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PROLOGUE
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My dear Irene,


What on earth is going on? You’ve reported kidnap and even assassination attempts? You’ve done your best to make them sound inconsequential, but having half a dozen werewolves try to snatch you out of your cab is not normal. Nor – whatever your friend the detective says – is an attempt to drug and abduct you over supper. His perspective on the subject is severely biased. I’m sure these things happen to him all the time. And while Prince Kai may also shrug at assassination attempts, his family would take a far more serious view.


Irene, you simply can’t treat these things as normal. I realize the last year or so has been more than a little stressful. However, you’re getting blasé and that’s dangerous. I would suggest you take a vacation – but at the moment you’re very close to being essential, and handling some very important problems on behalf of the Library. (Don’t get smug. Nobody’s totally essential.) If these attacks are due to criminal elements within Vale’s homeworld, then get Vale to sort them out. Or if they’re being organized by someone from outside your posting – by Fae or dragon – then get more information, and fast.


Speaking of very important problems, your request to take on a Fae apprentice has caused some controversy and has led to a great deal of discussion. I know it was to get the Fae to commit fully to our peace treaty, but some Librarians still don’t like it.


It won’t surprise you to know that we have had previous attempts at this. They all failed. We have no record of a Fae ever managing to enter the Library – meaning that no Fae has ever managed to become a Librarian. In addition, we both know that the Fae aren’t interested in the training you’d offer their candidate (researching, filing, subterfuge, theft et cetera). They want one of their kind to have access to the Library. (Despite the peace treaty between them, us and the dragons, everyone’s still looking for advantages.) But equally, a Fae loyal to the Library and indisputably on our side would be an advantage for us.


As Melusine has pointed out repeatedly, as head of internal security, one of our greatest strengths is our privacy. Fae can’t enter the Library at all. Dragons can only enter if brought in by a Librarian. This has helped keep us safe from invasion in the past. If you – somehow – manage to get a Fae in here, you’ll be setting a precedent which will change our security protocols forever. And if Fae can enter the Library, then what about other creatures of chaos? What about Alberich? He was so chaos-contaminated that he might as well have been Fae.


By now you’re wondering what we actually decided about your apprentice. It was nearly sent back to committee for another discussion, with a due date of this time next year. However, I’m glad to say that we do have an answer. Or at least a partial answer.


You may take this response back to the Fae: The elder Librarians have no record of any Fae entering the Library or taking oaths as a Librarian. However, the Librarian Irene can accept a Fae apprentice for a trial period if the apprentice sincerely wishes to become a Librarian. Irene shall then do her best to help this apprentice enter the Library. If this proves impossible after two years, then we will negotiate the situation further. They’ll probably want to push the ‘two years’. You have permission to let yourself be argued up to five years if necessary. Do your best to stick to two, though.


Unfortunately, we’ll be thoroughly bound by this agreement, without wiggle room. We’re going to have to get a Fae into the Library (posing a security risk to us), or provide unarguable reasons why we can’t. And if we don’t succeed, the Fae will believe we won’t do it, rather than can’t do it. It’s what you call a lose–lose situation. I’m not saying this is treaty-breaking stuff, but it will tarnish their opinion of us and make negotiating future concessions that much more difficult. Blame yourself, Irene: you’ve acquired a reputation as the Librarian who can do anything!


I’ll have someone bring you our research on the subject of Fae, Entering Library, Failure to. It may give you some ideas of where to start, or at least what not to repeat. (Don’t try to channel lightning from a thunderstorm. That always goes wrong. Yes, personal experience.)


As when you took Kai as our first dragon apprentice, I need to warn you: absolutely no harm must come to our up-and-coming Fae apprentice. (Do give my regards to Kai, by the way. How’s he doing?) If she gets damaged in any way, you’ll have to answer for it. Keep us informed, especially if problems arise.


Looking back at this letter, I may seem overly negative. What you’re about to try may be a great step forward, and I appreciate that. But progress can lead to danger too. Please be careful. I do worry about you, you know. (And do something about those kidnappings!)


With affection and concern,


Coppelia


Senior Librarian


PS – Yes, the cough is getting better. Stop asking about it.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The ether-lamps illuminated the wide tunnel with harsh brightness. Irene estimated that they were about two hundred and fifty feet beneath the English Channel at this point, close to the coast of Guernsey. Fans set at regular intervals in the walls churned the stale air with their burnished brass blades, providing a soft background purr of sound. This was comforting in the otherwise eerie silence. Irene Winters, Librarian and spy, found herself perversely wondering who kept this tunnel dusted. And who polished the brass? But letting herself be distracted was, she recognized, an indication of how nervous she was at being here. She was capable of many things, but she couldn’t hold back the sea or save them from an earthquake.


There was a heavy brass airlock at the end of the passage, with overlapping petals of iron and glass set into its roughly circular frame. A control pad with a recessed wheel and two huge levers were embedded in the wall by its side. This Victorian technology was perfectly appropriate, though, given that Irene was on assignment in a Victorian-era world. Her companion, Vale – private detective and the person who’d requested her help down here – was a native inhabitant. But their dapper clothing had been designed for London society, rather than tunnels under the sea. Irene eyed Vale’s top hat and suit wryly as she considered her own incongruous hat and veil.


