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				Acclaim for the Chronoptika sequence:

				‘The Obsidian Mirror has one of the most memorable fictional openings I’ve read for a while. (The) book takes off into a slick, accomplished fantasy . . .’ – The Daily Telegraph

				‘Clever, complex and sophisticated. Fisher not only interweaves strands of dystopian Science Fiction with fairy tale fantasy but expertly crafts a story of loss with bittersweet and tantalising prospect of time travel fixing everything. The book is a tangled web and Fisher jumps from scene to scene with cliff hanger moments urging the reader to unlock her puzzle.’ – The School Librarian

				‘Fisher . . . keeps all the plates spinning. Just enjoy.’ Suzi Feay, Financial Times, Dec 2012

				‘A new novel by Catherine Fisher, poet and prize-winning novelist is always worth looking out for. The Obsidian Mirror is both thriller and SF, and, being written in Fisher’s acid-etched prose, equally satisfying to fans of many genres. Brilliantly disconcerting, scary and superbly written by the leading lady of British fantasy, this pursues Fisher’s abiding interest in imprisonment and the abuse of power. Full of atmosphere, it’s perfect for clever children to curl up with on a winter’s night.’ – Amanda Craig, The Times
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				CHAPTER ONE

				On summer nights? On sweet summer nights Wintercombe is a house of shadows!

				Nothing moves in its hundred rooms but a drift of curtain at a window, and halfway along the Gallery, the gilt hand of the grandfather clock.

				The cloister gate, always hung with a row of rusting iron implements, creaks very softly in the sultry stirring of the air.

				And, oh my dear, the night smells wonderfully of roses!

				Letter of Lady Mary Venn to her sister

				Was it the moon that woke him?

				Because as he opened his eyes a low slant of light lay across them like a silver blindfold, making him turn his head aside in annoyance on the hot pillow.

				Jake lay sprawled among the sticky web of his dream.

				He had dreamed of a hot, dirty room.

				His father had been standing in it, struggling to take off a mask – the sinister crow-beaked mask of the plague doctor. ‘For God’s sake, Jake, help me with this, will you? . . . I can’t breathe . . .’

				Jake had reached out. But the mask would not come away from his father’s face. It was stuck. And then its eyes came alight, yellow as gold. Strange garbled words emerged from its opening beak, and his father was gone; the bird-faced creature had become someone else, and the language it spoke was a garble of clicks and warbles, some Shee-tongue of the Wood, a speech of trees and grubs and scurrying insects.

				Jake snatched his hand away, cried out ‘Dad!’

				. . . and that one word had wiped everything away.

				He was awake and the dream was lost.

				It left only moonlight, and the dusty canopy of the bed above his head; he lay still, staring upwards, empty and crooked, the single bedsheet all tangled round his knees and chest. He was breathing fast and listening hard, sheened with sweat, because his father was still lost, still out there, somewhere in some other time, still suffering.

				Worry became anger; he slipped into the familiar tormenting whirlwind of rage. It was taking them so long to control the mirror! And Venn’s neglect infuriated him.

				He made himself breathe out, trying to let the fear go, pushing his hair from his eyes. Then he rolled over, edged a book aside and saw the small green letters of the bedside clock.

				03.50 a.m.

				A curtain drifted in the open window.

				A floorboard creaked.

				He whispered, ‘Horatio? Is that you?’

				No answering chatter. That wasn’t unusual. The marmoset had taken to sleeping wherever it felt like in the vast, dim house, sometimes curled up cosily in the kitchen with the seven cats, sometimes swinging on the dusty chandeliers of the empty bedchambers. After all, it had plenty of choice.

				From the next room came the deep growl of Wharton’s snoring. Jake grinned, lay back, turned over.

				Into an ice-cold circle of metal.

				His heart leaped. The pistol was steady, it was deadly, it was held against his forehead by a black-gloved hand. Behind it a shadow in the darkness said softly, ‘Make no sound, Jake Wilde. Not even the very slightest murmur. Or I promise you I will blow your handsome little head right off.’

				He wanted it to be another dream, but he knew it wasn’t. He was tinglingly awake, every nerve alert, every pore of his skin prickling with the exhilaration of danger.

				How many of them were there? One?

				A movement to the left, in the corner of his eye, flickered across the stripe of moonlight.

				Two.

				Had they come in through the window? Climbed the ivy-smothered wall? His mind flicked through the options. Had Janus sent them? Were they Shee? Hardly – not with a gun.

				Mortal then.

				Thieves.

				To steal what?

				The mirror.

				He opened his mouth to yell; instantly a great slab of sticky adhesive was slapped across it. His arms were grabbed and yanked behind him; he felt the tight cords scorch his wrists.

				He moaned a savage curse into the pillow.

				Too late.

				Sarah was lying suspended in the green depths of some crystalline ocean, a dark dreamless place of infinite silence, when a voice spoke in her ear.

				It was a tiny piping voice and it sounded worried. It said, ‘Mortal, listen, I really think you ought to wake up.’

