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To my godparents – Judy, James, and Angela.


Thank you for everything.
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There had to be a heist at some point in the story, didn’t there? And there are certain tropes that consistently occur in a heist narrative, whether the protagonists are trying to get away with the Mona Lisa, a casino’s earnings, or the entire gold stocks of Turin and Fort Knox . . .


Many thanks to my editors, Bella Pagan and Rebecca Brewer. Have I said lately that I appreciate you? I appreciate you very much. You’re great at helping me work out what needs to be done to improve the book, and how to do it. 


Thanks also to my agent Lucienne Diver for all her support, and for being constantly in my quarter and 100 per cent behind me. (Which sounds rather like putting your nose to the grindstone and your shoulder to the wheel at the same time, but you know what I mean.)


Thanks to all my beta-readers and all the people who supplied information for the story: Beth, Jeanne, Phyllis, Anne, Stuart, Crystal, and everyone else. Your help makes a difference, and I’m very grateful for it.


Thank you to all my friends at work and in leisure, who supported my tendency to make marginalia plot notes on minutes and who didn’t run away when I spent ten minutes trying to explain the plot to them. It’s good to know that everyone understands the significance of Chekhov’s shark. (Like the gun, but for some reason less frequently used.)


Thank you to the city of Vienna, which I have visited and loved. (I do know The Raft of the Medusa is in the Louvre in Paris – in this world, at least. Don’t shoot me.) Vienna is a beautiful, fascinating place, and really didn’t deserve me driving a plot lorry through the middle of it. Any errors in my depiction of a CENSOR-managed Vienna are my fault entirely.


And thank you to all the fans of the Library out there. Stories matter – telling them, sharing them, preserving them, changing them, learning from them, and escaping with and through them. We learn about ourselves and the world that we live in through fiction just as much as through facts. Empathy, perception and understanding are never wasted. All libraries are a gateway into other worlds, including the past – and the future.









LIBRARY UPDATE TO ALL OPERATIVES – TOP PRIORITY


A truce has finally been agreed between the dragons and the Fae.


This is neither a hoax nor a test of your intelligence. Nor is it a drill to check whether you are aware of what to do in a crisis.*


This formal peace treaty has been signed by his majesty Ao Guang (Dragon King of the Eastern Ocean, representing all eight dragon kings and queens). The signatory for the other side is the Princess, a high-ranking representative among the Fae. This treaty requires non-interference, by each side, in the other’s declared territories. It also calls for mutual non-aggression where potentially delicate situations arise.


(In other words, hands off and no starting fights.)


This is wonderful news. I would like to remind everyone that we are not here just to obtain books for our personal reading lists. The Library is tasked with maintaining the balance between order and chaos, between the dragons and the Fae, and is bound to protect the alternate worlds they claim, and the humans living in them. Peace is a positive step – even a very minor and carefully defined peace such as this one. It should cut down on accidental human casualties during larger conflicts. It will save lives.


Now, I need to make the following point absolutely clear . . . As a co-signatory, Librarians are bound to act as neutral parties. As such, we are committed to helping resolve disagreements and – most importantly – to not stealing books from anyone who’s signed up to these accords.** We can’t risk breaching the treaty which we ourselves helped organize.


Technically all dragons are subjects of the eight dragon monarchs and have therefore signed up to the treaty in principle – which means that it is now out of the question for us to steal from any dragon. Fortunately we have never been caught doing such a thing and would certainly never consider it. If you do remove a book from a place that wasn’t listed in the treaty but which turns out to be from a dragon’s personal fief, then – assuming you survive – the situation can be negotiated and reparations arranged by the Library representative for the treaty. But since the Fae don’t have the same rigid hierarchies, it can be much harder to determine whether or not an individual Fae has signed up. In practice, check details first, ‘acquire’ books second, and be aware that negotiation may be an option. But please be careful.


The full text of this treaty and a list of all current signatories, and the worlds which they consider to be their personal property, is attached to this message. You are strongly advised to read and memorize it. Be aware that ignorance of the new situation will not be an excuse, unless you are very, very, very lucky.***


All irregularities will be handled by a tripartite commission. The Fae representative has not yet been appointed, but the Library delegate is Irene (local pseudonym Irene Winters), Librarian-in-Residence on world B-395. The dragon representative is Prince Kai, son of his majesty Ao Guang.


Librarians, please understand that this may be the most significant chance we’ve ever had to stabilize the alternate worlds we visit. Let’s not confuse the means by which we maintain the balance between order and chaos – collecting books – with our ultimate ends. Getting hold of a book to cement peace for one world may breach the overall peace treaty for multiple worlds. Now more than ever, we have to maintain our neutrality.


Times are changing. Let’s help them change for the better.


Coppelia, Senior Librarian


 


 


* We note that the Library has not had fire alarm drills for the last two hundred years. This is because we found the two default responses unhelpful. These being ‘running away screaming’ or ‘resigning yourself to death while clutching your favourite books’. Librarians with more useful suggestions should contact Yves via email and attach a full benefit–threat analysis.


** I’m aware that if the owner doesn’t know that the book has gone, then consent is not an issue. Under some circumstances I might be sympathetic, but the current political situation is very unstable. Let’s not push our luck.


*** We have had it pointed out to us that this sort of repetition is poor style. But we feel it’s necessary to make our point.
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‘Smile and circulate,’ Irene said through gritted teeth, drawing her skirts back from the blood that had spattered by her feet. She watched the brightly coloured mob in front of her. ‘It might be messy, but it was only a duel to first blood. It’s not as if anyone was killed.’


Servants in spotless white and black had come scuttling out like cockroaches to wipe the floor clean and provide fresh cocktails for the onlookers. The height of London’s fashion mingled with the cream of its notoriety, assisted by a wide selection of drink and drugs. The chandeliers, sparkle as they might, did very little to light up the corners of the room. Here, the more serious or depraved of the Fae present smoked opium, sipped absinthe, or even discussed the latest novels.


It was, in short, one of Lord Silver’s best ever parties.


‘It’s not the duel I’m complaining about, it’s the calligraphy challenge that started the quarrel,’ Kai muttered. He hadn’t left Irene’s side so far this evening, and she was grateful for it. This wasn’t a party for them to enjoy: it was one where they needed to be seen. It was a political event and a lion’s den. But even here, Kai had his sense of aesthetics. ‘The choice of ink colours available was completely unsuitable, she should have demanded a steel pen, and frankly the whole thing ought to have been called off until both parties could get better paper. No wonder they came to blows instead of competing as planned. It simply wasn’t possible for either to produce work representative of their skills.’