‘Is there some reason why this document’s been sent through private diplomatic channels, rather than just in the mail? Why did we have to come here to collect it?’ she asked, feeling suddenly claustrophobic. Vale had been silent for most of their walk down the tunnel – a brooding, thoughtful silence which didn’t welcome conversation. But the time had come for more information. After all, she thought with some irritation, she was doing him a favour by accompanying him. The four of them – her, the dragon prince Kai, her new apprentice Catherine and Vale – had come here to Guernsey so that Irene could collect a very specific book for the Library. She’d also wanted to get them away from the recent rash of attacks targeting not only her, but her companions. After they’d arrived, Vale had asked Irene to come on this little subterranean excursion with him. She’d agreed, on condition that they’d get back in time for the book handover. She’d left Kai and Catherine together for some tea, cake and quality conversation. ‘I didn’t ask earlier in case anyone was listening, but surely down here . . .’


Vale tapped the paved floor thoughtfully with his cane – which, Irene knew, was an electrified swordstick. It was the sort of equipment that Vale, as the greatest detective in London, found useful. When dealing with criminals, werewolves, vampires, cultists and spies, a prudent man took what precautions he could. ‘I know I was less than forthcoming earlier, Winters. Your new student places me in a difficult position. Catherine is your student and therefore loyal to your Library, one hopes. But she is also Fae, and the niece of Lord Silver. He might be the ambassador from Liechtenstein to the British Empire, but he’s also its spymaster in London and highly untrustworthy besides. The risk of Catherine passing information to him, deliberately or otherwise, is far too high. I simply can’t take chances on this job.’


‘I see your point,’ Irene admitted. ‘But you must have noticed how much she dislikes her uncle.’


‘Precisely the attitude I would cultivate if I were her and wanted to convince you I had no ulterior motives,’ Vale replied. He spun the wheel like the tumblers of a safe.


Irene couldn’t argue with that. ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘So, since we’re now completely alone, and unlikely to be overheard . . . What can you tell me? I should have known you had a motive for coming along, rather than just avoiding our mysterious antagonists.’ She softened her words with a smile. Heaven knew she owed him a few favours.


‘I’d appreciate your patience for just a little longer, as I would like you to approach the situation with an unbiased mind,’ Vale answered. He pulled the nearby lever down with a clang, and the airlock irised open, metal and glass petals retracting into the wall. ‘When I show you the document—’


They both fell silent. The air beyond smelled of disinfectant – but below that was the tang of fresh blood.


Immediately on the alert, Irene flattened herself against the tunnel wall, peering through the opening. Vale did the same, their conversation forgotten. The corridor beyond opened into a large room filled with mysterious machinery and radar equipment.


There was still no sound except for the slow turning of the fans.


Vale frowned. He stepped through the airlock, cane ready in his hand. Irene followed a couple of steps behind. She didn’t have a weapon on her, apart from a small knife for emergencies. But she did have the Language, a Librarian’s most powerful instrument. With it, she could command reality with a single word, and that was dangerous enough.


The chamber appeared to be some sort of control room. Heavy steel and brass switches and toggles were embedded in panels that stretched from floor to ceiling. She could also see lengths of cabling which vanished into ducts in the walls behind. On the primitive radar viewing screens, green circles fluoresced against dark backgrounds. But no targets had been identified – not that she knew what they were tracking. Two rickety metal chairs were positioned in front of the most important-looking controls, but both stood empty.


‘Stand where you are, Winters,’ Vale said. ‘Don’t disturb anything.’ He began to search the room methodically, examining the equipment. He paid particular attention to the other two passageways out of the room – also sealed with airlocks, though without any security locks of the sort that had blocked their entrance.


‘Were you expecting to meet your contact here?’ Irene asked.


‘Yes. This Guernsey monitoring station has a duty staff of six men. There should be two on duty here.’ Vale went down on one knee to check something. ‘And an additional five men somewhere within this complex. I happen to know a submarine is currently moored alongside, and the crew should have disembarked here.’


‘And the only route in by land was the one we came through?’


‘Indeed. And Dickson up on the surface, in the St Peter Port office, signalled them when we were about to come down. He received authorization for us to descend. That was only twenty minutes ago.’


A chill ran up Irene’s spine. Someone had known she and Vale would be here – trapped underground. And they’d been met by the smell of blood and the absence of allies. She refused to believe this was a coincidence, given their past few weeks. ‘This doesn’t look good for us or the staff on this station. But who is the target here?’ she wondered aloud.


‘It is imperative that I find my contact – and the document I’m here to collect. But let us exercise extreme caution.’ Vale rose to his feet. ‘The airlock on the right goes to the submarine dock, and the other one leads to the living quarters. I can perceive nothing from the clues here, except that at least one man fell to the ground and suffered a minor injury. There are also some curious scratches, which might or might not be innocent . . . This floor is not conducive to the preservation of evidence.’


