens­ing Lyra be­side him im­pa­tient and an­gry, Will said quick­ly, “Ex­cuse me, but Lyra thinks that when she had a lift in your car ear­li­er on, she left some­thing in it by mis­take.”

      “Lyra? I don’t know a Lyra. What an un­usu­al name. I know a child called Lizzie. And who are you?”

      Curs­ing him­self for for­get­ting, Will said, “I’m her broth­er. Mark.”

      “I see. Hel­lo, Lizzie, or Lyra. You’d bet­ter come in.”

      He stood aside. Nei­ther Will nor Lyra was quite ex­pect­ing this, and they stepped in­side un­cer­tain­ly. The hall was dim and smelled of beeswax and flow­ers. Ev­ery sur­face was pol­ished and clean, and a ma­hogany cab­in­et against the wall con­tained dain­ty porce­lain fig­ures. Will saw the ser­vant stand­ing in the back­ground, as if he were wait­ing to be called.

      “Come in­to my study,” said Sir Charles, and held open an­oth­er door off the hall.

      He was be­ing cour­te­ous, even wel­com­ing, but there was an edge to his man­ner that put Will on guard. The study was large and com­fort­able in a cigarsmoke­an­dleather­arm­chair sort of way, and seemed to be full of book­shelves, pic­tures, hunt­ing tro­phies. There were three or four glass­front­ed cab­in­ets con­tain­ing an­tique sci­en­tif­ic in­stru­ments­brass mi­cro­scopes, tele­scopes cov­ered in green leather, sex­tants, com­pass­es; it was clear why he want­ed the alethiome­ter.

      “Sit down,” said Sir Charles, and in­di­cat­ed a leather so­fa. He sat at the chair be­hind his desk, and went on. “Well? What have you got to say?”

      “You stole-” be­gan Lyra hot­ly, but Will looked at her, and she stopped.

      “Lyra thinks she left some­thing in your car,” he said again. “We’ve come to get it back.”

      “Is this the ob­ject you mean?” he said, and took a vel­vet cloth from a draw­er in the desk. Lyra stood up. He ig­nored her and un­fold­ed the cloth, dis­clos­ing the gold­en splen­dor of the alethiome­ter rest­ing in his palm.

      “Yes!” Lyra burst out, and reached for it

      But he closed his hand. The desk was wide, and she couldn’t reach; and be­fore she could do any­thing else, he swung around and placed the alethiome­ter in a glass­front­ed cab­in­et be­fore lock­ing it and drop­ping the key in his waist­coat pock­et.

      “But it isn’t yours, Lizzie,” he said. “Or Lyra, if that’s your name.”

      “It is mine! It’s my alethiome­ter!”

      He shook his head, sad­ly and heav­ily, as if he were re­proach­ing her and it was a sor­row to him, but he was do­ing it for her own good. “I think at the very least there’s con­sid­er­able doubt about the mat­ter,” he said.

      “But it is hers!” said Will. “Hones­dy! She’s shown it to me! I know it’s hers!”

      “You see, I think you’d have to prove that,” he said. “I don’t have to prove any­thing, be­cause it’s in my pos­ses­sion. It’s as­sumed to be mine. Like all the oth­er items in my col­lec­tion. I must say, Lyra, I’m sur­prised to find you so dis­hon­est-“

      “I en’t dis­hon­est!” Lyra cried.

      “Oh, but you are. You told me your name was Lizzie. Now I learn it’s some­thing else. Frankly, you haven’t got a hope of con­vinc­ing any­one that a pre­cious piece like this be­longs to you. I tell you what. Let’s call the po­lice.”

      He turned his head to call for the ser­vant.

      “No, wait-” said Will, be­fore Sir Charles could speak, but Lyra ran around the desk, and from nowhere Pan­ta­lai­mon was in her arms, a snarling wild­cat bar­ing his teeth and hiss­ing at the old man. Sir Charles blinked at the sud­den ap­pear­an­ce of the dae­mon, but hard­ly flinched.

      “You don’t even know what it is you stole,” Lyra stormed. “You seen me us­ing it and you thought you’d steal it, and you did. But youy­ouy­ou’re worse than my moth­er. At least she knows it’s im­por­tant! You’re just go­ing to put it in a case and do noth­ing with it! You ought to die\ If I can, I’ll make some­one kill you. You’re not worth leav­ing alive. You’re-“

      She couldn’t speak. All she could do was spit full in his face, so she did, with all her might.

      Will sat still, watch­ing, look­ing around, mem­oriz­ing where ev­ery­thing was.

      Sir Charles calm­ly shook out a silk hand­ker­chief and mopped him­self.

      “Have you any con­trol over your­self?” he said. “Go and sit down, you filthy brat.”

      Lyra felt tears shak­en out of her eyes by the trem­bling of her body, and threw her­self on­to die so­fa. Pan­ta­lai­mon, his thick cat’s tail erect, stood on her lap with his blaz­ing eyes fixed on the old man.

      Will sat silent and puz­zled. Sir Charles could have thrown them out long be­fore this. What was he play­ing at?

      And then he saw some­thing so bizarre he thought he had imag­in­ed it Out of the sleeve of Sir Charles’s linen jack­et, past the snowy white shirt cuff, came the emer­ald head of a snake. Its black tongue flicked this way, that way, and its mailed head with its goldrimmed black eyes moved from Lyra to Will and back again. She was too an­gry to see it at all, and Will saw it on­ly for a mo­ment be­fore it re­treat­ed again up the old man’s sleeve, but it made his eyes widen with shock.

      Sir Charles moved to the win­dow seat and calm­ly sat down, ar­rang­ing the crease in his trousers.

      “I think you’d bet­ter lis­ten to me in­stead of be­hav­ing in this un­con­trolled way,” he said. “You re­al­ly haven’t any choice. The in­stru­ment is in my pos­ses­sion and will stay there. I want it. I’m a col­lec­tor. You can spit and stamp and scream all you like, but by the time you’ve per­suad­ed any­one else to lis­ten to you, I shall have plen­ty of doc­uments to prove that I bought it. I can do that very eas­ily. And then you’ll nev­er get it back.”

      They were both silent now. He hadn’t fin­ished. A great puz­zle­ment was slow­ing Lyra’s heart­beat and mak­ing the room very still.

      “How­ev­er,” he went on, “there’s some­thing I want even more. And I can’t get it my­self, so I’m pre­pared to make a deal with you. You fetch the ob­ject I want, and I’ll give you back the­what did you call it?”

      “Alethiome­ter,” said Lyra hoarse­ly.

      “Alethiome­ter. How in­ter­est­ing. Alethia, truththose em­blem­syes, I see.”

      “What’s this thing you want?” said Will. “And where is it?”

      “It’s some­where I can’t go, but you can. I’m per­fect­ly well aware that you’ve found a door­way some­where. I guess it’s not too far from Sum­mer­town, where I dropped Lizzie, or Lyra, this morn­ing. And that through the door­way is an­oth­er world, one with no grownups in it. Right so far? Well, you see, the man who made that door­way has got a knife. He’s hid­ing in that oth­er world right now, and he’s ex­treme­ly afraid. He has rea­son to be. If he’s where I think he is, he’s in an old stone tow­er with an­gels carved around the door­way. The Torre degli An­geli.

      “So that’s where you have to go, and I don’t care how you do it, but I want that knife. Bring it to me, and you can have the alethiome­ter. I shall be sor­ry to lose it, but I’m a man of my word. That’s what you have to do: bring me the knife.”
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      EIGHT

      THE TOW­ER OF THE AN­GELS

      Will said, “Who is this man who’s got the knife?”

      They were in the Roll­sRoyce, driv­ing up through Ox­ford. Sir Charles sat in the front, half­turned around, and Will and Lyra sat in the back, with Pan­ta­lai­mon a mouse now, soothed in Lyra’s hands.

      “Some­one who has no more right to the knife than I have to the alethiome­ter,” said Sir Charles. “Un­for­tu­nate­ly for all of us, the alethiome­ter is in my pos­ses­sion, and the knife is in his.”

      “How do you know about that oth­er world any­way?”

      “I know many things that you don’t. What else would you ex­pect? I am a good deal old­er and con­sid­er­ably bet­ter in­formed. There are a num­ber of door­ways be­tween this world and that; those who know where they are can eas­ily pass back and forth. In Cit­tagazze there’s a Guild of learned men, so called, who used to do so all the time.”

      “You en’t from this world at all!” said Lyra sud­den­ly. “You’re from there, en’t you?”

      And again came that strange nudge at her mem­ory. She was al­most cer­tain she’d seen him be­fore.

      “No, I’m not,” he said.

      Will said, “If we’ve got to get the knife from that man, we need to know more about him. He’s not go­ing to just give it to us, is he?”

      “Cer­tain­ly not. It’s the one thing keep­ing the Specters away. It’s not go­ing to be easy by any means.”

      “The Specters are afraid of the knife?”

      “Very much so.”

      “Why do they at­tack on­ly grownups?”

      “You don’t need to know that now. It doesn’t mat­ter. Lyra,” Sir Charles said, turn­ing to her, “tell me about your re­mark­able friend.”

      He meant Pan­ta­lai­mon. And as soon as he said it, Will re­al­ized that the snake he’d seen con­cealed in the man’s sleeve was a dae­mon too, and that Sir Charles must come from Lyra’s world. He was ask­ing about Pan­ta­lai­mon to put them off the track: so he didn’t re­al­ize that Will had seen his own dae­mon.

      Lyra lift­ed Pan­ta­lai­mon close to her breast, and he be­came a black rat, whip­ping his tail around and around her wrist and glar­ing at Sir Charles with red eyes.

      “You weren’t sup­posed to see him,” she said. “He’s my dae­mon. You think you en’t got dae­mons in this world, but you have. Yours’d be a dung bee­tle.”

      “If the Pharaohs of Egypt were con­tent to be rep­re­sent­ed by a scarab, so am I,” he said. “Well, you’re from yet an­oth­er world. How in­ter­est­ing. Is that where the alethiome­ter comes from, or did you steal it on your trav­els?”

      “I was giv­en it,” said Lyra fu­ri­ous­ly. “The Mas­ter of Jor­dan Col­lege in my Ox­ford gave it to me. It’s mine by right. And you wouldn’t know what to do with it, you stupid, stinky old man; you’d nev­er read it in a hun­dred years. It’s just a toy to you. But I need it, and so does Will. We’ll get it back, don’t wor­ry.”

      “We’ll see,” said Sir Charles. “This is where I dropped you be­fore. Shall we let you out here?”

      “No,” said Will, be­cause he could see a po­lice car far­ther down the road. “You can’t come in­to Ci’gazze be­cause of the Specters, so it doesn’t mat­ter if you know where the win­dow is. Take us far­ther up to­ward the ring road.”

      “As you wish,” said Sir Charles, and the car moved on. “When, or if, you get the knife, call my num­ber and Al­lan will come to pick you up.”

      They said no more till the chauf­feur drew the car to a halt.

      As they got out, Sir Charles low­ered his win­dow and said to Will, “By the way, if you can’t get the knife, don’t both­er to re­turn. Come to my house with­out it and I’ll call the po­lice. I imag­ine they’ll be there at once when I tell them your re­al name. It is William Par­ry, isn’t it? Yes, I thought so. There’s a very good pho­to of you in to­day’s pa­per.”

      And the car pulled away. Will was speech­less.

      Lyra was shak­ing his arm. “It’s all right,” she said, “he won’t tell any­one else. He would have done it al­ready if he was go­ing to. Come on.”

      Ten min­utes lat­er they stood in the lit­tle square at the foot of the Tow­er of the An­gels. Will had told her about the snake dae­mon, and she had stopped still in the street, tor­ment­ed again by that halfmem­ory. Who was the old man? Where had she seen him? It was no good; the mem­ory wouldn’t come clear.

      “I didn’t want to tell him” Lyra said qui­et­ly, “but I saw a man up there last night. He looked down when the kids were mak­ing all that noise….”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Young, with curly hair. Not old at all. But I saw him for on­ly a mo­ment, at the very top, over those bat­tle­ments. I thought he might be… You re­mem­ber An­gel­ica and Pao­lo, and Pao­lo said they had an old­er broth­er, and he’d come in­to the city as well, and she made Pao­lo stop telling us, as if it was a se­cret? Well, I thought it might be him. He might be af­ter this knife as well. And I reck­on all the kids know about it. I think that’s the re­al rea­son why they come back in the first place.”

      “Mmm,” he said, look­ing up. “Maybe.”

      She re­mem­bered the chil­dren talk­ing ear­li­er that morn­ing. No chil­dren would go in the tow­er, they’d said; there were scary things in there. And she re­mem­bered her own feel­ing of un­ease as she and Pan­ta­lai­mon had looked through the open door be­fore leav­ing the city. Maybe that was why they need­ed a grown man to go in there. Her dae­mon was flut­ter­ing around her head now, moth­formed in the bright sun­light, whis­per­ing anx­ious­ly.

      “Hush,” she whis­pered back, “there en’t any choice, Pan. It’s our fault. We got to make it right, and this is the on­ly way.” Will walked off to the right, fol­low­ing the wall of the tow­er. At the cor­ner a nar­row cob­bled al­ley led be­tween it and the next build­ing, and Will went down there too, look­ing up, get­ting the mea­sure of the place. Lyra fol­lowed. Will stopped un­der a win­dow at the sec­ond­sto­ry lev­el and said to Pan­ta­lai­mon, “Can you fly up there? Can you look in?”

      He be­came a spar­row at once and set off. He could on­ly just reach it. Lyra gasped and gave a lit­tle cry when he was at the win­dowsill, and he perched there for a sec­ond or two be­fore div­ing down again. She sighed and took deep breaths like some­one res­cued from drown­ing. Will frowned, puz­zled.

      “It’s hard,” she ex­plained, “when your dae­mon goes away from you. It hurts.”

      “Sor­ry. Did you see any­thing?” he said. “Stairs,” said Pan­ta­lai­mon. “Stairs and dark rooms. There were swords hung on the wall, and spears and shields, like a mu­se­um. And I saw the young man. He was … danc­ing.”

      “Danc­ing?”

      “Mov­ing to and fro, wav­ing his hand about. Or as if he was fight­ing some­thing in­vis­ible… I just saw him through an open door. Not clear­ly.”

      “Fight­ing a Specter?” Lyra guessed. But they couldn’t guess any bet­ter, so they moved on. Be­hind the tow­er a high stone wall, topped with bro­ken glass, en­closed a small gar­den with for­mal beds of herbs around a foun­tain (once again Pan­ta­lai­mon flew up to look); and then there was an al­ley on the oth­er side, bring­ing them back to the square. The win­dows around the tow­er were small and deeply set, like frown­ing eyes.

      “We’ll have to go in the front, then,” said Will. He climbed the steps and pushed the door wide. Sun­light struck in, and the heavy hinges creaked. He took a step or two in­side, and see­ing no one, went in far­ther. Lyra fol­lowed close be­hind. The floor was made of flag­stones worn smooth over cen­turies, and the air in­side was cool. Will looked at a flight of steps go­ing down­ward, and went far enough down to see that it opened in­to a wide, low­ceilinged room with an im­mense coal fur­nace at one end, where the plas­ter walls were black with soot; but there was no one there, and he went up to the en­trance hall again, where he found Lyra with her fin­ger to her lips, look­ing up.

      “I can hear him,” she whis­pered. “He’s talk­ing to him­self, I reck­on.”

      Will lis­tened hard, and heard it too: a low croon­ing mur­mur in­ter­rupt­ed oc­ca­sion­al­ly by a harsh laugh or a short cry of anger. It sound­ed like the voice of a mad­man.

      Will blew out his cheeks and set off to climb the stair­case. It was made of black­ened oak, im­mense and broad, with steps as worn as the flag­stones: far too sol­id to creak un­der­foot. The light di­min­ished as they climbed, be­cause the on­ly il­lu­mi­na­tion was the small deepset win­dow on each land­ing. They climbed up one floor, stopped and lis­tened, climbed the next, and the sound of the man’s voice was now mixed with that of halt­ing, rhyth­mic foot­steps. It came from a room across the land­ing, whose door stood ajar.

      Will tip­toed to it and pushed it open an­oth­er few inch­es so he could see.

      It was a large room with cob­webs thick­ly clus­tered on the ceil­ing. The walls were lined with book­shelves con­tain­ing bad­ly pre­served vol­umes with the bind­in­gs crum­bling and flak­ing, or dis­tort­ed with damp. Sev­er­al of them lay thrown off the shelves, open on the floor or the wide dusty ta­bles, and oth­ers had been thrust back hig­gledyp­ig­gledy.

      In the cen­ter of the room, a young man was­danc­ing. Pan­ta­lai­mon was right: it looked ex­act­ly like that. He had his back to the door, and he’d shuf­fle to one side, then to the oth­er, and all the time his right hand moved in front of him as if he were clear­ing a way through some in­vis­ible ob­sta­cles. In that hand was a knife, not a spe­cial­look­ing knife, just a dull blade about eight inch­es long, and he’d thrust it for­ward, slice it side­ways, feel for­ward with it, jab up and down, all in the emp­ty air.

      He moved as if to turn, and Will with­drew. He put a fin­ger to his lips and beck­oned to Lyra, and led her to the stairs and up to the next floor.

      “What’s he do­ing?” she whis­pered.

      He de­scribed it as well as he could.

      “He sounds mad,” said Lyra. “Is he thin, with curly hair?”

      “Yes. Red hair, like An­gel­ica’s. He cer­tain­ly looks mad. I don’t knowI think this is odd­er than Sir Charles said. Let’s look far­ther up be­fore we speak to him.”

      She didn’t ques­tion, but let him lead them up an­oth­er stair­case to the top sto­ry. It was much lighter up there, be­cause a whitepaint­ed flight of steps led up to the roofor, rather, to a woodand­glass struc­ture like a lit­tle green­house. Even at the foot of the steps they could feel the heat it was ab­sorb­ing.

      And as they stood there they heard a groan from above.

      They jumped. They’d been sure there was on­ly one man in the tow­er. Pan­ta­lai­mon was so star­tled that he changed at once from a cat to a bird and flew to Lyra’s breast. Will and Lyra re­al­ized as he did so that they’d seized each oth­er’s hand, and let go slow­ly.

      “Bet­ter go and see,” Will whis­pered. “I’ll go first.”

      “I ought to go first,” she whis­pered back, “see­ing it’s my fault.”

      “See­ing it’s your fault, you got to do as I say.”

      She twist­ed her lip but fell in be­hind him.

      He climbed up in­to the sun. The light in the glass struc­ture was blind­ing. It was as hot as a green­house, too, and Will could nei­ther see nor breathe eas­ily. He found a door han­dle and turned it and stepped out quick­ly, hold­ing his hand up to keep the sun out of his eyes.

      He found him­self on a roof of lead, en­closed by the bat­tle­ment­ed para­pet. The glass struc­ture was set in the cen­ter, and the lead sloped slight­ly down­ward all around to­ward a gut­ter in­side the para­pet, with square drainage holes in the stone for rain­wa­ter.

      Ly­ing on the lead, in the full sun, was an old man with white hair. His face was bruised and bat­tered, and one eye was closed, and as they saw when they got clos­er, his hands were tied be­hind him.

      He heard them coin­ing and groaned again, and tried to turn over to shield him­self.

      “It’s all right,” said Will qui­et­ly. “We aren’t go­ing to hurt you. Did the man with the knife do this?” “Mmm,” the old man grunt­ed. “Let’s un­do the rope. He hasn’t tied it very well….” It was clum­si­ly and hasti­ly knot­ted, and it fell away quick­ly once Will had seen how to work it. They helped the old man to get up and took him over to the shade of the para­pet

      “Who are you?” Will said. “We didn’t think there were two peo­ple here. We thought there was on­ly one.”

      “Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi,” the old man mut­tered through bro­ken teeth. “I am the bear­er. No one else. That young man stole it from me. There are al­ways fools who take risks like that for the sake of the knife. But this one is des­per­ate. He is go­ing to kill me.”

      “No, he en’t,” Lyra said. “What’s the bear­er? What’s that mean?”

      “I hold the sub­tle knife on be­half of the Guild. Where has he gone?”

      “He’s down­stairs,” said Will. “We came up past him. He didn’t see us. He was wav­ing it about in the air.”

      ‘Try­ing to cut through. He won’t suc­ceed. When he-” “Watch out,” Lyra said.

      Will turned. The young man was climb­ing up in­to the lit­tle wood­en shel­ter. He hadn’t seen them yet, but there was nowhere to hide, and as they stood up he saw the move­ment and whipped around to face them.

      Im­me­di­ate­ly Pan­ta­lai­mon be­came a bear and reared up on his hind legs. On­ly Lyra knew that he wouldn’t be able to touch the oth­er man, and cer­tain­ly the oth­er blinked and stared for a sec­ond, but Will saw that he hadn’t re­al­ly reg­is­tered it. The man was crazy. His curly red hair was mat­ted, his chin was flecked with spit, and the whites of his eyes showed all around the pupils.

      And he had the knife, and they had no weapons at all. Will stepped up the lead, away from the old man, crouch­ing, ready to jump or fight or leap out of the way.

      The young man sprang for­ward and slashed at him with the knifeleft, right, left, com­ing clos­er and clos­er, mak­ing Will back away till he was trapped in the an­gle where two sides of the tow­er met.

      Lyra was scram­bling to­ward the man from be­hind, with the loose rope in her hand. Will dart­ed for­ward sud­den­ly, just as he’d done to the man in his house, and with the same ef­fect: his an­tag­on­ist tum­bled back­ward un­ex­pect­ed­ly, falling over Lyra to crash on­to the lead. It was all hap­pen­ing too quick­ly for Will to be fright­ened. But he did have time to see the knife fly from the man’s hand and sink at once in­to the lead some feet away, point first, with no more re­sis­tance than if it had fall­en in­to but­ter. It plunged as far as the hilt and stopped sud­den­ly.

      And the young man twist­ed over and reached for it at once, but Will flung him­self on his back and seized his hair. He had learned to fight at school; there had been plen­ty of oc­ca­sion for it, once the oth­er chil­dren had sensed that there was some­thing the mat­ter with his moth­er. And he’d learned that the ob­ject of a school fight was not to gain points for style but to force your en­emy to give in, which meant hurt­ing him more than he was hurt­ing you. He knew that you had to be will­ing to hurt some­one else, too, and he’d found out that not many peo­ple were, when it came to it; but he knew that he was.

      So this wasn’t un­fa­mil­iar to him, but he hadn’t fought against a near­ly grown man armed with a knife be­fore, and at all costs he must keep the man from pick­ing it up now that he’d dropped it.

      Will twist­ed his fin­gers in­to the young man’s thick, damp hair and wrenched back as hard as he could. The man grunt­ed and flung him­self side­ways, but Will hung on even tighter, and his op­po­nent roared with pain and anger. He pushed up and then threw him­self back­ward, crush­ing Will be­tween him­self and the para­pet, and that was too much; all the breath left Will’s body, and in the shock his hands loos­ened. The man pulled free.

      Will dropped to his knees in the gut­ter, wind­ed bad­ly, but he couldn’t stay there. He tried to stan­dand in do­ing so, he thrust his foot through one of the drainage holes. His fin­gers scraped des­per­ate­ly on the warm lead, and for a hor­ri­ble sec­ond he thought he would slide off the roof to the ground. But noth­ing hap­pened. His left leg was thrust out in­to emp­ty space; the rest of him was safe.

      He pulled his leg back in­side the para­pet and scram­bled to his feet. The man had reached his knife again, but he didn’t have time to pull it out of the lead be­fore Lyra leaped on­to his back, scratch­ing, kick­ing, bit­ing like a wild­cat. But she missed the hold on his hair that she was try­ing for, and he threw her off. And when he got up, he had the knife in his hand.

      Lyra had fall­en to one side, with Pan­ta­lai­mon a wild­cat now, fur raised, teeth bared, be­side her. Will faced the man di­rect­ly and saw him clear­ly for the first time. There was no doubt: he was An­gel­ica’s broth­er, all right, and he was vi­cious. All his mind was fo­cused on Will, and the knife was in his hand.

      But Will wasn’t harm­less ei­ther.

      He’d seized the rope when Lyra dropped it, and now he wrapped it around his left hand for pro­tec­tion against the knife. He moved side­ways be­tween the young man and the sun, so that his an­tag­on­ist had to squint and blink. Even bet­ter, the glass struc­ture threw bril­liant re­flec­tions in­to his eyes, and Will could see that for a mo­ment he was al­most blind­ed.

      He leaped to the man’s left, away from the knife, hold­ing his left hand high, and kicked hard at the man’s knee. He’d tak­en care to aim, and his foot con­nect­ed well. The man went down with a loud grunt and twist­ed away awk­ward­ly.

      Will leaped af­ter him, kick­ing again and again, kick­ing what­ev­er parts he could reach, driv­ing the man back and back to­ward the glass house. If he could get him to the top of the stairs…

      This time the man fell more heav­ily, and his right hand with the knife in it came down on the lead at Will’s feet. Will stamped on it at once, hard, crush­ing the man’s fin­gers be­tween the hilt and the lead, and then wrapped the rope more tight­ly around his hand and stamped a sec­ond time. The man yelled and let go of the knife. At once Will kicked it away, his shoe con­nect­ing with the hilt, luck­ily for him, and it spun across the lead and came to rest in the gut­ter just be­side a drainage hole. The rope had come loose around his hand once more, and there seemed to be a sur­pris­ing amount of blood from some­where sprin­kled on the lead and on his own shoes. The man was pulling him­self up-

      “Look out!” shout­ed Lyra, but Will was ready.

      At the mo­ment when the man was off bal­an­ce, he threw him­self at him, crash­ing as hard as he could in­to the man’s midriff. The man fell back­ward in­to the glass, which shat­tered at once, and the flim­sy wood­en frame went too. He sprawled among the wreck­age half over the stair­well, and grabbed the door­frame, but it had noth­ing to sup­port it any­more, and it gave way. He fell down­ward, and more glass fell all around him.

      And Will dart­ed back to the gut­ter, and picked up the knife, and the fight was over. The young man, cut and bat­tered, clam­bered up the step, and saw Will stand­ing above him hold­ing the knife; he stared with a sick­ly anger and then turned and fled.

      “Ah,” said Will, sit­ting down. “Ah.”

      Some­thing was bad­ly wrong, and he hadn’t no­ticed it. He dropped the knife and hugged his left hand to him­self. The tan­gle of rope was sod­den with blood, and when he pulled it away-

      “Your fin­gers!” Lyra breathed. “Oh, Will-“

      His lit­tle fin­ger and the fin­ger next to it fell away with the rope.

      His head swam. Blood was puls­ing strong­ly from the stumps where his fin­gers had been, and his jeans and shoes were sod­den al­ready. He had to lie back and close his eyes for a mo­ment. The pain wasn’t that great, and a part of his mind reg­is­tered that with a dull sur­prise. It was like a per­sis­tent, deep ham­mer thud more than the bright, sharp clar­ity when you cut your­self su­per­fi­cial­ly.

      He’d nev­er felt so weak. He sup­posed he had gone to sleep for a mo­ment. Lyra was do­ing some­thing to his arm. He sat up to look at the dam­age, and felt sick. The old man was some­where close by, but Will couldn’t see what he was do­ing, and mean­while Lyra was talk­ing to him.

      “If on­ly we had some blood­moss,” she was say­ing, “what the bears use, I could make it bet­ter, Will, I could. Look, I’m go­ing to tie this bit of rope around your arm, to stop the bleed­ing, cause I can’t tie it around where your fin­gers were, there’s noth­ing to tie it to. Hold still.”

      He let her do it, then looked around for his fin­gers. There they were, curled like a bloody quo­ta­tion mark on the lead. He laughed.

      “Hey,” she said, “stop that. Get up now. Mr. Par­adisi’s got some medicine, some salve, I dun­no what it is. You got to come down­stairs. That oth­er man’s gonewe seen him run out the door. He’s gone now. You beat him. Come on, Will- come on-“

      Nag­ging and ca­jol­ing, she urged him down the steps, and they picked their way through the shat­tered glass and splin­tered wood and in­to a small, cool room off the land­ing. The walls were lined with shelves of bot­tles, jars, pots, pes­tles and mor­tars, and chemists’ bal­an­ces. Un­der the dirty win­dow was a stone sink, where the old man was pour­ing some­thing with a shaky hand from a large bot­tle in­to a small­er one.

      “Sit down and drink this,” he said, and filled a small glass with a dark gold­en liq­uid.

      Will sat down and took the glass. The first mouth­ful hit the back of his throat like fire. Lyra took the glass to stop it from falling as Will gasped.

      “Drink it all,” the old man com­mand­ed.

      “What is it?”

      “Plum brandy. Drink.”

      Will sipped it more cau­tious­ly. Now his hand was re­al­ly be­gin­ning to hurt.

      “Can you heal him?” said Lyra, her voice des­per­ate.

      “Oh, yes, we have medicines for ev­ery­thing. You, girl, open that draw­er in the ta­ble and bring out a ban­dage.”

      Will saw the knife ly­ing on the ta­ble in the cen­ter of the room, but be­fore he could pick it up the old man was limp­ing to­ward him with a bowl of wa­ter.

      “Drink again,” the old man said.

      Will held the glass tight­ly and closed his eyes while the old man did some­thing to his hand It stung hor­ri­bly, but then he felt the rough fric­tion of a tow­el on his wrist, and some­thing mop­ping the wound more gen­tly. Then there was a cool­ness for a mo­ment, and it hurt again.

      “This is pre­cious oint­ment,” the old man said. “Very dif­fi­cult to ob­tain. Very good for wounds.”

      It was a dusty, bat­tered tube of or­di­nary an­ti­sep­tic cream, such as Will could have bought in any phar­ma­cy in his world. The old man was han­dling it as if it were made of myrrh. Will looked away.

      And while the man was dress­ing the wound, Lyra felt Pan­ta­lai­mon call­ing to her silent­ly to come and look out the win­dow. He was a kestrel perch­ing on the open win­dow frame, and his eyes had caught a move­ment be­low. She joined him, and saw a fa­mil­iar fig­ure: the girl An­gel­ica was run­ning to­ward her el­der broth­er, Tul­lio, who stood with his back against the wall on the oth­er side of the nar­row street wav­ing his arms in the air as if try­ing to keep a flock of bats from his face. Then he turned away and be­gan to run his hands along the stones in the wall, look­ing close­ly at each one, count­ing them, feel­ing the edges, hunch­ing up his shoul­ders as if to ward off some­thing be­hind him, shak­ing his head.

      An­gel­ica was des­per­ate, and so was lit­tle Pao­lo be­hind her, and they reached their broth­er and seized his arms and tried to pull him away from what­ev­er was trou­bling him.

      And Lyra re­al­ized with a jolt of sick­ness what was hap­pen­ing: the man was be­ing at­tacked by Specters. An­gel­ica knew it, though she couldn’t see them, of course, and lit­tle Pao­lo was cry­ing and strik­ing at the emp­ty air to try and drive them off; but it didn’t help, and Tul­lio was lost. His move­ments be­came more and more lethar­gic, and present­ly they stopped al­to­geth­er. An­gel­ica clung to him, shak­ing and shak­ing his arm, but noth­ing woke him; and Pao­lo was cry­ing his broth­er’s name over and over as if that would bring him back.

      Then An­gel­ica seemed to feel Lyra watch­ing her, and she looked up. For a mo­ment their eyes met. Lyra felt a jolt as if the girl had struck her a phys­ical blow, be­cause the ha­tred in her eyes was so in­tense, and then Pao­lo saw her look­ing and looked up too, and his lit­tle boy’s voice cried, “We’ll kill you! You done this to Tul­lio! We gonna kill you, all right!”

      The two chil­dren turned and ran, leav­ing their strick­en broth­er; and Lyra, fright­ened and guilty, with­drew in­side the room again and shut the win­dow. The oth­ers hadn’t heard. Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi was dab­bing more oint­ment on the wounds, and Lyra tried to put what she’d seen out of her mind, and fo­cused on Will.

      “You got to tie some­thing around his arm,” Lyra said, “to stop the bleed­ing. It won’t stop oth­er­wise.”

      “Yes, yes, I know,” said the old man, but sad­ly.

      Will kept his eyes avert­ed while they did up a ban­dage, and drank the plum brandy sip by sip. Present­ly he felt soothed and dis­tant, though his hand was hurt­ing abom­in­ably.

      “Now,” said Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi, “here you are, take the knife, it is yours.”

      “I don’t want it,” said Will. “I don’t want any­thing to do with it.”

      “You haven’t got the choice,” said the old man. “You are the bear­er now.”

      “I thought you said you was,” said Lyra.

      “My time is over,” he said. “The knife knows when to leave one hand and set­tle in an­oth­er, and I know how to tell. You don’t be­lieve me? Look!”

      He held up his own left hand. The lit­tle fin­ger and the fin­ger next to it were miss­ing, just like Will’s.

      “Yes,” he said, “me too. I fought and lost the same fin­gers, the badge of the bear­er. And I did not know ei­ther, in ad­vance.”

      Lyra sat down, wideeyed. Will held on to the dusty ta­ble with his good hand. He strug­gled to find words.

      “But Iwe on­ly came here be­causethere was a man who stole some­thing of Lyra’s, and he want­ed the knife, and he said if we brought him that, then he’d-“

      “I know that man. He is a liar, a cheat. He won’t give you any­thing, make no mis­take. He wants the knife, and once he has it, he will be­tray you. He will nev­er be the bear­er. The knife is yours by right.”

      With a heavy re­luc­tance, Will turned to the knife it­self. He pulled it to­ward him. It was an or­di­nary­look­ing dag­ger, with a dou­blesid­ed blade of dull met­al about eight inch­es long, a short cross­piece of the same met­al, and a han­dle of rose­wood. As he looked at it more close­ly, he saw that the rose­wood was in­laid with gold­en wires, form­ing a de­sign he didn’t rec­og­nize till he turned the knife around and saw an an­gel, with wings fold­ed. On the oth­er side was a dif­fer­ent an­gel, with wings up­raised. The wires stood out a lit­tle from the sur­face, giv­ing a firm grip, and as he picked it up he felt that it was light in his hand and strong and beau­ti­ful­ly bal­an­ced, and that the blade was not dull af­ter all. In fact, a swirl of cloudy col­ors seemed to live just un­der the sur­face of the met­al: bruise pur­ples, sea blues, earth browns, cloud grays, the deep green un­der heavy­fo­liaged trees, the clus­ter­ing shades at the mouth of a tomb as evening falls over a de­sert­ed grave­yard…. If there was such a thing as shad­ow­col­ored, it was the blade of the sub­tle knife.

      But the edges were dif­fer­ent. In fact, the two edges dif­fered from each oth­er. One was clear bright steel, merg­ing a lit­tle way back in­to those sub­tle shad­ow­col­ors, but steel of an in­com­pa­ra­ble sharp­ness. Will’s eye shrank back from look­ing at it, so sharp did it seem. The oth­er edge was just as keen, but sil­very in col­or, and Lyra, who was look­ing at it over Will’s shoul­der, said: “I seen that col­or be­fore! That’s the same as the blade they was go­ing to cut me and Pan apart with­that’s just the same!”

      “This edge,” said Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi, touch­ing the steel with the han­dle of a spoon, “will cut through any ma­te­ri­al in the world. Look.”

      And he pressed the sil­ver spoon against the blade. Will, hold­ing the knife, felt on­ly the slight­est re­sis­tance as the tip of the spoon’s han­dle fell to the ta­ble, cut clean off.

      “The oth­er edge,” the old man went on, “is more sub­tle still. With it you can cut an open­ing out of this world al­to­geth­er. Try it now. Do as I sayy­ou are the bear­er. You have to know. No one can teach you but me, and I have not much time left. Stand up and lis­ten.”

      Will pushed his chair back and stood, hold­ing the knife loose­ly. He felt dizzy, sick, re­bel­li­ous.

      “I don’t want-” he be­gan, but Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi shook his head.