‘Yes,’ Silver said, sweeping into place behind them. ‘I have to admit I’m embarrassed. At one of my parties, anything that a guest demands should be available there and then. I will simply have to lay in better supplies for the future.’


‘Well, it is the latest thing,’ Irene answered, trying to calm her heartbeat. She had never been comfortable with anyone mysteriously appearing behind her. And running for her life would be a challenge, in her highly expensive but restrictive silk dress. ‘I hear it’s hit aficionados as badly as the Dutch tulip craze. Remember when everyone had to own the latest bloom? And is it true that there was an ink robbery at Harrods?’


‘Your friend the detective would know better than me,’ Silver said. He was barely six inches behind Irene, and she was painfully conscious of his presence – his height, his warmth, the curve of his lips . . .


Fae were dangerous. Even now, when they were technically allies.


She faced Silver, her dress rustling. ‘Lord Silver. When you invited us, we had expected a smaller occasion. Something more . . .’ She considered the word intimate and rejected it hastily. ‘Discreet.’


‘You aren’t enjoying it?’ Silver asked, amused. The light from the ether-lamps made a halo of his pale hair, but nobody would have classed him as anything other than the most fallen sort of angel. His shoulders and build – and overly tight trousers – were enough to make anyone think of sin. And the lingering curve of his lips, and glint of his eyes, suggested that he was far more interested in debauching mortals than saving them. He fitted perfectly into this alternate Victorian England as a libertine and man about town; like many powerful Fae, he was a personification of certain types of stories. But the ones that involved his sort of character definitely weren’t meant for children. ‘But you’re drinking my champagne . . .’


‘It’s very good champagne,’ Irene said, in an attempt to find something on which she could honestly compliment him. Also, there hadn’t been anything non-alcoholic on offer. ‘But as I just said, discreet. There are at least a hundred people here.’


The music from the string quartet in the corner speeded up, and a space cleared on the floor. Two guests, a man in stark white and a woman in black, began to tango. At least two possible duels and one assignation broke off, as guests turned to watch and applaud.


‘My dear little mouse,’ Silver said, using the pet name which he knew most annoyed Irene. ‘You were aware I was going to show off you and your dragon prince to my kind tonight. It might not have been said, but there was certainly an understanding. And your princeling isn’t objecting to any of this.’


‘I’m letting her do that for me,’ Kai said equably.


In the dramatic lights and shadows thrown by the trembling chandeliers, Kai had the perfect beauty of a classical statue. His hair was black, with just a touch of blue. His eyes were dark blue, with a hint of underlying fire. And his skin was as pale as marble, but comfortingly warm to the touch. Since his recent selection as dragon representative in the newly built dragon–Fae truce, he had thrown himself into politics. Or at least, he’d thrown himself into choosing the most appropriate clothing for political occasions. Irene had to admit the effort wasn’t wasted.


‘Agreeable as well as handsome. The perfect partner.’ Silver’s smile made the implication of in the bedroom as well as out of it quite clear, and Irene felt Kai’s arm tense under her hand. ‘Nevertheless, if you want my help in a certain matter, you’ll stay at this party for at least another couple of hours.’


Irene knew exactly what he meant. She had been named as Library representative for this same truce. She would be the mutual point of contact for both Fae and dragon queries and for any new signatories. Plus – it was unspoken, but clearly visible in her future – she’d be the person responsible for sorting out any problems. However, the Fae representative had yet to be chosen. And as Silver was on one faction’s selection committee (or whatever mechanism they had for choosing a representative), she wanted his assistance.


She sipped her champagne. ‘I know we’re both trying to help each other here. Our presence increases your prestige among your own kind. In return, you could influence the selection of the Fae representative – choosing someone who won’t make our lives a living hell.’ She smiled politely. ‘However, no one will benefit if Kai or I are killed in a duel on your home ground.’


‘That won’t happen,’ Silver said categorically.


Irene raised an eyebrow.


‘Anyone who challenges you will never be invited to one of my parties again,’ he clarified. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a tango to interrupt.’


Irene watched him go. ‘It really is very good champagne,’ she said with a sigh.


‘What did Vale say when you asked if he’d show up?’ Kai enquired.


Irene couldn’t help smiling. ‘That he found his current researches into ink-smuggling far more rewarding than another pointless party thrown by Lord Silver. He felt he’d already done his bit for the dragon–Fae peace treaty in Paris. And if he did attend, it would be to search the upstairs rooms for evidence of crimes while everyone else was downstairs. Also, if he had shown up, Mu Dan would have shown up too, an uninvited dragon at a Fae party . . .’


‘I don’t know why she’s spending so much time in this world,’ Kai muttered petulantly. ‘As a judge-investigator, surely she’s got important business elsewhere. Anywhere elsewhere.’


‘It’s because she wants to recruit Vale to work on some of her cases.’ Mu Dan had helped Vale and Irene catch a murderer during the signing of the peace treaty in Paris. She’d been making veiled offers of employment to Vale ever since. ‘You can’t blame her for wanting the best. But don’t worry. He’s not going to agree.’ They were both protective of their friend.


Kai nodded. ‘We should try to relax,’ he suggested. ‘You’re prickly because you thought this might be a polite social occasion among neutrals. I’m less concerned, because I knew we’d be among enemies.’


So much, Irene thought, for the truce. ‘I live in hope,’ she said. ‘We have to start somewhere. And any other generic platitudes that spring to mind.’


Kai’s eyes narrowed abruptly. ‘I know that face. What’s she doing here?’


‘Politics too, I imagine,’ Irene said. The woman approaching was Fae – and she was a secretary, minion and catspaw of one of the most powerful of their kind. ‘Sterrington, how interesting to see you here.’


Sterrington smiled and raised her glass in salute. ‘How nice to see you both. Stolen any good books lately?’ Her dark hair was smoothed back into a low knot at the base of her neck, and her grey watered silk gown was appropriate to the late Victorian period of this alternate world. Gloves concealed the fact that her right hand was largely cybernetic.


‘We’ve been living quietly lately,’ Irene answered. ‘It’s been very pleasant. I’ve actually managed to catch up on my reading.’


It had been a relief to have a few weeks in which she was out of danger and able to do mundane things such as move house, renegotiate her relationship with Kai – and even brush up on some of her foreign languages. Acquiring works of fiction for the Library from alternate worlds was her vocation, and her job, but it was rarely peaceful or easy.