‘Let’s block off the living quarters then, just in case. The last thing we want is an inconvenient ambush from that direction. Or for an aggressor to make an escape.’ Irene crossed to the airlock and placed her hand on the opening mechanism. ‘Lever which I am touching, bend sideways and out of true.’


The heavy brass lever warped until she was sure no one – no one human, anyway – would have the strength to straighten it, and another use of the Language would be needed to reopen it. She then listened at the airlock for a moment, but could hear nothing from the other side – no shouts from trapped enemies, no cries for help . . . no unspeakable slithering. She’d seen a lot in her line of work.


‘Good work, Winters.’ Vale paused at the other airlock. ‘I’ll open this one. Be ready for anything.’


He pulled the lever, the airlock opened – and three men came bursting through. After anticipating everything and nothing, Irene was almost relieved at this frontal assault. They were moving jerkily, but with unexpected speed and ferocity. Irene stuck her foot out, tripping the beefiest one of their number. He sprawled on the floor and writhed unnaturally, like a broken toy. But the other two turned to face them.


Their aggressors both wore naval uniform, as did the man on the floor. This close, Irene could see the ones facing them had smears of blood on their collars. Even more worryingly, silvery threads glittered in their irises and their faces displayed an inhuman slackness. Their mouths hung open and their heads were cocked oddly, like marionettes. One held a crowbar, and though the other was unarmed, his huge hands were clenched into fists, ready to attack.


In the distance, Irene could hear the sound of running feet. Reinforcements? Or more ‘marionettes’? She had to assume the worst. She glimpsed Vale raising his cane, but her attention was on the man lunging at her. With surprising speed, his hands went for her throat. She dodged and let him collide with the wall – but it hardly slowed him. He rose and barrelled towards her again, still moving like a puppet with hands outstretched. As she backed away, she saw a glint of metal at his throat. Something that bulged under the concealing fabric of his collar . . . and moved.


Time to finish this. ‘Uniform trousers, fall and hobble your wearers!’ she ordered.


The two men crashed to their knees, joining their companion on the floor. Irene noted that none of the three were reacting with the modesty one might expect at such an exposure. And Victorians did have a reputation for prudishness. They merely thrashed in an effort to regain their feet. Even the one who went in for purple silk underwear.


Vale’s erstwhile opponent was already rising, so Vale tapped him with his cane. There was a flash of electricity and the man screamed in pain, his back arching, before finally collapsing to lie motionless. Something rippled around the back of his neck, wriggling under his collar like a snake. Irene took a hasty step back.


‘What the devil is that? Can you do something about it?’ Vale asked, as he delivered shocks to the other two men. Both had shed the handicap of their trousers and were jerking to their feet.


‘Not without knowing what “it” is,’ Irene answered. The Language was a powerful tool, but to use it she needed the correct words. ‘Mysterious object wriggling under that man’s clothing’ was insufficiently precise, as her mentor Coppelia might have put it. Irene smothered a smile, feeling a little giddy as the adrenalin of the fight faded. ‘But at least electricity seems to work.’


‘Indeed.’ Vale was standing over the writhing men. ‘But my cane has a limited charge,’ he noted, as the screaming died away.


‘Airlocks, shut,’ Irene ordered. As the remaining airlocks closed, blocking any further attacks, she leaned forward to look at the unconscious men. Curiosity was prompting her to unbutton their collars to investigate what she’d seen, but her imagination was painting a vivid picture of something horrific. Irene wasn’t familiar with all the magical monstrosities that Vale’s world might or might not contain. Vampires and werewolves she knew about, but what else might there be? She couldn’t see enough . . .


‘Uniform jacket on the grey-haired man, unbutton and open,’ she ordered.


The jacket obeyed, peeling back like wrapping paper. The man’s shirt was stained with fresh blood. The thing that moved underneath it was two feet long, writhing and twisting like a length of cable.


‘Note the fresh wound on his neck,’ Vale said quietly. ‘He appears otherwise uninjured. I fear it will not emerge on its own, whatever it is. You will need to undress him further.’


Irene nodded. Such instructions from the upright Vale would be amusing – under other circumstances. ‘Shirt on the grey-haired man, unbutton and open.’


As the buttons slid from their holes and the shirt-front parted, there was a flash of gleaming metal. Something leapt at her, and Irene took in burning blue eyes and dripping blood. She threw herself backwards, dropping under the creature as it sailed over her head. Vale’s cane flashed out to intercept, but missed. The creature curved through the air before landing on the floor, skittering across it. It moved, Irene thought, like a woodlouse rather than a snake – could there be claws or legs underneath it?


More to the point, how did she stop it with the Language? What should she call it – ‘metal contraption’? But that would shut down all the equipment in the room. ‘Vale!’ she shouted. ‘Do you know what that thing is?’


‘No, but don’t let it get into the air ducts!’ Vale answered. He advanced on the creature, his cane ready.