      “Be silent! You don’t wan­ty­ou don’t want… you have no choice! Lis­ten to me, be­cause time is short. Now hold the knife out ahead of youlike that. It’s not on­ly the knife that has to cut, it’s your own mind. You have to think it So do this: Put your mind out at the very tip of the knife. Con­cen­trate, boy. Fo­cus your mind. Don’t think about your wound. It will heal. Think about the knife tip. That is where you are. Now feel with it, very gen­tly. You’re look­ing for a gap so small you could nev­er see it with your eyes, but the knife tip will find it, if you put your mind there. Feel along the air till you sense the small­est lit­tle gap in the world….”

      Will tried to do it. But his head was buzzing, and his left hand throbbed hor­ri­bly, and he saw his two fin­gers again, ly­ing on the roof, and then he thought of his moth­er, his poor moth­er…. What would she say? How would she com­fort him? How could he ev­er com­fort her? And he put the knife down on the ta­ble and crouched low, hug­ging his wound­ed hand, and cried. It was all too much to bear. The sobs racked his throat and his chest and the tears daz­zled him, and he should be cry­ing for her, the poor fright­ened un­hap­py dear beloved­he’d left her, he’d left her….

      He was des­olate. But then he felt the strangest thing, and brushed the back of his right wrist across his eyes to find Pan­ta­lai­mon’s head on his knee. The dae­mon, in the form of a wolfhound, was gaz­ing up at him with melt­ing, sor­row­ing eyes, and then he gen­tly licked Will’s wound­ed hand again and again, and laid his head on Will’s knee once more.

      Will had no idea of the taboo in Lyra’s world pre­vent­ing one per­son from touch­ing an­oth­er’s dae­mon, and if he hadn’t touched Pan­ta­lai­mon be­fore, it was po­lite­ness that had held him back and not knowl­edge. Lyra, in fact, was breath­tak­en. Her dae­mon had done it on his own ini­tia­tive, and now he with­drew and flut­tered to her shoul­der as the small­est of moths. The old man was watch­ing with in­ter­est but not in­creduli­ty. He’d seen das­mons be­fore, some­how; he’d trav­eled to oth­er worlds too.

      Pan­ta­lai­mon’s ges­ture had worked. Will sw­al­lowed hard and stood up again, wip­ing the tears out of his eyes.

      “All right,” he said, “I’ll try again. Tell me what to do.”

      This time he forced his mind to do what Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi said, grit­ting his teeth, trem­bling with ex­er­tion, sweat­ing. Lyra was burst­ing to in­ter­rupt, be­cause she knew this pro­cess. So did Dr. Mal­one, and so did the po­et Keats, who­ev­er he was, and all of them knew you couldn’t get it by strain­ing to­ward it But she held her tongue and clasped her hands.

      “Stop,” said the old man gen­tly. “Re­lax. Don’t push. This is a sub­tle knife, not a heavy sword. You’re grip­ping it too tight. Loosen your fin­gers. Let your mind wan­der down your arm to your wrist and then in­to the han­dle, and out along the blade. No hur­ry, go gen­tly, don’t force it. Just wan­der. Then along to the very tip, where the edge is sharpest of all. You be­come the tip of the knife. Just do that now. Go there and feel that, and then come back.”

      Will tried again. Lyra could see the in­ten­si­ty in his body, saw his jaw work­ing, and then saw an au­thor­ity de­scend over it, calm­ing and re­lax­ing and clar­ify­ing. The au­thor­ity was Will’s ownor his dae­mon’s, per­haps. How he must miss hav­ing a dae­mon! The lone­li­ness of it… No won­der he’d cried; and it was right of Pan­ta­lai­mon to do what he’d done, though it had felt so strange to her. She reached up to her beloved dae­mon, and, er­mi­ne­shaped, he flowed on­to her lap.

      They watched to­geth­er as Will’s body stopped trem­bling. No less in­tense, he was fo­cused dif­fer­ent­ly now, and the knife looked dif­fer­ent too. Per­haps it was those cloudy col­ors along the blade, or per­haps it was the way it sat so nat­ural­ly in Will’s hand, but the lit­tle move­ments he was mak­ing with the tip now looked pur­pose­ful in­stead of ran­dom. He felt this way, then turned the knife over and felt the oth­er, al­ways feel­ing with the sil­very edge; and then he seemed to find some lit­tle snag in the emp­ty air.

      “What’s this? Is this it?” he said hoarse­ly.

      “Yes. Don’t force it. Come back now, come back to your­self.”

      Lyra imag­in­ed she could see Will’s soul flow­ing back along the blade to his hand, and up his arm to his heart. He stood back, dropped his hand, blinked.

      “I felt some­thing there,” he said to Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi. “The knife was just slip­ping through the air at first, and then I felt it…”

      “Good. Now do it again. This time, when you feel it, slide me knife in and along. Make a cut. Don’t hes­itate. Don’t be sur­prised. Don’t drop the knife.”

      Will had to crouch and take two or three deep breaths and put his left hand un­der his oth­er arm be­fore he could go on. But he was in­tent on it; he stood up again af­ter a cou­ple of sec­onds, the knife held for­ward al­ready.

      This time it was eas­ier. Hav­ing felt it once, he knew what to search for again, and he felt the cu­ri­ous lit­tle snag af­ter less than a minute. It was like del­icate­ly search­ing out the gap be­tween one stitch and the next with the point of a scalpel. He touched, with­drew, touched again to make sure, and then did as the old man had said, and cut side­ways with the sil­ver edge.

      It was a good thing that Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi had re­mind­ed him not to be sur­prised. He kept care­ful hold of the knife and put it down on the ta­ble be­fore giv­ing in to his as­ton­ish­ment. Lyra was on her feet al­ready, speech­less, be­cause there in the mid­dle of the dusty lit­tle room was a win­dow just like the one un­der the horn­beam trees: a gap in midair through which they could see an­oth­er world.

      And be­cause they were high in the tow­er, they were high above north Ox­ford. Over a ceme­tery, in fact, look­ing back to­ward the city. There were the horn­beam trees a lit­tle way ahead of them; there were hous­es, trees, roads, and in the dis­tance the tow­ers and spires of the city.

      If they hadn’t al­ready seen the first win­dow, they would have thought this was some kind of op­ti­cal trick. Ex­cept that it wasn’t on­ly op­ti­cal; air was com­ing through it, and they could smell the traf­fic fumes, which didn’t ex­ist in the world of Cit­tagazze. Pan­ta­lai­mon changed in­to a sw­al­low and flew through, de­light­ing hi the open air, and then snapped up an in­sect be­fore dart­ing back through to Lyra’s shoul­der again.

      Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi was watch­ing with a cu­ri­ous, sad smile. Then he said, “So much for open­ing. Now you must learn to close.”

      Lyra stood back to give Will room, and the old man came to stand be­side him.

      “For this you need your fin­gers,” he said. “One hand will do. Feel for the edge as you felt with the knife to be­gin with. You won’t find it un­less you put your soul in­to your fin­ger­tips. Touch very del­icate­ly; feel again and again till you find the edge. Then you pinch it to­geth­er. That’s all. Try.”

      But Will was trem­bling. He couldn’t get his mind back to the del­icate bal­an­ce he knew it need­ed, and he got more and more frus­trat­ed. Lyra could see what was hap­pen­ing.

      She stood up and took his right arm and said, “Lis­ten, Will, sit down, I’ll tell you how to do it. Just sit down for a minute, ’cause your hand hurts and it’s tak­ing your mind off it. It’s bound to. It’ll ease off in a lit­tle while.”

      The old man raised both his hands and then changed his mind, shrugged, and sat down again.

      Will sat down and looked at Lyra. “What am I do­ing wrong?” he said.

      He was blood­stained, trem­bling, wildeyed. He was liv­ing on the edge of his nerves: clench­ing his jaw, tap­ping his foot, breath­ing fast.

      “It’s your wound,” she said. “You en’t wrong at all. You’re do­ing it right, but your hand won’t let you con­cen­trate on it. I don’t know an easy way of get­ting around that, ex­cept maybe if you didn’t try to shut it out.”

      “What d’you mean?”

      “Well, you’re try­ing to do two things with your mind, both at once. You’re try­ing to ig­nore the pain and close that win­dow. I re­mem­ber when I was read­ing the alethiome­ter once when I was fright­ened, and maybe I was used to it by that time, I don’t know, but I was still fright­ened all the time I was read­ing it. Just sort of re­lax your mind and say yes, it does hurt, I know. Don’t try and shut it out.”

      His eyes closed briefly. His breath­ing slowed a lit­tle.

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll try that.”

      And this time it was much eas­ier. He felt for the edge, found it with­in a minute, and did as Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi had told him: pinched the edges to­geth­er. It was the eas­iest thing in the world. He felt a brief, calm ex­hil­ara­tion, and then the win­dow was gone. The oth­er world was shut.

      The old man hand­ed him a leather sheath, backed with stiff horn, with buck­les to hold the knife hi place, be­cause the slight­est side­ways move­ment of the blade would have cut through the thick­est leather. Will slid the knife in­to it and buck­led it as tight as he could with his clum­sy hand.

      “This should be a solemn oc­ca­sion,” Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi said. “If we had days and weeks I could be­gin to tell you the sto­ry of the sub­tle knife, and the Guild of the Torre degli An­geli, and the whole sor­ry his­to­ry of this cor­rupt and care­less world. The Specters are our fault, our fault alone. They came be­cause my pre­de­ces­sors, al­chemists, philoso­phers, men of learn­ing, were mak­ing an in­quiry in­to die deep­est na­ture of things. They be­came cu­ri­ous about the bonds that held the small­est par­ti­cles of mat­ter to­geth­er. You know what I mean by a bond? Some­thing that binds?

      “Well, this was a mer­can­tile city. A city of traders and bankers. We thought we knew about bonds. We thought a bond was some­thing ne­go­tiable, some­thing that could be bought and sold and ex­changed and con­vert­ed…. But about these bonds, we were wrong. We un­did them, and we let the Specters in.”

      Will asked, “Where do the Specters come from? Why was the win­dow left open un­der those trees, the one we first came in through? Are there oth­er win­dows in the world?”

      “Where the Specters come from is a mys­teryfrom an­oth­er world, from the dark­ness of space… who knows? What mat­ters is that they are here, and they have de­stroyed us. Are there oth­er win­dows in­to this world? Yes, a few, be­cause some­times a knife bear­er might be care­less or for­get­ful, with­out time to stop and close as he should. And the win­dow you came through, un­der the horn­beam trees… I left that open my­self, in a mo­ment of un­for­giv­able fool­ish­ness. There is a man I am afraid of, and I thought to tempt him through and in­to the city, where he would fall vic­tim to the Specters. But I think that he is too clever for a trick like that. He wants the knife. Please, nev­er let him get it.”

      Will and Lyra shared a glance.

      “Well,” the old man fin­ished, spread­ing his hands, “all I can do is hand the knife on to you and show you how to use it, which I have done, and tell you what the rules of the Guild used to be, be­fore it de­cayed. First, nev­er open with­out clos­ing. Sec­ond, nev­er let any­one else use the knife. It is yours alone. Third, nev­er use it for a base pur­pose. Fourth, keep it se­cret. If there are oth­er rules, I have for­got­ten them, and if I’ve for­got­ten them it is be­cause they don’t mat­ter. You have the knife. You are the bear­er. You should not be a child. But our world is crum­bling, and the mark of the bear­er is un­mis­tak­able. I don’t even know your name. Now go. I shall die very soon, be­cause I know where there are poi­sonous drugs, and I don’t in­tend to wait for the Specters to come in, as they will once the knife has left. Go.”

      “But, Mr. Par­adisi-” Lyra be­gan.

      But he shook his head and went on: “There is no time. You have come here for a pur­pose, and maybe you don’t know what that pur­pose is, but the an­gels do who brought you here. Go. You are brave, and your friend is clever. And you have the knife. Go.”

      “You en’t re­al­ly go­ing to poi­son your­self?” said Lyra, dis­tressed.

      “Come on,” said Will.

      “And what did you mean about an­gels?” she went on.

      Will tugged her arm.

      “Come on,” he said again. “We got to go. Thank you, Mr. Par­adisi.”

      He held out his blood­stained, dusty right hand, and the old man shook it gen­tly. He shook Lyra’s hand, too, and nod­ded to Pan­ta­lai­mon, who low­ered his er­mine head in ac­knowl­edg­ment.

      Clutch­ing the knife in its leather sheath, Will led the way down the broad dark stairs and out of the tow­er. The sun­light was hot in the lit­tle square, and the si­lence was pro­found. Lyra looked all around, with im­mense cau­tion, but the street was emp­ty. And it would be bet­ter not to wor­ry Will about what she’d seen; there was quite enough to wor­ry about al­ready. She led him away from the street where she’d seen the chil­dren, where the strick­en Tul­lio was stand­ing, as still as death.

      “I wish-” Lyra said when they had near­ly left the square, stop­ping to look back up. “It’s hor­ri­ble, think­ing of… and his poor teeth was all bro­ken, and he could hard­ly see out his eye…. He’s just go­ing to sw­al­low some poi­son and die now, and I wish-“

      She was on the verge of tears.

      “Hush,” said Will. “It won’t hurt him. He’ll just go to sleep. It’s bet­ter than the Specters, he said.”

      “Oh, what we go­ing to do, Will?” she said. “What we go­ing to do? You’re hurt so bad, and that poor old man…. I hate this place, I re­al­ly do, I’d burn it to the ground. What we go­ing to do now?”

      “Well,” he said, “that’s easy. We’ve got to get the alethiome­ter back, so we’ll have to steal it. That’s what we’re go­ing to do.”
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      First they went back to the cafe, to re­cov­er and rest and change their clothes. It was clear that Will couldn’t go ev­ery­where cov­ered in blood, and the time of feel­ing guilty about tak­ing things from shops was over; so he gath­ered a com­plete set of new clothes and shoes, and Lyra, de­mand­ing to help, and watch­ing in ev­ery di­rec­tion for the oth­er chil­dren, car­ried them back to the cafe.

      Lyra put some wa­ter on to boil, and Will took it up to the bath­room and stripped to wash from head to foot. The pain was dull and un­re­lent­ing, but at least the cuts were clean, and hav­ing seen what the knife could do, he knew that no cuts could be clean­er; but the stumps where his fin­gers had been were bleed­ing freely. When he looked at them he felt sick, and his heart beat faster, and that in turn seemed to make the bleed­ing even worse. He sat on the edge of the bath and closed his eyes and breathed deeply sev­er­al times.

      Present­ly he felt calmer and set him­self to wash­ing. He did the best he could, dry­ing him­self on the in­creas­ing­ly blood­ied tow­els, and then dressed in his new clothes, try­ing not to make them bloody too.

      “You’re go­ing to have to tie my ban­dage again,” he said to Lyra. “I don’t care how tight you make it as long as it stops the bleed­ing.”

      She tore up a sheet and wrapped it around and around, clamp­ing it down over the wounds as tight as she could. He grit­ted his teeth, but he couldn’t help the tears. He brushed them away with­out a word, and she said noth­ing.

      When she’d fin­ished, he said, “Thank you.” Then he said, “Lis­ten. I want you to take some­thing in your ruck­sack for me, in case we can’t come back here. It’s on­ly let­ters. You can read them if you want.”

      He went to the bed­room, took out the green leather writ­ing case, and hand­ed her the sheets of air­mail pa­per.

      “I won’t read them un­less-“

      “I don’t mind. Else I wouldn’t have said.”

      She fold­ed up the let­ters, and he lay on the bed, pushed the cat aside, and fell asleep.

      Much lat­er that night, Will and Lyra crouched in the lane that ran along be­side the tree­shad­ed shrub­bery in Sir Charles’s gar­den. On the Cit­tagazze side, they were in a grassy park sur­round­ing a clas­si­cal vil­la that gleamed white in the moon­light. They’d tak­en a long time to get to Sir Charles’s house, mov­ing main­ly in Cit­tagazze, with fre­quent stops to cut through and check their po­si­tion in Will’s world, clos­ing the win­dows as soon as they knew where they were.

      Not with them but not far be­hind came the tab­by cat. She had slept since they’d res­cued her from the stonethrow­ing chil­dren, and now that she was awake again she was re­luc­tant to leave them, as if she thought that wher­ev­er they were, she was safe. Will was far from sure about that, but he had enough on his mind with­out the cat, and he ig­nored her. All the time he was grow­ing more fa­mil­iar with the knife, more cer­tain in his com­mand of it; but his wound was hurt­ing worse than be­fore, with a deep, un­ceas­ing throb, and the ban­dage Lyra had fresh­ly tied af­ter he woke up was al­ready soaked.

      He cut a win­dow in the air not far from the white­gleam­ing vil­la, and they came through to the qui­et lane in Head­ing­ton to work out ex­act­ly how to get to the study where Sir Charles had put the alethiome­ter. There were two flood­lights il­lu­mi­nat­ing his gar­den, and lights were on in the front win­dows of the house, though not in the study. On­ly moon­light lit this side, and the study win­dow was dark.

      The lane ran down through trees to an­oth­er road at the far end, and it wasn’t light­ed. It would have been easy for an or­di­nary bur­glar to get un­ob­served in­to the shrub­bery and thus to the gar­den, ex­cept that there was a strong iron fence twice as high as Will, with spikes on the top, run­ning the length of Sir Charles’s prop­er­ty. How­ev­er, it was no bar­ri­er to the sub­tle knife.

      “Hold this bar while I cut it,” Will whis­pered. “Catch it when it falls.”

      Lyra did as he said, and he cut through four bars al­to­geth­er, enough for them to pass through with­out dif­fi­cul­ty. Lyra laid them one by one on the grass, and then they were through, and mov­ing among the bush­es.

      Once they had a clear sight of the side of the house, with the creep­er­shad­ed win­dow of the study fac­ing them across the smooth lawn, Will said qui­et­ly, “I’m go­ing to cut through in­to Ci’gazze here, and leave the win­dow open, and move in Ci’gazze to where I think the study is, and then cut back through to this world. Then I’ll take the alethiome­ter out of that cab­in­et thing and I’ll close that win­dow and then I’ll come back to this one. You stay here in this world and keep watch. As soon as you hear me call you, you come through this win­dow in­to Ci’gazze and then I’ll close it up again. All right?”

      “Yeah,” she whis­pered. “Both me and Pan’11 look out.”

      Her dae­mon was a small tawny owl, al­most in­vis­ible in the dap­pled shad­ows un­der the trees. His wide pale eyes took in ev­ery move­ment.

      Will stood back and held out the knife, search­ing, touch­ing the air with the most del­icate move­ments, un­til af­ter a minute or so he found a point at which he could cut. He did it swift­ly, open­ing a win­dow through in­to the moon­lit land of Ci’gazze, and then stood back, es­ti­mat­ing how many steps it would take him in that world to reach the study, and mem­oriz­ing the di­rec­tion.

      Then with­out a word he stepped through and van­ished.

      Lyra crouched down near­by. Pan­ta­lai­mon was perched on a branch above her head, turn­ing this way and that, silent. She could hear traf­fic from Head­ing­ton be­hind her, and the qui­et foot­steps of some­one go­ing along the road at the end of the lane, and even the weight­less move­ment of in­sects among the twigs and leaves at her feet.

      A minute went by, and an­oth­er. Where was Will now? She strained to look through the win­dow of the study, but it was just a dark mul­li­oned square over­hung with creep­er. Sir Charles had sat in­side it on the win­dow seat on­ly that morn­ing, and crossed his legs, and ar­ranged the creas­es in his trousers. Where was the cab­in­et in re­la­tion to the win­dow? Would Will get in­side with­out dis­turb­ing any­one in the house? Lyra could hear her heart beat­ing, too.

      Then Pan­ta­lai­mon made a soft noise, and at the same mo­ment a dif­fer­ent sound came from the front of the house, to Lyra’s left. She couldn’t see the front, but she could see a light sweep­ing across the trees, and she heard a deep crunch­ing sound: the sound of tires on grav­el, she guessed. She hadn’t heard the car’s en­gine at all.

      She looked for Pan­ta­lai­mon, and he was al­ready glid­ing ahead silent­ly, as far as he could go from her. He turned in the dark­ness and swooped back to set­tle on her fist.

      “Sir Charles is com­ing back,” he whis­pered. “And there’s some­one with him.”

      He took off again, and this time Lyra fol­lowed, tip­toe­ing over the soft earth with the ut­most care, crouch­ing down be­hind the bush­es, fi­nal­ly go­ing on hands and knees to look be­tween the leaves of a lau­rel.

      The Roll­sRoyce stood in front of the house, and the chauf­feur was mov­ing around to the pas­sen­ger side to open the door. Sir Charles stood wait­ing, smil­ing, of­fer­ing his arm to the wom­an who was get­ting out, and as she came in­to view Lyra felt a blow at her heart, the worst blow since she’d es­caped from Bolvan­gar, be­cause Sir Charles’s guest was her moth­er, Mrs. Coul­ter.

      Will stepped care­ful­ly across the grass in Cit­tagazze, count­ing his paces, hold­ing in his mind as clear­ly as he could a mem­ory of where the study was and try­ing to lo­cate it with ref­er­ence to the vil­la, which stood near­by, stuc­cowhite and columned in a for­mal gar­den with stat­ues and a foun­tain. And he was aware of how ex­posed he was in this moon­drenched park­land.

      When he thought he was in the right spot, he stopped and held out the knife again, feel­ing for­ward care­ful­ly. These lit­tle in­vis­ible gaps were any­where, but not ev­ery­where, or any slash of the knife would open a win­dow.

      He cut a small open­ing first, no big­ger than his hand, and looked through. Noth­ing but dark­ness on the oth­er side: he couldn’t see where he was. He closed that one, turned through nine­ty de­grees, and opened an­oth­er. This time he found fab­ric in front of himheavy green vel­vet: the cur­tains of the study. But where were they in re­la­tion to the cab­in­et? He had to close that one too, turn the oth­er way, try again. Time was pass­ing.

      The third time, he found he could see the whole of the study in the dim light through the open door to the hall. There was the desk, the so­fa, the cab­in­et! He could see a faint gleam along the side of a brass mi­cro­scope. And there was no one in the room, and the house was silent. It couldn’t be bet­ter.

      He care­ful­ly es­ti­mat­ed the dis­tance, closed that win­dow, stepped for­ward four paces, and held up the knife again. If he was right, he’d be in ex­act­ly the right spot to reach through, cut through the glass in the cab­in­et, take out the alethiome­ter and close the win­dow be­hind him.

      He cut a win­dow at the right height. The glass of the cab­in­et door was on­ly a hands­breadth in front of it. He put his face close, look­ing in­tent­ly at this shelf and that, from top to bot­tom.

      The alethiome­ter wasn’t there.

      At first Will thought he’d got the wrong cab­in­et. There were four of them in the room. He’d count­ed that morn­ing, and mem­orized where they were­tall square cas­es made of dark wood, with glass sides and fronts and vel­vet­cov­ered shelves, made for dis­play­ing valu­able ob­jects of porce­lain or ivory or gold. Could he have sim­ply opened a win­dow in front of the wrong one? But on the top shelf was that bulky in­stru­ment with the brass rings: he’d made a point of not­ic­ing that. And on the shelf in the mid­dle, where Sir Charles had placed the alethiome­ter, there was a space. This was the right cab­in­et, and the alethiome­ter wasn’t there.

      Will stepped back a mo­ment and took a deep breath.

      He’d have to go through prop­er­ly and look around. Open­ing win­dows here and there at ran­dom would take all night. He closed the win­dow in front of the cab­in­et, opened an­oth­er to look at the rest of the room, and when he’d tak­en care­ful stock, he closed that one and opened a larg­er one be­hind the so­fa through which he could eas­ily get out in a hur­ry if he need­ed to.

      His hand was throb­bing bru­tal­ly by this time, and the ban­dage was trail­ing loose. He wound it around as best he could and tucked the end in, and then went through in­to Sir Charles’s house com­plete­ly and crouched be­hind the leather so­fa, the knife in his right hand, lis­ten­ing care­ful­ly.

      Hear­ing noth­ing, he stood up slow­ly and looked around the room. The door to the hall was hal­fopen, and the light that came through was quite enough to see by. The cab­in­ets, the book­shelves, the pic­tures were all there, as they had been that morn­ing, undis­turbed.

      He stepped out on the silent car­pet and looked in­to each of the cab­in­ets in turn. It wasn’t there. Nor was it on the desk among the neat­ly piled books and pa­pers, nor on the man­tel­piece among the in­vi­ta­tion cards to this open­ing or that re­cep­tion, nor on the cush­ioned win­dow seat, nor on the oc­tag­on­al ta­ble be­hind the door.

      He moved back to the desk, in­tend­ing to try the draw­ers, but with the heavy ex­pec­ta­tion of fail­ure; and as he did so, he heard the faint crunch of tires on grav­el. It was so qui­et that he halfthought he was imag­in­ing it, but he stood stock­still, strain­ing to lis­ten. It stopped.

      Then he heard the front door open.

      He went at once to the so­fa again, and crouched be­hind it, next to the win­dow that opened on­to the moon­sil­vered grass in Cit­tagazze. And no soon­er had he got there than he heard foot­steps in that oth­er world, light­ly run­ning over the grass, and looked through to see Lyra rac­ing to­ward him. He was just in time to wave and put his fin­ger to his lips, and she slowed, re­al­iz­ing that he was aware Sir Charles had re­turned.

      “I haven’t got it,” he whis­pered when she came up. “It wasn’t there. He’s prob­ably got it with him. I’m go­ing to lis­ten and see if he puts it back. Stay here.”

      “No! It’s worse!” she said, and she was near­ly in a gen­uine pan­ic. “She’s with himMrs. Coul­termy moth­er! I dun­no how she got here, but if she sees me, I’m dead, Will, I’m lost- and I know who he is now! I re­mem­ber where I seen him be­fore! Will, he’s called Lord Bo­re­al! I seen him at Mrs. Coul­ter’s cock­tail par­ty, when I ran away! And he must have known who I was, all the time….”

      “Shh. Don’t stay here if you’re go­ing to make a noise.”

      She mas­tered her­self, and sw­al­lowed hard, and shook her head.

      “Sor­ry. I want to stay with you,” she whis­pered. “I want to hear what they say.”

      “Hush now …”

      Be­cause he could hear voic­es in the hall. The two of them were close enough to touch, Will in his world, she in Cit­tagazze, and see­ing his trail­ing ban­dage, Lyra tapped him on the arm and mimed ty­ing it up again. He held out his hand for her to do it, crouch­ing mean­while with his head cocked side­ways, lis­ten­ing hard.

      A light came on in the room. He heard Sir Charles speak­ing to the ser­vant, dis­miss­ing him, com­ing in­to the study, clos­ing the door.

      “May I of­fer you a glass of Tokay?” he said.

      A wom­an’s voice, low and sweet, replied, “How kind of you, Car­lo. I haven’t tast­ed Tokay for many years.”

      “Have the chair by the fire­place.”

      There was the faint glug of wine be­ing poured, a tin­kle of de­can­ter on glass rim, a mur­mur of thanks, and then Sir Charles seat­ed him­self on the so­fa, inch­es away from Will.

      “Your good health, Marisa,” he said, sip­ping. “Now, sup­pose you tell me what you want.”

      “I want to know where you got the alethiome­ter.”

      “Why?”

      “Be­cause Lyra had it, and I want to find her.”

      “I can’t imag­ine why you would. She is a re­pel­lent brat.”

      “I’ll re­mind you that she’s my daugh­ter.”

      “Then she is even more re­pel­lent, be­cause she must have re­sist­ed your charm­ing in­flu­ence on pur­pose. No one could do it by ac­ci­dent.”

      “Where is she?’

      “I’ll tell you, I promise. But you must tell me some­thing first.”

      “If I can,” she said, in a dif­fer­ent tone that Will thought might be a warn­ing. Her voice was in­tox­icat­ing: sooth­ing, sweet, mu­si­cal, and young, too. He longed to know what she looked like, be­cause Lyra had nev­er de­scribed her, and the face that went with this voice must be re­mark­able. “What do you want to know?”

      “What is As­riel up to?”

      There was a si­lence then, as if the wom­an were cal­cu­lat­ing what to say. Will looked back through the win­dow at Lyra, and saw her face, moon­lit and wideeyed with fear, bit­ing her lip to keep silent and strain­ing to hear, as he was.

      Fi­nal­ly Mrs. Coul­ter said, “Very well, I’ll tell you. Lord As­riel is gath­er­ing an army, with the pur­pose of com­plet­ing the war that was fought in heav­en eons ago.”

      “How me­dieval. How­ev­er, he seems to have some very mod­ern pow­ers. What has he done to the mag­net­ic pole?”

      “He found a way of blast­ing open the bar­ri­er be­tween our world and oth­ers. It caused pro­found dis­tur­bances to the earth’s mag­net­ic field, and that must res­onate in this world too…. But how do you know about that? Car­lo, I think you should an­swer some ques­tions of mine. What is this world? And how did you bring me here?”

      “It is one of mil­li­ons. There are open­in­gs be­tween them, but they’re not eas­ily found. I know a dozen or so, but the places they open in­to have shift­ed, and that must be due to what As­riel’s done. It seems that we can now pass di­rect­ly from this world in­to our own, and prob­ably in­to many oth­ers too. When I looked through one of the door­ways ear­li­er to­day, you can imag­ine how sur­prised I was to find it open­ing in­to our world, and what’s more, to find you near­by. Prov­idence, dear la­dy!

      The change meant that I could bring you here di­rect­ly, with­out the risk of go­ing through Cit­tagazze.”

      “Cit­tagazze? What is that?”

      “Pre­vi­ous­ly, all the door­ways opened in­to one world, which was a sort of cross­roads. That is the world of Cit­tagazze. But it’s too dan­ger­ous to go there at the mo­ment.”

      “Why is it dan­ger­ous?”

      “Dan­ger­ous for adults. Chil­dren can go there freely.”

      “What? I must know about this, Car­lo,” said the wom­an, and Will could hear her pas­sion­ate im­pa­tience. “This is at the heart of ev­ery­thing, this dif­fer­ence be­tween chil­dren and adults! It con­tains the whole mys­tery of Dust! This is why I must find the child. And the witch­es have a name for herI near­ly had it, so near­ly, from a witch in per­son, but she died too quick­ly. I must find the child. She has the an­swer, some­how, and I must have it.”

      “And you shall. This in­stru­ment will bring her to menev­er fear. And once she’s giv­en me what I want, you can have her. But tell me about your cu­ri­ous body­guards, Marisa. I’ve nev­er seen sol­diers like that. Who are they?”

      “Men, that’s all. But… they’ve un­der­gone in­ter­ci­sion. They have no dae­mons, so they have no fear and no imag­ina­tion and no free will, and they’ll fight til] they’re torn apart.”

      “No dae­mons… Well, that’s very in­ter­est­ing. I won­der if I might sug­gest a lit­tle ex­per­iment, if you can spare one of them? I’d like to see whether the Specters are in­ter­est­ed in them.”

      “Specters? What are they?”

      “I’ll ex­plain lat­er, my dear. They are the rea­son adults can’t go in­to that world. But if they’re no more in­ter­est­ed in your body­guards than they are in chil­dren, we might be able to trav­el in Cit­tagazze af­ter all. Dustchil­dren­Specters- dae­mon­sin­ter­ci­sion… Yes, it might very well work. Have some more wine.”

      “I want to know ev­ery­thing,” she said, over the sound of wine be­ing poured. “And I’ll hold you to that. Now tell me: What are you do­ing in this world? Is this where you came when we thought you were in Brasil or the In­dies?”

      “I found my way here a long time ago,” said Sir Charles. “It was too good a se­cret to re­veal, even to you, Marisa. I’ve made my­self very com­fort­able, as you can see. Be­ing part of the Coun­cil of State at home made it easy for me to see where the pow­er lay here.

      “As a mat­ter of fact, I be­came a spy, though I nev­er told my mas­ters all I knew. The se­cu­ri­ty ser­vices in this world were pre­oc­cu­pied for years with the So­vi­et Union­we know it as Mus­covy. And al­though that threat has re­ced­ed, there are still lis­ten­ing posts and ma­chines trained in that di­rec­tion, and I’m still in touch with those who run the spies.”

      Mrs. Coul­ter sipped her Tokay. Her bril­liant eyes were fixed un­blink­ing­ly on his.

      “And I heard re­cent­ly about a pro­found dis­tur­bance in the earth’s mag­net­ic field,” Sir Charles con­tin­ued. ‘The se­cu­ri­ty ser­vices are alarmed. Ev­ery na­tion that does re­search in­to fun­da­men­tal physic­swhat we call ex­per­imen­tal the­ol­ogyis turn­ing to its sci­en­tists ur­gent­ly to dis­cov­er what’s go­ing on. Be­cause they know that some­thing is hap­pen­ing. And they sus­pect it has to do with oth­er worlds.

      “They do have a few clues to this, as a mat­ter of fact. There is some re­search be­ing done in­to Dust. Oh, yes, they know it here as well. There is a team in this very city work­ing on it. And an­oth­er thing: There was a man who dis­ap­peared ten or twelve years ago, in the north, and the se­cu­ri­ty ser­vices think he was in pos­ses­sion of some knowl­edge they bad­ly need- specif­ical­ly, the lo­ca­tion of a door­way be­tween the worlds, such as the one you came through ear­li­er to­day. The one he found is the on­ly one they know about: you can imag­ine I haven’t told them what I know. When this new dis­tur­bance be­gan, they set out to look for this man.

      “And nat­ural­ly, Marisa, I my­self am cu­ri­ous. And I am keen to add to my knowl­edge.”

      Will sat frozen, with his heart thud­ding so hard he was afraid the adults would hear it. Sir Charles was talk­ing about his own fa­ther!

      But all the time, he was con­scious of some­thing else in the room as well as the voic­es of Sir Charles and the wom­an. There was a shad­ow mov­ing across the floor, or that part of it he could see be­yond the end of the so­fa and past the legs of the lit­tle oc­tag­on­al ta­ble. But nei­ther Sir Charles nor the wom­an was mov­ing. The shad­ow moved in a quick dart­ing prowl, and it dis­turbed Will great­ly. The on­ly light in the room was a stan­dard lamp be­side the fire­place, so the shad­ow was clear and def­inite, but it nev­er stopped long enough for Will to make out what it was.

      Then two things hap­pened. First, Sir Charles men­tioned the alethiome­ter.

      “For ex­am­ple,” he said, con­tin­uing what he’d been say­ing, “I’m very cu­ri­ous about this in­stru­ment. Sup­pose you tell me how it works.”

      And he placed the alethiome­ter on the oc­tag­on­al ta­ble at the end of the so­fa. Will could see it clear­ly; he could al­most reach it.

      The sec­ond thing that hap­pened was that the shad­ow fell still. The crea­ture that was the source of it must have been perched on the back of Mrs. Coul­ter’s chair, be­cause the light stream­ing over it threw its shad­ow clear­ly on the wall. And the mo­ment it stopped, he re­al­ized it was the wom­an’s dae­mon: a crouch­ing mon­key, turn­ing its head this way and that, search­ing for some­thing.

      Will heard an in­take of breath from Lyra be­hind him as she saw it too. He turned silent­ly and whis­pered, “Go back to the oth­er win­dow, and come through in­to his gar­den. Find some stones and throw them at the study so they look away for a mo­ment, and then I can get the alethiome­ter. Then run back to the oth­er win­dow and wait for me.”

      She nod­ded, then turned and ran away silent­ly over the grass. Will turned back.

      The wom­an was say­ing, “… the Mas­ter of Jor­dan Col­lege is a fool­ish old man. Why he gave it to her I can’t imag­ine; you need sev­er­al years of in­ten­sive study to make any sense of it at all. And now you owe me some in­for­ma­tion, Car­lo. How did you find it? And where is the child?”

      “I saw her us­ing it in a mu­se­um in the city. I rec­og­nized her, of course, hav­ing seen her at your cock­tail par­ty all that time ago, and I re­al­ized she must have found a door­way. And then I re­al­ized that I could use it for a pur­pose of my own. So when I came across her a sec­ond time, I stole it.”