‘I see.’ Sterrington’s enigmatic smile suggested disbelief, as if Irene had actually been arranging the downfall of monarchs or thefts from imperial fortresses. ‘How . . . surprising.’


‘And I’m surprised to see you here,’ Kai said. ‘I’d thought that your master wasn’t on good terms with Lord Silver.’


‘If the Cardinal waited to be on good terms with people before dispatching emissaries, he’d never send anyone,’ Sterrington countered. ‘Why didn’t you visit me in Liechtenstein? I sent an invitation.’


Liechtenstein was the major centre of Fae activity on this alternate world. But as such, it was one of the places Irene least wanted to visit. ‘I must apologize for that, but I would have been . . . uncomfortable. You know we Librarians can’t tolerate too high-chaos an environment.’


‘You managed Venice well enough last year,’ Sterrington said.


‘Yes,’ Kai said. The faint shadow of scale-patterns blossomed across his cheekbones and the back of his hands, like frost-ferns on a window, and a brief flare of draconic red glinted in his eyes. ‘Where I was kidnapped by the Guanteses. I believe you were working for them?’


‘Water under the bridge,’ Sterrington said lightly. ‘I thought that under the new peace treaty we were going to be much more understanding – about little things like that.’


Irene passed her still half-full glass to Kai. ‘Please could you fetch me some more champagne?’ she said quickly.


Kai inclined his head in a gesture not unlike a duellist’s salute and stalked off on his errand.


‘I seem to have made a strong impression,’ Sterrington commented. ‘I can’t remember him being that easily offended last time we met.’


Irene searched for a way to change the subject. But Sterrington beat her to it. ‘Would you care for some cocaine? Locally sourced.’


‘I didn’t know you took cocaine.’


‘I don’t, except on rare occasions, but Lord Silver thinks I do. I didn’t like to disappoint him.’ She winced at a clashing noise that almost drowned out the tango. ‘What is that?’


‘Russian sabre dancers warming up.’ Irene had demanded a look at the bill of entertainments before agreeing to attend. ‘With tame Afghan hounds.’


‘No white stallions?’


‘They were held up at Customs.’


‘I’m glad to hear you’re not involved in anything more alarming than this sort of affair.’ Sterrington’s elegant gesture took in the scene.


A little alarm flag raised itself at the back of Irene’s mind. ‘Is there something more alarming going on, apart from our mutual treaty?’ she asked mildly.


‘Only the usual,’ Sterrington said with a shrug. ‘Deaths, violence, bloodshed, assassinations, murders, thefts. You and I should have a get-together to discuss it all. Have your PA call mine – you do have one, don’t you? I can recommend an excellent firm if not.’ Her tone didn’t change, but her eyes searched the crowd as she went on, ‘By the way, Silver did screen the guest list, I hope?’


‘He did,’ Irene said. She followed Sterrington’s gaze as surreptitiously as she could. ‘But you were waved through, so clearly whoever’s checking names at the door isn’t as reliable as they might be. Is there a problem?’


‘Possibly. Do you see that Fae, the man with the green cravat?’


The cravat in question was a particularly toxic shade of emerald, the sort associated with mambas and poisonous frogs. Otherwise, the man looked average enough – for one of Silver’s parties – and he was within five yards of Kai. ‘You know him?’


‘Know of him. Of course, I haven’t met him personally—’


Irene almost rolled her eyes. ‘Get to the point.’


‘His name’s Rudolf,’ Sterrington said. ‘He lost his mother in some business involving a dragon takeover of her world. The Cardinal heard he was planning to revenge himself publicly against the new dragon delegate – and so I dropped by. I suppose desperate people will do desperate things.’


Irene’s glance swept the room. There was no sign of Silver. And the general press of guests was thick enough that it’d take her at least five minutes to get round the edge of the dance floor, now occupied by waltzing couples, to reach Kai. ‘I need your word that you’re being truthful about this,’ she said.


‘The Fae have as much to lose as you have,’ Sterrington said. ‘Why else would I have bothered to tell you about this? In fact, I think you might owe me a favour for warning you. Can you stop him?’


‘Not from across the room.’ The Librarians’ private Language could do a great many things. It could boil champagne, redirect electricity, freeze canals, and generally affect reality. But it had to be audible.


‘What are you going to do?’


Not what do we do, Irene noted with an inner sigh. ‘I’ll stop him,’ she said, and approached the nearest male. ‘Excuse me, but would you care to dance?’


His eyes widened in surprise. ‘Ma’am,’ he began, ‘this is a most unexpected pleasure, and I can only—’


‘Dance,’ Irene said and forcibly spun him onto the dance floor – in Kai’s direction.


‘I never dared hope for the honour of your acquaintance, ma’am,’ her partner began.


Rudolf was even closer to Kai now – and she saw an opening through the crowd. ‘You must tell me more about it later.’


‘Why not now?’


‘Because I’m –’ she disengaged smoothly and spun round to the next pair – ‘changing partners,’ she finished, hooking the woman out of her partner’s arms and shifting her path closer towards Kai.


‘Thank you,’ her new partner breathed, settling against Irene’s shoulder. ‘I’ve always dreamed of being rescued like that. Did you see where he was putting his hands?’


Irene looked down at the blonde head trying to nestle itself against her chest. This was the problem with operating in a high-chaos world. Everything kept on trying to resolve into standard narrative patterns. She hadn’t meant to be a chivalrous rescuer. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said soothingly. ‘Everything will be all right in a moment.’ In approximately thirty seconds, when she’d reach Kai. With a final swirl she was at the edge of the dance floor and released the blonde, giving her a pat on the shoulder.


But her eyes were on Kai. His hands were full – a champagne glass in each. And Rudolf was behind him, one hand already reaching into his jacket to pull out a pistol.


One step. Two. Three, and she was grabbing Rudolf’s shoulder. As his eyes widened in surprise, she sent a sharp-knuckled jab into his guts with all the strength that anger and fear gave her.


The gun fell from his hand and clattered onto the floor as he dropped to his knees. He was still struggling to get up, so Irene lifted her skirts and kicked him in the stomach for good measure, wishing for once that she’d worn shoes with a more pointed toe. He collapsed to the floor, gasping for breath.


Fighting fair was for exhibition matches and formal competitions.