‘Keep it busy.’ Irene edged sideways and picked up a nearby stool. She glanced back at the other two men; but no more creatures had emerged.


The creature scuttled along the floor, hugging the wall and trying but failing to writhe into the machinery. Fortunately the panels were all well-sealed. Then it darted at Vale in a horrifyingly fluid rush of speed.


Irene took advantage of the creature’s focus on Vale to craft a swift sentence. ‘Stool that I’m touching, pin down the moving mechanical creature,’ she ordered in the Language.


The stool tore itself out of Irene’s hand, upended itself and slammed into the creature, holding it in place with the seat. Irene rubbed her forehead, wincing at a momentary pain. While it hadn’t been a major use of the Language, it was imprecise and had drained her strength. The creature squirmed under the stool, metal legs scraping manically against the floor and leaving long scratches.


‘All right,’ she said. ‘What do you make of it?’


Vale knelt down to inspect it, as thuds came from the blocked airlock door. Irene’s earlier work was successfully blocking their entry – for now. ‘Interesting,’ he said, ignoring the noise. ‘I believe I do know what this is. It’s rather more advanced than reports I’ve read, though.’


‘Is it a device that controls human victims by invading their nervous systems?’ Irene ‘guessed’.


Vale gave her a hard stare. ‘Have you been reading my correspondence again, Winters?’


‘Now why would I do that?’ she dissembled.


Vale’s eyes narrowed, but he eventually relented. ‘Yes – this contraption appears to be derived from the work of Doctor Brabasmus. But it is self-propelled . . . and rather larger than the doctor’s original designs for cerebral controllers. Those were barely the size of a scarab, and lodged at the back of the neck.’


‘What happened to the doctor?’


‘Murdered a couple of months ago, and his laboratory looted.’ Vale frowned. ‘Now, what did he call them?’


Out of the corner of her eye, Irene saw a second creature’s head emerge from the neck of its host’s jacket. ‘Vale,’ she said quietly, her eyes flicking towards the creature.


Vale’s hand tightened on his cane. ‘Brabasmiators, that was it,’ he murmured.


Irene froze. That wasn’t even good English. Why did scientists have to create their own words, rather than use perfectly good existing ones? Did nobody ever think of the poor translators? In desperation she grasped for Vale’s earlier description. ‘Cerebral controllers, deactivate!’


The light vanished from the new creature’s eyes, and it and the one beneath the stool went limp. A third one stopped its disquieting wriggling under its host’s clothing. Irene gave a sigh of relief.


Vale checked for a pulse on the nearest man’s neck, then the other two, and shook his head. He rose, dusting his hands off. ‘We have no way of knowing how many of the other men on this station are similarly controlled. Inconvenient.’


‘Just how important is this document?’ Irene asked. ‘What aren’t you telling me?’


‘Under the circumstances, my hopes of you viewing it without prior bias are somewhat pointless. I believe there is a master criminal at large in London, Winters, a manipulator and emperor of crime. I also believe that he is responsible for the recent kidnapping attempts on you, the bullet which nearly hit Strongrock, the stabbing of Madame Sterrington . . . Lord Silver isn’t the only foreign spy in London. I was informed that the French Secret Service had obtained some valuable information on this mastermind: a letter which named very interesting names. Our agents had intercepted it and brought it here.’ His eyes glittered almost feverishly. ‘This is our chance at some proof, Winters, finally. This is my adversary as much as yours. He is striking at all my contacts, all my . . . friends. But I need evidence.’


‘I see,’ Irene said slowly. It made sense that Vale would be invested in this. She didn’t voice her deeper concerns, though. In high-chaos worlds, stories and their tropes had a tendency to come true – for both good tales and bad ones. Now London’s greatest detective had found a worthy adversary, a master criminal. If this were a story, the two of them would now be bound together – as closely as lovers – until one or the other was dead. She shivered. ‘Did you know about this before or after you accepted my invitation to Guernsey?’


‘Know about what?’ Vale asked, scrutinizing the scratch marks on the floor.


‘The evidence about the “emperor of crime”.’ Irene was deeply, deeply irritated that Vale hadn’t mentioned these theories earlier, but unfortunately it was true to his character. He was the sort of person – the sort of detective – who wouldn’t mention his theories until he had evidence to back them up. Vale had Fae blood somewhere in his family tree, and at times he strayed regrettably close to the archetype of the Great Detective – for worse as well as for better.


‘Shortly after you planned to visit Guernsey and I agreed to accompany you.’ He turned to give her the full focus of his attention. ‘You believe it’s a trap?’


‘Either that, or our timing is extraordinarily unfortunate.’ Irene nodded at the corpses. ‘What are the odds that we’d walk in just at the moment when they’ve been controlled and are attempting to kill intruders?’


‘If so, then we shouldn’t remain here any longer than necessary.’ He experimentally flicked a couple of switches and scrutinized one of the viewscreens. ‘The submarine is still docked here. Be ready with that Language of yours, Winters. I have no desire to find out first-hand what it feels like to be controlled by one of those creatures. You’ll have noticed the scratches on the floor come from the direction of the submarine airlock.’