				‘Why?’ she muttered.

				‘Because something very strange is happening.’

				Fish swam in and out of the words. She wondered why she dreamed of underwater, because she had never dared set foot near the sea. In her future world at the end of time it was a poisoned, venomous place. Nothing lived there. The coral reefs were dull with dead plankton. Janus’s dark tyranny had killed the world.

				Her thought turned into a silver and blue jellyfish and pulsed rhythmically away through her brain.

				She said, ‘Strange?’

				The word woke her; she sat up.

				The attic room was dark and hot. Through the window, wide open, drifted the eternal whisper of the trees of Wintercombe Wood, and the distant hoot of an owl somewhere far down the valley.

				‘What sort of strange?’ she whispered. ‘The baby?’

				Lorenzo’s wails erupted at all hours of the night.

				‘No. Not quite sure who.’ The wooden bird sounded apologetic. For a moment she couldn’t even see it; then the moon came out and the silver light showed her its tiny form, stuck with false feathers. It was perched on the wardrobe, its single beady eye turned to her. ‘Only that whoever they are they don’t seem to be properly mortal and they’re already inside the house.’

				Alarmed, she said, ‘The Shee?’

				‘Oh no. I’d certainly know if they were Shee.’

				Sarah was already out of bed. She grabbed jeans and a top and flung them on. ‘Where in the house? Why haven’t the alarms gone off?’

				‘Don’t ask me.’ The faery bird tipped its head to one side.

				‘The coin!’ Fear flickered through Sarah like lightning on the dark moor. ‘Do you think they could be after the coin . . . ?’ But then, no, no, they couldn’t be, could they, because no one else here even knew she had it, the half of the broken Zeus stater, the only object in the universe that could destroy the mirror. She forced herself to be calm, pulled on her shoes, stood up.

				Don’t panic.

				The coin was safe. Hidden in a very secret place. Hidden until she could find the other half and bring them both together, and cancel the future – Janus’s terrible future – before it ever even happened.

				‘I’m going out to take a look,’ she said. ‘Stay here. Don’t let anyone see you.’

				‘Don’t worry.’ The bird shuddered delicately. ‘I won’t. Even the spiders on the cobwebs won’t see me. They’re usually Summer’s spies, did you know that?’

				Sarah had already moved to the door. Before she opened it she took a breath and pushed the cropped blonde hair behind her ear.

				Then she stepped out into the corridor.

				It was mid-June and the weather had been hot for weeks. The ancient house smelled of wax polish and lavender and roses – of sweet, mingled midsummer scents, phlox and honeysuckle. All its windows were wide, as if it struggled to breathe, as if down here in its deep combe beside the rushing river it was slowly being suffocated by the heat and pollen and the leaf-heavy branches of the trees.

				The attic corridor stretched, white-painted, into the dark. She didn’t put a light on, but walked softly along it to the top of the servants’ stairs and stood listening, straining to pin down every tiny sound in the sleeping house.

				A creak.

				A murmur that might have been a voice.

				She frowned. The mirror was down in the medieval part of the building, the Monk’s Walk, safe behind Piers’s defences of alarms and lasers. Surely no one could get at it there. And there had been no alarm from the gates, so no vehicle could have even tried to come up the drive.

				She listened again.

				Tiredness came out of the night and washed over her. Briefly the green ocean slid back into her memory, beckoning and cool. The Shee bird was surely wrong – or playing some mischief.

				She’d strangle the manky little thing.

				Then, as she turned away, a sound came from up the spiral stairwell, the ghost of an echo. Immediately Sarah was flitting down, silent and quick, avoiding the boards that creaked, slipping through the arch at the bottom, ducking behind a great vase on its pedestal.

				She peered round it.

				Before her the Long Gallery, a corridor wider than a room, stretched the whole length of the house, its white ceiling frosted like a cake with patterns of pargeting, its walls lined with ancient bookcases, great vases, statues of Greek philosophers and Roman senators.

				The main bedrooms were along here, Jake’s, Wharton’s, and Piers’s, though she wondered if that odd creature ever had to sleep. Right down the far end was Venn’s room, but she knew all too well that it would be empty, because he was rarely in the house these nights.

				As she frowned with anger about that, she saw Jake’s door slowly open. A sliver of light widened.

				She was relieved, went to step out and say, ‘Did something wake you, too?’

				Until she saw him get shoved out, and the shadow behind him. And the gun.

				They had let him dress and pull his boots on and Jake was glad of that because behind his fear his fury was intense, and when it came to kicking someone he could do a lot more damage this way. He wasn’t blindfolded, but the two men – he was sure now there were two of them – kept behind him, and they each had smeared their faces with dark camouflage. They wore hoods and black coats. One was bigger than the other – the tall one did the talking. They smelled oddly of oil and some vaguely familiar sweet scent.

				When he was a kid, just after his mother left, he’d had a phase of sleeping fully-dressed with all sorts of daft kid’s weapons stuffed under his pillow. Maybe it had been from films or stuff he’d been reading then, or because of all that disturbance in his life. He’d had a constant fear that something would happen in the night and that he had to be ready for it. It never had.