Irene glanced up to see an expanding ring of gawping onlookers. Especially given the treaty, she needed some sort of excuse for what she’d just done – and Sterrington had vanished. At least Kai was still holding the champagne. She could do with a drink.


Inspiration came as a driving wedge of waiters pushed through the crowd towards her. ‘He’s not on the guest list,’ she said, indicating the groaning Rudolf. ‘Lord Silver will wish to deal with him . . . personally.’


‘I will?’ Silver said, stepping out of the throng and refastening his cravat.


There was a crash of drums as the Cossack sabre dancers took to the floor, giving Irene the chance to step closer and mutter, ‘Sterrington told me he was here to assassinate Kai. It would have rather dominated your party.’


Silver’s eyes sharpened, and he caught her hand to press his lips against it. ‘As I have always said, you are my particularly favourite little mouse—’


‘Excuse me,’ Kai said, detaching Silver’s grip – with what looked like a rather painful twist – and pressing a champagne flute into Irene’s grasp instead. ‘Am I missing something?’


Irene resisted the urge to touch her hand where Silver’s lips had brushed her skin. He’d lost none of his powers of seduction, unfortunately. ‘Just an assassination attempt,’ she said. ‘As you said, we are among enemies. Let’s smile. And circulate.’


In the carriage on the way back to their lodgings, Irene finally let herself relax. But even through the thick wool and silk of her cape, she could feel Kai next to her, as taut as piano wire.


‘You’re brooding,’ she said.


Kai was silent for a while before he finally spoke. ‘I can defend you against rational threats,’ he said. ‘I can even protect you against the Fae, and heaven and earth both know that they’re irrational. But how am I supposed to keep you safe from fanatics?’


‘It was you he was trying to kill,’ Irene pointed out.


‘Yes, and you threw yourself into his path to stop him. And how do we know that the next killer won’t be after you? Some sort of murderous loon who’s sworn vengeance against all Librarians because one of you once stole his favourite book?’


‘Well, yes,’ Irene had to admit. ‘Some people can go in for quite disproportionate vengeances.’


‘They are meant to be disproportionate to set an example,’ Kai said. ‘That’s the point.’


‘And so it goes throughout history.’ She sighed. ‘No doubt it would be exactly the same if we could go back to the dawn of time, to the birth of the first Fae, or the first dragons . . .’


Kai seemed glad to be diverted from his brooding. ‘That’s the sort of historical record you might find in the Library,’ he said. ‘Less so among my father’s histories. Technically he must have had parents himself, of course, but that sort of thing is lost in the distant past. We tend to focus on the future.’


Irene pricked up her ears at Kai discussing his people’s past, even in such a guarded way. He almost never did that. ‘Do you think that your dragon monarchs inspired Chinese mythology?’ she asked. ‘Or mythology in general? I couldn’t help noticing that the names of the kings are often the same as in fable.’


‘Well, obviously,’ Kai said. ‘There aren’t any other dragon monarchs around, after all.’


‘But looking to the future, not the past . . . you’re right. We do have a problem. What do we do about assassins? Especially since we’re supposed to be available, known to be based here for anyone who wants to talk to us.’


Irene tugged her cloak tighter against the damp cold. Spring might be on the way, but it was taking its time, and London’s fogs were wet and bone-chillingly bitter. Her mood was shifting to match the weather. ‘Kai,’ she said, ‘would it sound childish if I said that I wish we were off acquiring books somewhere, rather than trying to be politicians?’


She felt him relax, and he squeezed her hand through her layers of cloak. ‘The word, Irene, is stealing.’


‘Oh, semantics. “I acquire”, “you borrow”, “she steals”, “they invade and loot” . . .’


The carriage drew up outside their new lodgings, a fringe benefit of their positions as representatives of the treaty. Kai stepped out and helped Irene down before paying the driver. Irene looked up at the windows. Light showed round the edge of the lounge curtains. ‘Vale may be here,’ she said. ‘Perhaps he’s finished that investigation after all.’


Kai perked up and bounded up the steps. Irene followed more slowly.


The house was quiet and dark, except for a single lamp burning at the end of the hallway, but light was leaking out from underneath the lounge door. It was two in the morning; the housekeeper would long since have gone to bed.


Thoughts of the night’s earlier events flickered through Irene’s mind, and she laid a warning hand on Kai’s wrist. The house was currently warded against Fae intrusion (which was going to make matters awkward when they did get a Fae colleague) and a cage had been put around the letterbox to prevent anyone from inserting bombs, globes of poison gas, or giant venomous spiders . . . Short of a twenty-four-hour armed guard, it was difficult to make the place more secure. However, Vale had a key. Logically, it would be him and nobody else.


Yet something made Irene uncertain. Something was . . . off-balance.


Whoever it was in the main room would have heard them entering the house too. There was no point in trying to hide.


She opened the lounge door, and froze in the doorway. A man was occupying the sofa; several open reference books lay around him in a detritus of notes and scribblings. The woman, tucked up in the big wingback armchair which Irene herself liked to occupy, was busy doing The Times crossword.


‘Irene?’ Kai asked, his tone sharp.


‘Kai,’ Irene said, her voice rather strangled, ‘please allow me to introduce my parents.’
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Kai’s reaction was much faster than Irene’s. No doubt because they’re my parents, she reflected sourly. If it had been his father or mother sitting there, I’m sure he’d still be standing around with his mouth open. He bowed politely, but his eyes were bright with curiosity. ‘We’re honoured to receive you in this household,’ he said. ‘I know Irene has been hoping to see you.’


‘For a while now, actually,’ Irene said, keeping her voice calm but feeling rage focus itself to a needle. ‘You didn’t write.’


She sensed Kai stiffening at her tone. She was glad to see them here, safe and well. But a month ago they’d been hostages, in danger of their lives, and there hadn’t been a single whisper of communication afterwards. She’d sent emails on the Library system – even physical letters when she could.


Didn’t it mean anything that she was their daughter, and that she cared about them?


Except . . . that might be the problem. A huge unanswered question lay between them. She’d found out that she was adopted, and she didn’t know how much that changed things. Certainly it had left a lot for her to consider.


Her mother unfolded herself from the big armchair in a confusion of skirts and newspapers. ‘You must be Prince Kai,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard so much about you! Not from Irene, of course, she never writes . . .’


‘I’ve written three times in the last month,’ Irene cut in.