      “You’re very frank.”

      “No need to be coy; we’re both grownup.”

      “And where is she now? What did she do when she found it was miss­ing?”

      “She came to see me, which must have tak­en some nerve, I imag­ine.”

      “She doesn’t lack nerve. And what are you go­ing to do with it? What is this pur­pose of yours?”

      “I told her that she could have it back, pro­vid­ed she got some­thing for me­some­thing I couldn’t get my­self.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I don’t know whether you-“

      And that was the mo­ment when the first stone smashed in­to the study win­dow.

      It broke with a sat­is­fy­ing crash of glass, and in­stant­ly the mon­key shad­ow leaped from the chair back as the adults gasped. There came an­oth­er crash, and an­oth­er, and Will felt the so­fa move as Sir Charles got up.

      Will leaned for­ward and snatched the alethiome­ter from the lit­tle ta­ble, thrust it in­to his pock­et, and dart­ed back through the win­dow. As soon as he was on the grass in Cit­tagazze he felt in the air for those elu­sive edges, calm­ing his mind, breath­ing slow­ly, con­scious all the time that on­ly feet away there was hor­ri­ble dan­ger.

      Then came a screech, not hu­man, not an­imal, but worse than ei­ther, and he knew it was that loath­some mon­key. By that time he’d got­ten most of the win­dow closed, but there was still a small gap at the lev­el of his chest. And then he leaped back, be­cause in­to that gap there came a small fur­ry gold­en hand with black fin­ger­nails, and then a facea night­mare face. The gold­en mon­key’s teeth were bared, his eyes glar­ing, and such a con­cen­trat­ed malev­olence blazed from him that Will felt it al­most like a spear.

      An­oth­er sec­ond and he would have been through, and that would have been the end. But Will was still hold­ing the knife, and he brought it up at once and slashed left, right, across the mon­key’s face­or where the face would have been if the mon­key hadn’t with­drawn just in time. That gave Will the mo­ment he need­ed to seize the edges of the win­dow and press them shut.

      His own world had van­ished, and he was alone in the moon­lit park­land in Cit­tagazze, pant­ing and trem­bling and hor­ri­bly fright­ened.

      But now there was Lyra to res­cue. He ran back to the first win­dow, the one he’d opened in­to the shrub­bery, and looked through. The dark leaves of lau­rels and hol­ly ob­scured the view, but he reached through and thrust them aside to see the side of the house clear­ly, with the bro­ken study win­dow sharp in the moon­light.

      As he watched, he saw the mon­key leap­ing around the cor­ner of the house, scam­per­ing over the grass with the speed of a cat, and then he saw Sir Charles and the wom­an fol­low­ing close be­hind. Sir Charles was car­ry­ing a pis­tol. The wom­an her­self was beau­ti­ful­Will saw that with shocklove­ly in the moon­light, her bril­liant dark eyes wide with en­chant­ment, her slen­der shape light and grace­ful; but as she snapped her fin­gers, the mon­key stopped at once and leaped up in­to her arms, and he saw that the sweet­faced wom­an and the evil mon­key were one be­ing.

      But where was Lyra?

      The adults were look­ing around, and then the wom­an put the mon­key down, and it be­gan to cast this way and that on the grass as if it were scent­ing or look­ing for foot­prints. There was si­lence from all around. If Lyra was in the shrub­bery al­ready, she wouldn’t be able to move with­out mak­ing a noise, which would give her away at once.

      Sir Charles ad­just­ed some­thing on his pis­tol with a soft click: the safe­ty catch. He peered in­to the shrub­bery, seem­ing to look di­rect­ly at Will, and then his eyes trav­eled on past.

      Then both of the adults looked to their left, for the mon­key had heard some­thing. And in a flash it leaped for­ward to where Lyra must be, and a mo­ment lat­er it would have found her-

      And at that mo­ment the tab­by cat sprang out of the shrub­bery and on­to the grass, and hissed.

      The mon­key heard and twist­ed in midair as if with as­ton­ish­ment, though he was hard­ly as as­ton­ished as Will him­self. The mon­key fell on his paws, fac­ing the cat, and the cat arched her back, tail raised high, and stood side­ways on, hiss­ing, chal­leng­ing, spit­ting.

      And the mon­key leaped for her. The cat reared up, slash­ing with nee­dlepaws left and right too quick­ly to be seen, and then Lyra was be­side Will, tum­bling through the win­dow with Pan­ta­lai­mon be­side her. And the cat screamed, and the mon­key screamed, too, as the cat’s claws raked his face; and then the mon­key turned and leaped in­to Mrs. Coul­ter’s arms, and the cat shot away in­to the bush­es of her own world and van­ished.

      And Will and Lyra were through the win­dow, and Will felt once again for the al­most in­tan­gi­ble edges in the air and pressed them swift­ly to­geth­er, clos­ing the win­dow all along its length as through the di­min­ish­ing gap came the sound of feet among twigs and crack­ing branch­es-

      And then there was on­ly a hole the size of Will’s hand, and then it was shut, and the whole world was silent. He fell to his knees on the dewy grass and fum­bled for the alethiome­ter.

      “Here,” he said to Lyra.

      She took it. With shak­ing hands he slid the knife back in­to its sheath. Then he lay down trem­bling in all his limbs and closed his eyes, and felt the moon­light bathing him with sil­ver, and felt Lyra un­do­ing his ban­dage and ty­ing it up again with del­icate, gen­tle move­ments.

      “Oh, Will,” he heard her say. “Thank you for what you done, for all of it….”

      “I hope the cat’s all right,” he mut­tered. “She’s like my Mox­ie. She’s prob­ably gone home now. In her own world again. She’ll be all right now.”

      “You know what I thought? I thought for a sec­ond she was your dae­mon. She done what a good dae­mon would have done, any­way. We res­cued her and she res­cued us. Come on, Will, don’t lie on the grass, it’s wet. You got to come and lie down in a prop­er bed, else you’ll catch cold. We’ll go in that big house over there. There’s bound to be beds and food and stuff. Come on, I’ll make a new ban­dage, I’ll put some cof­fee on to cook, I’ll make some omelette, what­ev­er you want, and we’ll sleep…. We’ll be safe now we’ve got the alethiome­ter back, you’ll see. I’ll do noth­ing now ex­cept help you find your fa­ther, I promise….”

      She helped him up, and they walked slow­ly through the gar­den to­ward the great white­gleam­ing house un­der the moon.
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      TEN

      THE SHAMAN

      Lee Scores­by dis­em­barked at the port in the mouth of the Yeni­sei Riv­er, and found the place in chaos, with fish­er­men try­ing to sell their mea­ger catch­es of un­known kinds of fish to the can­ning fac­to­ries; with shipown­ers an­gry about the har­bor charges the au­thor­ities had raised to cope with the floods; and with hunters and fur trap­pers drift­ing in­to town un­able to work be­cause of the rapid­ly thaw­ing for­est and the dis­or­dered be­hav­ior of the an­imals.

      It was go­ing to be hard to make his way in­to the in­te­ri­or along the road, that was cer­tain; for in nor­mal times the road was sim­ply a cleared track of frozen earth, and now that even the per­mafrost was melt­ing, the sur­face was a swamp of churned mud.

      So Lee put his bal­loon and equip­ment in­to stor­age and with his dwin­dling gold hired a boat with a gas en­gine. He bought sev­er­al tanks of fu­el and some stores, and set off up the swollen riv­er.

      He made slow progress at first. Not on­ly was the cur­rent swift, but the wa­ters were laden with all kinds of de­bris: tree trunks, brush­wood, drowned an­imals, and once the bloat­ed corpse of a man. He had to pi­lot care­ful­ly and keep the lit­tle en­gine beat­ing hard to make any head­way.

      He was head­ing for the vil­lage of Grum­man’s tribe. For guid­an­ce he had on­ly his mem­ory of hav­ing flown over the coun­try some years be­fore, but that mem­ory was good, and he had lit­tle dif­fi­cul­ty in find­ing the right course among the swiftrun­ning streams, even though some of the banks had van­ished un­der the milky­brown flood­wa­ters. The tem­per­ature had dis­turbed the in­sects, and a cloud of midges made ev­ery out­line hazy. Lee smeared his face and hands with jim­son­weed oint­ment and smoked a suc­ces­sion of pun­gent cigars, which kept the worst at bay.

      As for Hes­ter, she sat tac­iturn in the bow, her long ears flat against her skin­ny back and her eyes nar­rowed. He was used to her si­lence, and she to his. They spoke when they need­ed to.

      On the morn­ing of the third day, Lee steered the lit­tle craft up a creek that joined the main stream, flow­ing down from a line of low hills that should have been deep un­der snow but now were patched and streaked with brown. Soon the stream was flow­ing be­tween low pines and spruce, and af­ter a few miles they came to a large round rock, the height of a house, where Lee drew in to the bank and tied up.

      “There was a land­ing stage here,” he said to Hes­ter. “Re­mem­ber the old seal hunter in No­va Zem­bla who told us about it? It must be six feet un­der now.”

      “I hope they had sense enough to build the vil­lage high, then,” she said, hop­ping ashore.

      No more than half an hour lat­er he laid his pack down be­side the wood­en house of the vil­lage head­man and turned to salute the lit­tle crowd that had gath­ered. He used the ges­ture uni­ver­sal in the north to sig­ni­fy friend­ship, and laid his ri­fle down at his feet.

      An old Siberi­an Tar­tar, his eyes al­most lost in the wrin­kles around them, laid his bow down be­side it. His wolver­ine das­mon twitched her nose at Hes­ter, who flicked an ear in re­sponse, and then the head­man spoke.

      Lee replied, and they moved through half a dozen lan­guages be­fore find­ing one in which they could talk.

      “My re­spects to you and your tribe,” Lee said. “I have some smoke­weed, which is not wor­thy, but I would be hon­ored to present it to you.”

      The head­man nod­ded in ap­pre­ci­ation, and one of his wives re­ceived the bun­dle Lee re­moved from his pack.

      “I am seek­ing a man called Grum­man,” Lee said. “I heard tell he was a kins­man of yours by adop­tion. He may have ac­quired an­oth­er name, but the man is Eu­ro­pean.”

      “Ah,” said the head­man, “we have been wait­ing for you.”

      The rest of the vil­lagers, gath­ered in the thin steam­ing sun­light on the mud­dy ground in the mid­dle of the hous­es, couldn’t un­der­stand the words, but they saw the head­man’s plea­sure. Plea­sure, and re­lief, Lee felt Hes­ter think.

      The head­man nod­ded sev­er­al times.

      “We have been ex­pect­ing you,” he said again. “You have come to take Dr. Grum­man to the oth­er world.”

      Lee’s eye­brows rose, but he mere­ly said, “As you say, sir. Is he here?”

      “Fol­low me,” said the head­man.

      The oth­er vil­lagers fell aside re­spect­ful­ly. Un­der­stand­ing Hes­ter’s dis­taste for the filthy mud she had to lope through, Lee scooped her up in his arms and shoul­dered his pack, fol­low­ing the head­man along a for­est path to a hut ten long bow­shots from the vil­lage, in a clear­ing in the larch­es.

      The head­man stopped out­side the wood­framed, skin­cov­ered hut. The place was dec­orat­ed with boar tusks and the antlers of elk and rein­deer, but they weren’t mere­ly hunt­ing tro­phies, for they had been hung with dried flow­ers and care­ful­ly plait­ed sprays of pine, as if for some rit­ual­is­tic pur­pose.

      “You must speak to him with re­spect,” the head­man said qui­et­ly. “He is a shaman. And his heart is sick.”

      Sud­den­ly Lee felt a shiv­er go down his back, and Hes­ter stiff­ened in his arms, for they saw that they had been watched all the time. From among the dried flow­ers and the pine sprays a bright yel­low eye looked out. It was a dae­mon, and as Lee watched, she turned her head and del­icate­ly took a spray of pine in her pow­er­ful beak and drew it across the space like a cur­tain.

      The head­man called out in his own tongue, ad­dress­ing the man by the name the old seal hunter had told him: Jopari. A mo­ment lat­er the door opened.

      Stand­ing in the door­way, gaunt, blaz­in­geyed, was a man dressed in skins and furs. His black hair was streaked with gray, his jaw jut­ted strong­ly, and his os­prey dae­mon sat glar­ing on his fist.

      The head­man bowed three times and with­drew, leav­ing Lee alone with the shamanaca­dem­ic he’d come to find.

      “Dr. Grum­man,” he said. “My name’s Lee Scores­by. I’m from the coun­try of Texas, and I’m an aero­naut by pro­fes­sion. If you’d let me sit and talk a spell, I’ll tell you what brings me here. I am right, ain’t I? You are Dr. Sta­nis­laus Grum­man, of the Berlin Acade­my?”

      “Yes,” said the shaman. “And you’re from Texas, you say. The winds have blown you a long way from your home­land, Mr. Scores­by.”

      “Well, there are strange winds blow­ing through the world now, sir.”

      “In­deed. The sun is warm, I think. You’ll find a bench in­side my hut. If you help me bring it out, we can sit in this agree­able light and talk out here. I have some cof­fee, if you would care to share it.”

      “Most kind, sir,” said Lee, and car­ried out the wood­en bench him­self while Grum­man went to the stove and poured the scald­ing drink in­to two tin cups. His ac­cent was not Ger­man, to Lee’s ears, but En­glish, of Eng­land. The Di­rec­tor of the Ob­ser­va­to­ry had been right.

      When they were seat­ed, Hes­ter nar­roweyed and im­pas­sive be­side Lee and the great os­prey dae­mon glar­ing in­to the full sun, Lee be­gan. He start­ed with his meet­ing at Trolle­sund with John Faa, lord of the gyp­tians, and told how they re­cruit­ed lorek Byr­ni­son the bear and jour­neyed to Bolvan­gar, and res­cued Lyra and the oth­er chil­dren; and then he spoke of what he’d learned both from Lyra and from Ser­afi­na Pekkala in the bal­loon as they flew to­ward Sval­bard.

      “You see, Dr. Grum­man, it seemed to me, from the way the lit­tle girl de­scribed it, that Lord As­riel just bran­dished this sev­ered head packed in ice at the schol­ars there and fright­ened them so much with it they didn’t look close­ly.

      That’s what made me sus­pect you might still be alive. And clear­ly, sir, you have a kind of spe­cial­ist knowl­edge of this busi­ness. I’ve been hear­ing about you all along the Arc­tic seaboard, about how you had your skull pierced, about how your sub­ject of study seems to vary be­tween dig­ging on the ocean bed and gaz­ing at the north­ern lights, about how you sud­den­ly ap­peared, like as it might be out of nowhere, about ten, twelve years ago, and that’s all mighty in­ter­est­ing. But some­thing’s drawn me here, Dr. Grum­man, be­yond sim­ple cu­rios­ity. I’m con­cerned about the child. I think she’s im­por­tant, and so do the witch­es. If there’s any­thing you know about her and about what’s go­ing on, I’d like you to tell me. As I said, some­thing’s giv­en me the con­vic­tion that you can, which is why I’m here.

      “But un­less I’m mis­tak­en, sir, I heard the vil­lage head­man say that I had come to take you to an­oth­er world. Did I get it wrong, or is that tru­ly what he said? And one more ques­tion for you, sir: What was that name he called you by? Was that some kind of trib­al name, some ma­gi­cian’s ti­tle?”

      Grum­man smiled briefly, and said, “The name he used is my own true name, John Par­ry. Yes, you have come to take me to the oth­er world. And as for what brought you here, I think you’ll find it was this.”

      And he opened his hand. In the palm lay some­thing that Lee could see but not un­der­stand. He saw a ring of sil­ver and turquoise, a Na­va­jo de­sign; he saw it clear­ly and he rec­og­nized it as his own moth­er’s. He knew its weight and the smooth­ness of the stone and the way the sil­ver­smith had fold­ed the met­al over more close­ly at the cor­ner where the stone was chipped, and he knew how the chipped cor­ner had worn smooth, be­cause he had run his fin­gers over it many, many times, years and years ago in his boy­hood in the sage­lands of his na­tive coun­try.

      He found him­self stand­ing. Hes­ter was trem­bling, stand­ing up­right, ears pricked. The os­prey had moved with­out Lee’s not­ic­ing be­tween him and Grum­man, de­fend­ing her man, but Lee wasn’t go­ing to at­tack. He felt un­done; he felt like a child again, and his voice was tight and shaky as he said, “Where did you get that?”

      “Take it,” said Grum­man, or Par­ry. “Its work is done. It sum­mon­ed you. Now I don’t need it.”

      “But how-” said Lee, lift­ing the beloved thing from Grum­man’s palm. “I don’t un­der­stand how you can have­did youhow did you get this? I ain’t seen this thing for forty years.”

      “I am a shaman. I can do many things you don’t un­der­stand. Sit down, Mr. Scores­by. Be calm. I’ll tell you what you need to know.”

      Lee sat again, hold­ing the ring, run­ning his fin­gers over it again and again.

      “Well,” he said, “I’m shak­en, sir. I think I need to hear what you can tell me.”

      “Very well,” said Grum­man, “I’ll be­gin. My name, as I told you, is Par­ry, and I was not born in this world. Lord As­riel is not the first by any means to trav­el be­tween the worlds, though he’s the first to open the way so spec­tac­ular­ly. In my own world I was a sol­di­er and then an ex­plor­er. Twelve years ago I was ac­com­pa­ny­ing an ex­pe­di­tion to a place in my world that cor­re­sponds with your Bering­land. My com­pan­ions had oth­er in­ten­tions, but I was look­ing for some­thing I’d heard about from old leg­ends: a rent in the fab­ric of the world, a hole that had ap­peared be­tween our uni­verse and an­oth­er. Well, some of my com­pan­ions got lost. In search­ing for them, I and two oth­ers walked through this hole, this door­way, with­out even see­ing it, and left our world al­to­geth­er. At first we didn’t re­al­ize what had hap­pened. We walked on till we found a town, and then there was no mis­tak­ing it: we were in a dif­fer­ent world.

      “Well, try as we might, we could not find that first door­way again. We’d come through it in a bliz­zard. You are an old Arc­tic handy­ou know what that means.

      “So we had no choice but to stay in that new world. And we soon dis­cov­ered what a dan­ger­ous place it was. It seemed that there was a strange kind of ghoul or ap­pari­tion haunt­ing it, some­thing dead­ly and im­pla­ca­ble. My two com­pan­ions died soon af­ter­ward, vic­tims of the Specters, as the things are called.

      “The re­sult was that I found their world an abom­in­able place, and I couldn’t wait to leave it. The way back to my own world was barred for­ev­er. But there were oth­er door­ways in­to oth­er worlds, and a lit­tle search­ing found the way in­to this.

      “So here I came. And I dis­cov­ered a mar­vel as soon as I did, Mr. Scores­by, for worlds dif­fer great­ly, and in this world I saw my dae­mon for the first tune. Yes, I hadn’t known of Sayan Ko­tor here till I en­tered yours. Peo­ple here can­not con­ceive of worlds where dae­mons are a silent voice in the mind and no more. Can you imag­ine my as­ton­ish­ment, in turn, at learn­ing that part of my own na­ture was fe­male, and bird­formed, and beau­ti­ful?

      “So with Sayan Ko­tor be­side me, I wan­dered through the north­ern lands, and I learned a good deal from the peo­ples of the Arc­tic, like my good friends in the vil­lage down there. What they told me of this world filled some gaps in the knowl­edge I’d ac­quired in mine, and I be­gan to see the an­swer to many mys­ter­ies.

      “I made my way to Berlin un­der the name of Grum­man. I told no one about my ori­gins; it was my se­cret. I pre­sent­ed a the­sis to the Acade­my, and de­fend­ed it in de­bate, which is their method. I was bet­ter in­formed than the Aca­de­mi­cians, and I had no dif­fi­cul­ty in gain­ing mem­ber­ship.

      “So with my new cre­den­tials I could be­gin to work in this world, where I found my­self, for the most part, great­ly con­tent­ed. I missed some things about my own world, to be sure. Are you a mar­ried man, Mr. Scores­by? No? Well, I was; and I loved my wife dear­ly, as I loved my son, my on­ly child, a lit­tle boy not yet one year old when I wan­dered out of my world. I missed them ter­ri­bly. But I might search for a thou­sand years and nev­er find the way back. We were sun­dered for­ev­er.

      “How­ev­er, my work ab­sorbed me. I sought oth­er forms of knowl­edge; I was ini­ti­at­ed in­to the skull cult; I be­came a shaman. And I have made some use­ful dis­cov­er­ies. I have found a way of mak­ing an oint­ment from blood­moss, for ex­am­ple, that pre­serves all the virtues of the fresh plant.

      “I know a great deal about this world now, Mr. Scores­by. I know, for ex­am­ple, about Dust. I see from your ex­pres­sion that you have heard the term. It is fright­en­ing your the­olo­gi­ans to death, but they are the ones who fright­en me. 1 know what Lord As­riel is do­ing, and I know why, and that’s why I sum­mon­ed you here. I am go­ing to help him, you see, be­cause the task he’s un­der­tak­en is the great­est in hu­man his­to­ry. The great­est in thir­ty­five thou­sand years of hu­man his­to­ry, Mr. Scores­by.

      “I can’t do very much my­self. My heart is dis­eased be­yond the pow­ers of any­one in this world to cure it. I have one great ef­fort left in me, per­haps. But I know some­thing Lord As­riel doesn’t, some­thing he needs to know if his ef­fort is to suc­ceed.

      “You see, I was in­trigued by that haunt­ed world where the Specters fed on hu­man con­scious­ness. I want­ed to know what they were, how they had come in­to be­ing. And as a shaman, I can dis­cov­er things in the spir­it where I can­not go in the body, and I spent much time in trance, ex­plor­ing that world. I found that the philoso­phers there, cen­turies ago, had cre­at­ed a tool for their own un­do­ing: an in­stru­ment they called the sub­tle knife. It had many pow­ersmore than they’d guessed when they made it, far more than they know even nowand some­how, in us­ing it, they had let the Specters in­to their world.

      “Well, I know about the sub­tle knife and what it can do. And I know where it is, and I know how to rec­og­nize the one who must use it, and I know what he must do in Lord As­riel’s cause. I hope he’s equal to the task. So I have sum­mon­ed you here, and you are to fly me north­ward, in­to the world As­riel has opened, where I ex­pect to find the bear­er of the sub­tle knife.

      “That is a dan­ger­ous world, mind. Those Specters are worse than any­thing in your world or mine. We shall have to be care­ful and coura­geous. I shall not re­turn, and if you want to see your coun­try again, you’ll need all your courage, all your craft, all your luck.

      “That’s your task, Mr. Scores­by. That is why you sought me out.”

      And the shaman fell silent. His face was pal­lid, with a faint sheen of sweat.

      “This is the cra­zi­est damn idea I ev­er heard in my life,” said Lee.

      He stood up in his ag­ita­tion and walked a pace or two this way, a pace or two that, while Hes­ter watched un­blink­ing from the bench. Grum­man’s eyes were half­closed; his dae­mon sat on his knee, watch­ing Lee war­ily.

      “Do you want mon­ey?” Grum­man said af­ter a few mo­ments. “I can get you some gold. That’s not hard to do.”

      “Damn, I didn’t come here for gold,” said Lee hot­ly. “I came here … I came here to see if you were alive, like I thought you were. Well, my cu­rios­ity’s kin­da sat­is­fied on that point.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “And there’s an­oth­er an­gle to this thing, too,” Lee added, and told Grum­man of the witch coun­cil at Lake Enara, and the res­olu­tion the witch­es had sworn to. “You see,” he fin­ished, “that lit­tle girl Lyra … well, she’s the rea­son I set out to help the witch­es in the first place. You say you brought me here with that Na­va­jo ring. Maybe that’s so and maybe it ain’t. What I know is, I came here be­cause I thought I’d be help­ing Lyra. I ain’t nev­er seen a child like that. If I had a daugh­ter of my own, I hope she’d be half as strong and brave and good. Now, I’d heard that you knew of some ob­ject, I didn’t know what it might be, that con­fers a pro­tec­tion on any­one who holds it. And from what you say, I think it must be this sub­tle knife.

      “So this is my price for tak­ing you in­to the oth­er world, Dr. Grum­man: not gold, but that sub­tle knife. And I don’t want it for my­self; I want it for Lyra. You have to swear you’ll get her un­der the pro­tec­tion of that ob­ject, and then I’ll take you wher­ev­er you want to go.”

      The shaman lis­tened close­ly, and said, “Very well, Mr. Scores­by; I swear. Do you trust my oath?”

      “What will you swear by?”

      “Name any­thing you like.”

      Lee thought and then said, “Swear by what­ev­er it was made you turn down the love of the witch. I guess that’s the most im­por­tant thing you know.”

      Grum­man’s eyes widened, and he said, “You guess well, Mr. Scores­by. I’ll glad­ly swear by that. I give you my word that I’ll make cer­tain the child Lyra Belac­qua is un­der the pro­tec­tion of the sub­tle knife. But I warn you: the bear­er of that knife has his own task to do, and it may be that his do­ing it will put her in­to even greater dan­ger.”

      Lee nod­ded sober­ly. “Maybe so,” he said, “but what­ev­er lit­tle chance of safe­ty there is, I want her to have it.”

      “You have my word. And now I must go in­to the new world, and you must take me.”

      “And the wind? You ain’t been too sick to ob­serve the weath­er, I guess?”

      “Leave the wind to me.”

      Lee nod­ded. He sat on the bench again and ran his fin­gers over and over the turquoise ring while Grum­man gath­ered the few goods he need­ed in­to a deer­skin bag, and then the two of them went back down the for­est track to the vil­lage.

      The head­man spoke at some length. More and more of the vil­lagers came out to touch Grum­man’s hand, to mut­ter a few words, and to re­ceive what looked like a bless­ing in re­turn. Lee, mean­while, was look­ing at the weath­er. The sky was clear to the south, and a fresh­scent­ed breeze was just lift­ing the twigs and stir­ring the pine tops. To the north the fog still hung over the heavy riv­er, but it was the first time for days that there seemed to be a promise of clear­ing it.

      At the rock where the land­ing stage had been he lift­ed Grum­man’s pack in­to the boat, and filled the lit­tle en­gine, which fired at once. He cast off, and with the shaman in the bow, the boat sped down with the cur­rent, dart­ing un­der the trees and skim­ming out in­to the main riv­er so fast that Lee was afraid for Hes­ter, crouch­ing just in­side the gun­wale. But she was a sea­soned trav­el­er, he should have known that; why was he so damn jumpy?

      *	*	*

      They reached the port at the riv­er’s mouth to find ev­ery ho­tel, ev­ery lodg­ing house, ev­ery pri­vate room com­man­deered by sol­diers. Not just any sol­diers, ei­ther: these were troops of the Im­pe­ri­al Guard of Mus­covy, the most fe­ro­cious­ly trained and lav­ish­ly equipped army in the world, and one sworn to up­hold the pow­er of the Mag­is­teri­um.

      Lee had in­tend­ed to rest a night be­fore set­ting off, be­cause Grum­man looked in need of it, but there was no chance of find­ing a room.

      “What’s go­ing on?” he said to the boat­man when he re­turned the hired boat.

      “We don’t know. The reg­iment ar­rived yes­ter­day and com­man­deered ev­ery bil­let, ev­ery scrap of food, and ev­ery ship in the town. They’d have had this boat, too, if you hadn’t tak­en it.”

      “D’you know where they’re go­ing?”

      “North,” said the boat­man. “There’s a war go­ing to be fought, by all ac­counts, the great­est war ev­er known.”

      “North, in­to that new world?”

      “That’s right. And there’s more troops com­ing; this is just the ad­vance guard. There won’t be a loaf of bread or a gal­lon of spir­it left in a week’s time. You did me a fa­vor tak­ing this boatthe price has al­ready dou­bled….”

      There was no sense in rest­ing up now, even if they could find a place. Full of anx­iety about his bal­loon, Lee went at once to the ware­house where he’d left it, with Grum­man be­side him. The man was keep­ing pace. He looked sick, but he was tough.

      The ware­house keep­er, busy count­ing out some spare en­gine parts to a req­ui­si­tion­ing sergeant of the Guard, looked up briefly from his clip­board.

      “Bal­loon­too badreq­ui­si­tioned yes­ter­day,” he said. “You can see how it is. I’ve got no choice.”

      Hes­ter flicked her ears, and Lee un­der­stood what she meant.

      “Have you de­liv­ered the bal­loon yet?” he said.

      “They’re go­ing to col­lect it this af­ter­noon.”

      “No, they’re not,” said Lee, “be­cause I have an au­thor­ity that trumps the Guard.”

      And he showed the ware­house­man the ring he’d tak­en from the fin­ger of the dead Skrael­ing on No­va Zem­bla. The sergeant, be­side him at the counter, stopped what he was do­ing and salut­ed at the sight of the Church’s to­ken, but for all his dis­ci­pline he couldn’t pre­vent a flick­er of puz­zle­ment pass­ing over his face.

      “So we’ll have the bal­loon right now,” said Lee, “and you can set some men to fill it. And I mean at once. And that in­cludes food, and wa­ter, and bal­last.”

      The ware­house­man looked at the sergeant, who shrugged, and then hur­ried away to see to the bal­loon. Lee and Grum­man with­drew to the wharf, where the gas tanks were, to su­per­vise the fill­ing and talk qui­et­ly.

      “Where did you get that ring?” said Grum­man.

      “Off a dead man’s fin­ger. Kin­da risky us­ing it, but I couldn’t see an­oth­er way of get­ting my bal­loon back. You reck­on that sergeant sus­pect­ed any­thing?”

      “Of course he did. But he’s a dis­ci­plined man. He won’t ques­tion the Church. If he re­ports it at all, we’ll be away by the time they can do any­thing about it. Well, I promised you a wind, Mr. Scores­by; I hope you like it.”

      The sky was blue over­head now, and the sun­light was bright. To the north the fog banks still hung like a moun­tain range over the sea, but the breeze was push­ing them back and back, and Lee was im­pa­tient for the air again.

      As the bal­loon filled and be­gan to swell up be­yond the edge of the ware­house roof, Lee checked the bas­ket and stowed all his equip­ment with par­tic­ular care; for in the oth­er world, who knew what tur­bu­lence they’d meet? His in­stru­ments, too, he fixed to the frame­work with close at­ten­tion, even the com­pass, whose nee­dle was swing­ing around the di­al quite use­less­ly. Fi­nal­ly he lashed a score of sand­bags around the bas­ket for bal­last.

      When the gas­bag was full and lean­ing north­ward in the buf­fet­ing breeze, and the whole ap­pa­ra­tus strain­ing against the stout ropes an­chor­ing it down, Lee paid the ware­house­man with the last of his gold and helped Grum­man in­to the bas­ket. Then he turned to the men at the ropes to give the or­der to let go.

      But be­fore they could do so, there was an in­ter­rup­tion. From the al­ley at the side of the ware­house came the noise of pound­ing boots, mov­ing at the dou­ble, and a shout of com­mand: “Halt!”

      The men at the ropes paused, some look­ing that way, some look­ing to Lee, and he called sharply, “Let go! Cast off!”

      Two of the men obeyed, and the bal­loon lurched up, but the oth­er two had their at­ten­tion on the sol­diers, who were mov­ing quick­ly around the cor­ner of the build­ing. Those two men still held their ropes fast around the bol­lards, and the bal­loon lurched sick­en­ing­ly side­ways. Lee grabbed at the sus­pen­sion ring; Grum­man was hold­ing it too, and his dae­mon had her claws tight around it.

      Lee shout­ed, “Let go, you damn fools! She’s go­ing up!”

      The buoy­an­cy of the gas­bag was too great, and the men, haul as they might, couldn’t hold it back. One let go, and his rope lashed it­self loose from the bol­lard; but the oth­er man, feel­ing the rope lift, in­stinc­tive­ly clung on in­stead of let­ting go. Lee had seen this hap­pen once be­fore, and dread­ed it. The poor man’s dae­mon, a heavy­set husky, howled with fear and pain from the ground as the bal­loon surged up to­ward the sky, and five end­less sec­onds lat­er it was over; the man’s strength failed; he fell, halfdead, and crashed in­to the wa­ter.

      But the sol­diers had their ri­fles up al­ready. A vol­ley of bul­lets whis­tled past the bas­ket, one strik­ing a spark from the sus­pen­sion ring and mak­ing Lee’s hands sting with the im­pact, but none of them did any dam­age. By the time they fired their sec­ond shot, the bal­loon was al­most out of range, hurtling up in­to the blue and speed­ing out over the sea. Lee felt his heart lift with it. He’d said once to Ser­afi­na Pekkala that he didn’t care for fly­ing, that it was on­ly a job; but he hadn’t meant it. Soar­ing up­ward, with a fair wind be­hind and a new world in fron­twhat could be bet­ter in this life?

      He let go of the sus­pen­sion ring and saw that Hes­ter was crouch­ing in her usu­al cor­ner, eyes half­closed. From far be­low and a long way back came an­oth­er fu­tile vol­ley of ri­fle fire. The town was re­ced­ing fast, and the broad sweep of the riv­er’s mouth was glit­ter­ing in the sun­light be­low them.

      “Well, Dr. Grum­man,” he said, “I don’t know about you, but I feel bet­ter hi the air. I wish that poor man had let go of the rope, though. It’s so damned easy to do, and if you don’t let go at once there’s no hope for you.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Scores­by,” said the shaman. “You man­aged that very well. Now we set­tle down and fly. I would be grate­ful for those furs; the air is still cold.”

    

  
    
      The Subtle Knife

    

    
      ELEVEN

      THE BELVEDERE

      In the great white vil­la in the park Will slept un­easi­ly, plagued with dreams that were filled with anx­iety and with sweet­ness in equal mea­sure, so that he strug­gled to wake up and yet longed for sleep again. When his eyes were ful­ly open, he felt so drowsy that he could scarce­ly move, and then he sat up to find his ban­dage loose and his bed crim­son.

      He strug­gled out of bed and made his way through the heavy, dust­filled sun­light and si­lence of the great house down to the kitchen. He and Lyra had slept in ser­vants’ rooms un­der the at­tic, not feel­ing wel­comed by the state­ly four­poster beds in the grand rooms far­ther down, and it was a long un­steady walk.

      “Will-” she said at once, her voice full of con­cern, and she turned from the stove to help him to a chair.

      He felt dizzy. He sup­posed he’d lost a lot of blood; well, there was no need to sup­pose, with the ev­idence all over him. And the wounds were still bleed­ing.

      “I was just mak­ing some cof­fee,” she said. “Do you want that first, or shall I do an­oth­er ban­dage? I can do whichev­er you want. And there’s eggs in the cold cab­in­et, but I can’t find any baked beans.”

      “This isn’t a baked beans kind of house. Ban­dage first. Is there any hot wa­ter in the tap? I want to wash. I hate be­ing cov­ered in this…”

      She ran some hot wa­ter, and he stripped to his un­der­pants.

      He was too faint and dizzy to feel em­bar­rassed, but Lyra be­came em­bar­rassed for Mm and went out. He washed as best he could and then dried him­self on the tea tow­els that hung on a line by the stove.

      When she came back, she’d found some clothes for him, just a shirt and can­vas trousers and a belt. He put them on, and she tore a fresh tea tow­el in­to strips and ban­daged him tight­ly again. She was bad­ly wor­ried about his hand; not on­ly were the wounds bleed­ing freely still, but the rest of the hand was swollen and red. But he said noth­ing about it, and nei­ther did she.

      Then she made the cof­fee and toast­ed some stale bread, and they took it in­to the grand room at the front of the house, over­look­ing the city. When he’d eat­en and drunk, he felt a lit­tle bet­ter.

      “You bet­ter ask the alethiome­ter what to do next,” he said. “Have you asked it any­thing yet?”

      “No,” she said. “I’m on­ly go­ing to do what you ask, from now on. I thought of do­ing it last night, but I nev­er did. And I won’t, ei­ther, un­less you ask me to.”