				Until now.

				As the tall man shoved him forward, his eye caught a flicker of movement in the darkness at the end of the Gallery. For a moment he was sure someone had been there, but as he stared he saw nothing but shadow.

				‘Remember, Jake. Not a sound.’ The muzzle of the gun caressed his cheek; the gentlest of reminders. ‘Now walk.’

				They followed him along the corridor. He tried to step on as many creaky boards as he could, but Wintercombe Abbey had its own secret vocabulary of creaks and squeaks, and they rarely woke anyone used to the breathing and stirring of the ancient house.

				But as he passed a windowsill, a dark mass uncoiled and sat up.

				The tall stranger hissed; the gun swivelled.

				Jake made a squirm of alarm through his taped mouth. For a second he thought it was Horatio; then a pair of green eyes opened and stared at him intently.

				‘Leave it.’ The smaller shadow spoke sharply. ‘Can’t you see it’s just a cat?’

				‘Bloody thing.’

				‘Hold your nerve. Look. That’s the door.’

				They had stopped at the door to the Monk’s Walk. They obviously knew their way around the house. Jake slid a look back; the cat was watching, its fur bristling.

				The taller man crouched, his long coat sweeping the dusty floor. He drew out a small tool, made a few deft arrangements to the ancient lock. It clicked, and the door swung open.

				Jake swore silently. He was sure now they were after the mirror, the black obsidian glass that was the precious doorway to time. They must have a way to deal with all of Piers’s security.

				But the cat had seen them, and the cats – all seven – talked to Piers. With any luck, this one might be slinking along the skirting board to wake him right now. Anxiety tingled in Jake. He had to play for time. Not let this happen.

				‘You first.’ The tall man caught his arm and thrust him through the door. Deliberately Jake stumbled into the dim interior, fell on the cold stones and rolled away fast into the darkest corner, at the same time tugging the bonds on his wrists with furious energy.

				The man swore. ‘Where are you? Get up! Or I’ll blow you to bloody smithereens.’

				And wake the whole house? Jake thought. I don’t think so. One thumb was almost free. Ignoring the scorch of rope on skin, he fought to separate his hands.

				Then a cold blade point was touched lightly to his cheek.

				‘Naughty, Jake.’ A whisper at his ear, clear and quiet. He looked up, straight into the smaller thief’s eyes. They were bright and mischievous, and he knew all at once that this was the most dangerous of the two.

				‘Seems to me you’re getting some silly ideas, Jake. About bolting. About raising the hue and cry on us. Do you think we don’t carry a few silent weapons too, Jake?’

				The blade of the knife, sharp as a pin, pierced the skin under his right eye. Jake kept utterly still.

				‘That’s better. Because, believe me, your throat would be cut, and we’d be through that mirror, before your friends got their dainty little toes in their furry little slippers. No point in being dead, eh, Jake? Not with your father still to find.’

				Astonishment shot through him. What the hell did they know about his father? But before he could breathe he was hauled up between them and dragged along the stone arcade of the Monk’s Walk, stumbling through the Gothic fingers of moonlight that stabbed down through the broken tracery.

				Far below in its deep ravine, the Wintercombe rushed over its rocks, but the sound was no longer the dreadful thunder of the spring floods. It was a murmur, a song, a pleasant liquid ripple and splash.

				It hummed under his feet.

				Sarah had made herself invisible with the terrible ease Janus’s gift had given her. It was an ability she loathed, but as soon as she had seen the two dark figures behind Jake, and the moonlight glinting on the pistol muzzle, she’d used it without hesitation.

				They passed within touching distance of her. Flattened against the panelling, head sideways, she dared not breathe. They opened the door and shoved Jake through.

				A creak followed, on the hessian matting.

				The cat.

				Those Replicant creatures could see her, she knew, so she whispered, ‘Get Piers! Hurry! Tell him I’m going after them,’ and slid into the Monk’s Walk, breathing more easily because there were no creaky boards down here, just cold stone.

				Far ahead, shadows flitted through moonlight.

				She slipped after them, thinking fast. Surely the lasers around the mirror would stop them. And Maskelyne would hear – the scarred man slept down here now, in some monkish cell piled with books and circuitry, close to the mirror that infatuated him. She raced through slots of moonlight, through the terror of not being able to see her own arms and legs, of being nothing but a wisp of spirit and snatched breath. Into the labyrinth.

				It was a funnel of malachite mesh, a tangle of wiring and computer monitors, and in its heart, dark as a great venomous spider, lurked the obsidian mirror.

				She stopped dead.

				Seeing it here in this darkness, tied down in its tangle of cables, it seemed a sinister vacancy, a moonlit door to nowhere, to non-places outside the very universe itself.

				It had always made her afraid. Now as she crept on, breath held, it seemed to reflect the terror inside her.

				Keep calm, Jake told himself. They couldn’t have stolen the bracelet because Venn kept it on his wrist and never took it off, and without a bracelet they wouldn’t dare use the mirror.