‘Not about Kai here,’ her mother said. She smiled. Her hair had been blonde when Irene had last seen her, but it had returned to a more natural grey now and was pinned back in a suitably matronly bun. Her dress was dark green, one of Irene’s own favourite colours, and her glasses were set with little crystals in the curves of the frame.


But there were tiny wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, in the hollow of her throat; the marks of growing age and weariness. Irene looked at her father, who was carefully setting aside the books he’d been using. He looked unchanged, unchangeable, with badger-streaked hair, wide shoulders and gentle eyes. But when Irene scrutinized him as if he was a target, rather than as a child looking at her parent, she could see the same traces on him as well. Concern collided with rage and knotted painfully in her chest.


‘Kai,’ she said. ‘This is my mother, whose chosen name is Raziel. And my father, whose chosen name is Liu Xiang.’ Not that either name had anything to do with their origin or nation of birth. Librarians were extreme cultural appropriators when it came to names they liked or found thematically resonant. ‘My parents, please allow me to present Prince Kai, son of Ao Guang, Dragon King of the Eastern Ocean.’


She was wondering what to do next, when Kai politely offered to put together some refreshments. The door shut behind him, leaving the three of them alone.


Something in Irene snapped. She threw her arms around her mother, conscious of how fragile she felt. ‘If you ever,’ she muttered, ‘ever drop off the radar like that again . . . for heaven’s sake at least let me know you’re all right.’


Her mother smelled of cedar. It had always been one of her favourite scents. Irene could shut her eyes and imagine that no time had passed – except that now she was the taller of the two.


‘I am here too,’ her father said with a smile.


Irene hugged him tightly. ‘Are you both all right? I was told you were hostages at one of the dragon courts during the peace conference – held to guarantee the negotiators’ good behaviour . . .’


‘It was the court of the Queen of the Western Lands,’ her father said. ‘Terribly nice people, but we were parked at a country house in their equivalent of Texas, with absolutely no books. And a great many apologies for there being no books. They’d been removed in case we tried to use them to escape, no doubt. We had to spend most of our time watching movies instead.’


‘Or going for healthy walks,’ Irene’s mother grumbled. ‘I despise healthy walks.’


Irene tried to imagine weeks without books, then took a deep breath. ‘We’ve only a minute or two before Kai comes back, and I have a question I don’t want him to hear.’


Her mother settled back down into her chair, shaking out the newspaper again. ‘Can anyone think of a good word for double ace, seven letters, last letter e?’


Irene was about to say ambsace, when something about the question penetrated. The newspaper wasn’t a distraction for her mother any more; it was a shield. Her mother was trying to distract her.


‘There isn’t time for questions,’ her father said. ‘There isn’t even time for crosswords. I’m afraid we didn’t come for a family catch-up. You’re needed at the Library – now, Irene. Coppelia sent us to pass the message on.’


Her trained reflexes had Irene immediately calculating how she could reach the Library if she left at once. But something made her hesitate. She had so many questions, and she was about to lose the chance to ask them. Again.


Unless she asked them now.


‘Why did Coppelia send you to tell me?’ she asked. ‘A junior Librarian could have done the job. Or she could have sent a physical message.’ The Library had ways of getting word through to its agents – admittedly destructive ways, but Coppelia had used them for emergencies before.


Her mother shrugged. ‘We volunteered to take her next message to you. We wanted to make sure you were safe and well. And now we know.’


Irene felt a deep stab of anger at the airiness of the brush-off, and she was about to snap something suitably withering and distant in response . . . But no, they were both trying to distract her from personal questions, from getting closer to them. Again.


She bit her lip, determined to stay calm. ‘I need to ask this one question,’ she said. ‘Before I go. While you’re still here. I know I’m adopted. You wouldn’t have done it if you hadn’t wanted me. I accept that. I understand that. I’d just like to know . . . how. How it happened.’


‘Strange,’ her mother said, after a long, shocked pause. ‘You spend thirty years rehearsing the answer to a question, and then when it comes . . .’


‘. . . all the words are gone,’ her father finished.


‘A few simple, straightforward ones would do,’ Irene said tartly. ‘Was I a random selection from a local state orphanage? Did you find me floating down the river in a basket?’


‘Trying to make us feel guilty will not work, Ray,’ her mother snapped. It hurt, as always, to hear a childhood pet name used in anger. ‘Do you want me to say that I hoped this day wouldn’t come? Fine. It’s true. I hoped you’d never find out. Is that so strange?’


Irene paced a few steps, listening to the crackling of the fire. ‘This would be easier if you hadn’t taught me all your tricks,’ she said, trying to find the words that would make them understand. ‘You were the ones who taught me how to divert a question, how to change a subject. How to answer a question with another question. You taught me all of this, and now you’re trying to do it to me. I accept that it really would have been easier for all of us if I’d never suspected. But please, Mother, Father . . .’ She tasted bitterness, and her eyes stung with a childish urge to cry. ‘Please understand that now I do know, I have to know the truth.’


‘Do you really?’ her father asked. It was a sincere question. ‘Would it actually make any difference if I were to tell you that . . . we stole you from a palace and you’re actually a princess?’


Irene put aside the image of herself in archetypal dress and coronet. ‘No,’ she finally said. ‘No, it won’t really make any difference what you tell me. I just want you to want to tell me. I’m sorry, that probably doesn’t make sense.’


‘Stop apologizing,’ her mother said. ‘You’re an adult now, Ray. Irene. You shouldn’t be apologizing all the time.’


‘You forgot to say that we were proud of her,’ her father noted quietly.


‘Oh.’ Irene’s mother looked embarrassed. ‘Darling, we are extremely proud of everything you’ve done, and we want you to understand that before we leave. You do understand that?’


‘Um, thank you,’ Irene said. It was something she’d always wanted to hear from them, but now that her mother was finally saying it, she couldn’t think of any better response. ‘I’m glad. But you’re still not answering my question.’


Her father began to speak, then fell silent as Kai opened the door. ‘I beg your pardon,’ he said, ‘but may I borrow Irene for a moment?’


‘Of course,’ her father said, waving her towards the door. ‘We aren’t going anywhere – though Irene probably should . . .’


Irene bit back the urge to ask Kai to leave them for just a moment. Instead she joined him in the corridor, closing the door behind her.


There was a glint of anger in his dark blue eyes, a flash of dragon-red. ‘Someone else has entered this house,’ he said. ‘Our rooms have been searched.’


‘Oh, hells,’ Irene said. She realized what must have happened, and flushed. ‘Just to check – was it a serious search, or did whoever it was just turn the place over casually?’