Irene nodded and stepped back, willing to let Vale take the lead – he was the one with the electric swordstick, after all. She was an agent of the Library, an interdimensional organization that collected books to preserve the balance of worlds. As such, she could use the Language to force reality to her will. But only if she wasn’t distracted by cerebral controllers.


However, her stomach remained knotted with tension. If this was a trap, every moment they were down here was a further risk. And they were under the sea here. Even if Kai – dragon prince, colleague, friend and lover – had a natural affinity for water and mastery over it, she didn’t. Being unable to speak due to drowning could be a great drawback when attempting to use the Language. This all made it an excellent location for an ambush . . .


Of course. ‘Wait,’ she said. ‘What aren’t we noticing?’


‘Clarify, Winters,’ Vale said impatiently.


‘We come down here. We’re attacked. Our first impulse, so we could get out as quickly as possible, would be to go directly to the submarine to collect the letter. That’s where you were supposed to meet your contact. If your reasons for being here have been discovered, are you sure we want to be that predictable?’


‘Cogently argued, Winters. Unfortunately, I need that letter.’


‘I know,’ Irene countered. ‘I’m just trying to think like a master criminal.’


‘You hardly need to try, Winters.’ But there was a certain affection to his words – he knew all about her frequent book thefts. ‘Hmm. My logical next step would be to radio the surface and report the situation. Let us see . . .’


He indicated one of the consoles. ‘This is the one radio link to the surface. So if I were to think like a master criminal, this is where I would place my trap. Can you use your Language to deactivate any such unpleasant surprises?’


Irene knew her mentor Coppelia would have approved. You only needed to be blasé once to be dead. ‘All explosive devices or dangerous traps, deactivate,’ she ordered.


There was a tiny but satisfyingly audible click from behind a panel.


Irene and Vale shared a nod. He slid his fingers behind the edging on the right-hand side, pressed two buttons, and the panel swung open. Behind it was a narrow recess, carefully stacked with sticks of dynamite. A wire ran from the small stack, through a tiny hole drilled in the panel and snaked towards the lever that opened the airlock. Positioned on top was a phonograph, loaded with a record and ready to play.


Irene was disturbed. This was very elaborate. First the controlled men, now this dynamite – what next? ‘Those men who attacked us – in their condition, there’s no way they would have had the intellect to set this up.’


‘I agree.’ Vale switched on the phonograph. ‘Let us see who is leaving us mysterious messages.’


A click. The record began to revolve, and the needle dipped to touch it. There was a noise of rustling paper. ‘Good evening,’ a male voice said. ‘Or possibly afternoon. I’m not sure what time it is where you are. But since you are listening to this and not dead, my congratulations to you, Peregrine Vale.’


Irene’s fingers bit into her palms hard enough to hurt and the colour drained from her cheeks. She knew that voice. She’d killed its owner. ‘Lord Guantes . . .’ she said in horror, staring at Vale. He was Fae – a manipulator and plotter who’d tried to touch off a war between the Fae and the dragons. That was why she’d killed him. Irene remembered, uncomfortably clearly, the feeling of the knife sliding between his ribs and the blood on her hands. There was no way she could have been mistaken as to his death.


‘Of course,’ the recording went on, ‘like all things in this life, my congratulations are strictly temporary. You have caused me a great deal of inconvenience, and you are about to pay for it. Don’t bother looking for that letter, Mr Vale. It has already left the premises. Which is more than you’ll do.’


The blare of an alarm suddenly split the air. Irene spun round, trying to determine where the noise was coming from. Red glass shades slid over the ether-lamps, which flashed in a panic-inducing strobe.


‘According to my arrangements, that noise will be the base’s self-destruct signal,’ Lord Guantes said helpfully. ‘I imagine your friends back in the town will have an edifying view of any underwater explosions. Goodbye.’ The record clicked off.


The alarm continued to shriek.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Vale strode to the control panels, flipping switches with the certainty of a man who knew which ones did what. Irene had to admire his thoroughness; very few men would memorize a subterranean base’s self-destruct protocols before visiting.


Unfortunately, it didn’t pay off.


Vale pressed his lips together in what Irene recognized as a sign of extreme bad temper. She decided it was time for her to attempt their salvation. ‘Self-destruct system, deactivate!’ she ordered the air.


Sudden silence fell across the room like a benediction, and the lighting returned to normal.


Irene rubbed her forehead, not sure whether her incoming headache was due to her use of the Language or the alarm. It had been very shrill. ‘Your friends back in town, he said. Lord Guantes didn’t expect me to be here.’


‘Your presence is greatly appreciated,’ Vale said. But there was an undertone to his gracious words, something which suggested he felt somehow . . . cheated?


I’ve stepped into his private duel with a master criminal, Irene realized. It feels like an intrusion, however much common sense tells him otherwise, and however much he hates the suggestion he might be affected by Fae archetypes.


‘Do we need to do anything to make sure that the self-destruct doesn’t, well, self-destruct again?’ she asked.