				The thought was a relief but he was trying not to panic. They had hauled him, struggling hard, through the green mesh and he had seen with disbelief that no lasers had triggered and no alarms howled.

				Whoever they were they were experts.

				He tried to yell, fought so hard a flask toppled from a bench and smashed, a star of glass shards.

				‘Hold him! Hold him still!’ The small man walked up to the mirror and pushed back one dark sleeve of his coat.

				Around his wrist curled a silver snake bracelet with a stone of amber.

				Jake swore, kicked free, turned to flee, but the tall man gripped him with wrathful ease. Already the mirror had opened into a throbbing emptiness, the wide black doorway into time. Jake yelled, ‘No. No! You can’t do this!’

				‘Just watch us, Jake.’

				They grabbed him, one on each arm, and before them was nothing but darkness, and they forced him forward and leaped into it. But just as Jake felt the throbbing terror of the mirror enveloping him, his eyes widened in astonishment.

				A small hand, cold and invisible as a glass glove, had slipped into his.

				And journeyed with him.

				The cat waited until the black vacancy had collapsed, until the room had stopped shaking, until the mirror stood silent and solid. Its own fur and whiskers were flattened with terror of the implosion; its green eyes were wide.

				Then it padded to a secret infra-red beam that crossed the floor, and very deliberately, put a paw on it.

				Every alarm in the house exploded into noise.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER TWO

				I have long forgotten where I was born. Maybe I had no birth. Maybe memory cannot last the centuries I have endured. In truth I have journeyed among beings that were hardly men, even unto the courts of kings and wizards. Always I sought wisdom, from chained dragon, from forbidden tract, from demon and angel.

				I have read the great stones. I have stolen the apple from the Tree.

				And out of all my sorcery I have made that which will destroy the world.

				The Scrutiny of Secrets by Mortimer Dee

				Wharton’s dream was definitely a nightmare.

				He was back in the stark white classrooms of Compton’s College, standing, in some ridiculous pyjamas, before a class of bored and belligerent boys. Lounging in the front desk, wearing a shirt, tie and slim grey trousers, was Summer.

				The faery creature propped her small bare feet on a chair and looked round curiously. ‘Hello, George! So this is where you used to work. It’s a bit grim.’

				He ignored her, and cleared his throat. ‘Gentlemen, please! This term we’ll be studying Shakespeare’s greatest comedy, A Midsummer . . .’

				‘My play!’ Summer blew him a graceful kiss. ‘George, you’re doing my play. How very sweet of you!’

				The boys sniggered. Wharton glared. He knew this dream. He loathed this dream. Because, any minute now, all hell would break loose.

				‘You know.’ Summer swung her legs down and stood. ‘It’s so lovely being in your dream. Venn only dreams about Leah, and Gideon isn’t allowed dreams any more. But yours are so easy, George.’

				She reached out a red-nailed finger and touched his pyjama lapel. A white rose sprouted from the buttonhole. ‘Let’s do my play. Shall we?’

				Before he could answer he felt his ears grow, his nose thicken. His hands clenched up into hooves, he sprouted a coat of velvety grey hair. He opened his mouth and all that came out was a startled bray.

				Summer giggled helplessly. ‘I always knew you could act, George.’

				He was nothing but a donkey-headed man in pyjamas, and the boys roared with delight as he shook his head and stamped and hee-hawed his wrath, until suddenly the school fire bell erupted into sound, and he sat up so fast in the bed that he almost cricked his neck.

				For a moment hot humiliation was a sweat all over him. He put both hands to his ears, bemused.

				The bedroom door crashed open. ‘Alarms!’ Piers gasped. ‘Intruders! GO!’

				Army training kicked in. Wharton was out of bed in an instant, trousers dragged on, dressing-gown grabbed. He opened the wardrobe, pulled out the shotgun, loaded both barrels. ‘Who? How did they get in?’

				‘No idea.’ The little man was hopping with anxiety, his white lab coat inside-out.

				‘Shee?’

				‘Doubt it.’

				‘Where’s Venn?’

				‘Away.’

				Wharton scowled. He knew what away meant. ‘You mean in the Wood?’

				‘Where else!’ Piers looked sour.

				‘And Jake? Gideon?’

				‘No sign.’

				‘OK. Move. Move!’

				They raced down the corridor. The door to the Monk’s Walk was wide; Wharton swore, backed, swung in and held the shotgun steady.

				The corridor was empty.

				Piers whispered, ‘Oh hellfire. If the mirror is gone I am DEAD. Worse than dead. EVISCERATED.’

				Wharton shook his head. ‘Not just you. How the hell could anyone get in here?’

				He moved from cover to cover, dodging down the stone cloister, through pale slots of light. The short summer night was black; the moon had risen; he could smell the warm, stirring leaves of the Wood.

				At the arch, he waited, listening. Nothing. He yelled, ‘You in there! Put your hands up and stand still! Or I’ll blast you to kingdom come!’

				Still nothing.