‘The second,’ Kai said. He frowned. ‘But they left my belongings alone.’


‘That would be my parents,’ Irene admitted, feeling embarrassed as well as angry.


‘They searched your room? Why?’


‘Probably not in detail,’ Irene said, trying to reassure him. ‘They’d just want to know what I was up to.’


Kai looked at her. He opened his mouth, closed it, then tried again. ‘Irene, we’ve never talked that much about your parents. Is there something you want to tell me?’


Irene wished there was a corner to retreat into. ‘I have a complicated relationship with my parents. It’s a good relationship, but . . .’ But now she had to hurry back to the Library – and they’d finally been about to answer her questions about adoption. Why did everything have to happen at once?


‘You hardly ever see them!’


‘Yes, that’s why it’s a good relationship.’ Somewhere in between her parents wanting to know about everything she did and her not wanting to tell them, they’d started checking her rooms while she wasn’t there. Not her rooms at the Library, of course. Those were locked. Those were hers.


Was it that surprising that a daughter of spies had developed trust issues, she thought wryly.


‘They do it because they worry about me,’ she finally said. ‘And they don’t actually search in depth . . . look, this is sounding worse by the minute. Possibly our relationship does have a few problems. All families have issues. I don’t ask about what goes on in your family, do I?’


She saw him recoil as she retaliated, and was meanly satisfied for a moment. ‘I’ve been called to the Library,’ she said, trying to smooth over the bad feeling. ‘But . . . I need to ask my parents something urgent before I go. Maybe we can discuss this later?’


The door opened before Kai could answer – or disagree – and her father leaned round it. ‘Is anything the matter?’


‘We’re just discussing the brandy,’ Irene said, before Kai could interject.


‘There won’t be time for brandy,’ her father said. ‘The thought is appreciated, but you really need to go, so we’ll leave you to it.’


Irene couldn’t let them get away. ‘I need to talk to them,’ she said again. ‘And I apologize for them intruding like that. Because they won’t.’


‘I think we need to have a serious talk about a few things,’ Kai said, quietly. ‘Once your parents have left.’


Irene re-entered the lounge and shut the door behind her with a thud. ‘I warded this place,’ she said. ‘I thought it was safe from enemies. I did not expect to have to defend my privacy from other Librarians.’


‘If you’re sleeping with a dragon prince, then that’s something that concerns us,’ her father said mildly. As always, his surface calm was smooth and firm. An Olympic ice-skating team could have used it as a rink. ‘I think any parent would be worried about that.’


Irene felt the flush creeping into her cheeks again, but this time it was anger as much as embarrassment. ‘And if Kai mentions to his father that Librarians have been going through his belongings? What then?’


‘We left his stuff alone,’ her mother said. She was shrugging her coat on and doing up the fussy little gilt buttons. ‘Irene, you are about as communicative as granite underneath a glacier. So far in the last year, you’ve faced off against Fae, dragon kings and Alberich himself. You were worried about us? Try to understand that we were worried about you.’


‘But I wouldn’t go through your belongings!’ Irene retorted.


‘You would if you had the chance,’ her mother said.


Irene would have liked to deny that, but . . . if it was the only way of making sure they were safe, she wouldn’t hesitate. And if it was a choice between their safety and her ethics, her ethics would lose. They might be dysfunctional, but they were still a family. Even if she had to know more about her origins. ‘Before you walk out on me – please answer the question this time. How did you adopt me?’


It was her father who answered, his words slow and unwilling. ‘Other Librarians knew that we wanted a child. We couldn’t have one. There was no medical reason . . .’


Alberich had already told Irene it was impossible for two Librarians to have a child, but she wasn’t allowing them to get off topic again. So she simply nodded, willing him to continue.


‘Another Librarian was pregnant. It wasn’t her fault or her choice – we don’t know the full details, we didn’t ask. She was going to bear a child that she didn’t want. She offered the child to us. It was that simple.’


‘Who was the Librarian?’ Irene asked. She stepped forward, her hands clenched on the back of a chair. ‘Who was she?’


‘Nobody you know,’ her mother said, voice raw. ‘And I heard that she died since.’


Irene felt a distant shock as the facts were laid out. Anger, rather than grief, surged in her at the way this last link to her ‘true heritage’ had been snatched away, if she could call it that . . . for if she’d never known her biological mother, how could she feel genuine grief for her death? And yet shouldn’t she feel something for her?


She didn’t even know if her parents were telling the truth.


‘And that’s all?’ she finally said.


‘What do you want to hear?’ her mother demanded. ‘Something more romantic? Everyone tried to do the best they could. Do you blame us for it? Were we that bad as parents?’


‘No,’ Irene said. She didn’t hesitate. ‘No, you weren’t bad parents. You never were.’ It might have been a lie; neither she nor they had ever been perfect. But it was what she wanted to say, what she wanted to believe. They were only human, after all.


Slowly her mother lowered her head. ‘Then do you forgive us?’


Again the words came without thinking. ‘There’s nothing to forgive. You are my parents. That’s all there is.’


‘You need to get going – Coppelia will be waiting.’ Her father picked up his hat. He paused to give Irene a hug, but it felt more perfunctory than their first embrace, as though the conversation had drawn an invisible line between them. Was it their past history as spies making them this emotionally unavailable – and was she in danger of repeating their mistakes? ‘Urgent Library business won’t go away just because you have personal issues, Irene. You should know that by now. We should talk later . . .’


Running off to war like a coward! The words drifted through Irene’s mind, a relic of some long-forgotten film, but she bit them back. ‘Absolutely,’ she agreed. ‘We should.’


Her mother looked at them. ‘Get in touch when you’ve had time to think things over, Irene. You know how to reach us.’


‘When you have the leisure for it,’ Irene said, unable to stop the sarcasm from leaking into her voice. She tried to remember they’d volunteered to see her, to check she was safe, but it was hard.


‘If you want leisure, then you shouldn’t have become a Librarian,’ her mother retorted.


‘Fine,’ Irene muttered, feeling her teenage years surge back on her in an unstoppable tidal wave. Shoulders hunched defensively, she exchanged a brief hug with her mother before dragging the door open. ‘Just . . . take care.’


‘And you, Ray darling,’ her mother said briskly, trotting out into the hallway and heading remorselessly for the front door.


‘Ah, did I miss something?’ Kai enquired.