‘We must assume that the entire control system is compromised.’ Vale eyed the panels of switches with irritation. ‘And, as you’ve just demonstrated, Winters, you can deactivate a trap with the Language. But the normal functioning of equipment – such as the self-destruct switch – might not seem like a threat. You may not be able to turn it off fast enough next time.’ He moved in closer, inspecting the phonograph. ‘Yes. There’s a wire behind here – once it finished playing, the stylus lifting off the disc triggered the signal to the self-destruct. He correctly assumed we’d play it to the end.’


‘So far he’s demonstrated an annoying ability to predict our moves,’ Irene muttered.


Vale favoured her with a rare smile. ‘He didn’t predict that I’d ask you to accompany me, Winters, or that you’d agree.’


‘Or that I’d leave Kai and Catherine behind,’ Irene said, a cold hand closing round her heart. It had seemed safe enough to leave them alone for a short while, but now . . . ‘Vale, we have to get back at once. If Lord Guantes is the one who has been attacking us over the last few weeks, you won’t be his only target. And if he’s to be believed, your letter isn’t here anyway. Are we going to have to use that tunnel, or is there a quicker way out of here?’


Any sensible secret base should have an emergency exit, and Vale seemed to have studied its plans. She had to get back to the surface right now. If Lord Guantes had somehow returned from the grave, then Kai was in great danger. After all, Kai had been Lord Guantes’ primary target – and saving him had been the goal of her Venice mission. It felt so long ago now.


Vale frowned. ‘There is a quicker way out of here, yes. But, Winters, we absolutely have to check for that letter. The British government is depending on me.’


‘The British government can cope with one more would-be crime lord in London,’ Irene retorted angrily. ‘Besides, Lord Guantes said it was gone! And I need to protect Kai.’


‘Strongrock’s capable of looking after himself for five minutes,’ Vale countered. ‘And Lord Guantes may be lying. I simply can’t take that chance.’ His face was set and expressionless. She knew that he’d analysed how much danger Kai might be in, just as she had. ‘I need your help, Winters.’


For a moment Irene couldn’t believe what he was asking. Then practicality cut in, harsh and unwelcome. Vale had a responsibility to the British Empire, even if she didn’t – and this wasn’t her world, after all. She knew that if she were to say no, Vale would accept it and show her the emergency exit. Five minutes might make the difference between safety and danger for Kai – and Catherine, too. But Vale was her friend, and her help might make the difference between his life and death. She couldn’t abandon him.


Irene clenched her hands and forced herself to decide. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘But there’s no time to waste.’


Prince Kai, the dragons’ treaty representative, son of his majesty Ao Guang, King of the Eastern Ocean, once apprentice to Irene Winters and now her lover, but also – and most importantly – her friend, looked out of the teashop window. He wished he could somehow erase the street’s heavy grey stone buildings so he could see the ocean beyond. Humans called it the English Channel – if they were English, of course. The French called it La Manche, ‘the sleeve’, and other nationalities called it something different again. But the sea had its own identity. He could feel its presence, its motion, its long heartbeat. The rolling waves and dragging tides sang in his blood and hummed in his bones, soothing his current irritation until he could almost forget it.


Almost. It was very hard to ignore the irritation in question, as she was sitting directly opposite him.


Catherine scribbled in her notepad without looking up, the top of her pen jerking enthusiastically with every added underlining or exclamation mark. She’d bisected the table between them with a barricade composed of the teapot and cake-stand, an unofficial declaration that she wasn’t interested in conversation. The harsh ether-lights drained the colour from her golden-brown skin and the red from her chestnut hair, and turned her navy coat dull and drab. She was smaller than he was, so the high back and arms of her chair rose around her like walls. She resembled nothing so much as a minor, but still intimidating, enemy force. And she was ensconced on the other side of his table.


There was no point checking his watch again. It had only been five minutes since the last time. He shook out the local newspaper and skimmed through its contents. Cattle-breeding. French politics. English politics. Radiation experiments in the local tomato greenhouses. Tide tables. He sighed inwardly.


The rain slapped against the window and rattled forcefully on the cobbled pavement outside with a noise like gravel. Men and women hurried past, bundled up in heavy knitted guernseys and shawls. The teashop itself was empty of customers except for the two of them; it was a Tuesday morning, so working men and women were at their jobs. And it was too early for elderly ladies, gossip being their main occupation, to turn up and crowd the tables with nodding bonnets and whispers.


The waitress caught his eye, giving him a smile. Kai gestured at the teapot and obtained a refill.


‘Thank you,’ Catherine said, putting down her notepad for a moment. The sentiment wasn’t particularly gracious, but Kai decided he’d take it as a victory. Light glinted off her bronze-rimmed glasses as she poured herself another cup, then – remembering after a moment – one for him. ‘Anything interesting in the paper?’


‘Not particularly.’


‘Unsurprising. There’s nothing of interest here,’ Catherine muttered.


‘That’s not true,’ Kai protested. ‘There are . . . um . . . purebred cows, buildings left over from the Napoleonic Wars, even a thriving witch-cult. They’re known as the Gens du Vendredi, or the Friday People . . .’