      “Well, you bet­ter do it now,” he said. “There’s as much dan­ger here as there is in my world, now. There’s An­gel­ica’s broth­er for a start. And if-“

      He stopped, be­cause she be­gan to say some­thing, but she stopped as soon as he did. Then she col­lect­ed her­self and went on. “Will, there was some­thing that hap­pened yes­ter­day that I didn’t tell you. I should’ve, but there was just so many oth­er things go­ing on. I’m sor­ry …”

      And she told him ev­ery­thing she’d seen through the win­dow of the tow­er while Gi­aco­mo Par­adisi was dress­ing Will’s wound: Tul­lio be­ing be­set by the Specters, An­gel­ica see­ing her at the win­dow and her look of ha­tred, and Pao­lo’s threat.

      “And d’you re­mem­ber,” she went on, “when she first spoke to us? Her lit­tle broth­er said some­thing about what they were all do­ing. He said, ‘He’s gonna get-’ and she wouldn’t let him fin­ish; she smacked him, re­mem­ber? I bet he was go­ing to say Tul­lio was af­ter the knife, and that’s why all the kids came here. ‘Cause if they had the knife, they could do any­thing, they could even grow up with­out be­ing afraid of Specters.”

      “What did it look like, when he was at­tacked?” Will said. To her sur­prise he was sit­ting for­ward, his eyes de­mand­ing and ur­gent.

      “He …” She tried to re­mem­ber ex­act­ly. “He start­ed count­ing the stones in the wall. He sort of felt all over them…. But he couldn’t keep it up. In the end he sort of lost in­ter­est and stopped. Then he was just still,” she fin­ished, and see­ing Will’s ex­pres­sion she said, “Why?”

      “Be­cause … I think maybe they come from my world af­ter all, the Specters. If they make peo­ple be­have like that, I wouldn’t be sur­prised at all if they came from my world. And when the Guild men opened their first win­dow, if it was in­to my world, the Specters could have gone through then.”

      “But you don’t have Specters in your world! You nev­er heard of them, did you?”

      “Maybe they’re not called Specters. Maybe we call them some­thing else.”

      Lyra wasn’t sure what he meant, but she didn’t want to press him. His cheeks were red and his eyes were hot.

      “Any­way,” she went on, turn­ing away, “the im­por­tant thing is that An­gel­ica saw me in the win­dow. And now that she knows we’ve got the knife, she’ll tell all of ‘em. She’ll think it’s our fault that her broth­er was at­tacked by Specters. I’m sor­ry, Will. I should’ve told you ear­li­er. But there was just so many oth­er things.”

      “Well,” he said, “I don’t sup­pose it would have made any dif­fer­ence. He was tor­tur­ing the old man, and once he knew how to use the knife he’d have killed both of us if he could. We had to fight him.”

      “I just feel bad about it, Will. I mean, he was their broth­er. And I bet if we were them, we’d have want­ed the knife too.”

      “Yes,” he said, “but we can’t go back and change what hap­pened. We had to get the knife to get the alethiome­ter back, and if we could have got it with­out fight­ing, we would.”

      “Yeah, we would,” she said.

      Like lorek Byr­ni­son, Will was a fight­er tru­ly enough, so she was pre­pared to agree with him when he said it would be bet­ter not to fight; she knew it wasn’t cow­ardice that spoke, but strat­egy. He was calmer now, and his cheeks were pale again. He was look­ing in­to the mid­dle dis­tance and think­ing.

      Then he said, “It’s prob­ably more im­por­tant now to think about Sir Charles and what he’ll do, or Mrs. Coul­ter. Maybe if she’s got this spe­cial body­guard they were talk­ing about, these sol­diers who’d had their dae­mons cut away, maybe Sir Charles is right and they’ll be able to ig­nore the Specters. You know what I think? I think what they eat, the Specters, is peo­ple’s dae­mons.”

      “But chil­dren have dae­mons too. And they don’t at­tack chil­dren. It can’t be that.”

      “Then it must be the dif­fer­ence be­tween chil­dren’s dae­mons and grownups’,” Will said. “There is a dif­fer­ence, isn’t there? You told me once that grownups’ dae­mons don’t change shape. It must be some­thing to do with that. And if these sol­diers of hers haven’t got dae­mons at all, maybe the Specters won’t at­tack them ei­ther, like Sir Charles said….”

      “Yeah!” she said. “Could be. And she wouldn’t be afraid of Specters any­way. She en’t afraid of any­thing. And she’s so clever, Will, hon­est, and she’s so ruth­less and cru­el, she could boss them, I bet she could. She could com­mand them like she does peo­ple and they’d have to obey her, I bet. Lord Bo­re­al is strong and clever, but she’ll have him do­ing what she wants in no time. Oh, Will, I’m get­ting scared again, think­ing what she might do … I’m go­ing to ask the alethiome­ter, like you said. Thank good­ness we got that back, any­way.”

      She un­fold­ed the vel­vet bun­dle and ran her hands lov­ing­ly over the heavy gold.

      “I’m go­ing to ask about your fa­ther,” she said, “and how we can find him. See, I put the hands to point at-“

      “No. Ask about my moth­er first. I want to know if she’s all right.”

      Lyra nod­ded, and turned the hands be­fore lay­ing the alethiome­ter in her lap and tuck­ing her hair be­hind her ears to look down and con­cen­trate. Will watched the light nee­dle swing pur­pose­ful­ly around the di­al, dart­ing and stop­ping and dart­ing on as swift­ly as a sw­al­low feed­ing, and he watched Lyra’s eyes, so blue and fierce and full of clear un­der­stand­ing.

      Then she blinked and looked up.

      “She’s safe still,” she said. “This friend that’s look­ing af­ter her, she’s ev­er so kind. No one knows where your moth­er is, and the friend won’t give her away.”

      Will hadn’t re­al­ized how wor­ried he’d been. At this good news he felt him­self re­lax, and as a lit­tle ten­sion left his body, he felt the pain of his wound more sharply.

      “Thank you,” he said. “All right, now ask about my fa­ther-“

      But be­fore she could even be­gin, they heard a shout from out­side.

      They looked out at once. At the low­er edge of the park in front of the first hous­es of the city there was a belt of trees, and some­thing was stir­ring there. Pan­ta­lai­mon be­came a lynx at once and padded to the open door, gaz­ing fierce­ly down.

      “It’s the chil­dren,” he said.

      Both Will and Lyra stood up. The chil­dren were com­ing out of the trees, one by one, maybe forty or fifty of them. Many of them were car­ry­ing sticks. At their head was the boy in the striped Tshirt, and it wasn’t a stick that he was car­ry­ing: it was a pis­tol.

      “There’s An­gel­ica,” Lyra whis­pered, point­ing.

      An­gel­ica was be­side the lead­ing boy, tug­ging at his arm, urg­ing him on. Just be­hind them her lit­tle broth­er, Pao­lo, was shriek­ing with ex­cite­ment, and the oth­er chil­dren, too, were yelling and wav­ing their fists in the air. Two of them were lug­ging heavy ri­fles. Will had seen chil­dren in this mood be­fore, but nev­er so many of them, and the ones in his town didn’t car­ry guns.

      They were shout­ing, and Will man­aged to make out An­gel­ica’s voice high over them all: “You killed my broth­er and you stole the knife! You mur­der­ers! You made the Specters get him! You killed him, and we’ll kill you! You ain’ gonna get away! We gonna kill you same as you killed him!”

      “Will, you could cut a win­dow!” Lyra said ur­gent­ly, clutch­ing his good arm. “We could get away, easy-“

      “Yeah, and where would we be? In Ox­ford, a few yards from Sir Charles’s house, in broad day­light. Prob­ably in the main street in front of a bus. I can’t just cut through any­where and ex­pect to be safeI’ve got to look first and see where we are, and that’d take too long. There’s a for­est or woods or some­thing be­hind this house. If we can get up there in the trees, we’11 be safer.”

      Lyra looked out the win­dow, fu­ri­ous. “They must’ve seen us last night,” she said. “I bet they was too cow­ard­ly to at­tack us on their own, so they round­ed up all them oth­ers…. I should have killed her yes­ter­day! She’s as bad as her broth­er. I’d like to-“

      “Stop talk­ing and come on,” said Will.

      He checked that the knife was strapped to his belt, and Lyra put on her lit­tle ruck­sack with the alethiome­ter and the let­ters from Will’s fa­ther. They ran through the echo­ing hall, along the cor­ri­dor and in­to the kitchen, through the scullery, and in­to a cob­bled court be­yond it. A gate in the wall led out in­to a kitchen gar­den, where beds of veg­eta­bles and herbs lay bak­ing un­der the morn­ing sun.

      The edge of the woods was a few hun­dred yards away, up a slope of grass that was hor­ri­bly ex­posed. On a knoll to the left, clos­er than the trees, stood a lit­tle build­ing, a cir­cu­lar tem­ple­like struc­ture with columns all the way around and an up­per sto­ry open like a bal­cony from which to view the city.

      “Let’s run,” said Will, though he felt less like run­ning than like ly­ing down and clos­ing his eyes.

      With Pan­ta­lai­mon fly­ing above to keep watch, they set off across the grass. But it was tus­socky and an­kle­high, and Will couldn’t run more than a few steps be­fore he felt too dizzy to car­ry on. He slowed to a walk.

      Lyra looked back. The chil­dren hadn’t seen them yet; they were still at the front of the house. Maybe they’d take a while to look through all the rooms….

      But Pan­ta­lai­mon chirruped in alarm. There was a boy stand­ing at an open win­dow on the sec­ond floor of the vil­la, point­ing at them. They heard a shout.

      “Come on, Will,” Lyra said.

      She tugged at his good arm, help­ing him, lift­ing him. He tried to re­spond, but he didn’t have the strength. He could on­ly walk.

      “All right,” he said, “we can’t get to the trees. Too far away. So we’ll go to that tem­ple place. If we shut the door, maybe we can hold them out for long enough to cut through af­ter all.”

      Pan­ta­lai­mon dart­ed ahead, and Lyra gasped and called to him breath­less­ly, mak­ing him pause. Will could al­most see the bond be­tween them, the dae­mon tug­ging and the girl re­spond­ing. He stum­bled through the thick grass with Lyra run­ning ahead to see, and then back to help, and then ahead again, un­til they reached the stone pave­ment around the tem­ple.

      The door un­der the lit­tle por­ti­co was un­locked, and they ran in­side to find them­selves in a bare cir­cu­lar room with sev­er­al stat­ues of god­dess­es in nich­es around the wall. In the very cen­ter a spi­ral stair­case of wrought iron led up through an open­ing to the floor above. There was no key to lock the door, so they clam­bered up the stair­case and on­to the floor­boards of an up­per lev­el that was re­al­ly a view­ing place, where peo­ple could come to take the air and look out over the city; for there were no win­dows or walls, sim­ply a se­ries of open arch­es all the way around sup­port­ing the roof. In each arch­way a win­dowsill at waist height was broad enough to lean on, and be­low them the pan­tiled roof ran down in a gen­tle slope all around to the gut­ter.

      As they looked out, they could see the for­est be­hind, tan­tal­iz­ing­ly close; and the vil­la be­low them, and be­yond that the open park, and then the red­brown roofs of the city, with the tow­er ris­ing to the left. There were car­ri­on crows wheel­ing in the air above the gray bat­tle­ments, and Will felt a jolt of sick­ness as he re­al­ized what had drawn them there.

      But there was no time to take in the view; first they had to deal with the chil­dren, who were rac­ing up to­ward the tem­ple, scream­ing with rage and ex­cite­ment. The lead­ing boy slowed down and held up his pis­tol and fired two or three wild shots to­ward the tem­ple. Then they came on again, yelling:

      “Thiefs!”

      “Mur­der­ers!”

      “We gonna kill you!”

      “You got our knife!”

      “You don’ come from here!”

      “You gonna die!”

      Will took no no­tice. He had the knife out al­ready, and swift­ly cut a small win­dow to see where they were­on­ly to re­coil at once. Lyra looked too, and fell back in dis­ap­point­ment. They were fifty feet or so in the air, high above a main road busy with traf­fic.

      “Of course,” Will said bit­ter­ly, “we came up a slope…. Well, we’re stuck. We’ll have to hold them off, that’s all.”

      An­oth­er few sec­onds and the first chil­dren were crowd­ing in through the door. The sound of their yelling echoed in the tem­ple and re­in­forced their wild­ness; and then came a gun­shot, enor­mous­ly loud, and an­oth­er, and the scream­ing took an­oth­er tone, and then the stairs be­gan to shake as the first ones climbed up.

      Lyra was crouch­ing par­alyzed against the wall, but Will still had the knife in his hand. He scram­bled over to the open­ing in the floor and reached down and sliced through the iron of the top step as if it were pa­per. With noth­ing to hold it up, the stair­case be­gan to bend un­der the weight of the chil­dren crowd­ing on it, and then it swung down and fell with a huge crash. More screams, more con­fu­sion; and again the gun went off, but this time by ac­ci­dent, it seemed. Some­one had been hit, and the scream was of pain this time, and Will looked down to see a tan­gle of writhing bod­ies cov­ered in plas­ter and dust and blood.

      They weren’t in­di­vid­ual chil­dren: they were a sin­gle mass, like a tide. They surged be­low him and leaped up in fury, snatch­ing, threat­en­ing, scream­ing, spit­ting, but they couldn’t reach.

      Then some­one called, and they looked to the door, and those who could move surged to­ward it, leav­ing sev­er­al pinned be­neath the iron stairs or dazed and strug­gling to get up from the rub­blestrewn floor.

      Will soon re­al­ized why they’d run out. There was a scrab­bling sound from the roof out­side the arch­es, and he ran to the win­dowsill to see the first pair of hands grasp­ing the edge of the pan­tiles and pulling up. Some­one was push­ing from be­hind, and then came an­oth­er head and an­oth­er pair of hands, as they clam­bered over the shoul­ders and backs of those be­low and swarmed up on­to the roof like ants.

      But the pan­tiled ridges were hard to walk on, and the first ones scram­bled up on hands and knees, their wild eyes nev­er leav­ing Will’s face. Lyra had joined him, and Pan­ta­lai­mon was snarling as a leop­ard, paws on the sill, mak­ing the first chil­dren hes­itate. But still they came on, more and more of them.

      Some­one was shout­ing “Kill! Kill! Kill!” and then oth­ers joined in, loud­er and loud­er, and those on the roof be­gan to stamp and thump the tiles in rhythm, but they didn’t quite dare come clos­er, faced by the snarling dae­mon. Then a tile broke, and the boy stand­ing on it slipped and fell, but the one be­side him picked up the bro­ken piece and hurled it at Lyra.

      She ducked, and it shat­tered on the col­umn be­side her, show­er­ing her with bro­ken pieces. Will had no­ticed the rail around the edge of the open­ing in the floor, and cut two swordlength pieces of it, and he hand­ed one to Lyra now; and she swung it around as hard as she could and in­to the side of the first boy’s head. He fell at once, but then came an­oth­er, and it was An­gel­ica, red­haired, white­faced, crazyeyed. She scram­bled up on­to the sill, but Lyra jabbed the length of rail at her fierce­ly, and she fell back again.

      Will was do­ing the same. The knife was in its sheath at his waist, and he struck and swung and jabbed with the iron rail, and while sev­er­al chil­dren fell back, oth­ers kept re­plac­ing them, and more and more were clam­ber­ing up on­to the roof from be­low.

      Then the boy in the striped Tshirt ap­peared, but he’d lost the pis­tol, or per­haps it was emp­ty. How­ev­er, his eyes and Will’s locked to­geth­er, and each of them knew what was go­ing to hap­pen: they were go­ing to fight, and it was go­ing to be bru­tal and dead­ly.

      “Come on,” said Will, pas­sion­ate for the bat­tle. “Come on, then…”

      An­oth­er sec­ond, and they would have fought.

      But then the strangest thing ap­peared: a great white snow goose swoop­ing low, his wings spread wide, call­ing and call­ing so loud­ly that even the chil­dren on the roof heard through their sav­agery and turned to see.

      “Kaisa!” cried Lyra joy­ful­ly, for it was Ser­afi­na Pekkala’s dae­mon.

      The snow goose called again, a pierc­ing whoop that filled the sky, and then wheeled and turned an inch away from the boy in the striped Tshirt. The boy fell back in fear and slid down and over the edge, and then oth­ers be­gan to cry in alarm too, be­cause there was some­thing else in the sky. As Lyra saw the lit­tle black shapes sweep­ing out of the blue, she cheered and shout­ed with glee.

      “Ser­afi­na Pekkala! Here! Help us! Here we are! In the tem­ple-“

      And with a hiss and rush of air, a dozen ar­rows, and then an­oth­er dozen swift­ly af­ter, and then an­oth­er dozen­loosed so quick­ly that they were all in the air at on­ceshot at the tem­ple roof above the gallery and land­ed with a thun­der of ham­mer blows. As­ton­ished and be­wil­dered, the chil­dren on the roof felt all the ag­gres­sion leave them in a mo­ment, and hor­ri­ble fear rushed in to take its place. What were these black­garbed wom­en rush­ing at them in the air? How could it hap­pen? Were they ghosts? Were they a new kind of Specter?

      And whim­per­ing and cry­ing, they jumped off the roof, some of them falling clum­si­ly and drag­ging them­selves away limp­ing and oth­ers rolling down the slope and dash­ing for safe­ty, but a mob no longer­just a lot of fright­ened, shame­faced chil­dren. A minute af­ter the snow goose had ap­peared, the last of the chil­dren left the tem­ple, and the on­ly sound was the rush of air in the branch­es of the cir­cling witch­es above.

      Will looked up in won­der, too amazed to speak, but Lyra was leap­ing and call­ing with de­light, “Ser­afi­na Pekkala! How did you find us? Thank you, thank you! They was go­ing to kill us! Come down and land.”

      But Ser­afi­na and the oth­ers shook their heads and flew up again, to cir­cle high above. The snow goose dae­mon wheeled and flew down to­ward the roof, beat­ing his great wings in­ward to help him slow down, and land­ed with a clat­ter on the pan­tiles be­low the sill.

      “Greet­in­gs, Lyra,” he said. “Ser­afi­na Pekkala can’t come to the ground, nor can the oth­ers. The place is full of Specter­sa hun­dred or more sur­round­ing the build­ing, and more drift­ing up over the grass. Can’t you see them?”

      “No! We can’t see ‘em at all!”

      “Al­ready we’ve lost one witch. We can’t risk any more. Can you get down from this build­ing?”

      “If we jump off the roof like they done. But how did you find us? And where-“

      “Enough now. There’s more trou­ble com­ing, and big­ger. Get down as best you can and then make for the trees.”

      They climbed over the sill and moved side­ways down through the bro­ken tiles to the gut­ter. It wasn’t high, and be­low it was grass, with a gen­tle slope away from the build­ing. First Lyra jumped and then Will fol­lowed, rolling over and try­ing to pro­tect his hand, which was bleed­ing freely again and hurt­ing bad­ly. His sling had come loose and trailed be­hind him, and as he tried to roll it up, the snow goose land­ed on the grass at his side.

      “Lyra, who is this?” Kaisa said.

      “It’s Will. He’s com­ing with us-“

      “Why are the Specters avoid­ing you?” The goose dae­mon was speak­ing di­rect­ly to Will.

      By this time Will was hard­ly sur­prised by any­thing, and he said, “I don’t know. We can’t see them. No, wait!” And he stood up, struck by a thought. “Where are they now?” he said. “Where’s the near­est one?”

      ‘Ten paces away, down the slope,” said the dae­mon. “They don’t want to come any clos­er, that’s ob­vi­ous.”

      Will took out the knife and looked in that di­rec­tion, and he heard the dae­mon hiss with sur­prise.

      But Will couldn’t do what he in­tend­ed, be­cause at the same mo­ment a witch land­ed her branch on the grass be­side him. He was tak­en aback not so much by her fly­ing as by her as­tound­ing grace­ful­ness, the fierce, cold, love­ly clar­ity of her gaze, and by the pale bare limbs, so youth­ful, and yet so far from be­ing young.

      “Your name is Will?” she said.

      “Yes, but-“

      “Why are the Specters afraid of you?”

      “Be­cause of the knife. Where’s the near­est one? Tell me! I want to kill it!”

      But Lyra came run­ning be­fore the witch could an­swer.

      “Ser­afi­na Pekkala!” she cried, and she threw her arms around the witch and hugged her so tight­ly that the witch laughed out loud, and kissed the top of her head. “Oh, Ser­afi­na, where did you come from like that? We werethose kids- they were kids, and they were go­ing to kill us­did you see them? We thought we were go­ing to die an­doh, I’m so glad you came! I thought I’d nev­er see you again!”

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala looked over Lyra’s head to where the Specters were ob­vi­ous­ly clus­ter­ing a lit­tle way off, and then looked at Will.

      “Now lis­ten,” she said. “There’s a cave in these woods not far away. Head up the slope and then along the ridge to the left. The Specters won’t fol­lowthey don’t see us while we’re in the air, and they’re afraid of you. We’ll meet you there. It’s a halfhour’s walk.”

      And she leaped in­to the air again. Will shad­ed his eyes to watch her and the oth­er ragged, el­egant fig­ures wheel in the air and dart up over the trees.

      “Oh, Will, we’ll be safe now! It’ll be all right now that Ser­afi­na Pekkala’s here!” said Lyra. “I nev­er thought I’d see her again. She came just at the right time, didn’t she? Just like be­fore, at Bolvan­gar….”

      Chat­ter­ing hap­pi­ly, as if she’d al­ready for­got­ten the fight, she led the way up the slope to­ward the for­est. Will fol­lowed in si­lence. His hand was throb­bing bad­ly, and with each throb a lit­tle more blood was leav­ing him. He held it up across his chest and tried not to think about it.

      It took not half an hour but an hour and three quar­ters, be­cause Will had to stop and rest sev­er­al times. When they reached the cave, they found a fire, a rab­bit roast­ing, and Ser­afi­na Pekkala stir­ring some­thing in a small iron pot.

      “Let me see your wound” was the first thing she said to Will, and he dumb­ly held out his hand.

      Pan­ta­lai­mon, cat­formed, watched cu­ri­ous­ly, but Will looked away. He didn’t like the sight of his mu­ti­lat­ed fin­gers.

      The witch­es spoke soft­ly to each oth­er, and then Ser­afi­na Pekkala said, “What weapon made this wound?”

      Will reached for the knife and hand­ed it to her silent­ly. Her com­pan­ions looked at it with won­der and sus­pi­cion, for they had nev­er seen such a blade be­fore, with such an edge on it.

      “This will need more than herbs to heal. It will need a spell,” said Ser­afi­na Pekkala. “Very well, we’ll pre­pare one. It will be ready when the moon ris­es. In the mean­time, you shall sleep.”

      She gave him a lit­tle horn cup con­tain­ing a hot po­tion whose bit­ter­ness was mod­er­at­ed by hon­ey, and present­ly he lay back and fell deeply asleep. The witch cov­ered him with leaves and turned to Lyra, who was still gnaw­ing the rab­bit.

      “Now, Lyra,” she said. “Tell me who this boy is, and what you know about this world, and about this knife of his.”

      So Lyra took a deep breath and be­gan.
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      TWELVE

      SCREEN LAN­GUAGE

      ‘Tell me again,” said Dr. Oliv­er Payne, in the lit­tle lab­ora­to­ry over­look­ing the park. “Ei­ther I didn’t hear you, or you’re talk­ing non­sense. A child from an­oth­er world?”

      “That’s what she said. All right, it’s non­sense, but lis­ten to it, Oliv­er, will you?” said Dr. Mary Mal­one. “She knew about Shad­ows. She calls themit­she calls it Dust, but it’s the same thing. It’s our shad­ow par­ti­cles. And I’m telling you, when she was wear­ing the elec­trodes link­ing her to the Cave, there was the most ex­traor­di­nary dis­play on the screen: pic­tures, sym­bols …. She had an in­stru­ment too, a sort of com­pass thing made of gold, with dif­fer­ent sym­bols all around the rim. And she said she could read that in the same way, and she knew about the state of mind, tooshe knew it in­ti­mate­ly.”

      It was mid­morn­ing. Lyra’s Schol­ar, Dr. Mal­one, was redeyed from lack of sleep, and her col­league, who’d just re­turned from Gene­va, was im­pa­tient to hear more, and skep­ti­cal, and pre­oc­cu­pied.

      “And the point was, Oliv­er, she was com­mu­ni­cat­ing with them. They are con­scious. And they can re­spond. And you re­mem­ber your skulls? Well, she told me about some skulls in the Pit­tRivers Mu­se­um. She’d found out with her com­pass thing that they were much old­er than the mu­se­um said, and there were Shad­ows-“

      “Wait a minute. Give me some sort of struc­ture here. What are you say­ing? You say­ing she’s con­firmed what we know al­ready, or that she’s telling us some­thing new?”

      “Both. I don’t know. But sup­pose some­thing hap­pened thir­ty, forty thou­sand years ago. There were shad­ow par­ti­cles around be­fore then, ob­vi­ous­lythey’ve been around since the Big Bang­but there was no phys­ical way of am­pli­fy­ing their ef­fects at our lev­el, the an­throp­ic lev­el. The lev­el of hu­man be­in­gs. And then some­thing hap­pened, I can’t imag­ine what, but it in­volved evo­lu­tion. Hence your skull­sre­mem­ber? No Shad­ows be­fore that time, lots af­ter­ward? And the skulls the child found in the mu­se­um, that she test­ed with her com­pass thing. She told me the same thing. What I’m say­ing is that around that time, the hu­man brain be­came the ide­al ve­hi­cle for this am­pli­fi­ca­tion pro­cess. Sud­den­ly we be­came con­scious.”

      Dr. Payne tilt­ed his plas­tic mug and drank the last of his cof­fee.

      “Why should it hap­pen par­tic­ular­ly at that time?” he said. “Why sud­den­ly thir­ty­five thou­sand years ago?”

      “Oh, who can say? We’re not pa­le­on­tol­ogists. I don’t know, Oliv­er, I’m just spec­ulat­ing. Don’t you think it’s at least pos­si­ble?”

      “And this po­lice­man. Tell me about him.”

      Dr. Mal­one rubbed her eyes. “His name is Wal­ters,” she said. “He said he was from the Spe­cial Branch. I thought that was pol­itics or some­thing?”

      ‘Ter­ror­ism, sub­ver­sion, in­tel­li­gence… all that. Go on. What did he want? Why did he come here?”

      “Be­cause of the girl. He said he was look­ing for a boy of about the same age­he didn’t tell me whyand this boy had been seen in the com­pa­ny of the girl who came here. But he had some­thing else in mind as well, Oliv­er. He knew about the re­search. He even asked-“

      The tele­phone rang. She broke off, shrug­ging, and Dr. Payne an­swered it. He spoke briefly, put it down, and said, “We’ve got a vis­itor.”

      “Who?”

      “Not a name I know. Sir Some­body Some­thing. Lis­ten, Mary, I’m off, you re­al­ize that, don’t you?”

      “They of­fered you the job.”

      “Yes. I’ve got to take it. You must see that.”

      “Well, that’s the end of this, then.”

      He spread his hands help­less­ly, and said, ‘To be frank… I can’t see any point in the sort of stuff you’ve just been talk­ing about. Chil­dren from an­oth­er world and fos­sil Shad­ows…. It’s all too crazy. I just can’t get in­volved. I’ve got a ca­reer, Mary.”

      “What about the skulls you test­ed? What about the Shad­ows around the ivory fig­urine?”

      He shook his head and turned his back. Be­fore he could an­swer, there came a tap at the door, and he opened it al­most with re­lief.

      Sir Charles said, “Good day to you. Dr. Payne? Dr. Mal­one? My name is Charles La­trom. It’s very good of you to see me with­out any no­tice.”

      “Come in,” said Dr. Mal­one, weary but puz­zled. “Did Oh’ver say Sir Charles? What can we do for you?”

      “It may be what I can do for you,” he said. “I un­der­stand you’re wait­ing for the re­sults of your fund­ing ap­pli­ca­tion.”

      “How do you know that?” said Dr. Payne.

      “I used to be a civ­il ser­vant. As a mat­ter of fact, I was con­cerned with di­rect­ing sci­en­tif­ic pol­icy. I still have a num­ber of con­tacts in the field, and I heard… May I sit down?”

      “Oh, please,” said Dr. Mal­one. She pulled out a chair, and he sat down as if he were in charge of a meet­ing.

      “Thank you. I heard through a frien­dI’d bet­ter not men­tion his name; the Of­fi­cial Se­crets Act cov­ers all sorts of sil­ly thingsI heard that your ap­pli­ca­tion was be­ing con­sid­ered, and what I heard about it in­trigued me so much that I must con­fess I asked to see some of your work. I know I had no busi­ness to, ex­cept that I still act as a sort of un­of­fi­cial ad­vis­er, so I used that as an ex­cuse. And re­al­ly, what I saw was quite fas­ci­nat­ing.”

      “Does that mean you think we’ll be suc­cess­ful?” said Dr. Mal­one, lean­ing for­ward, ea­ger to be­lieve him.

      “Un­for­tu­nate­ly, no. I must be blunt. They’re not mind­ed to re­new your grant.”

      Dr. Mal­one’s shoul­ders slumped. Dr. Payne was watch­ing the old man with cau­tious cu­rios­ity.

      “Why have you come here now, then?” he said.

      “Well, you see, they haven’t of­fi­cial­ly made the de­ci­sion yet. It doesn’t look promis­ing, and I’m be­ing frank with you; they see no prospect of fund­ing work of this sort in the fu­ture. How­ev­er, it might be that if you had some­one to ar­gue the case for you, they would see it dif­fer­ent­ly.”

      “An ad­vo­cate? You mean your­self? I didn’t think it worked like that,” said Dr. Mal­one, sit­ting up. “I thought they went on peer re­view and so on.”

      “It does in prin­ci­ple, of course,” said Sir Charles. “But it al­so helps to know how these com­mit­tees work in prac­tice. And to know who’s on them. Well, here I am. I’m in­tense­ly in­ter­est­ed in your work; I think it might be very valu­able, and it cer­tain­ly ought to con­tin­ue. Would you let me make in­for­mal rep­re­sen­ta­tions on your be­half?”

      Dr. Mal­one felt like a drown­ing sailor be­ing thrown a life belt. “Why … well, yes! Good grief, of course! And thank you…. I mean, do you re­al­ly think it’ll make a dif­fer­ence? I don’t mean to sug­gest that… I don’t know what I mean. Yes, of course!”

      “What would we have to do?” said Dr. Payne.

      Dr. Mal­one looked at him in sur­prise. Hadn’t Oliv­er just said he was go­ing to work in Gene­va? But he seemed to be un­der­stand­ing Sir Charles bet­ter than she was, for a flick­er of com­plic­ity was pass­ing be­tween them, and Oliv­er came to sit down, too.

      “I’m glad you take my point,” said the old man. “You’re quite right. There is a di­rec­tion I’d be es­pe­cial­ly glad to see you tak­ing. And pro­vid­ed we could agree, I might even be able to find you some ex­tra mon­ey from an­oth­er source al­to­geth­er.”

      “Wait, wait,” said Dr. Mal­one. “Wait a minute. The course of this re­search is a mat­ter for us. I’m per­fect­ly will­ing to dis­cuss the re­sults, but not the di­rec­tion. Sure­ly you see-“

      Sir Charles spread his hands in a ges­ture of re­gret and got to his feet. Oliv­er Payne stood too, anx­ious.

      “No, please, Sir Charles,” he said. “I’m sure Dr. Mal­one will hear you out. Mary, there’s no harm in lis­ten­ing, for good­ness’ sake. And it might make all the dif­fer­ence.”

      “I thought you were go­ing to Gene­va?” she said.

      “Gene­va?” said Sir Charles. “Ex­cel­lent place. Lot of scope there. Lot of mon­ey, too. Don’t let me hold you back.”

      “No, no, it’s not set­tled yet,” said Dr. Payne hasti­ly. “There’s a lot to dis­cus­sit’s all still very flu­id. Sir Charles, please sit down. Can I get you some cof­fee?”

      “That would be very kind,” said Sir Charles, and sat again, with the air of a sat­is­fied cat.

      Dr. Mal­one looked at him clear­ly for the first time. She saw a man in his late six­ties, pros­per­ous, con­fi­dent, beau­ti­ful­ly dressed, used to the very best of ev­ery­thing, used to mov­ing among pow­er­ful peo­ple and whis­per­ing in im­por­tant ears. Oliv­er was right: he did want some­thing. And they wouldn’t get his sup­port un­less they sat­is­fied him.

      She fold­ed her arms.

      Dr. Payne hand­ed him a mug, say­ing, “Sor­ry it’s rather prim­itive….”

      “Not at all. Shall I go on with what I was say­ing?”

      “Do, please,” said Dr. Payne.

      “Well, I un­der­stand that you’ve made some fas­ci­nat­ing dis­cov­er­ies in the field of con­scious­ness. Yes, I know, you haven’t pub­lished any­thing yet, and it’s a long way­seem­ing­ly- from the ap­par­ent sub­ject of your re­search. Nev­er­the­less, word gets around. And I’m es­pe­cial­ly in­ter­est­ed in that. I would be very pleased if, for ex­am­ple, you were to con­cen­trate your re­search on the ma­nip­ula­tion of con­scious­ness. Sec­ond, the many­worlds hy­poth­esi­sEv­erett, you re­mem­ber, 1957 or there­about­sI be­lieve you’re on the track of some­thing that could take that the­ory a good deal fur­ther. And that line of re­search might even at­tract de­fense fund­ing, which as you may know is still plen­ti­ful, even to­day, and cer­tain­ly isn’t sub­ject to these weari­some ap­pli­ca­tion pro­cess­es.

      “Don’t ex­pect me to re­veal my sources,” he went on, hold­ing up his hand as Dr. Mal­one sat for­ward and tried to speak. “I men­tioned the Of­fi­cial Se­crets Act; a te­dious piece of leg­is­la­tion, but we mustn’t be naughty about it. I con­fi­dent­ly ex­pect some ad­vances in the many­worlds area. I think you are the peo­ple to do it. And third, there is a par­tic­ular mat­ter con­nect­ed with an in­di­vid­ual. A child.”

      He paused there, and sipped the cof­fee. Dr. Mal­one couldn’t speak. She’d gone pale, though she couldn’t know that, but she did know that she felt faint.

      “For var­ious rea­sons,” Sir Charles went on, “I am in con­tact with the in­tel­li­gence ser­vices. They are in­ter­est­ed in a child, a girl, who has an un­usu­al piece of equip­men­tan an­tique sci­en­tif­ic in­stru­ment, cer­tain­ly stolen, which should be in safer hands than hers. There is al­so a boy of rough­ly the same age- twelve or sowho is want­ed in con­nec­tion with a mur­der. It’s a moot point whether a child of that age is ca­pa­ble of mur­der, of course, but he has cer­tain­ly killed some­one. And he has been seen with the girl.

      “Now, Dr. Mal­one, it may be that you have come across one or the oth­er of these chil­dren. And it may be that you are quite prop­er­ly in­clined to tell the po­lice about what you know. But you would be do­ing a greater ser­vice if you were to let me know pri­vate­ly. I can make sure the prop­er au­thor­ities deal with it ef­fi­cient­ly and quick­ly and with no stupid tabloid pub­lic­ity. I know that In­spec­tor Wal­ters came to see you yes­ter­day, and I know that the girl turned up. You see, I do know what I’m talk­ing about. I would know, for in­stance, if you saw her again, and if you didn’t tell me, I would know that too. You’d be very wise to think hard about that, and to clar­ify your rec­ol­lec­tions of what she said and did when she was here. This is a mat­ter of na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty. You un­der­stand me.

      “Well, there I’ll stop. Here’s my card so you can get in touch. I shouldn’t leave it too long; the fund­ing com­mit­tee meets to­mor­row, as you know. But you can reach me at this num­ber at any time.”

      He gave a card to Oliv­er Payne, and see­ing Dr. Mal­one with her arms still fold­ed, laid one on the bench for her. Dr. Payne held the door for him. Sir Charles set his Pana­ma hat on his head, pat­ted it gen­tly, beamed at both of them, and left.