‘Everything,’ Irene sighed, repressing the urge to snap. ‘Kai, I’m really not good company at the moment, and I have to go. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’


For a moment he looked as though he was about to object, but instead he hugged her. ‘I’ll be here when you get back,’ he said.
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As usual, the Library was haunted by the susurration of night-owl Librarians going about their work. The vast weight of books overhanging Irene rose above her until the ceiling was lost in darkness. A few Librarians were sorting books, high up on the steel steps that criss-crossed the shelves like complicated filigree. Irene could hear their shoes ticking against the metal and the occasional thud of books being extracted. The sound was oddly soothing.


She hurried along the walkway beneath the rows of shelving, conscious of time passing by. Normally she would have expected Coppelia to issue a transfer shift request, which would allow Irene to travel near-instantaneously across the Library to Coppelia’s office. Especially as this was supposed to be urgent. But apparently it wasn’t urgent enough to justify the energy expenditure, and instead she was left to make her own way. At what was now three – no, four o’clock – in the morning. And Coppelia’s office had shifted to a position deeper within the Library, which meant a longer walk.


The only upside was that it gave Irene time to calm down after meeting her parents. It also gave her a chance to consider the assassination attempt against Kai. She and Kai desperately needed a Fae counterpart on the treaty commission, someone who could keep the Fae in check – if that was even possible.


She turned left and sped through a tunnel. Here, the walls were lined with books in Russian, stacked two copies deep, their gilt titles flashing as lamps above swayed in some unseen wind. Irene noted them as she would note any nearby book – Prisoners of Asteroid, A Planet for Tyrants, Alisa Selezneva and her Lens – but most of her mind was busy.


The longer Fae committees spent trying to find the most politically suitable candidate, the more they were risking the treaty – leaving her and Kai open to rogue Fae threats. It had been a month now. Perhaps, as Library representative, it was her duty to report the vacillating committees to their leaders. If the Cardinal and the Princess, among others, wanted this treaty to last then they needed to do their bit.


And she’d saved Lord Silver’s party, which meant that he owed her a favour too . . .


She turned right three more times, climbed a set of steps so high and narrow as to be practically a ladder, and ducked through a pair of rapidly revolving doors. Finally she reached Coppelia’s office.


Strictly speaking, there was neither day nor night in the Library. While the windows in some rooms looked out on an outside world, there was no logic to the time of day beyond the glass panes. Sometimes a Librarian might go from one room to another and find that the view had changed from a stormy mountainside to a sunlit landscape. Or they might see a cityscape under a cloudy night sky, with a foreboding moon beyond.


However, owing to the necessity of actually communicating with each other, many of the Library’s inhabitants woke and slept at roughly similar hours. While they could certainly stay up all night researching, like the Librarians she’d just passed, studying or simply reading, this didn’t absolve them from the next day’s work.


Only senior Librarians were able to set their own hours. Or sleep in. So even though it was the middle of the Library’s ‘night’, Coppelia, Irene’s mentor, was still awake. She was wrapped in one of her favourite thick blue velvet robes, like a particularly luxurious nun who was going to do any repenting at a much later date, with a pair of scarves twisted around her throat. Her desk, unusually, was almost clear.


Here in Coppelia’s study Irene could finally relax. The night outside the window (for this room looked out onto a city in darkness) was peaceful and quiet. A desk lamp burned between the two of them, illuminating the polished surface of Coppelia’s wooden hand and striking gleams of light from the gilded icons on the walls.


‘My parents said that it was urgent,’ she said, breaking the silence. ‘Though I’m assuming there are degrees of urgency, since you didn’t authorize a rapid transit.’


Coppelia coughed and took a sip from her steaming mug. Irene was unable to identify the drink, except to note that it smelled herbal and unpleasant. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We have a week, perhaps two, before the world under threat moves into a very dangerous phase indeed. But we can’t be sure how long we have – or how long it will take you to get the book needed to stabilize it.’


‘Is it a straightforward retrieval mission?’ Retrieval was a much friendlier word than theft. Some of Irene’s jobs were even legal. Though admittedly not many.


Coppelia took her time before answering, long enough for all Irene’s mental alarm bells to go off. ‘It’s a little different from your usual sort of job. In a way, it’s taking advantage of the current political climate.’


‘Dancing round the subject isn’t going to make me more enthusiastic about it.’


‘It’s human behaviour. Like being polite to your elders,’ Coppelia said pointedly.


Irene considered her tutor’s words. Carefully, she said, ‘I apologize if I’m a little touchy at the moment. I’ve just come from speaking with my parents – and, well, you know that we have some issues.’


‘Very good. Apology accepted,’ Coppelia said. ‘Now, where were we? Yes, the new job. You’re looking for a copy of the Egyptian text The Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor. It’s a Middle Kingdom work, which puts it somewhere between 2000 and 1700 BC. Very roughly. Do you know it?’


‘The name’s vaguely familiar. I think my father probably mentioned it at some point, given his area of expertise.’ Her father was one of the Library’s specialists in hieroglyphs and Egyptian texts, but Irene herself had never really been interested in the language or the literature. ‘Are you sure I’m the best person for this job?’


‘In terms of your scholarly areas of expertise, no,’ Coppelia said, ‘but in practical terms, yes. There are a few wrinkles . . .’


Of course there are. ‘Please go on.’


‘The version we are seeking is from Gamma-017,’ Coppelia said.


Irene sat bolt upright in her chair. ‘That’s where I was at school!’


‘Yes, that Swiss boarding school with the language specialization. You’ve told me about it often enough. For reasons we haven’t yet managed to confirm, they’ve had an extreme swing towards chaos over the last week. We urgently need a copy of that book to restabilize the world.’


‘My past seems to be coming home to roost,’ Irene said drily, thinking of her parental visit. ‘Is this the practical reason why I’m getting this job? Because I know the world from personal experience? I’m assuming there isn’t already a Librarian-in-Residence.’


There hadn’t been one when she was at boarding school there, after all; and there were never enough Librarians-in-Residence. In fact – and the thought wasn’t a comforting one – there weren’t enough Librarians, full stop. She’d been told that by someone she’d come to distrust, but Coppelia had confirmed it later. They really were that thin on the ground. And they couldn’t afford to let it be known. If the Fae or the dragons should suspect that the Library was weak – well, peace was all fine and good, but weak neighbours were an open invitation to exert political pressure. Or worse.