‘Are they on the agenda for today?’


‘Probably not,’ Kai admitted.


Catherine planted her elbows on the table. ‘This would have been a quick pickup job if Irene—’


‘Miss Winters,’ Kai corrected her.


‘She told me to call her Irene,’ Catherine said smugly. ‘Anyhow. We could have collected our target book and left already if she hadn’t gone off with Peregrine Vale. Which she shouldn’t be doing.’


Kai was still rather bitter that he hadn’t been asked along himself but had been left to take charge of Catherine instead. ‘I’m sure he has reasons for asking her.’


‘No, you don’t get it. She’s supposed to be politically neutral in this world, isn’t she? Like you? Yet she’s hanging out with someone whose sister is high up in the British government. Not only that, but they’re visiting a top-secret submarine base together. How can that be neutral?’


That was actually the most politically astute comment Catherine had made since they’d met. Kai had had the dubious pleasure of making her acquaintance just a few weeks ago, and it felt as if she hadn’t stopped glaring at him since. He disagreed with her, of course, on principle. ‘Vale is a good friend,’ he parried. ‘She has every reason to spend time with him.’


Catherine rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, and pigs fly, and my uncle’s planning to take vows of celibacy. Come on. Also, I don’t see why I had to come in the first place. I could have stayed in London.’


‘Irene wanted you to get some first-hand experience of being a Librarian. And when we pick up the Merlin document, that’s exactly what will happen.’


‘By standing around while she hands over money? I could understand it if she wanted me to learn something cool. But if not, why not leave me behind to do something useful?’


Kai shrugged. ‘Irene wanted to give you a thorough grounding in Librarianship. Besides, have you forgotten the recent little . . . unpleasantnesses?’ He wasn’t sure that Catherine was a target – nobody had tried to kidnap or kill her, after all – but he and Irene had both been victims of near misses or failed abductions in the last month. Vale had said he was looking into it, but he had yet to come up with an answer.


Catherine hunched down in her chair, drawing in her narrow shoulders until she seemed even smaller than before. Kai knew that she was in her early twenties, but when she acted like this she seemed no older than a teenager. ‘This is so stupid. Can’t we even go hang out in the local library – the Guille-Allès? I could read something and I wouldn’t be getting on your nerves so much.’


‘Your uncle doesn’t take well to following instructions either.’ Lord Silver, Catherine’s uncle, was London’s biggest libertine and the head of the Liechtenstein spy network. He was generally untrustworthy, devious and well dressed in equal measure.


‘Just because my uncle’s a miserable excuse for a . . .’ Catherine picked through her options, and clearly couldn’t find any that satisfied her. ‘How can I convince you I don’t like him – or trust him – any more than you do?’


Kai felt he should try to be honest. ‘He’s a Fae, like you. And he’s your family, your blood. Of course you’re going to be closer to him than you are to us.’


‘And you think I’d betray you to him,’ Catherine said tonelessly.


Kai had carefully avoided saying just that. To her, at least. He should know what it was like, after all. He lived with his lord father’s expectations, and he’d always been aware of his duty. To his family. To his own kind. And to Irene, always.


‘Have you been paying any attention to me? Any attention at all?’ Catherine demanded, her tone rising. She glanced across at the waitress and lowered her voice to an angry hiss. ‘Have you noticed what I actually want?’


‘Well, to do a good job, obviously.’ Kai backtracked, trying to work out what he’d said wrong. ‘To be a Librarian like Irene, to help keep the truce . . .’


‘What I want,’ Catherine said quietly but emphatically, ‘is access to the Library. I want to get in among those books. If Irene can do that for me, for all I care, my uncle can fornicate until syphilis makes his private parts drop off.’


Kai didn’t like Lord Silver, but his own niece shouldn’t be using that sort of language about family. Family was important. ‘Control your tongue!’ he ordered. ‘That is not acceptable.’


‘You aren’t my boss,’ Catherine flared back. ‘Where do you get off acting like you’re superior – just because you’re in bed with her?’


Kai felt the bones grind in his hands as he curled them into fists, the prick of fingernails that yearned to become claws. Anger sang in him as the ocean had done earlier, pride and fury urging him to treat this child – his junior, his younger sister in apprenticeship, his lesser – with the proper discipline for such an insult.


She flinched.


Moment by moment, counting his heartbeats, he made himself relax. ‘Could you pour me some more tea, please?’ he asked.


Her hand shook a little as she poured. ‘I’m not getting paid enough for this,’ she muttered.


‘I didn’t know you were getting paid at all.’


‘I have an allowance.’ Her mouth twisted unpleasantly. ‘From my uncle – which means nothing, before you judge me on that too. I thought you knew.’


‘I know he and Irene had an argument about it, but I don’t know the details.’ Kai had sadly not been witness to that.


Catherine visibly perked up at the notion that he didn’t know everything, then sighed. ‘I don’t want money, anyhow. I want books.’


‘But money gets you books,’ Kai pointed out.