				He exchanged a glance with Piers. The small man, or genie, or whatever he was, crouched behind a pillar and shrugged.

				So Wharton took a breath, breathed a prayer.

				And went in.
				*


				High in the highest attic of the Abbey, Gideon had no dreams. He lay in the hammock Piers had set up for him, one long leg dangling over the side. His eyes were closed but there was no sleep for him any more, because Summer had stolen his sleep, and now he had nowhere he could go to escape from the terrible fear of his endless life. The Shee, those faery creatures of the Wood, had stolen more than his dreams. They had stolen him once, long ago, made him their changeling, taken him into that place they called the Summerland, the unplace where time didn’t exist.

				He was mortal, but ageless.

				Young, but old.

				He loathed them. And even here, in this house, they still had him trapped.

				Even though he kept all the windows of the room firmly locked and barred, even though he didn’t want to, he could hear the moon anoint the leaves with silver. The faintest stir of branches came to his Shee-sharpened senses. Out there green buds unfurled, insect wings of finest gossamer unfolded. And then, slowly at first but growing in the dark like a wave of sound, just as they did every night, the nightjars began to sing, an eerie rasp, like a choir of sinister voices.

				He opened his eyes.

				They were singing for him. The Shee were calling him, taunting him, mocking him through beak and bill, tormenting him with their songs of the Wood, of the sweetness of the Summerland, the long unchanging days of music and hunting and cold laughter.

				He hissed with despair.

				Then the alarms exploded. He leaped out of the hammock; at once, swift and light as a shadow, he was out and running, down and down the stairs, along the corridors, skidding into the labyrinth just as Wharton was threatening the last cobwebbed corner of the room with the shotgun.

				‘What is it! What’s happened? Is it the mirror?’

				‘Don’t ask me.’ Wharton seemed reluctant to put the weapon down. He prowled round in bewilderment; almost, Gideon thought, disappointment. ‘Don’t understand it at all. No one here. Nothing missing. No damage – just this flask smashed on the floor. Piers, if one of those blasted cats of yours has set off that alarm I will personally—’

				He stopped.

				The black cat had leaped up on to the workbench and was sitting right in front of Piers. It made a few urgent mews.

				Piers stared. ‘What!’

				The cat mewed again, at length. Then it began licking its tail with furious concentration.

				Piers’s face was as white as his coat. ‘Forget eviscerated,’ he breathed. ‘I’ll be hanged, drawn and quartered.’

				‘Tell me,’ Wharton said. ‘Tell me!’

				Piers absently made his hand into a fist and blew into it. When he opened it he held a handkerchief which he used to mop his face. ‘I used to be trapped in a bottle. I hated it, but looking back, it was a quiet, comfortable life.’ He looked up. ‘Someone’s kidnapped Jake.’

				‘JAKE?’ Wharton was stunned but Gideon said quietly, ‘Who?’

				‘Don’t know. Tertius couldn’t get a good look at them. Two men, with weapons. Not Shee, human, but with something strange about them. Journeymen, for sure, because they had a bracelet and they forced him at gunpoint into the mirror. They may have come in that way too.’

				Wharton had to sit down. He dumped the shotgun on the bench ‘Jake . . . dear God! But . . . the alarm . . .’

				‘The cat did that. These people were like shadows . . . Nothing registered them. As if . . . they didn’t exist. Experts.’

				‘Or Replicants,’ Gideon said at once. ‘Replicants don’t really exist.’ He turned to look at the Mirror and saw his green coat glimmer in its dark depths. ‘But why Jake? Do they think they can get some kind of ransom for him? And it means they must have access to the mirror, in some other time.’

				His quicksilver reasoning left Wharton feeling befuddled. ‘Jake. Kidnapped! It’s unbelievable!’

				He couldn’t seem to get it into his head. ‘And where’s Sarah? Surely she must have heard . . .’

				‘Ah,’ Piers said. ‘Yes. Well. You haven’t heard the worst of it. Sarah’s gone too.’

				‘Gone?’

				‘Not kidnapped. Oh no. Seems she followed them in, invisible. The cat says they had no idea she was there.’

				‘But . . .’ Wharton struggled with it. ‘Sarah has no bracelet. You need physical contact with whoever is . . .’

				‘She’d have held on to Jake.’ Gideon allowed himself a rare smile. ‘She’s crazy, that girl. But when have they gone? Can you track them?’

				Piers leaped up and ran to the mirror. A whole new console had sprouted from its side in the last month; now he tapped the controls nervously. After a minute he said, ‘Far enough it seems. Between two and three centuries, but I’m not really able to pinpoint accurately. We need Maskelyne on this. Quickly.’

				As he said it each of them wondered why the scarred man had not been first here. His care of the mirror was obsessional, as if it was part of his soul.