      When he’d shut the door again, Dr. Payne said, “Mary, are you mad? Where’s the sense in be­hav­ing like that?”

      “I beg your par­don? You’re not tak­en in by that old creep, are you?”

      “You can’t turn down of­fers like that! Do you want this project to sur­vive or not?”

      “It wasn’t an of­fer,” she said hot­ly. “It was an ul­ti­ma­tum. Do as he says, or close down. And, Oliv­er, for God’s sake, all those not­so­sub­tle threats and hints about na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty and so on­can’t you see where that would lead?”

      “Well, I think I can see it more clear­ly than you can. If you said no, they wouldn’t close this place down. They’d take it over. If they’re as in­ter­est­ed as he says, they’ll want it to car­ry on. But on­ly on their terms.”

      “But their terms would be… I mean, de­fense, for God’s sake. They want to find new ways of killing peo­ple. And you heard what he said about con­scious­ness: he wants to ma­nip­ulate it. I’m not go­ing to get mixed up in that, Oliv­er, nev­er.”

      “They’ll do it any­way, and you’ll be out of a job. If you stay, you might be able to in­flu­ence it in a bet­ter di­rec­tion. And you’d still have your hands on the work! You’d still be in­volved!”

      “But what does it mat­ter to you, any­way?” she said. “I thought Gene­va was all set­tled?”

      He ran his hands through his hair and said, “Well, not set­tled. Noth­ing’s signed. And it would be a dif­fer­ent an­gle al­to­geth­er, and I’d be sor­ry to leave here now that I think we’re re­al­ly on to some­thing.”

      “What are you say­ing?”

      “I’m not say­ing-“

      “You’re hint­ing. What are you get­ting at?”

      “Well…” He walked around the lab­ora­to­ry, spread­ing his hands, shrug­ging, shak­ing his head. “Well, if you don’t get in touch with him, I will,” he said fi­nal­ly.

      She was silent. Then she said, “Oh, I see.”

      “Mary, I’ve got to think of-“

      “Of course you have.”

      “It’s not that-“

      “No, no.”

      “You don’t un­der­stand-“

      “Yes, I do. It’s very sim­ple. You promise to do as he says, you get the fund­ing, I leave, you take over as Di­rec­tor. It’s not hard to un­der­stand. You’d have a big­ger bud­get. Lots of nice new ma­chines. Half a dozen more Ph.D.s un­der you. Good idea. You do it, Oliv­er. You go ahead. But that’s it for me. I’m off. It stinks.”

      “You haven’t…”

      But her ex­pres­sion si­lenced him. She took off her white coat and hung it on the door, gath­ered a few pa­pers in­to a bag, and left with­out a word. As soon as she’d gone, he took Sir Charles’s card and picked up the phone.

      Sev­er­al hours lat­er, just be­fore mid­night in fact, Dr. Mal­one parked her car out­side the sci­ence build­ing and let her­self in at the side en­trance. But just as she turned to climb the stairs, a man came out of an­oth­er cor­ri­dor, startling her so much she near­ly dropped her brief­case. He was wear­ing a uni­form.

      “Where are you go­ing?” he said.

      He stood in the way, bulky, his eyes hard­ly vis­ible un­der the low brim of his cap.

      “I’m go­ing to my lab­ora­to­ry. I work here. Who are you?” she said, a lit­tle an­gry, a lit­tle fright­ened.

      “Se­cu­ri­ty. Have you got some ID?”

      “What se­cu­ri­ty? I left this build­ing at three o’clock this af­ter­noon and there was on­ly a porter on du­ty, as usu­al. I should be ask­ing you for iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. Who ap­point­ed you? And why?”

      “Here’s my ID,” said the man, show­ing her a card, too quick­ly for her to read it. “Where’s yours?”

      She no­ticed he had a mo­bile phone in a hol­ster at his hip. Or was it a gun? No, sure­ly, she was be­ing para­noid. And he hadn’t an­swered her ques­tions. But if she per­sist­ed, she’d make him sus­pi­cious, and the im­por­tant thing now was to get in­to the lab. Soothe him like a dog, she thought. She fum­bled through her bag and found her wal­let.

      “Will this do?” she said, show­ing him the card she used to op­er­ate the bar­ri­er in the car park.

      He looked at it briefly.

      “What are you do­ing here at this time of night?” he said.

      “I’ve got an ex­per­iment run­ning. I have to check the com­put­er pe­ri­od­ical­ly.”

      He seemed to be search­ing for a rea­son to for­bid her, or per­haps he was just ex­er­cis­ing his pow­er. Fi­nal­ly he nod­ded and stood aside. She went past, smil­ing at him, but his face re­mained blank.

      When she reached the lab­ora­to­ry, she was still trem­bling. There had nev­er been any more “se­cu­ri­ty” in this build­ing than a lock on the door and an el­der­ly porter, and she knew why the change had come about. But it meant that she had very lit­tle time; she’d have to get it right at once, be­cause once they re­al­ized what she was do­ing, she wouldn’t be able to come back again.

      She locked the door be­hind her and low­ered the blinds. She switched on the de­tec­tor and then took a flop­py disk from her pock­et and slipped it in­to the com­put­er that con­trolled the Cave. With­in a minute she had be­gun to ma­nip­ulate the num­bers on the screen, go­ing half by log­ic, half by guess­work, and half by the pro­gram she’d worked on all evening at home; and the com­plex­ity of her task was about as baf­fling as get­ting three halves to make one whole.

      Fi­nal­ly she brushed the hair out of her eyes and put the elec­trodes on her head, and then flexed her fin­gers and be­gan to type. She felt in­tense­ly self­con­scious.

      Hel­lo. I’m not sure

      what I’m do­ing. Maybe

      this is crazy.

      The words ar­ranged them­selves on the left of the screen, which was the first sur­prise. She wasn’t us­ing a word­pro­cess­ing pro­gram of any kindin fact, she was by­pass­ing much of the op­er­at­ing sys­te­mand what­ev­er for­mat­ting was im­pos­ing it­self on the words, it wasn’t hers. She felt the hairs be­gin to stir on the back of her neck, and she be­came aware of the whole build­ing around her: the cor­ri­dors dark, the ma­chines idling, var­ious ex­per­iments run­ning au­to­mat­ical­ly, com­put­ers mon­itor­ing tests and record­ing the re­sults, the air­con­di­tion­ing sam­pling and ad­just­ing the hu­mid­ity and the tem­per­ature, all the ducts and pipework and ca­bling that were the ar­ter­ies and the nerves of the build­ing awake and alert … al­most con­scious in fact.

      She tried again.

      I’m try­ing to do

      with words what I’ve

      done be­fore with a

      state of mind, but

      Be­fore she had even fin­ished the sen­tence, the cur­sor raced across to the right of the screen and print­ed:

      ASK A QUES­TION.

      It was al­most in­stan­ta­neous.

      She felt as if she had stepped on a space that wasn’t there. Her whole be­ing lurched with shock. It took sev­er­al mo­ments for her to calm down enough to try again. When she did, the an­swers lashed them­selves across the right of the screen al­most be­fore she had fin­ished.

      Are you Shad­ows?       YES.

      Are you the same as Lyra’s Dust?	YES.

      And is that dark mat­ter?	YES.

      Dark mat­ter is con­scious?      EV­IDENT­LY.

      What I said to Oliv­er this morn­ing, my idea about hu­man evo­lu­tion, is it

      COR­RECT. BUT YOU NEED TO

      ASK MORE QUES­TIONS.

      She stopped, took a deep breath, pushed her chair back, flexed her fin­gers. She could feel her heart rac­ing. Ev­ery sin­gle thing about what was hap­pen­ing was im­pos­si­ble. All her ed­uca­tion, all her habits of mind, all her sense of her­self as a sci­en­tist were shriek­ing at her silent­ly: This is wrong! It isn’t hap­pen­ing! You’re dream­ing! And yet there they were on the screen: her ques­tions, and an­swers from some oth­er mind.

      She gath­ered her­self and typed again, and again the an­swers zipped in­to be­ing with no dis­cernible pause.

      The mind that is

      an­swer­ing these

      ques­tions isn’t hu­man,

      is it?

      NO. BUT HU­MANS HAVE

      AL­WAYS KNOWN

      Us? There’s more than

      one of you?

      UN­COUNT­ABLE BIL­LI­ONS

      But, what are you?

      AN­GELS

      Mary Mal­one’s head rang. She’d been brought up as a Catholic. More than thatas Lyra had dis­cov­ered, she had once been a nun. None of her faith was left to her now, but she knew about an­gels. St. Au­gus­tine had said, “An­gel is the name of their of­fice, not of their na­ture. If you seek the name of their na­ture, it is spir­it; if you seek the name of their of­fice, it is an­gel; from what they are, spir­it, from what they do, an­gel.”

      Dizzy, trem­bling, she typed again:

      And Shad­ow mat­ter is what we have called spir­it?

      FROM WHAT WE ARE,

      SPIR­IT; FROM WHAT WE DO,

      MAT­TER. MAT­TER AND

      SPIR­IT ARE ONE.

      She shiv­ered. They’d been lis­ten­ing to her thoughts.

      And did you in­ter­vene in hu­man evo­lu­tion?

      YES

      Vengeance foroh! RebeL an­gels! Af­ter the war in Heav­en- Sa­tan and the Gar­den of Eden­but it isn’t true, is it? Is that what you

      FIND THE GIRL AND THE

      BOY. WASTE NO MORE TIME.

      But why?

      YOU MUST PLAY THE SER­PENT.

      She took her hands from the key­board and rubbed her eyes. The words were still there when she looked again.

      Where

      GO TO A ROAD CALLED

      SUN­DER­LAND AV­ENUE AND

      FIND A TENT. DE­CEIVE THE

      GUARDIAN AND GO THROUGH.

      TAKE PRO­VI­SIONS FOR A

      LONG JOUR­NEY. YOU WILL

      BE PRO­TECT­ED. THE

      SPECTERS WILL NOT

      TOUCH YOU.

      But I

      BE­FORE YOU GO, DE­STROY

      THIS EQUIP­MENT.

      I don’t un­der­stand.

      Why me? And what’s

      this jour­ney? And

      YOU HAVE BEEN PREPAR­ING

      FOR THIS AS LONG AS YOU

      HAVE LIVED. YOUR WORK

      HERE IS FIN­ISHED. THE

      LAST THING YOU MUST DO

      IN THIS WORLD IS PRE­VENT

      THE EN­EMIES FROM TAK­ING

      CON­TROL OF IT. DE­STROY

      THE EQUIP­MENT. DO IT NOW

      AND GO AT ONCE.

      Mary Mal­one pushed back the chair and stood up, trem­bling. She pressed her fin­gers to her tem­ples and dis­cov­ered the elec­trodes still at­tached to her skin. She took them off ab­sent­ly. She might have doubt­ed what she had done, and what she could still see on the screen, but she had passed in the last halfhour or so be­yond doubt and be­lief al­to­geth­er. Some­thing had hap­pened, and she was gal­va­nized.

      She switched off the de­tec­tor and the am­pli­fi­er. Then she by­passed all the safe­ty codes and for­mat­ted the com­put­er’s hard disk, wip­ing it clean; and then she re­moved the in­ter­face be­tween the de­tec­tor and the am­pli­fi­er, which was on a spe­cial­ly adapt­ed card, and put the card on the bench and smashed it with the heel of her shoe, there be­ing noth­ing else heavy at hand. Next she dis­con­nect­ed the wiring be­tween the elec­tro­mag­net­ic shield and the de­tec­tor, and found the wiring plan in a draw­er of the fil­ing cab­in­et and set light to it. Was there any­thing else she could do? She couldn’t do much about Oliv­er Payne’s knowl­edge of the pro­gram, but the spe­cial hard­ware was ef­fec­tive­ly de­mol­ished.

      She crammed some pa­pers from a draw­er in­to her brief­case, and fi­nal­ly took down the poster with the I Ching hex­agrams and fold­ed it away in her pock­et. Then she switched off the light and left.

      The se­cu­ri­ty guard was stand­ing at the foot of the stairs, speak­ing in­to his tele­phone. He put it away as she came down, and es­cort­ed her silent­ly to the side en­trance, watch­ing through the glass door as she drove away.

      An hour and a half lat­er she parked her car in a road near Sun­der­land Av­enue. She had had to find it on a map of Ox­ford; she didn’t know this part of town. Up till this mo­ment she had been mov­ing on pent­up ex­cite­ment, but as she got out of her car in the dark of the small hours and found the night cool and silent and still all around her, she felt a def­inite lurch of ap­pre­hen­sion. Sup­pose she was dream­ing? Sup­pose it was all some elab­orate joke?

      Well, it was too late to wor­ry about that. She was com­mit­ted. She lift­ed out the ruck­sack she’d of­ten tak­en on camp­ing jour­neys in Scot­land and the Alps, and re­flect­ed that at least she knew how to sur­vive out of doors; if worse came to worst, she could al­ways run away, take to the hills….

      Ridicu­lous.

      But she swung the ruck­sack on­to her back, left the car, turned in­to the Ban­bury Road, and walked the two or three hun­dred yards up to where Sun­der­land Av­enue ran left from the ro­tary. She felt al­most more fool­ish than she had ev­er felt in her life.

      But as she turned the cor­ner and saw those strange child­like trees that Will had seen, she knew that some­thing at least was true about all this. Un­der the trees on the grass at the far side of the road there was a small square tent of red and white ny­lon, the sort that elec­tri­cians put up to keep the rain off while they work, and parked close by was an un­marked white Tran­sit van with dark­ened glass in the win­dows.

      Bet­ter not hes­itate. She walked straight across to­ward the tent. When she was near­ly there, the back door of the van swung open and a po­lice­man stepped out. With­out his hel­met he looked very young, and the street­light un­der the dense green of the leaves above shone full on his face.

      “Could I ask where you’re go­ing, madam?” he said. “In­to that tent.”

      “I’m afraid you can’t, madam. I’ve got or­ders not to let any­one near it.”

      “Good,” she said. “I’m glad they’ve got the place pro­tect­ed. But I’m from the De­part­ment of Phys­ical Sci­ences- Sir Charles La­trom asked us to make a pre­lim­inary sur­vey and then re­port back be­fore they look at it prop­er­ly. It’s im­por­tant that it’s done now while there aren’t many peo­ple around. I’m sure you un­der­stand the rea­sons for that.”

      “Well, yes,” he said. “But have you got any­thing to show who you are?”

      “Oh, sure,” she said, and swung the ruck­sack off her back to get at her purse. Among the items she had tak­en from the draw­er in the lab­ora­to­ry was an ex­pired li­brary card of Oliv­er Payne’s. Fif­teen min­utes’ work at her kitchen ta­ble and the pho­to­graph from her own pass­port had pro­duced some­thing she hoped would pass for gen­uine. The po­lice­man took the lam­inat­ed card and looked at it close­ly.

      ‘”Dr. Olive Payne,’” he read. “Do you hap­pen to know a Dr. Mary Mal­one?”

      “Oh, yes. She’s a col­league.” “Do you know where she is now?”

      “At home in bed, if she’s got any sense. Why?”

      “Well, I un­der­stand her po­si­tion in your or­ga­ni­za­tion’s been ter­mi­nat­ed, and she wouldn’t be al­lowed through here. In fact, we’ve got or­ders to de­tain her if she tries. And see­ing a wom­an, I nat­ural­ly thought you might be her, if you see what I mean. Ex­cuse me, Dr. Payne.”

      “Ah, I see,” said Mary Mal­one. The po­lice­man looked at the card once more.

      “Still, this seems all right,” he said, and hand­ed it back. Ner­vous, want­ing to talk, he went on. “Do you know what’s in there un­der that tent?”

      “Well, not first­hand,” she said. “That’s why I’m here now.”

      “I sup­pose it is. All right then, Dr. Payne.”

      He stood back and let her un­lace the flap of the tent. She hoped he wouldn’t see the shak­ing of her hands. Clutch­ing the ruck­sack to her breast, she stepped through. De­ceive the guardian­well, she’d done that; but she had no idea what she would find in­side the tent. She was pre­pared for some sort of ar­chae­olog­ical dig; for a dead body; for a me­te­orite. But noth­ing in her life or her dreams had pre­pared her for that square yard or so in midair, or for the silent sleep­ing city by the sea that she found when she stepped through it.

    

  
    
      The Subtle Knife

    

    
      THIRTEEN

      AE­SA­HAET­TR

      As the moon rose, the witch­es be­gan their spell to heal Will’s wound.

      They woke him and asked him to lay the knife on the ground where it caught a glit­ter of starlight. Lyra sat near­by stir­ring some herbs in a pot of boil­ing wa­ter over a fire, and while her com­pan­ions clapped and stamped and cried in rhythm, Ser­afi­na crouched over the knife and sang in a high, fierce tone:

      “Lit­tle knife! They tore your iron

      out of Moth­er Earth’s en­trails,

      built afire and boiled the ore,

      made it weep and bleed and flood,

      ham­mered it and tem­pered it,

      plung­ing it in icy wa­ter,

      heat­ing it in­side the forge

      till your blade was blood­red, scorch­ing!

      Then they made you wound the wa­ter

      once again, and yet again,

      till the steam was boil­ing fog

      and the wa­ter cried for mer­cy.

      And when you sliced a sin­gle shade

      in­to thir­ty thou­sand shad­ows,

      then they knew that you were ready,

      then they called you sub­tle one.

      “But lit­tle knife, what have you done?

      Un­locked blood­gates, left them wide!

      Lit­tle knife, your moth­er calls you,

      from the en­trails of the earth,

      from her deep­est mines and cav­erns,

      from her se­cret iron womb.

      Lis­ten!”

      And Ser­afi­na stamped again and clapped her hands with the oth­er witch­es, and they shook their throats to make a wild ul­ula­tion that tore at the air like claws. Will, seat­ed in the mid­dle of them, felt a chill at the core of his spine.

      Then Ser­afi­na Pekkala turned to Will him­self, and took his wound­ed hand in both of hers. When she sang this time, he near­ly flinched, so fierce was her high, clear voice, so glit­ter­ing her eyes; but he sat with­out mov­ing, and let the spell goon.

      “Blood! Obey me! Turn around,

      be a lake and not a riv­er.

      When you reach the open air,

      stop! And build a clot­ted wall,

      build it firm to hold the flood back.

      Blood, your sky is the skull­dome,

      your sun is the open eye,

      your wind the breath in­side the lungs,

      blood, your world is bound­ed. Stay there!”

      Will thought he could feel all the atoms of his body re­spond­ing to her com­mand, and he joined in, urg­ing his leak­ing blood to lis­ten and obey.

      She put his hand down and turned to the lit­tle iron pot over the fire. A bit­ter steam was ris­ing from it, and Will heard the liq­uid bub­bling fierce­ly.

      Ser­afi­na sang:

      “Oak bark, spi­der silk,

      ground moss, saltweed-

      grip close, bind tight,

      hold­fast, close up,

      bar the door, lock the gate,

      stiff­en the blood­wall,

      dry the gore­flood.”

      Then the witch took her own knife and split an alder sapling along its whole length. The wound­ed white­ness gleamed open in the moon. She daubed some of the steam­ing liq­uid in­to the split, then closed up the wood, eas­ing it to­geth­er from the root to the tip. And the sapling was whole again.

      Will heard Lyra gasp, and turned to see an­oth­er witch hold­ing a squirm­ing, strug­gling hare in her tough hands. The an­imal was pant­ing, wildeyed, kick­ing fu­ri­ous­ly, but the witch’s hands were mer­ci­less. In one she held its forelegs and with the oth­er she grasped its hind legs and pulled the fren­zied hare out straight, its heav­ing bel­ly up­ward.

      Ser­afi­na’s knife swept across it. Will felt him­self grow dizzy, and Lyra was re­strain­ing Pan­ta­lai­mon, hare­formed him­self in sym­pa­thy, who was buck­ing and snap­ping in her arms. The re­al hare fell still, eyes bulging, breast heav­ing, en­trails glis­ten­ing.

      But Ser­afi­na took some more of the de­coc­tion and trick­led it in­to the gap­ing wound, and then closed up the wound with her fin­gers, smooth­ing the wet fur over it un­til there was no wound at all.

      The witch hold­ing the an­imal re­laxed her grip and let it gen­tly to the ground, where it shook it­self, turned to lick its flank, flicked its ears, and nib­bled a blade of grass as if it were com­plete­ly alone. Sud­den­ly it seemed to be­come aware of the cir­cle of witch­es around it, and like an ar­row it shot away, whole again, bound­ing swift­ly off in­to the dark.

      Lyra, sooth­ing Pan­ta­lai­mon, glanced at Will and saw that he knew what it meant: the medicine was ready. He held out his hand, and as Ser­afi­na daubed the steam­ing mix­ture on the bleed­ing stumps of his fin­gers he looked away and breathed in sharply sev­er­al times, but he didn’t flinch.

      Once his open flesh was thor­ough­ly soaked, the witch pressed some of the sod­den herbs on­to the wounds and tied them tight around with a strip of silk. And that was it; the spell was done.

      Will slept deeply through the rest of the night. It was cold, but the witch­es piled leaves over him, and Lyra slept hud­dled close be­hind his back. In the morn­ing Ser­afi­na dressed his wound again, and he tried to see from her ex­pres­sion whether it was heal­ing, but her face was calm and im­pas­sive.

      Once they’d eat­en, Ser­afi­na told the chil­dren that the witch­es had agreed that since they’d come in­to this world to find Lyra and be her guardians, they’d help Lyra do what she now knew her task to be: name­ly, to guide Will to his fa­ther.

      So they all set off; and it was qui­et go­ing for the most part. Lyra con­sult­ed the alethiome­ter to be­gin with, but war­ily, and learned that they should trav­el in the di­rec­tion of the dis­tant moun­tains they could see across the great bay. Nev­er hav­ing been this high above the city, they weren’t aware of how the coast­line curved, and the moun­tains had been be­low the hori­zon; but now when the trees thinned, or when a slope fell away be­low them, they could look out to the emp­ty blue sea and to the high blue moun­tains be­yond, which were their des­ti­na­tion. It seemed a long way to go.

      They spoke lit­tle. Lyra was busy look­ing at all the life in the for­est, from wood­peck­ers to squir­rels to lit­tle green moss snakes with di­amonds down their backs, and Will need­ed all his en­er­gy sim­ply to keep go­ing. Lyra and Pan­ta­lai­mon dis­cussed him end­less­ly.

      “We could look at the alethiome­ter,” Pan­ta­lai­mon said at one point when they’d daw­dled on the path to see how close they could get to a brows­ing fawn be­fore it saw them. “We nev­er promised not to. And we could find out all kinds of things for him. We’d be do­ing it for him, not for us.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” Lyra said. “It would be us we’d be do­ing it for, ’cause he’d nev­er ask. You’re just greedy and nosy, Pan.”

      “That makes a change. It’s nor­mal­ly you who’s greedy and nosy, and me who has to warn you not to do things. Like in the re­tir­ing room at Jor­dan. I nev­er want­ed to go in there.”

      “If we hadn’t, Pan, d’you think all this would have hap­pened?”

      “No. ‘Cause the Mas­ter would have poi­soned Lord As­riel, and that would’ve been the end of it.”

      “Yeah, I sup­pose…. Who d’you think Will’s fa­ther is, though? And why’s he im­por­tant?”

      “That’s what I mean! We could find out in a mo­ment!”

      And she looked wist­ful. “I might have done once,” she said, “but I’m chang­ing, I think, Pan.”

      “No you’re not.”

      “You might not be…. Hey, Pan, when I change, you’ll stop chang­ing. What’re you go­ing to be?”

      “A flea, I hope.”

      “No, but don’t you get any feel­in­gs about what you might be?”

      “No. I don’t want to, ei­ther.”

      “You’re sulk­ing be­cause I won’t do what you want.”

      He changed in­to a pig and grunt­ed and squealed and snort­ed till she laughed at him, and then he changed in­to a squir­rel and dart­ed through the branch­es be­side her.

      “Who do you think his fa­ther is?” Pan­ta­lai­mon said. “D’you think he could be any­one we met?”

      “Could be. But he’s bound to be some­one im­por­tant, al­most as im­por­tant as Lord As­riel. Bound to be. We know what we ‘re do­ing is im­por­tant, af­ter all.”

      “We don’t know it,” Pan­ta­lai­mon point­ed out. “We think it is, but we don’t know. We just de­cid­ed to look for Dust be­cause Roger died.”

      “We know it’s im­por­tant!” Lyra said hot­ly, and she even stamped her foot. “And so do the witch­es. They come all this way to look for us just to be my guardians and help me! And we got to help Will find his fa­ther. Thai’s im­por­tant. You know it is, too, else you wouldn’t have licked him when he was wound­ed. Why’d you do that, any­way? You nev­er asked me if you could. I couldn’t be­lieve it when you did that.”

      “I did it be­cause he didn’t have a dae­mon, and he need­ed one. And if you were half as good at see­ing things as you think you are, you’d've known that.”

      “I did know it, re­al­ly,” she said.

      They stopped then, be­cause they had caught up with Will, who was sit­ting on a rock be­side the path. Pan­ta­lai­mon be­came a fly­catch­er, and as he flew among the branch­es, Lyra said, “Will, what d’you think those kids’ll do now?”

      “They won’t be fol­low­ing us. They were too fright­ened of the witch­es. Maybe they’ll just go back to drift­ing about.”

      “Yeah, prob­ably. They might want to use the knife, though. They might come af­ter us for that.”

      “Let them. They’re not hav­ing it, not now. I didn’t want it at first. But if it can kill the Specters …”

      “I nev­er trust­ed An­gel­ica, not from the be­gin­ning,” Lyra said vir­tu­ous­ly.

      “Yes, you did,” he said.

      “Yeah. I did, re­al­ly…. I hat­ed it in the end, that city.”

      “I thought it was heav­en when I first found it. I couldn’t imag­ine any­thing bet­ter than that And all the time it was full of Specters, and we nev­er knew….”

      “Well, I won’t trust kids again,” said Lyra. “I thought back at Bolvan­gar that what­ev­er grownups did, how­ev­er bad it was, kids were dif­fer­ent. They wouldn’t do cru­el things like that. But I en’t sure now. I nev­er seen kids like that be­fore, and that’s a fact.”

      “I have,” said Will.

      “When? In your world?”

      “Yeah,” he said, awk­ward­ly. Lyra wait­ed and sat still, and present­ly he went on. “It was when my moth­er was hav­ing one of her bad times. She and me, we lived on our own, see, be­cause ob­vi­ous­ly my fa­ther wasn’t there. And ev­ery so of­ten she’d start think­ing things that weren’t true. And hav­ing to do things that didn’t make sensenot to me, any­way. I mean she had to do them or else she’d get up­set and afraid, and so I used to help her. Like touch­ing all the rail­in­gs in the park, or count­ing the leaves on a bushthat kind of thing. She used to get bet­ter af­ter a while. But I was afraid of any­one find­ing out she was like that, be­cause I thought they’d take her away, so I used to look af­ter her and hide it. I nev­er told any­one.

      “And once she got afraid when I wasn’t there to help her. I was at school. And she went out and she wasn’t wear­ing very much, on­ly she didn’t know. And some boys from my school, they found her, and they start­ed…”

      Will’s face was hot. With­out be­ing able to help it he found him­self walk­ing up and down and look­ing away from Lyra be­cause his voice was un­steady and his eyes were wa­ter­ing. He went on: “They were tor­ment­ing her just like those kids at the tow­er with the cat…. They thought she was mad and they want­ed to hurt her, maybe kill her, I wouldn’t be sur­prised. She was just dif­fer­ent and they hat­ed her. Any­way, I found her and I got her home. And the next day in school I fought the boy who was lead­ing them. I fought him and I broke bis arm and I think I broke some of his teethI don’t know. And I was go­ing to fight the rest of them, too, but I got in trou­ble and I re­al­ized I bet­ter stop be­cause they’d find outI mean the teach­ers and the au­thor­ities. They’d go to my moth­er and com­plain about me, and then they’d find out about how she was and take her away. So I just pre­tend­ed to be sor­ry and told the teach­ers I wouldn’t do it again, and they pun­ished me for fight­ing and I still said noth­ing. But I kept her safe, see. No one knew apart from those boys, and they knew what I’d do if they said any­thing; they knew I’d kill them an­oth­er time. Not just hurt them. And a bit lat­er she got bet­ter again. No one knew, ev­er.

      “But af­ter that I nev­er trust­ed chil­dren any more than grownups. They’re just as keen to do bad things. So I wasn’t sur­prised when those kids in Ci’gazze did that.

      “But I was glad when the witch­es came.”

      He sat down again with his back to Lyra and, still not look­ing at her, he wiped his hand across his eyes. She pre­tend­ed not to see.

      “Will,” she said, “what you said about your moth­er… and Tul­lio, when the Specters got him… and when you said yes­ter­day that you thought the Specters came from your world…”

      “Yes. Be­cause it doesn’t make sense, what was hap­pen­ing to her. She wasn’t mad. Those kids might think she was mad and laugh at her and try to hurt her, but they were wrong; she wasn’t mad. Ex­cept that she was afraid of things I couldn’t see.

      And she had to do things that looked crazy; you couldn’t see the point of them, but ob­vi­ous­ly she could. Like her count­ing all die leaves, or Tul­lio yes­ter­day touch­ing the stones in the wall. Maybe that was a way of try­ing to put the Specters off. If they turned their back on some­thing fright­en­ing be­hind them and tried to get re­al­ly in­ter­est­ed in the stones and how they fit to­geth­er, or the leaves on the bush, like if on­ly they could make them­selves find that re­al­ly im­por­tant, they’d be safe. I don’t know. It looks like that. There were re­al things for her to be fright­ened of, like those men who came and robbed us, but there was some­thing else as well as them. So maybe we do have the Specters in my world, on­ly we can’t see them and we haven’t got a name for them, but they’re there, and they keep try­ing to at­tack my moth­er. So that’s why I was glad yes­ter­day when the alethiome­ter said she was all right.”

      He was breath­ing fast, and his right hand was grip­ping the han­dle of the knife in its sheath. Lyra said noth­ing, and Pan­ta­lai­mon kept very still.

      “When did you know you had to look for your fa­ther?” she said af­ter a while.

      “A long time ago,” he told her. “I used to pre­tend he was a pris­on­er and I’d help him es­cape. I had long games by my­self do­ing that; it used to go on for days. Or else he was on this desert is­land and I’d sail there and bring him home. And he’d know ex­act­ly what to do about ev­ery­thingabout my moth­er, es­pe­cial­lyand she’d get bet­ter and he’d look af­ter her and me and I could just go to school and have friends and I’d have a moth­er and a fa­ther, too. So I al­ways said to my­self that when I grew up I’d go and look for my fa­ther…. And my moth­er used to tell me that I was go­ing to take up my fa­ther’s man­tle. She used to say that to make me feel good. I didn’t know what it meant, but it sound­ed im­por­tant.”

      “Didn’t you have friends?”

      “How could I have friends?” he said, sim­ply puz­zled. “Friends … They come to your house and they know your par­ents and… Some­times a boy might ask me around to his house, and I might go or I might not, but I could nev­er ask him back. So I nev­er had friends, re­al­ly. I would have liked … I had my cat,” he went on. “I hope she’s all right now. I hope some­one’s look­ing af­ter her.”

      “What about the man you killed?” Lyra said, her heart beat­ing hard. “Who was he?”

      “I don’t know. If I killed him, I don’t care. He de­served it. There were two of them. They kept com­ing to the house and pes­ter­ing my moth­er till she was afraid again, and worse than ev­er. They want­ed to know all about my fa­ther, and they wouldn’t leave her alone. I’m not sure if they were po­lice or what. I thought at first they were part of a gang or some­thing, and they thought my fa­ther had robbed a bank, maybe, and hid­den the mon­ey. But they didn’t want mon­ey; they want­ed pa­pers. They want­ed some let­ters that my fa­ther had sent. They broke in­to the house one day, and then I saw it would be safer if my moth­er was some­where else. See, I couldn’t go to the po­lice and ask them for help, be­cause they’d take my moth­er away. I didn’t know what to do.

      “So in the end I asked this old la­dy who used to teach me the pi­ano. She was the on­ly per­son I could think of. I asked her if my moth­er could stay with her, and I took her there. I think she’ll look af­ter her all right. Any­way, I went back to the house to look for these let­ters, be­cause I knew where she kept them, and I got them, and the men came to look and broke in­to the house again. It was night­time, or ear­ly morn­ing. And I was hid­ing at the top of the stairs and Mox­iemy cat, Mox­ieshe came out of the bed­room. And I didn’t see her, nor did the man, and when I knocked in­to him she tripped him up, and he fell right to the bot­tom of the stairs….

      “And I ran away. That’s all that hap­pened. So I didn’t mean to kill him, but I don’t care if I did. I ran away and went to Ox­ford and then I found that win­dow. And that on­ly hap­pened be­cause I saw the oth­er cat and stopped to watch her, and she found the win­dow first. If I hadn’t seen her… or if Mox­ie hadn’t come out of the bed­room then…”

      “Yeah,” said Lyra, “that was lucky. And me and Pan were think­ing just now, what if I’d nev­er gone in­to the wardrobe in the re­tir­ing room at Jor­dan and seen the Mas­ter put poi­son in the wine? None of this would have hap­pened ei­ther.”

      Both of them sat silent on the moss­cov­ered rock in the slant of sun­light through the old pines and thought how many tiny chances had con­spired to bring them to this place. Each of those chances might have gone a dif­fer­ent way. Per­haps in an­oth­er world, an­oth­er Will had not seen the win­dow in Sun­der­land Av­enue, and had wan­dered on tired and lost to­ward the Mid­lands un­til he was caught. And in an­oth­er world an­oth­er Pan­ta­lai­mon had per­suad­ed an­oth­er Lyra not to stay in the re­tir­ing room, and an­oth­er Lord As­riel had been poi­soned, and an­oth­er Roger had sur­vived to play with that Lyra for­ev­er on the roofs and in the al­leys of an­oth­er un­chang­ing Ox­ford.

      Present­ly Will was strong enough to go on, and they moved to­geth­er along the path, with the great for­est qui­et around them.

      They trav­eled on through the day, rest­ing, mov­ing, rest­ing again, as the trees grew thin­ner and the land more rocky. Lyra checked the alethiome­ter: Keep go­ing, it said; this is the right di­rec­tion. At noon they came to a vil­lage un­trou­bled by Specters. Goats pas­tured on the hill­side, a grove of lemon trees cast shade on the stony ground, and chil­dren play­ing in the stream called out and ran for their moth­ers at the sight of the girl in the tat­tered cloth­ing, and the white­faced, fierceeyed boy in the blood­stained shirt, and the el­egant grey­hound that walked be­side them.

      The grownups were wary but will­ing to sell some bread and cheese and fruit for one of Lyra’s gold coins. The witch­es kept out of the way, though both chil­dren knew they’d be there in a sec­ond if any dan­ger threat­ened. Af­ter an­oth­er round of Lyra’s bar­gain­ing, one old wom­an sold them two flasks of goatskin and a fine linen shirt, and Will re­nounced his filthy Tshirt with re­lief, wash­ing him­self in the icy stream and ly­ing to dry in the hot sun af­ter­ward.

      Re­freshed, they moved on. The land was harsh­er now; for shade they had to rest in the shad­ow of rocks, not un­der widespread­ing trees, and the ground un­der­foot was hot through the soles of their shoes. The sun pound­ed at their eyes. They moved more and more slow­ly as they climbed, and when the sun touched the moun­tain rims and they saw a lit­tle val­ley open be­low them, they de­cid­ed to go no far­ther.

      They scram­bled down the slope, near­ly los­ing their foot­ing more man once, and then had to shove their way through thick­ets of dwarf rho­do­den­drons whose dark glossy leaves and crim­son flow­er clus­ters were heavy with the hum of bees. They came out in the evening shade on a wild mead­ow bor­der­ing a stream. The grass was knee­high and thick with corn­flow­ers, gen­tians, cin­que­foil.