‘No,’ Coppelia said. She coughed again and drank some more of her tea. ‘That wasn’t the reason you were selected. This particular copy of The Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor that we’re after is insanely rare, which is why it’s so vital in terms of its ability to stabilize the world. There’s a chapter in the Gamma-017 version which doesn’t occur in any other world’s editions. All copies of this version have been lost – except for this one copy that made it off-world. It’s possible that with time and effort we might be able to locate another copy on Gamma-017, but we simply don’t have time. Our best projections are that in ten days the world will move into the conglomerative stage of chaos – where it will be irreversibly trapped in that state.’


Flashes of memory twitched through Irene’s mind, like the turning pages of a book. People she’d known when she was a child, and then a teenager – teachers, friends, even enemies – and places that she remembered. Worlds swallowed up by chaos became places where stories came true. But the human beings who lived in those worlds might as well be dolls, moving through the steps of those stories. Their personalities became nothing but changing masks to suit the whims of the great Fae who ruled them.


She would not let that happen to people she had known and cared about.


‘Well, you clearly see an alternative to eternal chaos,’ she said, her voice brisk and very nearly cheerful. ‘So what happened to this one copy that went off-world?’


‘Nine out of ten for a positive attitude,’ Coppelia said. ‘Try to keep it that way. We’re aware of a particular collector who owns this book, which he somehow acquired from Gamma-017. In keeping with the current new world order of peace and negotiation and all that, we – the Library, that is – are giving you clearance to go and negotiate with him.’


Irene considered what that implied. ‘It’s clearly not someone resident on Gamma-017,’ she said, ‘or you wouldn’t have said the book was “lost” on that world. You’ve mentioned the treaty, so it’s a dragon or a Fae aficionado. And you must think it’s possible to negotiate with him, or we wouldn’t be trying. What’s the catch?’


‘The Fae in question is eccentric. All powerful Fae are, of course, but this one is even more so than usual.’


Irene nodded. The more powerful a Fae was, the more they fell into narrative tropes and stereotypes. It gave them unpredictable abilities – a seducer became nearly irresistible, a manipulator could convince anyone of anything, a gunman could pull off impossible shots. But that also made it nearly impossible for them to perceive reality, except through their own specific archetype. The trick, as she’d learned from experience, was to find out what that archetype was and somehow use it against them. ‘Do I know him?’


‘You may have heard of him, but probably not through Library channels. His name is Mr Nemo.’


Irene searched her memory, and came up blank. ‘No, I don’t know him,’ she said. ‘But any Fae who goes round calling themselves Nemo is probably going to be enigmatic and secretive. Even if they don’t own a submarine.’


‘Correct. Ten out of ten.’ Coppelia refilled her cup from the samovar on a corner of her desk. ‘Anyhow, this Mr Nemo is a . . . collector. A billionaire. The sort of person who has their own Caribbean island and fills it with illegally obtained treasures. Who throws around the sort of money that makes governments forget he even exists, causing them to wipe his criminal records clean. Except there aren’t any criminal records, because Mr Nemo never existed, and anyone who looks too closely at the evidence – which also doesn’t exist – will be feeding the fishes. He favours piranhas, I’m told, or sharks. It depends on the climate.’


‘Interesting. I can see how that persona might work inside a given world, if he’s tied in with organized crime. But if he’s a Fae, how does all that translate into influence among his own kind?’


‘He’s a fixer,’ Coppelia said. ‘That is the current term, isn’t it? He can put person A in touch with person B and takes a commission from both of them in the process. He’s not a manipulator like the Cardinal.’ She tactfully ignored Irene’s grimace. ‘But, as they say, he knows people. And he collects things. And people, too. He’s also been carefully staying unaligned for several centuries now.’


‘And among other things, he obtained this book,’ Irene said. ‘How did we find out?’


‘My dear Irene, there are two sorts of collector. One is satisfied by simply owning the treasured item and doesn’t care whether or not the rest of the world knows. But the other sort – they absolutely have to brag about their possessions. For them, half the pleasure comes from the thought of acquaintances gnawing their guts out with envy. Even if it increases the risk of theft, they can’t help themselves.’


‘I suppose we do make the ideal audience too,’ Irene said. ‘So did he brag to a Librarian?’


‘Not precisely.’ Coppelia slid open a desk drawer, her wooden fingers clicking on the handle, and pulled out a thick pamphlet. ‘He sent us a catalogue of part of his collection.’


‘Ooh,’ Irene said with appreciation, extending her hand for it hopefully.


Coppelia rapped her knuckles with the closed pamphlet. ‘Not so fast. I know it’s late at night for you, but think it through first.’


Irene pulled her fingers back, considering. ‘Does he want his collection stolen for some reason? Or is this a convenient lure for Librarians – a baited hook with a net at his end?’ She frowned. ‘Or is it a shopping list specifically aimed at us? Because he really, really wants to have the Library in his little black book of contacts . . . and he’s willing to wait until we can’t find a particular text any other way than by coming to him?’


‘Partly the second, but mostly the third,’ Coppelia said. ‘That’s why we don’t let junior Librarians know about his collection – they’d get ideas.’


‘And have we never dealt with him before?’


‘A few times,’ Coppelia admitted. ‘At very senior levels, and on a very specific quid pro quo basis. No open-ended bargains. It was felt that if we never ever made any deals with him, he’d realize that he had us over a barrel if we finally showed up. Better to have him think that he’s one of our many resources rather than an absolute last-ditch option, with the prices that go with it.’


‘Right,’ Irene said thoughtfully. ‘So item one on the list of things not to mention is how much we want The Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor. As far as Mr Nemo’s concerned, it’s just another item on a semi-regular shopping list from us?’


‘Exactly. And item two on the list is that you never make any open-ended promises. Our deals have always consisted of a book – or an item of art – for a book. Or very occasionally, a service, specified and defined with fixed end conditions. Don’t let him talk you into anything else.’ Coppelia folded her hands – on top of the pamphlet, Irene noted regretfully. ‘Given your new position as treaty monitor, he may even think that this is our way of introducing you to him.’


‘Just how much can I promise him?’ Irene asked. ‘What if he wants a particular book, and we only have a single copy here?’


‘That’s the nice thing,’ Coppelia said cheerfully. ‘For the Library’s purposes, we only ever need the actual story that’s in a book. We don’t need the original text. If Mr Nemo does want something from our collection, then we can keep a copy and give him the original.’


‘I don’t suppose we could offer him a cheaper deal, where we just receive a copy of our target manuscript,’ Irene suggested, ‘and he keeps the original?’
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