				‘I’ll go and find him.’ Gideon left them to it, slipped out and ran down the stone steps at the end of the Monk’s Walk. He had been this way once before: since the spring he had explored every crack and corner of the building, every room and garret and cellar, because he had nowhere else to go and nothing else to do. If he put one foot outside the safety of the Abbey the Shee would be on him like flies. He had betrayed Summer, helped Sarah steal the coin from her. If Summer got her claws on him he would certainly pay. But, he thought acidly, these days she didn’t seem to care. She had Venn to distract her.

				At the dimmest turning of the stone stair was an ancient Gothic porch doorway and through that another tiny stone stairwell led down into the cellars. Why did the scarred man have to lurk in the very depths of the earth? Gideon wondered. Mortals seemed to have this urge to dig themselves in – to find dark corners and caves, to build houses, to hide from the sun and the sky. He couldn’t understand it. Living locked up in the Abbey, not even able to climb the trees or stand under the blue sky, was becoming unbearable for him. Day by day he was getting more irritable, more tense. He wondered how much more of it he could stand.

				The door at the bottom was small and heavily ornate with great black wrought-iron hinges. The metal made him shiver, but he knocked urgently. ‘Maskelyne? Are you there?’

				No reply.

				He turned the handle and went in, ducking under the low lintel.

				The room was as bare as if no one lived there. A neatly made bed, a table with a pile of papers and a pen, a photograph of Rebecca, which she had surely placed there herself. Gideon looked at her face smiling out at him, her plait of red hair. Did she know she was the girlfriend of a ghost? Because whatever Maskelyne was, he was not Shee and maybe no longer even mortal.

				Then he paused, curious.

				Next to the photo lay a large leatherbound book.

				There was something strange about the book. As Gideon looked with his Shee-sight it seemed to glimmer, to be faintly doubled or trebled in outline, as if it existed in several dimensions at once, superimposed over and over on itself. It was a phenomenon he had seen before, in his wanderings through the crazy slanted worlds of the Summerland, and it always intrigued him.

				He walked cautiously over to it.

				The thick volume was bound in calfskin. Once it had been dyed a lustrous purple, but now it was faded and powdery at the corners.

				On its cover, a diagram of occult letters was inscribed. Around it a delicate silver chain lay open and unlocked.

				He shuddered. He had heard the Shee whisper about books like this – grimoires, spell-books, the possessions of the greatest sorcerers. The faery creatures feared them, because in them were spells that could command obedience, and the Shee loathed to be under mortal beck and call. In fact, if they saw this they would certainly try to tear it to shreds.

				Reluctant but fascinated, Gideon reached out and opened the pages.

				They were of crisp yellow parchment, slightly greasy to touch, and their margins were an intertwined tangle of knots and branches, as if some great tree grew all the way through the book. Drawn by some long-dead scribe, demons and monkeys and men and monsters lurked among the leaves. Gideon leaned closer. Small silver birds sang in there, and a dog with three heads that barked faintly, and a snake of gold and turquoise scales that slithered in and out of the dark unreadable letters.

				He turned another page.

				This time the margins showed two dragons fighting, their open jaws breathing out flames, so red and yellow that he felt their heat.

				And lying in the fold, paper thin and faded to the palest of purples, was a dried flower.

				His fingers picked it up, carefully, felt the strangeness of it. It was a flower from no mortal plant and from nowhere in the Summerland either. It lay in his palm like a fragile proof of worlds beyond even all those he had known.

				‘Come away from that book.’

				The voice from nowhere made him jump; he turned fast.

				Maskelyne stood in the darkness of the embrasured wall, though Gideon knew for a fact he had not been there seconds ago. A dark man in a dark coat, his scarred face made him half demon and half angel. He came forward swiftly and slammed the book closed, keeping his hand on it. ‘Are you a fool to look on things you know are dangerous!’

				Gideon had jerked his fingers back with the speed of a snake. Now he thrust his hands in his pocket and shrugged, scornful. ‘Don’t fear me reading your secrets, master. I never learned letters.’

				‘Some books don’t need to be read.’ Maskelyne fastened the chain tight and locked it with a tiny key, which he put in his pocket. ‘Some books will infect you like leprosy.’

				‘So why keep it then?’

				Maskelyne glanced at him sidelong, the scar on his face jagged and deep. ‘That’s my business. What’s going on? Who’s taken Jake?’

				He turned and walked out quickly; Gideon ran after him. ‘You know?’

				‘The mirror told me. Just now, as I slept, the mirror whispered to me. It murmured its displeasure. It’s angry, Gideon, and I fear that.’

				He ran and the changeling ran after him, up through the stairs and dim rooms to the labyrinth. Piers had cleared the workbench; he and Wharton sat waiting, gloomily.

				When he saw Maskelyne, Wharton jumped up and said, ‘Find out how far.’

				Maskelyne went to the panel. His slim fingers touched the controls. It wasn’t as if he operated the thing, Wharton thought suddenly, but rather as if he communicated with it, in some bizarre way.

				‘Well? Can you tell? Where have they taken him?’

				‘Before 1800. Or within a few years of that date. But they came from another period. More like 1900.’

				‘Could it be Symmes?’ Piers said, hopefully.