      Will drank deeply in the stream and then lay down. He couldn’t stay awake, and he couldn’t sleep, ei­ther; his head was spin­ning, a daze of strangeness hung over ev­ery­thing, and his hand was sore and throb­bing.

      And what was worse, it had be­gun to bleed again.

      When Ser­afi­na looked at it, she put more herbs on the wound, and tied the silk tighter than ev­er, but this time her face was trou­bled. He didn’t want to ques­tion her, for what would be the point? It was plain to him that the spell hadn’t worked, and he could see she knew it too.

      As dark­ness fell, he heard Lyra come to lie down close by, and present­ly he heard a soft purring. Her dae­mon, cat­formed, was doz­ing with fold­ed paws on­ly a foot or two away from him, and Will whis­pered, “Pan­ta­lai­mon?”

      The dae­mon’s eyes opened. Lyra didn’t stir. Pan­ta­lai­mon whis­pered, “Yes?”

      “Pan, am I go­ing to die?”

      “The witch­es won’t let you die. Nor will Lyra.”

      “But the spell didn’t work. I keep los­ing blood. I can’t have much left to lose. And it’s bleed­ing again, and it won’t stop. I’m fright­ened….”

      “Lyra doesn’t think you are.”

      “Doesn’t she?”

      “She thinks you’re the bravest fight­er she ev­er saw, as brave as lorek Byr­ni­son.”

      “I sup­pose I bet­ter try not to seem fright­ened, then,” Will said. He was qui­et for a minute or so, and then he said, “I think Lyra’s braver than me. I think she’s the best friend I ev­er had.”

      “She thinks that about you as well,” whis­pered the dae­mon.

      Present­ly Will closed his eyes.

      Lyra lay un­mov­ing, but her eyes were wide open in the dark, and her heart was beat­ing hard.

      When Will next be­came aware of things, it was com­plete­ly dark, and his hand was hurt­ing more than ev­er. He sat up care­ful­ly and saw a fire burn­ing not far away, where Lyra was try­ing to toast some bread on a forked stick. There were a cou­ple of birds roast­ing on a spit as well, and as Will came to sit near­by, Ser­afi­na Pekkala flew down.

      “Will,” she said, “eat these leaves be­fore you have any oth­er food.”

      She gave him a hand­ful of soft bit­ter­tast­ing leaves some­what like sage, and he chewed them silent­ly and forced them down. They were as­trin­gent, but he felt more awake and less cold, and the bet­ter for it.

      They ate the roast­ed birds, sea­son­ing them with lemon juice, and then an­oth­er witch brought some blue­ber­ries she’d found be­low the scree, and then the witch­es gath­ered around the fire. They talked qui­et­ly; some of them had flown high up to spy, and one had seen a bal­loon over the sea. Lyra sat up at once.

      “Mr. Scores­by’s bal­loon?” she said.

      “There were two men in it, but it was too far away to see who they were. A storm was gath­er­ing be­hind them.”

      Lyra clapped her hands. “If Mr. Scores­by’s com­ing,” she said, “we’ll be able to fly, Will! Oh, I hope it’s him! I nev­er said good­bye to him, and he was so kind. I wish I could see him again, I re­al­ly do….”

      The witch Ju­ta Ka­mainen was lis­ten­ing, with her red­breast­ed robin dae­mon brighteyed on her shoul­der, be­cause the men­tion of Lee Scores­by had re­mind­ed her of the quest he’d set out on. She was the witch who had loved Sta­nis­laus Grum­man and whose love he’d turned down, the witch Ser­afi­na Pekkala had brought in­to this world to pre­vent her from killing him in their own.

      Ser­afi­na might have no­ticed, but some­thing else hap­pened: she held up her hand and lift­ed her head, as did all the oth­er witch­es. Will and Lyra could hear very faint­ly to the north the cry of some night bird. But it wasn’t a bird; the witch­es knew it at once for a dae­mon. Ser­afi­na Pekkala stood up, gaz­ing in­tent­ly in­to the sky.

      “I think it’s Ru­ta Ska­di,” she said.

      They kept still, tilt­ing their heads to the wide si­lence, strain­ing to hear.

      And then came an­oth­er cry, clos­er al­ready, and then a third; and at that, all the witch­es seized their branch­es and leaped in­to the air. All but two, that is, who stood close by, ar­rows at their bow­strings, guard­ing Will and Lyra.

      Some­where in the dark above, a fight was tak­ing place. And on­ly sec­onds lat­er, it seemed, they could hear the rush of flight, the whiz of ar­rows, and the grunt and scream of voic­es raised in pain or anger or com­mand.

      And then with a thud so sud­den they had no time to jump, a crea­ture fell from the sky at their fee­ta beast of leath­ery skin and mat­ted fur that Lyra rec­og­nized as a clif­fghast, or some­thing sim­ilar.

      It was bro­ken by the fall, and an ar­row pro­trud­ed from its side, but still it lurched up and lunged with a flop­ping mal­ice at Lyra. The witch­es couldn’t shoot, be­cause she was in their line of fire, but Will was there first; and with the knife he slashed back­hand, and the crea­ture’s head came off and rolled over once or twice. The air left its lungs with a gur­gling sigh, and it fell dead.

      They turned their eyes up­ward again, for the fight was com­ing low­er, and the fire­light glar­ing up showed a swiftrush­ing swirl of black silk, pale limbs, green pine nee­dles, gray­brown scab­by leather. How the witch­es could keep their bal­an­ce in the sud­den turns and halts and for­ward darts, let alone aim and shoot, was be­yond Will’s un­der­stand­ing.

      An­oth­er clif­fghast and then a third fell in the stream or on the rocks near­by, stark dead; and then the rest fled, skir­ling and clut­ter­ing in­to the dark to­ward the north.

      A few mo­ments lat­er Ser­afi­na Pekkala land­ed with her own witch­es and with an­oth­er: a beau­ti­ful witch, fierceeyed and black­haired, whose cheeks were flushed with anger and ex­cite­ment.

      The new witch saw the head­less clif­fghast and spat.

      “Not from our world,” she said, “nor from this. Filthy abom­ina­tions. There are thou­sands of them, breed­ing like flies…. Who is this? Is this the child Lyra? And who is the boy?”

      Lyra re­turned her gaze stol­id­ly, though she felt a quick­en­ing of her heart, for Ru­ta Ska­di lived so bril­liant­ly in her nerves that she set up a re­spond­ing thrill in the nerves of any­one close by.

      Then the witch turned to Will, and he felt the same tin­gle of in­ten­si­ty, but like Lyra he con­trolled his ex­pres­sion. He still had the knife in his hand, and she saw what he’d done with it and smiled. He thrust it in­to the earth to clean it of the foul thing’s blood and then rinsed it in the stream.

      Ru­ta Ska­di was say­ing, “Ser­afi­na Pekkala, I am learn­ing so much; all the old things are chang­ing, or dy­ing, or emp­ty. I’m hun­gry….”

      She ate like an an­imal, tear­ing at the re­mains of the roast­ed birds and cram­ming hand­fuls of bread in­to her mouth, wash­ing it down with deep gulps from the stream. While she ate, some of the witch­es car­ried the dead clif­fghast away, re­built the fire, and then set up a watch.

      The rest came to sit near Ru­ta Ska­di to hear what she could tell them. She told what had hap­pened when she flew up to meet the an­gels, and then of her jour­ney to Lord As­riel’s fortress.

      “Sis­ters, it is the great­est cas­tle you can imag­ine: ram­parts of basalt, rear­ing to the skies, with wide roads com­ing from ev­ery di­rec­tion, and on them car­goes of gun­pow­der, of food, of ar­mor plate. How has he done this? I think he must have been prepar­ing this for a long time, for eons. He was prepar­ing this be­fore we were born, sis­ters, even though he is so much younger…. But how can that be? I don’t know. I can’t un­der­stand. I think he com­mands time, he makes it run fast or slow ac­cord­ing to his will.

      “And com­ing to this fortress are war­ri­ors of ev­ery kind, from ev­ery world. Men and wom­en, yes, and fight­ing spir­its, too, and armed crea­tures such as I had nev­er seen­lizards and apes, great birds with poi­son spurs, crea­tures too out­lan­dish to have a name I could guess at. And oth­er worlds have witch­es, sis­ters; did you know that? I spoke to witch­es from a world like ours, but pro­found­ly dif­fer­ent, for those witch­es live no longer than our short­lifes, and there are men among them, too, men­witch­es who fly as we do….”

      Her tale was caus­ing the witch­es of Ser­afi­na Pekkala’s clan to lis­ten with awe and fear and dis­be­lief. But Ser­afi­na be­lieved her, and urged her on.

      “Did you see Lord As­riel, Ru­ta Ska­di? Did you find your way to him?”

      “Yes, I did, and it was not easy, be­cause he lives at the cen­ter of so many cir­cles of ac­tiv­ity, and he di­rects them all. But I made my­self in­vis­ible and found my way to his in­most cham­ber, when he was prepar­ing to sleep.”

      Ev­ery witch there knew what had hap­pened next, and nei­ther Will nor Lyra dreamed of it. So Ru­ta Ska­di had no need to tell, and she went on: “And then I asked him why he was bring­ing all these forces to­geth­er, and if it was true what we’d heard about his chal­lenge to the Au­thor­ity, and he laughed.

      ‘”Do they speak of it in Siberia, then?’ he said, and I told him yes, and on Sval­bard, and in ev­ery re­gion of the north- our north; and I told him of our pact, and how I’d left our world to seek him and find out.

      “And he in­vit­ed us to join him, sis­ters. To join his army against the Au­thor­ity. I wished with all my heart I could pledge us there and then. He showed me that to rebel was right and just, when you con­sid­ered what the agents of the Au­thor­ity did in His name. . . . And I thought of the Bolvan­gar chil­dren, and the oth­er ter­ri­ble mu­ti­la­tions I have seen in our own south­lands; and he told me of many more hideous cru­el­ties dealt out in the Au­thor­ity’s name­of how they cap­ture witch­es, in some worlds, and burn them alive, sis­ters. Yes, witch­es like our­selves …

      “He opened my eyes. He showed me things I had nev­er seen, cru­el­ties and hor­rors all com­mit­ted in the name of the Au­thor­ity, all de­signed to de­stroy the joys and the truth­ful­ness of life.

      “Oh, sis­ters, I longed to throw my­self and my whole clan in­to the cause! But I knew I must con­sult you first, and then fly back to our world and talk to le­va Kasku and Reina Mi­ti and the oth­er witch queens.

      “So I left his cham­ber in­vis­ibly and found my cloud­pine and flew away. But be­fore I’d flown far, a great wind came up and hurled me high in­to the moun­tains, and I had to take refuge on a clifftop. Know­ing the sort of crea­tures who live on cliffs, I made my­self in­vis­ible again, and in the dark­ness I heard voic­es.

      “It seemed that I’d stum­bled on the nest­ing place of the old­est of all clif­fghasts. He was blind, and they were bring­ing him food: some stink­ing car­ri­on from far be­low. And they were ask­ing him for guid­an­ce.

      ” ‘Grand­fa­ther,’ they said, ‘how far back does your mem­ory go?’

      ” ‘Way, way back. Back long be­fore hu­mans,’ he said, and his voice was soft and cracked and frail.

      ” ‘Is it true that the great­est bat­tle ev­er known is com­ing soon, Grand­fa­ther?’

      ” ‘Yes, chil­dren,’ he said. ‘A greater bat­tle than the last one, even. Fine feast­ing for all of us. These will be days of plea­sure and plen­ty for ev­ery ghast in ev­ery world.’

      ” ‘And who’s go­ing to win, Grand­fa­ther? Is Lord As­riel go­ing to de­feat the Au­thor­ity?’

      ” ‘Lord As­riel’s army num­bers mil­li­ons,’ the old clif­fghast told them, ‘as­sem­bled from ev­ery world. It’s a greater army than the one that fought the Au­thor­ity be­fore, and it’s bet­ter led. As for the forces of the Au­thor­ity, why, they num­ber a hun­dred times as many. But the Au­thor­ity is ageold, far old­er even than me, chil­dren, and His troops are fright­ened, and com­pla­cent where they’re not fright­ened. It would be a close fight, but Lord As­riel would win, be­cause he is pas­sion­ate and dar­ing and he be­lieves his cause is just. Ex­cept for one thing, chil­dren. He hasn’t got Ae­sa­haet­tr. With­out Ae­sa­haet­tr, he and all his forces will go down to de­feat. And then we shall feast for years, my chil­dren!’

      “And he laughed and gnawed the stink­ing old bone they’d brought to him, and the oth­ers all shrieked with glee.

      “Now, you can imag­ine how I lis­tened hard to hear more about this Ae­sa­haet­tr, but all I could hear over the howl­ing of the wind was a young ghast ask­ing, ‘If Lord As­riel needs Ae­sa­hast­tr, why doesn’t he call him?’

      “And the old ghast said, ‘Lord As­riel knows no more about Ae­sa­haet­tr than you do, child! That is the joke! Laugh long and loud-’

      “But as I tried to get clos­er to the foul things to learn more, my pow­er failed, sis­ters, I couldn’t hold my­self in­vis­ible any longer. The younger ones saw me and shrieked out, and I had to flee, back in­to this world through the in­vis­ible gate­way in the air. A flock of them came af­ter me, and those are the last of them, dead over there.

      “But it’s clear that Lord As­riel needs us, sis­ters. Who­ev­er this yEsa­hast­tr is, Lord As­riel needs us! I wish I could go back to Lord As­riel now and say, ‘Don’t be anx­iouswe’re com­in­gwe the witch­es of the north, and we shall help you win.’ … Let’s agree now, Ser­afi­na Pekkala, and call a great coun­cil of all the witch­es, ev­ery sin­gle clan, and make war!”

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala looked at Will, and it seemed to him that she was ask­ing his per­mis­sion for some­thing. But he could give no guid­an­ce, and she looked back at Ru­ta Ska­di.

      “Not us,” she said. “Our task now is to help Lyra, and her task is to guide Will to his fa­ther. You should fly back, agreed, but we must stay with Lyra.”

      Ru­ta Ska­di tossed her head im­pa­tient­ly. “Well, if you must,” she said.

      Will lay down, be­cause his wound was hurt­ing him­much more now than when it was fresh. His whole hand was swollen. Lyra too lay down, with Pan­ta­lai­mon curled at her neck, and watched the fire through half­closed lids, and lis­tened sleep­ily to the mur­mur of the witch­es.

      Ru­ta Ska­di walked a lit­tle way up­stream, and Ser­afi­na Pekkala went with her.

      “Ah, Ser­afi­na Pekkala, you should see Lord As­riel,” said the Lat­vian queen qui­et­ly. “He is the great­est com­man­der there ev­er was. Ev­ery de­tail of his forces is clear in his mind, imag­ine the dar­ing of it, to make war on the Cre­ator! But who do you think this Ae­sa­haet­tr can be? How have we not heard of him? And how can we urge him to join Lord As­riel?”

      “Maybe it’s not a him, sis­ter. We know as lit­tle as the young clif­fghast. Maybe the old grand­fa­ther was laugh­ing at his ig­no­rance. The word sounds as if it means ‘god de­stroy­er.’ Did you know that?”

      “Then it might mean us af­ter all, Ser­afi­na Pekkala! And if it does, then how much stronger his forces will be when we join them. Ah, I long for my ar­rows to kill those fiends from Bolvan­gar, and ev­ery Bolvan­gar in ev­ery world! Sis­ter, why do they do it? In ev­ery world, the agents of the Au­thor­ity are sac­ri­fic­ing chil­dren to their cru­el god! Why? Why?”

      “They are afraid of Dust,” said Ser­afi­na Pekkala, “though what that is, I don’t know.”

      “And this boy you’ve found. Who is he? What world does he come from?”

      Ser­afi­na Pekkala told her all she knew about Will. “I don’t know why he’s im­por­tant,” she fin­ished, “but we serve Lyra. And her in­stru­ment tells her that that is her task. And, sis­ter, we tried to heal his wound, but we failed. We tried the hold­ing spell, but it didn’t work. Maybe the herbs in this world are less po­tent than ours. It’s too hot here for blood­moss to grow.”

      “He’s strange,” said Ru­ta Ska­di. “He is the same kind as Lord As­riel. Have you looked in­to his eyes?”

      ‘To tell the truth,” said Ser­afi­na Pekkala, “I haven’t dared.”

      The two queens sat qui­et­ly by the stream. Time went past; stars set, and oth­er stars rose; a lit­tle cry came from the sleep­ers, but it was on­ly Lyra dream­ing. The witch­es heard the rum­bling of a storm, and they saw the light­ning play over the sea and the foothills, but it was a long way off.

      Lat­er Ru­ta Ska­di said, “The girl Lyra. What of the part she was sup­posed to play? Is this it? She’s im­por­tant be­cause she can lead the boy to his fa­ther? It was more than that, wasn’t it?”

      “That’s what she has to do now. But as for lat­er, yes, far more than that. What we witch­es have said about the child is that she would put an end to des­tiny. Well, we know the name that would make her mean­ing­ful to Mrs. Coul­ter, and we know that the wom­an doesn’t know it. The witch she was tor­tur­ing on the ship near Sval­bard near­ly gave it away, but Yam­beAk­ka came to her in time.

      “But I’m think­ing now that Lyra might be what you heard those ghasts speak ofthis ^ Ae­sa­haet­tr. Not the witch­es, not those an­gelbe­in­gs, but that sleep­ing child: the fi­nal weapon in the war against the Au­thor­ity. Why else would Mrs. Coul­ter be so anx­ious to find her?”

      “Mrs. Coul­ter was a lover of Lord As­riel’s,” said Ru­ta Ska­di. “Of course, and Lyra is their child…. Ser­afi­na Pekkala, if I had borne his child, what a witch she would be! A queen of queens!”

      “Hush, sis­ter,” said Ser­afi­na. “Lis­ten… and what’s that light?”

      They stood, alarmed that some­thing had slipped past their guard, and saw a gleam of light from the camp­ing place; not fire­light, though, noth­ing re­mote­ly like fire­light.

      They ran back on silent feet, ar­rows al­ready nocked to their bow­strings, and stopped sud­den­ly.

      All the witch­es were asleep on the grass, and so were Will and Lyra. But sur­round­ing the two chil­dren were a dozen or more an­gels, gaz­ing down at them.

      And then Ser­afi­na un­der­stood some­thing for which the witch­es had no word: it was the idea of pil­grim­age. She un­der­stood why these be­in­gs would wait for thou­sands of years and trav­el vast dis­tances in or­der to be close to some­thing im­por­tant, and how they would feel dif­fer­ent­ly for the rest of time, hav­ing been briefly in its pres­ence. That was how these crea­tures looked now, these beau­ti­ful pil­grims of rar­efied light, stand­ing around the girl with the dirty face and the tar­tan skirt and the boy with the wound­ed hand who was frown­ing in his sleep.

      There was a stir at Lyra’s neck. Pan­ta­lai­mon, a snowwhite er­mine, opened his black eyes sleep­ily and gazed around un­afraid. Lat­er, Lyra would re­mem­ber it as a dream. Pan­ta­lai­mon seemed to ac­cept the at­ten­tion as Lyra’s due, and present­ly he curled up again and closed his eyes.

      Fi­nal­ly one of the crea­tures spread his wings wide. The oth­ers, as close as they were, did so too, and their wings in­ter­pen­etrat­ed with no re­sis­tance, sweep­ing through one an­oth­er like light through light, un­til there was a cir­cle of ra­di­an­ce around the sleep­ers on the grass.

      Then the watch­ers took to the air, one af­ter an­oth­er, ris­ing like flames in­to the sky and in­creas­ing in size as they did so, un­til they were im­mense; but al­ready they were far away, mov­ing like shoot­ing stars to­ward the north.

      Ser­afi­na and Ru­ta Ska­di sprang to their pine branch­es and fol­lowed them up­ward, but they were left far be­hind.

      “Were they hike the crea­tures you saw, Ru­ta Ska­di?” said Ser­afi­na as they slowed down in the mid­dle airs, watch­ing the bright flames di­min­ish to­ward the hori­zon.

      “Big­ger, I think, but the same kind. They have no flesh, did you see that? All they are is light. Their sens­es must be so dif­fer­ent from ours…. Ser­afi­na Pekkala, I’m leav­ing you now, to call all the witch­es of our north to­geth­er. When we meet again, it will be wartime. Go well, my dear…”

      They em­braced in midair, and Ru­ta Ska­di turned and sped south­ward.

      Ser­afi­na watched her go, and then turned to see the last of the gleam­ing an­gels dis­ap­pear far away. She felt noth­ing but com­pas­sion for those great watch­ers. How much they must miss, nev­er to feel the earth be­neath their feet, or the wind in their hair, or the tin­gle of the starlight on their bare skin! And she snapped a lit­tle twig off the pine branch she flew with, and sniffed the sharp resin smell with greedy plea­sure, be­fore fly­ing slow­ly down to join the sleep­ers on the grass.
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      FOURTEEN

      ALAMO GULCH

      Lee Scores­by looked down at the placid ocean to his left and the green shore to his right, and shad­ed his eyes to search for hu­man life. It was a day and a night since they had left the Yeni­sei.

      “And this is a new world?” he said.

      “New to those not born in it,” said Sta­nis­laus Grum­man. “As old as yours or mine, oth­er­wise. What As­riel’s done has shak­en ev­ery­thing up, Mr. Scores­by, shak­en it more pro­found­ly than it’s ev­er been shak­en be­fore. These door­ways and win­dows that I spoke ofthey open in un­ex­pect­ed places now. It’s hard to nav­igate, but this wind is a fair one.”

      “New or old, that’s a strange world down there,” said Lee.

      “Yes,” said Sta­nis­laus Grum­man. “It is a strange world, though no doubt some feel at home there.”

      “It looks emp­ty,” said Lee.

      “Not so. Be­yond that head­land you’ll find a city that was once pow­er­ful and wealthy. And it’s still in­hab­it­ed by the de­scen­dants of the mer­chants and no­bles who built it, though it’s fall­en on hard times in the past three hun­dred years.”

      A few min­utes lat­er, as the bal­loon drift­ed on, Lee saw first a light­house, then the curve of a stone break­wa­ter, then the tow­ers and domes and red­brown roofs of a beau­ti­ful city around a har­bor, with a sump­tu­ous build­ing like an opera house in lush gar­dens, and wide boule­vards with el­egant ho­tels, and lit­tle streets where blos­sombear­ing trees hung over shad­ed bal­conies.

      And Grum­man was right; there were peo­ple there. But as the bal­loon drift­ed clos­er, Lee was sur­prised to see that they were chil­dren. There was not an adult in sight. And he was even more sur­prised to see the chil­dren had no dae­mon­syet they were play­ing on the beach, or run­ning in and out of cafes, or eat­ing and drink­ing, or gath­er­ing bags full of goods from hous­es and shops. And there was a group of boys who were fight­ing, and a red­haired girl urg­ing them on, and a lit­tle boy throw­ing stones to smash all the win­dows of a near­by build­ing. It was like a play­ground the size of a city, with not a teach­er in sight; it was a world of chil­dren.

      But they weren’t the on­ly pres­ences there. Lee had to rub his eyes when he saw them first, but there was no doubt about it: columns of mis­tor some­thing more ten­uous than mista thick­en­ing of the air…. What­ev­er they were, the city was full of them; they drift­ed along the boule­vards, they en­tered hous­es, they clus­tered in the squares and court­yards. The chil­dren moved among them un­see­ing.

      But not un­seen. The far­ther they drift­ed over the city, the more Lee could ob­serve the be­hav­ior of these forms. And it was clear that some of the chil­dren were of in­ter­est to them, and that they fol­lowed cer­tain chil­dren around: the old­er chil­dren, those who (as far as Lee could see through his tele­scope) were on the verge of ado­les­cence. There was one boy, a tall thin youth with a shock of black hair, who was so thick­ly sur­round­ed by the trans­par­ent be­in­gs that his very out­line seemed to shim­mer in the air. They were like flies around meat. And the boy had no idea of it, though from time to time he would brush his eyes, or shake his head as if to clear his vi­sion.

      “What the hell are those things?” said Lee.

      ‘The peo­ple call them Specters.”

      “What do they do, ex­act­ly?”

      “You’ve heard of vam­pires?”

      “Oh, in tales.”

      “The Specters feast as vam­pires feast on blood, but the Specters’ food is at­ten­tion. A con­scious and in­formed in­ter­est in the world. The im­ma­tu­ri­ty of chil­dren is less at­trac­tive to them.”

      “They’re the op­po­site of those dev­ils at Bolvan­gar, then.”

      “On the con­trary. Both the Obla­tion Board and the Specters of In­dif­fer­ence are be­witched by this truth about hu­man be­in­gs: that in­no­cence is dif­fer­ent from ex­pe­ri­ence. The Obla­tion Board fears and hates Dust, and the Specters feast on it, but it’s Dust both of them are ob­sessed by.”

      “They’re clus­tered around that kid down there.”

      “He’s grow­ing up. They’ll at­tack him soon, and then his life will be­come a blank, in­dif­fer­ent mis­ery. He’s doomed.”

      “For Pe­te’s sake! Can’t we res­cue him?”

      “No. The Specters would seize us at once. They can’t touch us up here; all we can do is watch and fly on.”

      “But where are the adults? You don’t tell me the whole world is full of chil­dren alone?”

      “Those chil­dren are Specteror­phans. There are many gangs of them in this world. They wan­der about liv­ing on what they can find when the adults flee. And there’s plen­ty to find, as you can see. They don’t starve. It looks as if a mul­ti­tude of Specters have in­vad­ed this city, and the adults have gone to safe­ty. You no­tice how few boats there are in the har­bor? The chil­dren will come to no harm.”

      “Ex­cept for the old­er ones. Like that poor kid down there.”

      “Mr. Scores­by, that is the way this world works. And if you want to put an end to cru­el­ty and in­jus­tice, you must take me far­ther on. I have a job to do.”

      “Seems to me-” Lee said, feel­ing for the words, “seems to me the place you fight cru­el­ty is where you find it, and the place you give help is where you see it need­ed. Or is that wrong, Dr. Grum­man? I’m on­ly an ig­no­rant aero­naut. I’m so damn ig­no­rant I be­lieved it when I was told that shamans had the gift of flight, for ex­am­ple. Yet here’s a shaman who hasn’t.”

      “Oh, but I have.”

      “How d’you make that out?”

      The bal­loon was drift­ing low­er, and the ground was ris­ing. A square stone tow­er rose di­rect­ly in their path, and Lee didn’t seem to have no­ticed.

      “I need­ed to fly,” said Grum­man, “so I sum­mon­ed you, and here I am, fly­ing.”

      He was per­fect­ly aware of the per­il they were in, but he held back from im­ply­ing that the aero­naut wasn’t. And in per­fect time, Lee Scores­by leaned over the side of the bas­ket and pulled the cord on one of the bags of bal­last. The sand flowed out, and the bal­loon lift­ed gen­tly to clear the tow­er by six feet or so. A dozen crows, dis­turbed, rose caw­ing around them.

      “I guess you are,” said Lee. “You have a strange way about you, Dr. Grum­man. You ev­er spend any time among the witch­es?”

      “Yes,” said Grum­man. “And among aca­de­mi­cians, and among spir­its. I found fol­ly ev­ery­where, but there were grains of wis­dom in ev­ery stream of it. No doubt there was much more wis­dom that I failed to rec­og­nize. Life is hard, Mr. Scores­by, but we cling to it all the same.”

      “And this jour­ney we’re on? Is that fol­ly or wis­dom?”

      “The great­est wis­dom I know.”

      ‘Tell me again what your pur­pose is. You’re go­ing to find the bear­er of this sub­tle knife, and what then?”

      “Tell him what his task is.”

      “And that’s a task that in­cludes pro­tect­ing Lyra,” the aero­naut re­mind­ed him.

      “It will pro­tect all of us.”

      They flew on, and soon the city was out of sight be­hind them.

      Lee checked his in­stru­ments. The com­pass was still gy­rat­ing loose­ly, but the al­time­ter was func­tion­ing ac­cu­rate­ly, as far as he could judge, and showed them to be float­ing about a thou­sand feet above the seashore and par­al­lel with it. Some way ahead a line of high green hills rose in­to the haze, and Lee was glad he’d pro­vid­ed plen­ty of bal­last.

      But when he made his reg­ular scan of the hori­zon, he felt a lit­tle check at his heart. Hes­ter felt it too, and flicked up her ears, and turned her head so that one gold­hazel eye rest­ed on his face. He picked her up, tucked her in the breast of his coat, and opened the tele­scope again.

      No, he wasn’t mis­tak­en. Far to the south (if south it was, the di­rec­tion they’d come from) an­oth­er bal­loon was float­ing in the haze. The heat shim­mer and the dis­tance made it im­pos­si­ble to see any de­tails, but the oth­er bal­loon was larg­er, and fly­ing high­er.

      Grum­man had seen it too.

      “En­emies, Mr. Scores­by?” he said, shad­ing his eyes to peer in­to the pearly light.

      “There can’t be a doubt. I’m un­cer­tain whether to lose bal­last and go high­er, to catch the quick­er wind, or stay low and be less con­spic­uous. And I’m thank­ful that thing’s not a zep­pelin; they could over­haul us in a few hours. No, damn it, Dr. Grum­man, I’m go­ing high­er, be­cause if I was in that bal­loon I’d have seen this one al­ready; and I’ll bet they have keen eye­sight.”

      He set Hes­ter down again and leaned out to jet­ti­son three bags of bal­last. The bal­loon rose at once, and Lee kept the tele­scope to his eye.

      And a minute lat­er he knew for cer­tain they’d been sight­ed, for there was a stir of move­ment in the haze, which re­solved it­self in­to a line of smoke streak­ing up and away at an an­gle from the oth­er bal­loon; and when it was some dis­tance up, it burst in­to a flare. It blazed deep red for a mo­ment and then dwin­dled in­to a patch of gray smoke, but it was a sig­nal as clear as a toc­sin in the night.

      “Can you sum­mon a stiffer breeze, Dr. Grum­man?” said Lee. “I’d like to make those hills by night­fall.”

      For they were leav­ing the shore­line now, and their course was tak­ing them out over a wide bay thir­ty or forty miles across. A range of hills rose on the far side, and now that he’d gained some height, Lee saw that they might more truth­ful­ly be called moun­tains.

      He turned to Grum­man, but found him deep in a trance. The shaman’s eyes were closed, and beads of sweat stood out on his fore­head as he rocked gen­tly back and forth. A low rhyth­mic moan­ing came from his throat, and his dae­mon gripped the edge of the bas­ket, equal­ly en­tranced.

      And whether it was the re­sult of gain­ing height or whether it was the shaman’s spell, a breath did stir the air on Lee’s face. He looked up to check the gas­bag and saw it sway a de­gree or two, lean­ing to­ward the hills.

      But the breeze that moved them more swift­ly was work­ing on the oth­er bal­loon, too. It was no clos­er, but nei­ther had they left it be­hind. And as Lee turned the tele­scope on it again, he saw dark­er, small­er shapes be­hind it in the shim­mer­ing dis­tance. They were grouped pur­pose­ful­ly, and be­com­ing clear­er and more sol­id ev­ery minute.

      “Zep­pelins,” he said. “Well, there’s no hid­ing out here.”

      He tried to make an es­ti­mate of their dis­tance, and a sim­ilar cal­cu­la­tion about the hills to­ward which they were fly­ing. Their speed had cer­tain­ly picked up now, and the breeze was flick­ing white tips off the waves far be­low.

      Grum­man sat rest­ing in a cor­ner of the bas­ket while his dae­mon groomed her feath­ers. His eyes were closed, but Lee knew he was awake.

      “The sit­ua­tion’s like this, Dr. Grum­man,” he said. “I do not want to be caught aloft by those zep­pelins. There ain’t no de­fense; they’d have us down in a minute. Nor do I want to land in the wa­ter, by free choice or not; we could float for a while, but they could pick us off with grenades as easy as fish­ing.

      “So I want to reach those hills and make a land­ing. I can see some for­est now; we can hide among the trees for a spell, maybe a long time.

      “And mean­while the sun’s go­ing down. We have about three hours to sun­set, by my cal­cu­la­tion. And it’s hard to say, but I think those zep­pelins will have closed on us halfway by that time, and we should have got­ten to the far shore of this bay.

      “Now, you un­der­stand what I’m say­ing. I’m go­ing to take us up in­to those hills and then land, be­cause any­thing else is cer­tain death. They’ll have made a con­nec­tion now be­tween this ring I showed them and the Skrael­ing I killed on No­va Zem­bla, and they ain’t chas­ing us this hard to say we left our wal­let on the counter.

      “So some­time tonight, Dr. Grum­man, this flight’s gonna be over. You ev­er land­ed in a bal­loon?”

      “No,” said the shaman. “But I trust your skill.” “I’ll try and get as high up that range as I can. It’s a ques­tion of bal­an­ce, be­cause the far­ther we go, the clos­er they’ll be be­hind us. If I land when they’re too close be­hind, they’ll be able to see where we go, but if I take us down too ear­ly, we won’t find the shel­ter of those trees. Ei­ther way, there’s go­ing to be some shoot­ing be­fore long.”

      Grum­man sat im­pas­sive­ly, mov­ing a mag­ical to­ken of feath­ers and beads from one hand to the oth­er in a pat­tern that Lee could see had some pur­pose­ful mean­ing. His ea­gle dae­mon’s eyes nev­er left the pur­su­ing zep­pelins.

      An hour went by, and an­oth­er. Lee chewed an un­lit cigar and sipped cold cof­fee from a tin flask. The sun set­tled low­er in the sky be­hind them, and Lee could see the long shade of evening creep along the shore of the bay and up the low­er flanks of the hills ahead while the bal­loon it­self, and the moun­tain­tops, were bathed in gold.

      And be­hind them, al­most lost hi the sun­set glare, the lit­tle dots of the zep­pelins grew larg­er and firmer. They had al­ready over­tak­en the oth­er bal­loon and could now be eas­ily seen with the naked eye: four of them in line abreast. And across the wide si­lence of the bay came the sound of their en­gines, tiny but clear, an in­sis­tent mosquito whine.

      When they were still a few min­utes from mak­ing the shore at the foot of the hills, Lee no­ticed some­thing new in the sky be­hind the zep­pelins. A bank of clouds had been build­ing, and a mas­sive thun­der­head reared thou­sands of feet up in­to the still­bright up­per sky. How had he failed to no­tice? If a storm was com­ing, the soon­er they land­ed the bet­ter.

      And then a dark green cur­tain of rain drift­ed down and hung from the clouds, and the storm seemed to be chas­ing the zep­pelins as they were chas­ing Lee’s bal­loon, for the rain swept along to­ward them from the sea, and as the sun fi­nal­ly van­ished, a mighty flash came from the clouds, and sev­er­al sec­onds lat­er a crash of thun­der so loud it shook the very fab­ric of Lee’s bal­loon, and echoed back for a long time from the moun­tains.

      Then came an­oth­er flash of light­ning, and this time the jagged fork struck down di­rect from the thun­der­head at one of the zep­pelins. In a mo­ment the gas was alight. A bright flow­er of flame blos­somed against the braisedark clouds, and the craft drift­ed down slow­ly, ablaze like a bea­con, and float­ed, still blaz­ing, on the wa­ter.

      Lee let out the breath he’d been hold­ing. Grum­man was stand­ing be­side him, one hand on the sus­pen­sion ring, with lines of ex­haus­tion deep in his face.

      “Did you bring that storm?” said Lee.

      Grum­man nod­ded.

      The sky was now col­ored like a tiger; bands of gold al­ter­nat­ed with patch­es and stripes of deep­est brown­black, and the pat­tern changed by the minute, for the gold was fad­ing rapid­ly as the brown­black en­gulfed it. The sea be­hind was a patch­work of black wa­ter and phos­pho­res­cent foam, and the last of the burn­ing zep­pelin’s flames were dwin­dling in­to noth­ing as it sank.