				Wharton shook his head. ‘No. John Harcourt Symmes had had his accident and gone into the future by then. The mirror was locked up in his empty house in London for ten years, just mouldering under a dustsheet, until his daughter, Alicia, came.’

				‘Well, it seems someone else used it during those years. Someone who moves from period to period with practised ease. A real journeyman.’ Maskelyne turned away and sat down. He looked deeply troubled. ‘I’ll do the best I can to find out who. Meanwhile, someone has to go and tell Venn. Jake is his godson, after all.’

				Piers and Wharton looked at each other in dismay.

				‘Not me,’ Piers said. ‘Gideon.’

				‘Are you mad?’ Gideon shook his head. ‘I can’t go back to the Shee.’

				‘And I must stay with the mirror.’ Maskelyne stood and stared into its darkness, thoughtfully. ‘This incursion has changed something. Since the spring we’ve spent weeks working without much result, but these intruders have done what we could not. They have woken the mirror again.’ He turned his handsome side to them. ‘I need Venn’s bracelet and he needs to know what’s happened. You’ll have to go and get him, George.’

				Wharton said, ‘To the Summerland? God forbid! I went there once down a well and . . .’

				‘Not there. He’s with Summer, in the Wood,’ Gideon muttered.

				‘Great. And how do I find them?’

				‘Don’t worry about that. They’ll find you.’

				The big man sighed. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘If no one else has the guts . . .’ He took a breath, turned and marched firmly from the room.

				Into the silence Piers said, ‘Crumbs. I don’t envy him.’

				Gideon was silent. Part of him wanted to flee out after the man into the green freedom of the Wood. But he managed to stay still. Only, deep in the pocket of his coat, his fingers played with the strange, paper thin, stolen flower.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER THREE

				My gift, she said, is the cowslip,

				The silver of the moon.

				The bees’ kiss to the flower’s lips

				On the hottest afternoon.

				My pain, she said, is the wasp sting,

				The scorch of the fiery sun;

				The scream of the dying fledgling

				As the weasel’s work is done.

				Ballad of Lord Winter and Lady Summer

				Jake finally worked the tape free. He spat it off, took a breath, then whispered, ‘Are you in here? Sarah?’

				There was no answer. He was disappointed, and then glad because there would have been no point in her getting locked up too. She needed to be free.

				They had brought him through the mirror into a place of total darkness. He had had a glimpse of a candle, a single tiny flame somewhere in the distance, a sense of space, an echoing dimness, and Sarah’s hand had slipped from his, just as the tall man had untied his wrists, hustled him through a door and bolted it firmly behind him.

				He looked round, cautiously.

				‘Is anyone in here?’

				His own voice came back at him, resonating, as if from a high ceiling.

				He threw the tape on the floor in disgust. He could be anywhere . . . For a moment a wave of despair and sheer anger crashed over him, made him clutch his hands into fists and want to yell aloud. How could they do this! Snatching him from the search for his father, the long fruitless work on the mirror . . .

				Yet . . . the mirror had worked for them. Allowed them to journey.

				That had to be a small, wan hope.

				Breathing deep, controlling his fury, he groped, hands out. Almost at once he stumbled against the edge of a table and fumbled his way along it. On the surface he felt a few small cold objects, and among them, a square box. Shaking it he smelled oil, knew it for a tinderbox, and struck it. The tiny blue flame spurted in the dark, steadied and grew. He saw a candelabra with six candles.

				He lit them quickly, then picked the whole thing up and looked around.

				His heart leaped with terror.

				Men and women stood around him in crowds. Silent and unmoving, they stared at him out of the gloom; their eyes glassy in the flamelight. No one spoke. Each of them was rigid, their clothes a crazy motley of ages and times – Elizabethan players, a Roman centurion, medieval women. For a moment he thought he had interrupted some fancy dress party, but the silence was too unreal, the stillness too complete, and he understood with another shiver of fear that they were not even alive.

				Then, piled in a corner, he saw a heap of legs and hands and feet, of severed limbs and spare torsos, of severed heads all gazing blankly up and out, and he knew these were waxworks.

				He allowed himself a shaky laugh.

				They looked so real!

				He made himself move towards them, but as soon as he did the candle flames cast huge wavering shadows; everything seemed to shift slightly, the figures to move, the light glittering in their eyes.

				It gave him the creeps.

				In front of the ranks of waxworks were three booths containing more complex figures. Still as statues, frozen in attitudes of waiting, a Scribe sat with pen poised, a Dancer balanced on tiptoe. The nearest was an Indian Conjurer in a striped coat sitting before a table with three balls upon it.

				Jake looked at it closely, bringing the candles up. And perhaps he touched some handle, because to his shock the figure suddenly came alive, and he stepped back with a gasp as it turned its head and fixed him with glassy eyes.

				Music squeaked from its rusty interior.

				The automaton picked up a cup and showed nothing beneath it. Then it replaced the cup and with a jerky, impatient action, picked up another. A small red ball lay there.