      The re­main­ing three, how­ev­er, were fly­ing on, buf­fet­ed hard but keep­ing to their course. More light­ning flashed around them, and as the storm came clos­er, Lee be­gan to fear for the gas in his own bal­loon. One strike could have it tum­bling to earth in flames, and he didn’t sup­pose the shaman could con­trol the storm so fine­ly as to avoid that.

      “Right, Dr. Grum­man,” he said. “I’m go­ing to ig­nore those zep­pelins for now and con­cen­trate on get­ting us safe in­to the moun­tains and on the ground. What I want you to do is sit tight and hold on, and be pre­pared to jump when I tell you. I’ll give you warn­ing, and I’ll try to make it as gen­tle as I can, but land­ing in these con­di­tions is a mat­ter of luck as much as skill.”

      “I trust you, Mr. Scores­by,” said the shaman.

      He sat back in a cor­ner of the bas­ket while his dae­mon perched on the sus­pen­sion ring, her claws dug deep in the leather bind­ing.

      The wind was blow­ing them hard now, and the great gas­bag swelled and bil­lowed in the gusts. The ropes creaked and strained, but Lee had no fear of their giv­ing way. He let go some more bal­last and watched the al­time­ter close­ly. In a storm, when the air pres­sure sank, you had to off­set that drop against the al­ti­met­ric read­ing, and very of­ten it was a crude rule­ofthumb cal­cu­la­tion. Lee ran through the fig­ures, dou­blechecked them, and then re­leased the last of his bal­last. The on­ly con­trol he had now was the gas valve. He couldn’t go high­er; he could on­ly de­scend.

      He peered in­tent­ly through the stormy air and made out the great bulk of the hills, dark against the dark sky. From be­low there came a roar­ing, rush­ing sound, like the crash of surf on a stony beach, but he knew it was the wind tear­ing through the leaves on the trees. So far, al­ready! They were mov­ing faster than he’d thought.

      And he shouldn’t leave it too long be­fore he brought them down. Lee was too cool by na­ture to rage at fate; his man­ner was to raise an eye­brow and greet it la­con­ical­ly. But he couldn’t help a flick­er of de­spair now, when the one thing he should don­ame­ly, fly be­fore the storm and let it blow it­self out­was the one thing guar­an­teed to get them shot down.

      He scooped up Hes­ter and tucked her se­cure­ly in­to his breast, but­ton­ing the can­vas coat up close to keep her in. Grum­man sat steady and qui­et; his dae­mon, wind­torn, clung firm­ly with her talons deep in the bas­ket rim and her feath­ers blown erect.

      “I’m go­ing to take us down, Dr. Grum­man,” Lee shout­ed above the wind. “You should stand and be ready to jump clear. Hold the ring and swing your­self up when I call.”

      Grum­man obeyed. Lee gazed down, ahead, down, ahead, check­ing each dim glimpse against the next, and blink­ing the rain out of his eyes; for a sud­den squall had brought heavy drops at them like hand­fuls of grav­el, and the drum­ming they made on the gas­bag added to the wind’s howl and the lash of the leaves be­low un­til Lee could hard­ly even hear the thun­der.

      “Here we go!” he shout­ed. “You cooked up a fine storm, Mr. Shaman.”

      He pulled at the gas­valve line and lashed it around a cleat to keep it open. As the gas streamed out of the top, in­vis­ible far above, the low­er curve of the gas­bag with­drew in­to it­self, and a fold, and then an­oth­er, ap­peared where there had been a bulging sphere on­ly a minute be­fore.

      The bas­ket was toss­ing and lurch­ing so vi­olent­ly it was hard to tell if they were go­ing down, and the gusts were so sud­den and way­ward that they might eas­ily have been blown high in­to the sky with­out know­ing; but af­ter a minute or so Lee felt a sud­den snag and knew the grap­nel had caught on a branch. It was on­ly a tem­po­rary check, so the branch had bro­ken, but it showed how close they were.

      He shout­ed, “Fifty feet above the trees-“

      The shaman nod­ded.

      Then came an­oth­er snag, more vi­olent, and the two men were thrown hard against the rim of the bas­ket. Lee was used to it and found his bal­an­ce at once, but the force took Grum­man by sur­prise. How­ev­er, he didn’t lose his grip on the sus­pen­sion ring, and Lee could see him safe­ly poised, ready to swing him­self clear.

      A mo­ment lat­er came the most jolt­ing shock of all as the grap­nel found a branch that held it fast. The bas­ket tilt­ed at once and a sec­ond lat­er was crash­ing in­to the tree­tops, and amid the lash­ing of wet leaves and the snap­ping of twigs and the creak of tor­ment­ed branch­es it jolt­ed to a pre­car­ious halt.

      “Still there, Dr. Grum­man?” Lee called, for it was im­pos­si­ble to see any­thing.

      “Still here, Mr. Scores­by.”

      “Bet­ter keep still for a minute till we see the sit­ua­tion clear­ly,” said Lee, for they were wild­ly sway­ing in the wind, and he could feel the bas­ket set­tling with lit­tle jerks against what­ev­er was hold­ing them up.

      There was still a strong side­ways pull from the gas­bag, which was now near­ly emp­ty, but which as a re­sult was catch­ing the wind like a sail. It crossed Lee’s mind to cut it loose, but if it didn’t fly away al­to­geth­er, it would hang in the tree­tops like a ban­ner and give their po­si­tion away; much bet­ter to take it in, if they could.

      There came an­oth­er light­ning flash, and a sec­ond lat­er the thun­der crashed. The storm was near­ly over­head. The glare showed Lee an oak trunk, with a great white scar where a branch had been torn away, but torn on­ly par­tial­ly, for the bas­ket was rest­ing on it near the point where it was still at­tached to the trunk.

      “I’m go­ing to throw out a rope and climb down,” he shout­ed. “As soon as our feet touch the ground, we can make the next plan.”

      “I’ll fol­low you, Mr. Scores­by,” said Grum­man. “My dae­mon tells me the ground is forty feet down.”

      And Lee was aware of a pow­er­ful flut­ter of wing­beats as the ea­gle dae­mon set­tled again on the bas­ket rim.

      “She can go that far?” he said, sur­prised, but put that out of his mind and made the rope se­cure, first to the sus­pen­sion ring and then to the branch, so that even if the bas­ket did fall, it wouldn’t fall far.

      Then, with Hes­ter se­cure in his breast, he threw the rest of the rope over and clam­bered down till he felt sol­id ground be­neath his feet. The branch­es grew thick around the trunk; this was a mas­sive tree, a gi­ant of an oak, and Lee mut­tered a thanky­ou to it as he tugged on the rope to sig­nal to Grum­man that he could de­scend.

      Was there an­oth­er sound in the tu­mult? He lis­tened hard. Yes, the en­gine of a zep­pelin, maybe more than one, some way above. It was im­pos­si­ble to tell how high, or in which di­rec­tion it was fly­ing; but the sound was there for a minute or so, and then it was gone.

      The shaman reached the ground.

      “Did you hear it?” said Lee.

      “Yes. Go­ing high­er, in­to the moun­tains, I think. Con­grat­ula­tions on land­ing us safe­ly, Mr. Scores­by.”

      “We ain’t fin­ished yet. I want to git that gas­bag un­der the canopy be­fore day­break, or it’ll show up our po­si­tion from miles away. You up to some man­ual la­bor, Dr. Grum­man?”

      ‘Tell me what to do.”

      “All right. I’m go­ing back up the rope, and I’ll low­er some things down to you. One of them’s a tent. You can git that set up while I see what I can do up there to hide the bal­loon.”

      They la­bored for a long time, and in per­il at one point, when the branch that had been sup­port­ing the bas­ket fi­nal­ly broke and pitched Lee down with it; but he didn’t fall far, since the gas­bag still trailed among the tree­tops and held the bas­ket sus­pend­ed.

      The fall in fact made con­ceal­ing the gas­bag eas­ier, since the low­er part of it had been pulled down through the canopy; and work­ing by flash­es of light­ning, tug­ging and wrench­ing and hack­ing, Lee man­aged to drag the whole body of the bal­loon down among the low­er branch­es and out of sight.

      The wind was still beat­ing the tree­tops back and forth, but the worst of the rain had passed by the time he de­cid­ed he could do no more. He clam­bered down and found that the shaman had not on­ly pitched the tent but had con­ju­red a fire in­to be­ing, and was brew­ing some cof­fee.

      “This done by mag­ic?” said Lee, soaked and stiff, eas­ing him­self down in­to the tent and tak­ing the mug Grum­man hand­ed him.

      “No, you can thank the Boy Scouts for this,” said Grum­man. “Do they have Boy Scouts in your world? ‘Be pre­pared.’ Of all the ways of start­ing a fire, the best is dry match­es. I nev­er trav­el with­out them. We could do worse than this as a camp­site, Mr. Scores­by.”

      “You heard those zep­pelins again?”

      Grum­man held up his hand. Lee lis­tened, and sure enough, there was that en­gine sound, eas­ier to make out now that the rain had eased a lit­tle.

      “They’ve been over twice now,” said Grum­man. “They don’t know where we are, but they know we’re here some­where.”

      And a minute lat­er a flick­er­ing glow came from some­where in the di­rec­tion the zep­pelin had flown. It was less bright than light­ning, but it was per­sis­tent, and Lee knew it for a flare.

      “Best put out the fire, Dr. Grum­man,” he said, “sor­ry as I am to do with­out it. I think that canopy’s thick, but you nev­er know. I’m go­ing to sleep now, wet through or not.”

      “You will be dry by the morn­ing,” said the shaman.

      He took a hand­ful of wet earth and pressed it down over the flames, and Lee strug­gled to lie down in the lit­tle tent and closed his eyes.

      He had strange and pow­er­ful dreams. At one point he was con­vinced he had awo­ken to see the shaman sit­ting cross­legged, wreathed in flames, and the flames were rapid­ly con­sum­ing his flesh to leave on­ly a white skele­ton be­hind, still seat­ed in a mound of glow­ing ash. Lee looked for Hes­ter in alarm, and found her sleep­ing, which nev­er hap­pened, for when he was awake, so was she. So when he found her asleep, his la­con­ic, whip­tongued dae­mon look­ing so gen­tle and vul­ner­able, he was moved by the strangeness of it, and he lay down un­easi­ly be­side her, awake in his dream, but re­al­ly asleep, and he dreamed he lay awake for a long time.

      An­oth­er dream fo­cused on Grum­man, too. Lee seemed to see the shaman shak­ing a feath­er­trimmed rat­tle and com­mand­ing some­thing to obey him. The some­thing, Lee saw with a touch of nau­sea, was a Specter, like the ones they’d seen from the bal­loon. It was tall and near­ly in­vis­ible, and it in­voked such a gutchurn­ing re­vul­sion in Lee that he near­ly woke in ter­ror. But Grum­man was di­rect­ing it fear­less­ly, and com­ing to no harm ei­ther, be­cause the thing lis­tened close­ly to him and then drift­ed up­ward like a soap bub­ble un­til it was lost in the canopy.

      Then his ex­haust­ing night took an­oth­er turn, for he was in the cock­pit of a zep­pelin, watch­ing the pi­lot. In fact, he was sit­ting in the copi­lot’s seat, and they were cruis­ing over the for­est, look­ing down at the wild­ly toss­ing tree­tops, a wild sea of leaf and branch. Then that Specter was in the cab­in with them.

      Pin­ioned in his dream, Lee could nei­ther move nor cry out, and he suf­fered the ter­ror of the pi­lot as the man be­came aware of what was hap­pen­ing to him.

      The Specter was lean­ing over the pi­lot and press­ing what would be its face to his. His dae­mon, a finch, flut­tered and shrieked and tried to pull away, on­ly to fall half­faint­ing on the in­stru­ment pan­el. The pi­lot turned his face to Lee and put out a hand, but Lee had no pow­er of move­ment. The an­guish in the man’s eyes was wrench­ing. Some­thing true and liv­ing was be­ing drained from him, and his dae­mon flut­tered weak­ly and called in a wild high call, but she was dy­ing.

      Then she van­ished. But the pi­lot was still alive. His eyes be­came filmy and dull, and his reach­ing hand fell back with a limp thud against the throt­tle. He was alive but not alive; he was in­dif­fer­ent to ev­ery­thing.

      And Lee sat and watched help­less­ly as the zep­pelin flew on di­rect­ly in­to a scarp of the moun­tains that rose up be­fore them.

      The pi­lot watched it rear up in the win­dow, but noth­ing could in­ter­est him. Lee pushed back against the seat in hor­ror, but noth­ing hap­pened to stop it, and at the mo­ment of im­pact he cried, “Hes­ter!”

      And woke.

      He was in the tent, safe, and Hes­ter nib­bled his chin. He was sweat­ing. The shaman was sit­ting cross­legged, but a shiv­er passed over Lee as he saw that the ea­gle dae­mon was not there near him. Clear­ly this for­est was a bad place, full of haunt­ing phan­tasms.

      Then he be­came aware of the light by which he was see­ing the shaman, be­cause the fire was long out, and the dark­ness of the for­est was pro­found. Some dis­tant flick­er picked out the tree trunks and the un­der­sides of drip­ping leaves, and Lee knew at once what it was: his dream had been true, and a zep­pelin pi­lot had flown in­to the hill­side.

      “Damn, Lee, you’re twitch­ing like an as­pen leaf. What’s the mat­ter with you?” Hes­ter grum­bled, and flicked her long ears.

      “Ain’t you dream­ing too, Hes­ter?” he mut­tered.

      “You ain’t dream­ing, Lee, you’re see­ing. If I’da known you was a seer, I’da cured you a long while back. Now, you cut it out, you hear?”

      He rubbed her head with his thumb, and she shook her ears.

      And with­out the slight­est tran­si­tion he was float­ing in the air along­side the shaman’s dae­mon, Sayan Ko­tor the os­prey. To be in the pres­ence of an­oth­er man’s da;mon and away from his own af­fect­ed Lee with a pow­er­ful throb of guilt and strange plea­sure. They were glid­ing, as if he too were a bird, on the tur­bu­lent up­drafts above the for­est, and Lee looked around through the dark air, now suf­fused with a pal­lid glow from the full moon that oc­ca­sion­al­ly glared through a brief rent in the cloud cov­er and made the tree­tops ring with sil­ver.

      The ea­gle dae­mon ut­tered a harsh scream, and from be­low came in a thou­sand dif­fer­ent voic­es the calls of a thou­sand birds: the toowhoo of owls, the alarm shriek of lit­tle spar­rows, the liq­uid mu­sic of the night­in­gale. Sayan Ko­tor was call­ing them. And in an­swer they came, ev­ery bird in the for­est, whether they had been glid­ing in the hunt on silent wings or roost­ing asleep; they came flut­ter­ing up­ward in their thou­sands through the tum­bling air.

      And Lee felt what­ev­er bird na­ture he was shar­ing re­spond with joy to the com­mand of the ea­gle queen, and what­ev­er hu­man­ness he had left felt the strangest of plea­sures: that of of­fer­ing ea­ger obe­di­ence to a stronger pow­er that was whol­ly right. And he wheeled and turned with the rest of the mighty flock, a hun­dred dif­fer­ent species all turn­ing as one in the mag­net­ic will of the ea­gle, and saw against the sil­ver cloud rack the hate­ful dark reg­ular­ity of a zep­pelin.

      They all knew ex­act­ly what they must do. And they streamed to­ward the air­ship, the swiftest reach­ing it first, but none so swift­ly as Sayan Ko­tor; the tiny wrens and finch­es, the dart­ing swifts, the silen­twinged owl­swith­in a minute the craft was laden with them, their claws scrab­bling for pur­chase on the oiled silk or punc­tur­ing it to gain a hold.

      They avoid­ed the en­gine, though some were drawn in­to it and dashed to pieces by the slic­ing pro­pellers. Most of the birds sim­ply perched on the body of the zep­pelin, and those that came next seized on to them, un­til they cov­ered not on­ly the whole body of the craft (now vent­ing hy­dro­gen through a thou­sand tiny claw holes) but the win­dows of the cab­in too, and the struts and ca­ble­sev­ery square inch of room had a bird, two birds, three or more, cling­ing to it.

      The pi­lot was help­less. Un­der the weight of the birds the craft be­gan to sink far­ther and far­ther down, and then an­oth­er of those sud­den cru­el scarps ap­peared, shoul­der­ing up out of the night and of course quite in­vis­ible to the men in­side the zep­pelin, who were swing­ing their guns wild­ly and fir­ing at ran­dom.

      At the last mo­ment Sayan Ko­tor screamed, and a thun­der of wing­beats drowned even the roar of the en­gine as ev­ery bird took off and flew away. And the men in the cab­in had four or five hor­ri­fied sec­onds of knowl­edge be­fore the zep­pelin crashed and burst in­to flames.

      Fire, heat, flames … Lee woke up again, his body as hot as if he’d been ly­ing in the desert sun.

      Out­side the tent there was still the end­less drip­drip of wet leaves on the can­vas, but the storm was over. Pale gray light seeped in, and Lee propped him­self up to find Hes­ter blink­ing be­side him and the shaman wrapped in a blan­ket so deeply asleep he might have been dead, had not Sayan Ko­tor been perched asleep on a fall­en branch out­side.

      The on­ly sound apart from the drip of wa­ter was the nor­mal for­est bird­song. No en­gines in the sky, no en­emy voic­es; so Lee thought it might be safe to light the fire, and af­ter a strug­gle he got it go­ing and brewed some cof­fee.

      “What now, Hes­ter?” he said.

      “De­pends. There was four of those zep­pelins, and he de­stroyed three.”

      “I mean, have we dis­charged our du­ty?”

      She flicked her ears and said, “Don’t re­mem­ber no con­tract.”

      “It ain’t a con­trac­tu­al thing. It’s a moral thing.”

      “We got one more zep­pelin to think about be­fore you start fret­ting about morals, Lee. There’s thir­ty, forty men with guns all com­ing for us. Im­pe­ri­al sol­diers, what’s more. Sur­vi­val first, morals lat­er.”

      She was right, of course, and as he sipped the scald­ing brew and smoked a cigar, with the day­light grad­ual­ly grow­ing stronger, he won­dered what he would do if he were in charge of the one re­main­ing zep­pelin. With­draw and wait for full day­light, no doubt, and fly high enough to scan the edge of the for­est over a wide area, so he could see when Lee and Grum­man broke cov­er.

      The os­prey dae­mon Sayan K6tor awoke, and stretched her great wings above where Lee was sit­ting. Hes­ter looked up and turned her head this way and that, look­ing at the mighty dae­mon with each gold­en eye hi turn, and a mo­ment lat­er the shaman him­self came out of the tent.

      “Busy night,” Lee re­marked.

      “A busy day to come. We must leave the for­est at once, Mr. Scores­by. They are go­ing to burn it.”

      Lee looked around in­cred­ulous­ly at the soak­ing veg­eta­tion and said, “How?”

      “They have an en­gine that throws out a kind of naph­tha blend­ed with potash, which ig­nites when it touch­es wa­ter. The Im­pe­ri­al Navy de­vel­oped it to use in their war with Nip­pon. If the for­est is sat­urat­ed, it will catch all the more quick­ly.”

      “You can see that, can you?”

      “As clear­ly as you saw what hap­pened to the zep­pelins dur­ing the night. Pack what you want to car­ry, and come away now.”

      Lee rubbed his jaw. The most valu­able things he owned were al­so the most portable­name­ly, the in­stru­ments from the bal­loon­so he re­trieved them from the bas­ket, stowed them care­ful­ly in a knap­sack, and made sure his ri­fle was load­ed and dry. He left the bas­ket, the rig­ging, and the gas­bag where they lay, tan­gled and twist­ed among the branch­es. From now on he was an aero­naut no more, un­less by some mir­acle he es­caped with his life and found enough mon­ey to buy an­oth­er bal­loon. Now he had to move like an in­sect along the sur­face of the earth.

      They smelled the smoke be­fore they heard the flames, be­cause a breeze from the sea was lift­ing it in­land. By the time they reached the edge of the trees they could hear the fire, a deep and greedy roar.

      “Why didn’t they do this last night?” said Lee. “They could have bar­be­cued us in our sleep.”

      “I guess they want to catch us alive,” Grum­man replied, strip­ping a branch of its leaves so he could use it as a walk­ing stick, “and they’re wait­ing to see where we leave the for­est.”

      And sure enough, the drone of the zep­pelin soon be­came au­di­ble even over the sound of the flames and of their own la­bored breath­ing, for they were hur­ry­ing now, clam­ber­ing up­ward over roots and rocks and fall­en tree trunks and stop­ping on­ly to gath­er breath. Sayan Ko­tor, fly­ing high, swooped down to tell them how much progress they were mak­ing, and how far be­hind the flames were; though it wasn’t long be­fore they could see smoke above the trees be­hind them, and then a stream­ing ban­ner of flame.

      Crea­tures of the for­est­squir­rels, birds, wild boar­were flee­ing with them, and a cho­rus of squeal­in­gs, shriek­in­gs, alarm calls of ev­ery sort rose around them. The two trav­el­ers strug­gled on to­ward the edge of the tree line, which was not far ahead; and then they reached it, as wave af­ter wave of heat rolled up at them from the roar­ing bil­lows of flame that now soared fifty feet in­to the air. Trees blazed like torch­es; the sap in their veins boiled and split them asun­der, the pitch in the conifers caught like naph­tha, the twigs seemed to blos­som with fe­ro­cious or­ange flow­ers all in a mo­ment.

      Gasp­ing, Lee and Grum­man forced them­selves up the steep slope of rocks and scree. Half the sky was ob­scured by smoke and heat shim­mer, but high above there float­ed the squat shape of the one re­main­ing zep­pelin­too far away, Lee thought hope­ful­ly, to see them even through binoc­ulars.

      The moun­tain­side rose sheer and im­pass­able ahead of them. There was on­ly one route out of the trap they were in, and that was a nar­row de­file ahead, where a dry riverbed emerged from a fold in the cuffs.

      Lee point­ed, and Grum­man said, “My thoughts ex­act­ly, Mr. Scores­by.”

      His dae­mon, glid­ing and cir­cling above, tipped her wings and sped to the ravine on a bil­low­ing up­draft. The men didn’t pause, climb­ing on as quick­ly as they could, but Lee said, “Ex­cuse me for ask­ing this if it’s im­per­ti­nent, but I nev­er knew any­one whose dae­mon could do that ex­cept witch­es. But you’re no witch. Was that some­thing you learned to do, or did it come nat­ural?”

      “For a hu­man be­ing, noth­ing comes nat­ural­ly,” said Grum­man. “We have to learn ev­ery­thing we do. Sayan Ko­tor is telling me that the ravine leads to a pass. If we get there be­fore they see us, we could es­cape yet.”

      The ea­gle swooped down again, and the men climbed high­er. Hes­ter pre­ferred to find her own way over the rocks, so Lee fol­lowed where she led, avoid­ing the loose stones and mov­ing as swift­ly as he could over the larg­er rocks, mak­ing all the time for the lit­tle gulch.

      Lee was anx­ious about Grum­man, be­cause the oth­er man was pale and drawn and breath­ing hard. His labors in the night had drained a lot of his en­er­gy. How far they could keep go­ing was a ques­tion Lee didn’t want to face; but when they were near­ly at the en­trance to the ravine, and ac­tu­al­ly on the edge of the dried riverbed, he heard a change in the sound of the zep­pelin.

      “They’ve seen us,” he said.

      And it was like re­ceiv­ing a sen­tence of death. Hes­ter stum­bled, even sure­foot­ed, firm­heart­ed Hes­ter stum­bled and fal­tered. Grum­man leaned on the stick he car­ried and shad­ed his eyes to look back, and Lee turned to look too.

      The zep­pelin was de­scend­ing fast, mak­ing for the slope di­rect­ly be­low them. It was clear that the pur­suers in­tend­ed to cap­ture them, not kill them, for a burst of gun­fire just then would have fin­ished both of them in a sec­ond. In­stead, the pi­lot brought the air­ship skill­ful­ly to a hov­er just above the ground, at the high­est point in the slope where he safe­ly could, and from the cab­in door a stream of blue­uni­formed men jumped down, their wolf dae­mons be­side them, and be­gan to climb.

      Lee and Grum­man were six hun­dred yards above them, and not far from the en­trance to the ravine. Once they reached it, they could hold the sol­diers off as long as their am­mu­ni­tion held out; but they had on­ly one ri­fle.

      “They’re af­ter me, Mr. Scores­by,” said Grum­man, “not you. If you give me the ri­fle and sur­ren­der your­self, you’ll sur­vive. They’re dis­ci­plined troops. You’ll be a pris­on­er of war.”

      Lee ig­nored that and said, “Git mov­ing. Make the gulch and I’ll hold them off from the mouth while you find your way out the oth­er end. I brought you this far, and I ain’t go­ing to sit back and let ‘em catch you now.”

      The men be­low were mov­ing up quick­ly, for they were fit and rest­ed. Grum­man nod­ded.

      “I had no strength left to bring the fourth one down” was all he said, and they moved quick­ly in­to the shel­ter of the gulch.

      “Just tell me be­fore you go,” said Lee, “be­cause I won’t be easy till I know. What side I’m fight­ing for I cain’t tell, and I don’t great­ly care. Just teH me this: What I’m ago­ing to do now, is that go­ing to help that lit­tle girl Lyra, or harm her?”

      “It’s go­ing to help her,” said Grum­man.

      “And your oath. You won’t for­get what you swore to me?”

      “I won’t for­get.”

      “Be­cause, Dr. Grum­man, or John Par­ry, or what­ev­er name you take up in what­ev­er world you end up in, you be aware of this: I love that lit­tle child like a daugh­ter. If I’d had a child of my own, I couldn’t love her more. And if you break that oath, what­ev­er re­mains of me will pur­sue what­ev­er re­mains of you, and you’ll spend the rest of eter­ni­ty wish­ing you nev­er ex­ist­ed. That’s how im­por­tant that oath is.”

      “I un­der­stand. And you have my word.”

      “Then that’s all I need to know. Go well.”

      The shaman held out his hand, and Lee shook it. Then Grum­man turned and made his way up the gulch, and Lee looked around for the best place to make his stand.

      “Not the big boul­der, Lee,” said Hes­ter. “You cain’t see to the right from there, and they could rush us. Take the small­er one.”

      There was a roar­ing in Lee’s ears that had noth­ing to do with the con­fla­gra­tion in the for­est be­low, or with the la­bor­ing drone of the zep­pelin try­ing to rise again. It had to do with his child­hood, and the Alamo. How of­ten he and his com­pan­ions had played that hero­ic bat­tle, in the ru­ins of the old fort, tak­ing turns to be Danes and French! His child­hood was com­ing back to him, with a vengeance. He took out the Na­va­jo ring of his moth­er’s and laid it on the rock be­side him. In the old Alamo games, Hes­ter had of­ten been a cougar or a wolf, and once or twice a rat­tlesnake, but most­ly a mock­ing­bird. Now-

      “Quit day­dream­ing and take a sight,” she said. “This ain’t play, Lee.”

      The men climb­ing the slope had fanned out and were mov­ing more slow­ly, be­cause they saw the prob­lem as well as he did. They knew they’d have to cap­ture the gulch, and they knew that one man with a ri­fle could hold them off for a long time. Be­hind them, to Lee’s sur­prise, the zep­pelin was still la­bor­ing to rise. Maybe its buoy­an­cy was go­ing, or maybe the fu­el was run­ning low, but ei­ther way it hadn’t tak­en off yet, and it gave him an idea.

      He ad­just­ed his po­si­tion and sight­ed along the old Winch­es­ter un­til he had the port en­gine mount­ing plumb hi view, and fired. The crack raised the sol­diers’ heads as they climbed to­ward him, but a sec­ond lat­er the en­gine sud­den­ly roared and then just as sud­den­ly seized and died. The zep­pelin lurched over to one side. Lee could hear the oth­er en­gine howl­ing, but the air­ship was ground­ed now.

      The sol­diers had halt­ed and tak­en cov­er as well as they could. Lee could count them, and he did: twen­ty­five. He had thir­ty bul­lets.

      Hes­ter crept up close to his left shoul­der.

      “I’ll watch this way,” she said.

      Crouched on the gray boul­der, her ears flat along her back, she looked like a lit­tle stone her­self, gray­brown and in­con­spic­uous, ex­cept for her eyes. Hes­ter was no beau­ty; she was about as plain and scrawny as a hare could be; but her eyes were mar­velous­ly col­ored, gold­hazel flecked with rays of deep­est peat brown and for­est green. And now those eyes were look­ing down at the last land­scape they’d ev­er see: a bar­ren slope of bru­tal tum­bled rocks, and be­yond it a for­est on fire. Not a blade of grass, not a speck of green to rest on.

      Her ears flicked slight­ly.

      “They’re talk­ing,” she said. “I can hear, but I cain’t un­der­stand.”

      “Rus­sian,” he said. “They’re gonna come up all to­geth­er and at a run. That would be hard­est for us, so they’ll do that.”

      “Aim straight,” she said.

      “I will. But hell, I don’t like tak­ing lives, Hes­ter.”

      “Ours or theirs.”

      “No, it’s more than that,” he said. “It’s theirs or Lyra’s. I cain’t see how, but we’re con­nect­ed to that child, and I’m glad of it.”

      “There’s a man on the left about to shoot,” said Hes­ter, and as she spoke, a crack came from his ri­fle, and chips of stone flew off the boul­der a foot from where she crouched. The bul­let whined off in­to the gulch, but she didn’t move a mus­cle.

      “Well, that makes me feel bet­ter about do­ing this,” said Lee, and took care­ful aim.

      He fired. There was on­ly a small patch of blue to aim at, but he hit it. With a sur­prised cry the man fell back and died.

      And then the fight be­gan. With­in a minute the crack of ri­fles, the whine of ric­ochet­ing bul­lets, the smash of pul­ver­iz­ing rock echoed and rang the length of the moun­tain­side and along the hol­low gulch be­hind. The smell of cordite, and the burn­ing smell that came from the pow­dered rock where the bul­lets hit, were just vari­ations on the smell of burn­ing wood from the for­est, un­til it seemed that the whole world was burn­ing.

      Lee’s boul­der was soon scarred and pit­ted, and he felt the thud of the bul­lets as they hit it. Once he saw the fur on Hes­ter’s back rip­ple as the wind of a bul­let passed over it, but she didn’t budge. Nor did he stop fir­ing.

      That first minute was fierce. And af­ter it, in the pause that came, Lee found that he was wound­ed; there was blood on the rock un­der his cheek, and his right hand and the ri­fle bolt were red.

      Hes­ter moved around to look.

      “Noth­ing big,” she said. “A bul­let clipped your scalp.”

      “Did you count how many fell, Hes­ter?”

      “No. Too busy duck­ing. Reload while you can, boy.”

      He rolled down be­hind the rock and worked the bolt back and forth. It was hot, and the blood that had flowed freely over it from the scalp wound was dry­ing and mak­ing the mech­anism stiff. He spat on it care­ful­ly, and it loos­ened.

      Then he hauled him­self back in­to po­si­tion, and even be­fore he’d set his eye to the sight, he took a bul­let.

      It felt like an ex­plo­sion in his left shoul­der. For a few sec­onds he was dazed, and then he came to his sens­es, with his left arm numb and use­less. There was a great deal of pain wait­ing to spring on him, but it hadn’t raised the courage yet, and that thought gave him the strength to fo­cus his mind on shoot­ing again.

      He propped the ri­fle on the dead and use­less arm that had been so full of life a minute ago, and sight­ed with stol­id con­cen­tra­tion: one shot… two … three, and each found its man.

      “How we do­ing?” he mut­tered.

      “Good shoot­ing,” she whis­pered back, very close to his cheek. “Don’t stop. Over by that black boul­der-“

      He looked, aimed, shot. The fig­ure fell.

      “Damn, these are men like me,” he said.

      “Makes no sense,” she said. “Do it any­way.”

      “Do you be­lieve him? Grum­man?”

      “Sure. Plumb ahead, Lee.”

      Crack: an­oth­er man fell, and his dae­mon went out like a can­dle.

      Then there was a long si­lence. Lee fum­bled in his pock­et and found some more bul­lets. As he reload­ed, he felt some­thing so rare his heart near­ly failed; he felt Hes­ter’s face pressed to his own, and it was wet with tears.

      “Lee, this is my fault,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “The Skrael­ing. I told you to take his ring. With­out that we’d nev­er be in this trou­ble.”

      “You think I ev­er did what you told me? I took it be­cause the witch-“

      He didn’t fin­ish, be­cause an­oth­er bul­let found him. This time it smashed in­to his left leg, and be­fore he could even blink, a third one clipped his head again, like a red­hot pok­er laid along his skull.

      “Not long now, Hes­ter,” he mut­tered, try­ing to hold still.

      “The witch, Lee! You said the witch! Re­mem­ber?”

      Poor Hes­ter, she was ly­ing now, not crouch­ing tense and watch­ful as she’d done all his adult life. And her beau­ti­ful gold­brown eyes were grow­ing dull.

      “Still beau­ti­ful,” he said. “Oh, Hes­ter, yeah, the witch. She gave me…”

      “Sure she did. The flow­er.”

      “In my breast pock­et. Fetch it, Hes­ter, I cain’t move.”

      It was a hard strug­gle, but she tugged out the lit­tle scar­let flow­er with her strong teeth and laid it by his right hand. With a great ef­fort he closed it in his fist and said, “Ser­afi­na Pekkala! Help me, I beg …”

      A move­ment be­low: he let go of the flow­er, sight­ed, fired. The move­ment died.

      Hes­ter was fail­ing.

      “Hes­ter, don’t you go be­fore I do,” Lee whis­pered.

      “Lee, I couldn’t abide to be any­where away from you for a sin­gle sec­ond,” she whis­pered back.

      “You think the witch will come?”

      “Sure she will. We should have called her be­fore.”

      “We should have done a lot of things.”

      “Maybe so …”

      An­oth­er crack, and this time the bul­let went deep some­where in­side, seek­ing out the cen­ter of his life. He thought: It won’t find it there. Hes­ter’s my cen­ter. And he saw a blue flick­er down be­low, and strained to bring the bar­rel over toil.

      “He’s the one,” Hes­ter breathed.

      Lee found it hard to pull the trig­ger. Ev­ery­thing was hard. He had to try three times, and fi­nal­ly he got it. The blue uni­form tum­bled away down the slope.

      An­oth­er long si­lence. The pain near­by was los­ing its fear of him. It was like a pack of jack­als, cir­cling, sniff­ing, tread­ing clos­er, and he knew they wouldn’t leave him now till they’d eat­en him bare.

      “There’s one man left,” Hes­ter mut­tered. “He’s amak­ing for the zep­pelin.”

      And Lee saw him mist­ily, one sol­di­er of the Im­pe­ri­al Guard creep­ing away from his com­pa­ny’s de­feat.

      “I cain’t shoot a man in the back,” Lee said.

      “Shame to die with one bul­let left, though.”

      So he took aim with his last bul­let at the zep­pelin it­self, still roar­ing and strain­ing to rise with its one en­gine, and the bul­let must have been red­hot, or maybe a burn­ing brand from the for­est be­low was waft­ed to the air­ship on an up­draft; for the gas sud­den­ly bil­lowed in­to an or­ange fire­ball, and the en­ve­lope and the met­al skele­ton rose a lit­tle way and then tum­bled down very slow­ly, gen­tly, but full of a fiery death.

      And the man creep­ing away and the six or sev­en oth­ers who were the on­ly rem­nant of the Guard, and who hadn’t dared come clos­er to the man hold­ing the ravine, were en­gulfed by the fire that fell on them.

      Lee saw the fire­ball and heard through the roar in his ears Hes­ter say­ing, “That’s all of ‘em, Lee.”

      He said, or thought, “Those poor men didn’t have to come to this, nor did we.”

      She said, “We held ‘em off. We held out. We’re ahelp­ing Lyra.”

      Then she was press­ing her lit­tle proud bro­ken self against his face, as close as she could get, and then they died.
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      FIFTEEN

      BLOOD­MOSS

      On, said the alethiome­ter. Far­ther, high­er.