				Jake watched. The figure covered the ball, then revealed that it had vanished. Lifting the third cup it showed that the ball now lay there, and the dark painted face smiled a brief smile, nodded, bowed, and was still.

				Machines. Very old ones. Wind-up . . . clockwork.

				Jake raised the candles high, wax splatting on the floor. He was in a low, raftered room, maybe an attic. It was crammed with the waxworks, and though he knew what they were, he didn’t want to stay here, among these lifeless eyes that watched him.

				‘Jake!’

				It was a whisper; he ran to the door.

				‘Sarah? Is that you?’

				‘Who else would be mad enough to come?’

				It made him grin. ‘I’m glad you did. Where the hell are we?’

				‘Not sure.’ Her voice was close to the outside of the door, as if she had her lips to the keyhole. ‘The two men have gone. Down a wooden stair, and out into a street, I think. They’ve locked the door behind them. It’s dark out here – there are corridors, wooden, all rotting, stairs, plenty of locked rooms. Maybe we’re in some sort of storehouse or warehouse. It’s hard to tell. What’s in there?’

				‘Waxworks. Automata.’

				‘What?’

				‘Mechanized puppets. Used for entertainment. We can’t have journeyed too far back. Look, Sarah, they can’t be leaving me here alone for long. They’ll be back soon. Can you get me out?’

				‘No chance. There’s a huge lock.’ He heard her rattle it. ‘And the door itself is solid.’

				‘Right. Then listen. Get a weapon . . .’

				‘Jake, this is not a game. I’m not smashing someone over the head.’

				‘For the lock! To break the lock.’

				She breathed out, tense. ‘Oh. All right. I’ll look around.’ She seemed to move away, then her voice come back. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’

				He was about to be sarcastic until he realized she was probably as scared as he was, so he forced a laugh. ‘I won’t. Thanks for coming along, Sarah.’

				‘Venn won’t thank me,’ she whispered.

				Jake pulled a face. That was only too true.

				Sarah moved away from the door, reluctant. Judging from the glow coming under it, Jake had found light of some sort, but she had nothing. Groping the walls was useless; there were no electric light switches.

				She made her way along the corridor.

				It was low-roofed, but some dim illumination filtered from somewhere, so gradually she realized she was walking on trampled earth, and that the walls were painted a dingy green. Here and there they were stained as if by past water leaks, and scuffed as if many people had rubbed and run their hands along them.

				Was this a school?

				Some sort of theatre? A slum?

				At the end was a door that creaked open at her touch, revealing a stairwell. She leaned over and looked up. The stairs turned in a wide square into the dark. Sarah waited, listening. The building was utterly silent around her. Then, on some higher floor, something made a small popping sound.

				‘Hello?’ she murmured.

				The stairwell took the word and sent it back to her, fading into nothing.

				Her hand on the greasy bannister, she started up.

				It was a bare, bleak stair. She could smell damp, and a sweetness, and a faint but reassuring hint of onions. Twice more the popping noise came; she paused to listen to it, and it was distant, as if outside.

				By the time she reached the top landing she was breathless, and her calf muscles were tight with strain.

				Facing her was a dilapidated door, with one phrase on it, scrawled in red paint, vivid as blood. It said, VIVE LA REVOLUTION!

				‘Oh no,’ she said, very softly.

				She forced down the handle; the wind snatched the door from her and flung it open.

				She stared in delight and dismay.

				She was standing on a narrow balcony, and before her spread the massed rooftops of a great city. Grey stone and red tile glittered under a cloudless blue sky. Sunshine blinded her; she had to shade her eyes to look, and she saw balustrades and gables, a crammed tangle of alleyways and streets and lanes pierced by the high spires of countless churches, the twin towers of a mighty Gothic cathedral, the silver flash of a river under its bridges.

				Where was this?

				Not London, she knew. The sun was too bright, the design of the buildings all wrong.

				Was this Paris? The cathedral must be Notre Dame.

				She looked for the Eiffel Tower but obviously it didn’t exist yet – she had only seen pictures of it and the TV transmission of its ruined end, when Janus’s troops had entered the city at the start of his career. If it was Paris, it was old and dirty and its streets narrow.

				Directly below her was a mean boulevard, lined with trees. Carts and carriages rumbled along it, noisy on the cobbles. The popping noise made Sarah grip the rail and look down carefully; there was a market of some sort going on. Voices and vendors’ cries, the bleat of ewes and crowing of a caged cockerel rose up to her, the stench of a city without drains or sewers. But beyond that, a gang of drunken men were firing muskets wildly into the air, and a barricade of tattered furniture and broken timbers had been heaped haphazardly across the street. She stepped back, quickly.

				The clothes of the women told her this was the eighteenth century. She knew little about that period in France, except that there had been a great revolution, and rich people had been guillotined, hundreds of them.

				That was all she needed.

				She turned, ducked back inside and ran down the stairs. Jake would know more. Passing a broken bannister she went back and pulled it out; the black wood cracked loudly and as she froze, listening, she thought she caught some other noise, a rumble deep in the bowels of the building.
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