      So on they climbed. The witch­es flew above to spy out the best routes, be­cause the hilly land soon gave way to steep­er slopes and rocky foot­ing, and as the sun rose to­ward noon, the trav­el­ers found them­selves in a tan­gled land of dry gul­lies, cliffs, and boul­der­strewn val­leys where not a sin­gle green leaf grew, and where the stridu­la­tion of in­sects was the on­ly sound.

      They moved on, stop­ping on­ly for sips of wa­ter from their goatskin flasks, and talk­ing lit­tle. Pan­ta­lai­mon flew above Lyra’s head for a while un­til he tired of that, and then he be­came a lit­tle sure­foot­ed moun­tain sheep, vain of his horns, leap­ing among rocks while Lyra scram­bled la­bo­ri­ous­ly along­side. Will moved on grim­ly, screw­ing up his eyes against the glare, ig­nor­ing the wors­en­ing pain from his hand, and fi­nal­ly reach­ing a state in which move­ment alone was good and still­ness bad, so that he suf­fered more from rest­ing than from toil­ing on. And since the fail­ure of the witch­es’ spell to stop his bleed­ing, he thought they were re­gard­ing him with fear, too, as if he was marked by some curse greater than their own pow­ers.

      At one point they came to a lit­tle lake, a patch of in­tense blue scarce­ly thir­ty yards across among the red rocks. They stopped there to drink and re­fill their flasks, and to soak their aching feet in the icy wa­ter. They stayed a few min­utes and moved on, and soon af­ter­ward, when the sun was at its high­est and hottest, Ser­afi­na Pekkala dart­ed down to speak to them. She was ag­itat­ed.

      “I must leave you for a while,” she said. “Lee Scores­by needs me. I don’t know why. But he wouldn’t call if he didn’t need my help. Keep go­ing, and I’ll find you.”

      “Mr. Scores­by?” said Lyra, ex­cit­ed and anx­ious. “But where-“

      But Ser­afi­na was gone, speed­ing out of sight be­fore Lyra could fin­ish the ques­tion. Lyra reached au­to­mat­ical­ly for the alethiome­ter to ask what had hap­pened to Lee Scores­by, but she let her hand drop, be­cause she’d promised to do no more than guide Will.

      She looked across to him. He was sit­ting near­by, his hand held loose­ly on his knee and still slow­ly drip­ping blood, his face scorched by the sun and pale un­der the burn­ing.

      “Will,” she said, “d’you know why you have to find your fa­ther?”

      “It’s what I’ve al­ways known. My moth­er said I’d take up my fa­ther’s man­tle. That’s all I know.”

      “What does that mean, tak­ing up his man­tle? What’s a man­tle?”

      “A task, I sup­pose. What­ev­er he’s been do­ing, I’ve got to car­ry on. It makes as much sense as any­thing else.”

      He wiped the sweat out of his eyes with his right hand. What he couldn’t say was that he longed for his fa­ther as a lost child yearns for home. That com­par­ison wouldn’t have oc­curred to him, be­cause home was the place he kept safe for his moth­er, not the place oth­ers kept safe for him. But it had been five years now since that Sat­ur­day morn­ing in the su­per­mar­ket when the pre­tend game of hid­ing from the en­emies be­came des­per­ate­ly re­al, such a long time in his life, and his heart craved to hear the words “Well done, well done, my child; no one on earth could have done bet­ter; I’m proud of you. Come and rest now….”

      Will longed for that so much that he hard­ly knew he did. It was just part of what ev­ery­thing felt like. So he couldn’t ex­press that to Lyra now, though she could see it in his eyes, and that was new for her, too, to be quite so per­cep­tive. The fact was that where Will was con­cerned, she was de­vel­op­ing a new kind of sense, as if he were sim­ply more in fo­cus than any­one she’d known be­fore. Ev­ery­thing about him was clear and close and im­me­di­ate.

      And she might have said that to him, but at that mo­ment a witch flew down.

      “I can see peo­ple be­hind us,” she said. “They’re a long way back, but they’re mov­ing quick­ly. Shall I go clos­er and look?”

      “Yes, do,” said Lyra, “but fly low, and hide, and don’t let them see you.”

      Will and Lyra got painful­ly to their feet again and clam­bered on.

      “I been cold plen­ty of times,” Lyra said, to take her mind off the pur­suers, “but I en’t been this hot, ev­er. Is it this hot in your world?”

      “Not where I used to live. Not nor­mal­ly. But the cli­mate’s been chang­ing. The sum­mers are hot­ter than they used to be. They say that peo­ple have been in­ter­fer­ing with the at­mo­sphere by putting chem­icals in it, and the weath­er’s go­ing out of con­trol.”

      “Yeah, well, they have,” said Lyra, “and it is. And we’re here in the mid­dle of it.”

      He was too hot and thirsty to re­ply, and they climbed on breath­less­ly in the throb­bing air. Pan­ta­lai­mon was a crick­et now, and sat on Lyra’s shoul­der, too tired to leap or fly. From time to time the witch­es would see a spring high up, too high to climb to, and fly up to fill the chil­dren’s flasks. They would soon have died with­out wa­ter, and there was none where they were; any spring that made its way in­to the air was soon sw­al­lowed again among the rocks.

      And so they moved on, to­ward evening.

      The witch who flew back to spy was called Lena Feldt. She flew low, from crag to crag, and as the sun was set­ting and draw­ing a wild blood­red out of the rocks, she came to the lit­tle blue lake and found a troop of sol­diers mak­ing camp.

      But her first glimpse of them told her more than she want­ed to know; these sol­diers had no dae­mons. And they weren’t from Will’s world, or the world of Cit­tagazze, where peo­ple’s dae­mons were in­side them, and where they still looked alive; these men were from her own world, and to see them with­out dae­mons was a gross and sick­en­ing hor­ror.

      Then out of a tent by the lake­side came the ex­pla­na­tion. Lena Feldt saw a wom­an, a short­life, grace­ful in her kha­ki hunt­ing clothes and as full of life as the gold­en mon­key who ca­pered along the wa­ter’s edge be­side her.

      Lena Feldt hid among the rocks above and watched as Mrs. Coul­ter spoke to the of­fi­cer in charge, and as his men put up tents, made fires, boiled wa­ter.

      The witch had been among Ser­af­ma Pekkala’s troop who res­cued the chil­dren at Bolvan­gar, and she longed to shoot Mrs. Coul­ter on the spot; but some for­tune was pro­tect­ing the wom­an, for it was just too far for a bow­shot from where she was, and the witch could get no clos­er with­out mak­ing her­self in­vis­ible. So she be­gan to make the spell. It took ten min­utes of deep con­cen­tra­tion.

      Con­fi­dent at last, Lena Feldt went down the rocky slope to­ward the lake, and as she walked through the camp, one or two blankeyed sol­diers glanced up briefly, but found what they saw too hard to re­mem­ber, and looked away again. The witch stopped out­side the tent Mrs. Coul­ter had gone in­to, and fit­ted an ar­row to her bow­string.

      She lis­tened to the low voice through the can­vas and then moved care­ful­ly to the open flap that over­looked the lake.

      In­side the tent Mrs. Coul­ter was talk­ing to a man Lena Feldt hadn’t seen be­fore: an old­er man, gray­haired and pow­er­ful, with a ser­pent dae­mon twined around his wrist. He was sit­ting in a can­vas chair be­side hers, and she was lean­ing to­ward him, speak­ing soft­ly.

      “Of course, Car­lo,” she was say­ing, “I’ll tell you any­thing you like. What do you want to know?”

      “How do you com­mand the Specters?” the man said. “I didn’t think it pos­si­ble, but you have them fol­low­ing you like dogs…. Are they afraid of your body­guard? What is it?”

      “Sim­ple,” she said. “They know I can give them more nour­ish­ment if they let me live than if they con­sume me. I can lead them to all the vic­tims their phan­tom hearts de­sire. As soon as you de­scribed them to me, I knew I could dom­inate them, and so it turns out. And a whole world trem­bles in the pow­er of these pal­lid things! But, Car­lo,” she whis­pered, “I can please you, too, you know. Would you like me to please you even more?”

      “Marisa,” he mur­mured, “it’s enough of a plea­sure to be close to you….”

      “No, it isn’t, Car­lo; you know it isn’t. You know I can please you more than this.”

      Her dae­mon’s lit­tle black horny hands were stroking the ser­pent dae­mon. Lit­tle by lit­tle the ser­pent loos­ened her­self and be­gan to flow along the man’s arm to­ward the mon­key. Both the man and the wom­an were hold­ing glass­es of gold­en wine, and she sipped hers and leaned a lit­tle clos­er to him.

      “Ah,” said the man as the dae­mon slipped slow­ly off his arm and let her weight in­to the gold­en mon­key’s hands. The mon­key raised her slow­ly to his face and ran his cheek soft­ly along her emer­ald skin. Her tongue flicked black­ly this way and that, and the man sighed.

      “Car­lo, tell me why you’re pur­su­ing the boy,” Mrs. Coul­ter whis­pered, and her voice was as soft as the mon­key’s ca­ress. “Why do you need to find him?”

      “He has some­thing I want. Oh, Marisa-“

      “What is it, Car­lo? What’s he got?”

      He shook his head. But he was find­ing it hard to re­sist; his dae­mon was twined gen­tly around the mon­key’s breast, and run­ning her head through and through the long, lus­trous fur as his hands moved along her flu­id length.

      Lena Feldt watched them, stand­ing in­vis­ible just two paces from where they sat. Her bow­string was taut, the ar­row nocked to it in rea­di­ness; she could have pulled and loosed in less than a sec­ond, and Mrs. Coul­ter would have been dead be­fore she fin­ished draw­ing breath. But the witch was cu­ri­ous. She stood still and silent and wideeyed.

      But while she was watch­ing Mrs. Coul­ter, she didn’t look be­hind her across the lit­tle blue lake. On the far side of it in the dark­ness a grove of ghost­ly trees seemed to have plant­ed it­self, a grove that shiv­ered ev­ery so of­ten with a tremor like a con­scious in­ten­tion. But they were not trees, of course; and while all the cu­rios­ity of Lena Feldt and her dae­mon was di­rect­ed at Mrs. Coul­ter, one of the pal­lid forms de­tached it­self from its fel­lows and drift­ed across the sur­face of the icy wa­ter, caus­ing not a sin­gle rip­ple, un­til it paused a foot from the rock on which Lena Feldt’s dae­mon was perched.

      “You could eas­ily tell me, Car­lo,” Mrs. Coul­ter was mur­mur­ing. “You could whis­per it. You could pre­tend to be talk­ing in your sleep, and who could blame you for that? Just tell me what the boy has, and why you want it. I could get it for you… .Wouldn’t you like me to do that? Just tell me, Car­lo. I don’t want it. I want the girl. What is it? Just tell me, and you shall have it.”

      He gave a soft shud­der. His eyes were closed. Then he said, “It’s a knife. The sub­tle knife of Cit­tagazze. You haven’t heard of it, Marisa? Some peo­ple call it teleu­ta­ia makhaira, the last knife of all. Oth­ers call it Ae­sa­haet­tr.”

      “What does it do, Car­lo? Why is it spe­cial?”

      “Ah … It’s the knife that will cut any­thing. Not even its mak­ers knew what it could do. Noth­ing, no one, mat­ter, spir­it, an­gel, airnoth­ing is in­vul­ner­able to the sub­tle knife. Marisa, it’s mine, you un­der­stand?”

      “Of course, Car­lo. I promise. Let me fill your glass …”

      And as the gold­en mon­key slow­ly ran his hands along the emer­ald ser­pent again and again, squeez­ing just a lit­tle, lift­ing, stroking as Sir Charles sighed with plea­sure, Lena Feldt saw what was tru­ly hap­pen­ing: be­cause while the man’s eyes were closed, Mrs. Coul­ter se­cret­ly tilt­ed a few drops from a small flask in­to the glass be­fore fill­ing it again with wine.

      “Here, dar­ling,” she whis­pered. “Let’s drink, to each oth­er….”

      He was al­ready in­tox­icat­ed. He took the glass and sipped greed­ily, once, again, and again.

      And then, with­out any warn­ing, Mrs. Coul­ter stood up and turned and looked Lena Feldt full in the face.

      “Well, witch,” she said, “did you think I don’t know how you make your­self in­vis­ible?”

      Lena Feldt was too sur­prised to move.

      Be­hind her, the man was strug­gling to breathe. His chest was heav­ing, his face was red, and his dae­mon was limp and faint­ing in the mon­key’s hands. The mon­key shook her off in con­tempt.

      Lena Feldt tried to swing her bow up, but a fa­tal par­al­ysis had touched her shoul­der. She couldn’t make her­self do it. This had nev­er hap­pened be­fore, and she ut­tered a lit­tle cry.

      “Oh, it’s too late for that,” said Mrs. Coul­ter. “Look at the lake, witch.”

      Lena Feldt turned and saw her snow bunting dae­mon flut­ter­ing and shriek­ing as if he were in a glass cham­ber that was be­ing emp­tied of air; flut­ter­ing and falling, slump­ing, fail­ing, his beak open­ing wide, gasp­ing in pan­ic. The Specter had en­veloped him.

      “No!” she cried, and tried to move to­ward it, but was driv­en back by a spasm of nau­sea. Even in her sick­ened dis­tress, Lena Feldt could see that Mrs. Coul­ter had more force in her soul than any­one she had ev­er seen. It didn’t sur­prise her to see that the Specter was un­der Mrs. Coul­ter’s pow­er; no one could re­sist that au­thor­ity. Lena Feldt turned back in an­guish to the wom­an.

      “Let him go! Please let him go!” she cried.

      “We’ll see. Is the child with you? The girl Lyra?”

      “Yes!”

      “And a boy, too? A boy with a knife?”

      “YesI beg you-“

      “And how many witch­es have you?”

      “Twen­ty! Let him go, let him go!”

      “All in the air? Or do some of you stay on the ground with the chil­dren?”

      “Most in the air, three or four on the ground al­waysthis is an­guish­let him go or kill me now!”

      “How far up the moun­tain are they? Are they mov­ing on, or have they stopped to rest?”

      Lena Feldt told her ev­ery­thing. She could have re­sist­ed any tor­ture but what was hap­pen­ing to her da­jmon now. When Mrs. Coul­ter had learned all she want­ed to know about where the witch­es were, and how they guard­ed Lyra and Will, she said, “And now tell me this. You witch­es know some­thing about the child Lyra. I near­ly learned it from one of your sis­ters, but she died be­fore I could com­plete the tor­ture. Well, there is no one to save you now. Tell me the truth about my daugh­ter.”

      Lena Feldt gasped, “She will be the moth­er­she will be lifemoth­er­she will dis­obeyshe will-“

      “Name her! You are say­ing ev­ery­thing but the most im­por­tant thing! Name her!” cried Mrs. Coul­ter.

      “Eve! Moth­er of all! Eve, again! Moth­er Eve!” stam­mered Lena Feldt, sob­bing.

      “Ah,” said Mrs. Coul­ter.

      And she breathed a great sigh, as if the pur­pose of her life was clear to her at last.

      Dim­ly the witch saw what she had done, and through the hor­ror that was en­vel­op­ing her she tried to cry out: “What will you do to her? What will you do?”

      “Why, I shall have to de­stroy her,” said Mrs. Coul­ter, “to pre­vent an­oth­er Fall…. Why didn’t I see this be­fore? It was too large to see….”

      She clapped her hands to­geth­er soft­ly, like a child, wideeyed. Lena Feldt, whim­per­ing, heard her go on: “Of course. As­riel will make war on the Au­thor­ity, and then…. Of course, of course. As be­fore, so again. And Lyra is Eve. And this time she will not fall. I’ll see to that.”

      And Mrs. Coul­ter drew her­self up, and snapped her fin­gers to the Specter feed­ing on the witch’s dae­mon. The lit­tle snow bunting dae­mon lay twitch­ing on the rock as the Specter moved to­ward the witch her­self, and then what­ev­er Lena Feldt had un­der­gone be­fore was dou­bled and tre­bled and mul­ti­plied a hun­dred­fold. She felt a nau­sea of the soul, a hideous and sick­en­ing de­spair, a melan­choly weari­ness so pro­found that she was go­ing to die of it. Her last con­scious thought was dis­gust at life; her sens­es had lied to her. The world was not made of en­er­gy and de­light but of foul­ness, be­tray­al, and las­si­tude. Liv­ing was hate­ful, and death was no bet­ter, and from end to end of the uni­verse this was the first and last and on­ly truth.

      Thus she stood, bow in hand, in­dif­fer­ent, dead in life.

      So Lena Feldt failed to see or to care about what Mrs. Coul­ter did next. Ig­nor­ing the gray­haired man slumped un­con­scious in the can­vas chair and his dull­skinned dae­mon coiled in the dust, the wom­an called the cap­tain of the sol­diers and or­dered them to get ready for a night march up the moun­tain.

      Then she went to the edge of the wa­ter and called to the Specters.

      They came at her com­mand, glid­ing like pil­lars of mist across the wa­ter. She raised her arms and made them for­get they were earth­bound, so that one by one they rose in­to the air and float­ed free like ma­lig­nant this­tle­down, drift­ing up in­to the night and borne by the air cur­rents to­ward Will and Lyra and the oth­er witch­es; but Lena Feldt saw noth­ing of it.

      The tem­per­ature dropped quick­ly af­ter dark, and when Will and Lyra had eat­en the last of their dry bread, they lay down un­der an over­hang­ing rock to keep warm and try to sleep. At least Lyra didn’t have to try; she was un­con­scious in less than a minute, curled tight­ly around Pan­ta­lai­mon, but Will couldn’t find sleep, no mat­ter how long he lay there. It was part­ly his hand, which was now throb­bing right up to the el­bow and un­com­fort­ably swollen, and part­ly the hard ground, and part­ly the cold, and part­ly ut­ter ex­haus­tion, and part­ly his long­ing for his moth­er.

      He was afraid for her, of course, and he knew she’d be safer if he was there to look af­ter her; but he want­ed her to look af­ter him, too, as she’d done when he was very small. He want­ed her to ban­dage him and tuck him in­to bed and sing to him and take away all the trou­ble and sur­round him with all the warmth and soft­ness and moth­erkind­ness he need­ed so bad­ly; and it was nev­er go­ing to hap­pen. Part of him was on­ly a lit­tle boy still. So he cried, but he lay very still as he did, not want­ing to wake Lyra.

      But he still wasn’t asleep. He was more awake than ev­er. Fi­nal­ly he un­curled his stiff limbs and got up qui­et­ly, shiv­er­ing; and with the knife at his waist he set off high­er up the moun­tain, to calm his rest­less­ness.

      Be­hind him the sen­try witch’s robin dae­mon cocked his head, and she turned from the watch she was keep­ing to see Will clam­ber­ing up the rocks. She reached for her pine branch and silent­ly took to the air, not to dis­turb him but to see that he came to no harm.

      He didn’t no­tice. He felt such a need to move and keep mov­ing that he hard­ly no­ticed the pain in his hand any­more. He felt as if he should walk all night, all day, for­ev­er, be­cause noth­ing else would calm this fever in his breast. And as if in sym­pa­thy with him, a wind was ris­ing. There were no leaves to stir in this wilder­ness, but the air buf­fet­ed his body and made his hair stream away from his face; it was wild out­side him and wild with­in.

      He climbed high­er and high­er, hard­ly once think­ing of how he might find his way back down to Lyra, un­til he came out on a lit­tle plateau al­most at the top of the world, it seemed. All around him, on ev­ery hori­zon, the moun­tains reached no high­er. In the bril­liant glare of the moon the on­ly col­ors were stark black and dead white, and ev­ery edge was jagged and ev­ery sur­face bare.

      The wild wind must have been bring­ing clouds over­head, be­cause sud­den­ly the moon was cov­ered, and dark­ness swept over the whole land­scapethick clouds, too, for no gleam of moon­light shone through them. In less than a minute Will found him­self in near­ly to­tal dark­ness.

      And at the same mo­ment Will felt a grip on his right arm.

      He cried out with shock and twist­ed away at once, but the grip was tena­cious. And Will was sav­age now. He felt he was at the very end of ev­ery­thing; and if it was the end of his life, too, he was go­ing to fight and fight till he fell.

      So he twist­ed and kicked and twist­ed again, but that hand wouldn’t let go; and since it was his right arm be­ing held, he couldn’t get at the knife. He tried with his left, but he was be­ing jerked around so much, and his hand was so painful and swollen, that he couldn’t reach; he had to fight with one bare, wound­ed hand against a grown man.

      He sank his teeth in­to the hand on his fore­arm, but all that hap­pened was that the man land­ed a dizzy­ing blow on the back of his head. Then Will kicked again and again, and some of the kicks con­nect­ed and some didn’t, and all the time he was pulling, jerk­ing, twist­ing, shov­ing, and still the grip held him fast.

      Dim­ly he heard his own pant­ing and the man’s grunts and harsh breath­ing; and then by chance he got his leg be­hind the man’s and hurled him­self against his chest, and the man fell with Will on top of him, heav­ily. But nev­er for a mo­ment did that grip slack­en, and Will, rolling around vi­olent­ly on the stony ground, felt a heavy fear tight­en around his heart: this man would nev­er let him go, and even if he killed him, his corpse would still be hold­ing fast.

      But Will was weak­en­ing, and now he was cry­ing, too, sob­bing bit­ter­ly as he kicked and tugged and beat at the man with his head and feet, and he knew his mus­cles would give up soon. And then he no­ticed that the man had fall­en still, though his hand still gripped as tight as ev­er. He was ly­ing there let­ting Will bat­ter at him with knees and head; and as soon as Will saw that, the last of his strength left him, and he fell help­less be­side his op­po­nent, ev­ery nerve in his body ring­ing and dizzy and throb­bing.

      Will hauled him­self up painful­ly, peered through the deep dark­ness, and made out a blur of white on the ground be­side the man. It was the white breast and head of a great bird, an os­prey, a dae­mon, and it was ly­ing still. Will tried to pull away, and his fee­ble tug woke a re­sponse from the man, whose hand hadn’t loos­ened.

      But he was mov­ing. He was feel­ing Will’s right hand care­ful­ly with his free one. Will’s hair stood on end.

      Then the man said, “Give me your oth­er hand.”

      “Be care­ful,” said Will.

      The man’s free hand felt down Will’s left arm, and his fin­ger­tips moved gen­tly over the wrist and on to the swollen palm and with the ut­most del­ica­cy on to the stumps of Will’s two lost fin­gers.

      His oth­er hand let go at once, and he sat up.

      “You’ve got the knife,” he said. “You’re the knife bear­er.”

      His voice was res­onant, harsh, but breath­less. Will sensed that he was bad­ly hurt. Had he wound­ed this dark op­po­nent?

      Will was still ly­ing on the stones, ut­ter­ly spent. All he could see was the man’s shape, crouch­ing above him, but he couldn’t see his face. The man was reach­ing side­ways for some­thing, and af­ter a few mo­ments a mar­velous sooth­ing cool­ness spread in­to his hand from the stumps of his fin­gers as the man mas­saged a salve in­to his skin.

      “What are you do­ing?” Will said.

      “Cur­ing your wound. Keep still.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m the on­ly man who knows what the knife is for. Hold your hand up like that. Don’t move.”

      The wind was beat­ing more wild­ly than ev­er, and a drop or two of rain splashed on­to Will’s face. He was trem­bling vi­olent­ly, but he propped up his left hand with his right while the man spread more oint­ment over the stumps and wound a strip of linen tight­ly around the hand.

      And as soon as the dress­ing was se­cure, the man slumped side­ways and lay down him­self. Will, still be­mused by the blessed cool numb­ness in his hand, tried to sit up and look at him. But it was dark­er than ev­er. He felt for­ward with his right hand and found him­self touch­ing the man’s chest, where the heart was beat­ing like a bird against the bars of a cage.

      “Yes,” the man said hoarse­ly. ‘Try and cure that, go on.”

      “Are you ill?”

      “I’ll be bet­ter soon. You have the knife, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you know how to use it?”

      “Yes, yes. But are you from this world? How do you know about it?”

      “Lis­ten,” said the man, sit­ting up with a strug­gle. “Don’t in­ter­rupt. If you’re the bear­er of the knife, you have a task that’s greater than you can imag­ine. A child… How could they let it hap­pen? Well, so it must be…. There is a war com­ing, boy. The great­est war there ev­er was. Some­thing like it hap­pened be­fore, and this time the right side must win. We’ve had noth­ing but lies and pro­pa­gan­da and cru­el­ty and de­ceit for all the thou­sands of years of hu­man his­to­ry. It’s time we start­ed again, but prop­er­ly this time….”

      He stopped to take in sev­er­al rat­tling breaths.

      “The knife,” he went on af­ter a minute. “They nev­er knew what they were mak­ing, those old philoso­phers. They in­vent­ed a de­vice that could split open the very small­est par­ti­cles of mat­ter, and they used it to steal can­dy. They had no idea that they’d made the one weapon in all the uni­vers­es that could de­feat the tyrant. The Au­thor­ity. God. The rebel an­gels fell be­cause they didn’t have any­thing like the knife; but now …”

      “I didn’t want it! I don’t want it now!” Will cried. “If you want it, you can have it! I hate it, and I hate what it does-“

      ‘Too late. You haven’t any choice: you’re the bear­er. It’s picked you out. And, what’s more, they know you’ve got it; and if you don’t use it against them, they’ll tear it from your hands and use it against the rest of us, for­ev­er and ev­er.”

      “But why should I fight them? I’ve been fight­ing too much; I can’t go on fight­ing. I want to-“

      “Have you won your fights?”

      Will was silent. Then he said, “Yes, I sup­pose.”

      “You fought for the knife?”

      “Yes, but–“

      “Then you’re a war­ri­or. That’s what you are. Ar­gue with any­thing else, but don’t ar­gue with your own na­ture.”

      Will knew that the man was speak­ing the truth. But it wasn’t a wel­come truth. It was heavy and painful. The man seemed to know that, be­cause he let Will bow his head be­fore he spoke again.

      ‘There are two great pow­ers,” the man said, “and they’ve been fight­ing since time be­gan. Ev­ery ad­vance in hu­man life, ev­ery scrap of knowl­edge and wis­dom and de­cen­cy we have has been torn by one side from the teeth of the oth­er. Ev­ery lit­tle in­crease in hu­man free­dom has been fought over fe­ro­cious­ly be­tween those who want us to know more and be wis­er and stronger, and those who want us to obey and be hum­ble and sub­mit.

      “And now those two pow­ers are lin­ing up for bat­tle. And each of them wants that knife of yours more than any­thing else. You have to choose, boy. We’ve been guid­ed here, both of us- you with the knife, and me to tell you about it.”

      “No! You’re wrong!” cried Will. “I wasn’t look­ing for any­thing like that! That’s not what I was look­ing for at all!”

      “You might not think so, but that’s what you’ve found,” said the man in the dark­ness.

      “But what must I do?”

      And then Sta­nis­laus Grum­man, Jopari, John Par­ry hes­itat­ed.

      He was painful­ly aware of the oath he’d sworn to Lee Scores­by, and he hes­itat­ed be­fore he broke it; but break it he did.

      “You must go to Lord As­riel,” he said, “and tell him that Sta­nis­laus Grum­man sent you, and mat you have the one weapon he needs above all oth­ers. Like it or not, boy, you have a job to do. Ig­nore ev­ery­thing else, no mat­ter how im­por­tant it seems, and go and do this. Some­one will ap­pear to guide you; the night is full of an­gels. Your wound will heal nowWait. Be­fore you go, I want to look at you prop­er­ly.”

      He felt for the pack he’d been car­ry­ing and took some­thing out, un­fold­ing lay­ers of oil­skin and then strik­ing a match to light a litde tin lantern. In its light, through the rain­dashed windy air, the two looked at each oth­er.

      Will saw blaz­ing blue eyes hi a hag­gard face with sev­er­al days’ growth of beard on the stub­born jaw, gray­haired, drawn with pain, a thin body hunched in a heavy cloak trimmed with feath­ers.

      The shaman saw a boy even younger than he’d thought, his slim body shiv­er­ing in a torn linen shirt and his ex­pres­sion ex­haust­ed and sav­age and wary, but alight with a wild cu­rios­ity, his eyes wide un­der the straight black brows, so like his moth­er’s….

      And there came just the first flick­er of some­thing else to both of them.

      But in that same mo­ment, as the lantern light flared over John Par­ry’s face, some­thing shot down from the tur­bid sky, and he fell back dead be­fore he could say a word, an ar­row in his fail­ing heart. The os­prey dae­mon van­ished in a mo­ment.

      Will could on­ly sit stu­pe­fied.

      A flick­er crossed the cor­ner of his vi­sion, and his right hand dart­ed up at once, and he found he was clutch­ing a robin, a dae­mon, red­breast­ed, pan­ick­ing.

      “No! No!” cried the witch Ju­ta Ka­mainen, and fell down af­ter him, clutch­ing at her own heart, crash­ing clum­si­ly in­to the rocky ground and strug­gling up again.

      But Will was there be­fore she could find her feet, and the sub­tle knife was at her throat.

      “Why did you do that?” he shout­ed. “Why did you kill him?”

      “Be­cause I loved him and he scorned me! I am a witch! I don’t for­give!”

      And be­cause she was a witch she wouldn’t have been afraid of a boy, nor­mal­ly. But she was afraid of Will. This young wound­ed fig­ure held more force and dan­ger than she’d ev­er met in a hu­man be­fore, and she quailed. She fell back­ward, and he fol­lowed and gripped her hair with his left hand, feel­ing no pain, feel­ing on­ly an im­mense and shat­ter­ing de­spair.

      “You don’t know who he was,” he cried. “He was my fa­ther!”

      She shook her head and whis­pered, “No. No! That can’t be true. Im­pos­si­ble!”

      “You think things have to be pos­si­ble? Things have to be true! He was my fa­ther, and nei­ther of us knew it till the sec­ond you killed him! Witch, I wait all my life and come all this way and I find him at last, and you kill him….”

      And he shook her head like a rag and threw her back against the ground, half­stun­ning her. Her as­ton­ish­ment was al­most greater than her fear of him, which was re­al enough, and she pulled her­self up, dazed, and seized his shirt in sup­pli­ca­tion. He knocked her hand away.

      “What did he ev­er do that you need­ed to kill nun?” he cried. ‘Tell me that, if you can!”

      And she looked at the dead man. Then she looked back at Will and shook her head sad­ly.

      “No, I can’t ex­plain,” she said. “You’re too young. It wouldn’t make sense to you. I loved him. That’s all. That’s enough.”

      And be­fore Will could stop her, she fell soft­ly side­ways, her hand on the hilt of the knife she had just tak­en from her own belt and pushed be­tween her ribs.

      Will felt no hor­ror, on­ly des­ola­tion and baf­fle­ment.

      He stood up slow­ly and looked down at the dead witch, at her rich black hair, her flushed cheeks, her smooth pale limbs wet with rain, her lips part­ed like a lover’s.

      “I don’t un­der­stand,” he said aloud. “It’s too strange.”

      Will turned back to the dead man, his fa­ther.

      A thou­sand things jos­tled at his throat, and on­ly the dash­ing rain cooled the hot­ness hi his eyes. The lit­tle lantern still flick­ered and flared as the draft through the ill­fit­ting win­dow licked around the flame, and by its light Will knelt and put his hands on the man’s body, touch­ing his face, his shoul­ders, his chest, clos­ing his eyes, push­ing the wet gray hair off his fore­head, press­ing his hands to the rough cheeks, clos­ing his fa­ther’s mouth, squeez­ing his hands.

      “Fa­ther,” he said, “Dad, Dad­dy … Fa­ther… I don’t un­der­stand why she did that. It’s too strange for me. But what­ev­er you want­ed me to do, I promise, I swear I’ll do it. I’ll fight. I’ll be a war­ri­or. I will. This knife, I’ll take it to Lord As­riel, wher­ev­er he is, and I’ll help him fight that en­emy. I’ll do it. You can rest now. It’s all right. You can sleep now.”

      Be­side the dead man lay his deer­skin pack with the oil­skin and the lantern and the lit­tle horn box of blood­moss oint­ment. Will picked them up, and then he no­ticed his fa­ther’s feath­er­trimmed cloak trail­ing be­hind his body on the ground, heavy and sod­den but warm. His fa­ther had no more use for it, and Will was shak­ing with cold. He un­fas­tened the bronze buck­le at the dead man’s throat and swung the can­vas pack over his shoul­der be­fore wrap­ping the cloak around him­self.

      He blew out the lantern and looked back at the dim shapes of his fa­ther, of the witch, of his fa­ther again be­fore turn­ing to go down the moun­tain.

      The stormy air was elec­tric with whis­pers, and in the tear­ing of the wind Will could hear oth­er sounds, too: con­fused echoes of cries and chant­ing, the clash of met­al on met­al, pound­ing wing­beats that one mo­ment sound­ed so close they might ac­tu­al­ly be in­side his head, and the next so far away they might have been on an­oth­er plan­et. The rocks un­der­foot were slip­pery and loose, and it was much hard­er go­ing down than it had been climb­ing up; but he didn’t fal­ter.

      And as he turned down the last lit­tle gul­ly be­fore the place where he’d left Lyra sleep­ing, he stopped sud­den­ly. He could see two fig­ures sim­ply stand­ing there, in the dark, wait­ing. Will put his hand on the knife.

      Then one of the fig­ures spoke.

      “You’re the boy with the knife?” he said, and his voice had the strange qual­ity of those wing­beats. Who­ev­er he was, he wasn’t a hu­man be­ing.

      “Who are you?” Will said. “Are you men, or-“

      “Not men, no. We are Watch­ers. Bene elim. In your lan­guage, an­gels.”

      Will was silent. The speak­er went on: “Oth­er an­gels have oth­er func­tions, and oth­er pow­ers. Our task is sim­ple: We need you. We have been fol­low­ing the shaman ev­ery inch of his way, hop­ing he would lead us to you, and so he has. And now we have come to guide you in turn to Lord As­riel.”

      “You were with my fa­ther all the time?”

      “Ev­ery mo­ment.”

      “Did he know?”

      “He had no idea.”

      “Why didn’t you stop the witch, then? Why did you let her kill him?”

      “We would have done, ear­li­er. But his task was over once he’d led us to you.”

      Will said noth­ing. His head was ring­ing; this was no less dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand than any­thing else.

      “All right,” he said fi­nal­ly. “I’ll come with you. But first I must wake Lyra.”

      They stood aside to let him pass, and he felt a tin­gle in the air as he went close to them, but he ig­nored it and con­cen­trat­ed on get­ting down the slope to­ward the lit­tle shel­ter where Lyra was sleep­ing.

      But some­thing made him stop.

      In the dim­ness, he could see the witch­es who had been guard­ing Lyra all sit­ting or stand­ing still. They looked like stat­ues, ex­cept that they were breath­ing, but they were scarce­ly alive. There were sev­er­al black­silk­clad bod­ies on the ground, too, and as he gazed in hor­ror from one to an­oth­er of them, Will saw what must have hap­pened: they had been at­tacked in midair by the Specters, and had fall­en to their deaths, in­dif­fer­ent­ly.

      But-

      “Where’s Lyra?” he cried aloud.

      The hol­low un­der the rock was emp­ty. Lyra was gone.

      There was some­thing un­der the over­hang where she’d been ly­ing. It was Lyra’s lit­tle can­vas ruck­sack, and from the weight of it he knew with­out look­ing that the alethiome­ter was still in­side it.

      Will was shak­ing his head. It couldn’t be true, but it was: Lyra was gone, Lyra was cap­tured, Lyra was lost.

      The two dark fig­ures of the bene elim had not moved. But they spoke: “You must come with us now. Lord As­riel needs you at once. The en­emy’s pow­er is grow­ing ev­ery minute. The shaman has told you what your task is. Fol­low us and help us win. Come with us. Come this way. Come now.”

      And Will looked from them to Lyra’s ruck­sack and back again, and he didn’t hear a word they said.

      END OF BOOK TWO

    

  