‘Not the sort of rare “one-per-world” books the Librarians hunt down. That takes connections. The sort you don’t seem to want me to make, as I’m Fae and not a dragon . . . Whereas I suppose you’re letting Irene run mad in your father’s library?’


‘You may infer what you wish from this, but I have invited Irene to visit my lord father’s palace and library,’ Kai said with dignity. ‘But she refused. She said if my lord father hosted her, he’d have to host a Fae representative too – in the spirit of the treaty. That it could cause a diplomatic incident if he wasn’t willing to do so.’


Catherine shook her head in wonder. ‘I’m glad one of you has some sense. Though, as she’s sleeping with the dragons’ treaty representative, maybe I’ll take that back. Unless to keep things fair, in the spirit of the treaty, she’s also sleeping with the Fae representative . . .’


‘What do you mean by that?’ Kai snarled, leaning forward.


‘Excuse me, sir, madam.’ The waitress had approached while they were distracted.


Kai held up an admonitory hand. ‘A moment, please. Catherine, I demand an apology.’


‘Excuse me!’ The waitress had raised her voice. As Kai and Catherine both turned to glare at her, she said, ‘There’s something you should know, sir, madam.’


‘And what is that?’ Kai snapped.


‘You’ve both been poisoned.’ She folded her hands primly in front of her. ‘But please don’t let me interrupt you. I can wait.’
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CHAPTER THREE
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Irene had not expected to walk through a door in a submarine base somewhere under Guernsey, and emerge somewhere entirely different.


She and Vale had managed a successful sweep through the remainder of the base. The other men they’d found had all been under the influence of cerebral controllers. They’d therefore lacked the intelligence to stage more than very basic ambushes, but they’d still fought savagely. As a result, Vale and Irene had had to deactivate all the controllers – which had proved fatal for their victims.


She’d seen Vale’s face grow more tense with each new confirmed fatality, the leashed anger showing in his shoulders and the quick jerk of his head. He and Irene were being deliberately manipulated into killing these men – however necessary this was. They too were victims, being used as mere tools and then discarded.


You didn’t have to be a Fae to be that amoral a manipulator, but Irene couldn’t deny that it helped – especially if this was somehow Lord Guantes, returned to gleeful life.


In the criss-cross of passages, the route to the submarine dock wasn’t obvious. And yet the longer they’d searched, the more certain Vale seemed that he’d find his letter on the submarine moored there. It was Vale who’d eventually halted and raised a hand for her to wait, then prodded at what looked like a cupboard door with the tip of his cane. The resulting shock knocked him across the room.


The cane lay to one side, smoking. Vale glanced at it regretfully, then back to the door, and his brows drew together in a frown. ‘That door shouldn’t be there.’


‘It’s in the wrong location?’


‘In a way . . . That door is not on the base’s plans. There should be nothing but solid rock at that point. And look – more of the cerebral controllers’ scrapes on the floor, spreading out from this point.’


Irene carefully moved her hand towards the door, halting before touching it. The air around it prickled with chaos. As Irene approached, she could feel the Library brand on her back flare in response, rather like a guard recognizing an enemy. The door itself looked like any of the other cupboards on the base: metal, set into the wall and painted dark grey. There was nothing to mark it as significant – except for Vale’s knowledge that it shouldn’t have been there, his dramatic propulsion across the room and her own recognition of chaotic power.


‘That gives us two problems,’ she said. ‘Finding the letter – and this. There’s chaos behind it.’ To leave this door uninvestigated would be an open invitation for someone to come through and shoot them from behind.


Irene glanced sideways at Vale, saw the uncertainty on his face and made a decision. ‘You said we’d find eleven men here – and we’ve dealt with all of them. I’ll check this out while you retrieve the letter.’


There was a flicker of relief in his eyes. ‘I’ll call if I need you, Winters.’


He ran down the corridor, leaving Irene to stare at the mysterious door. Objects infused with chaotic power often didn’t react well to Librarians – and Vale’s broken cane served as an additional warning. Fortunately, with the Language she didn’t need to touch it. When she looked at it more closely, close enough to feel her nose prickle, she could see that there was something written on it under the grey paint, barely visible, totally illegible but indisputably there.


She picked her words carefully, not wanting to force open every locker and exit within the sound of her voice. If any others contained dynamite, that could see them both drowned. ‘Any bombs within the sound of my voice, deactivate. Door in front of me, unlock and open!’


It shuddered in its frame. Irene gritted her teeth at the drain on her strength, knotting her hands into fists as the tumblers in a lock audibly clicked open. The door opened towards her, but slowly, as if an invisible hand was dragging it open and it was fighting to resist. Irene peered through the gap.


A shadowed corridor lay beyond – formed of wood and stone, not slate and metal – and dimly lit by distant windows. It definitely wasn’t beneath the sea. She had no idea where it was.


Did Vale think that I was just going to stand here and look at it? Well, too late now.


Irene rubbed her forehead with the back of her hand, forcing herself to ignore her growing headache, and stepped through. The door pulled itself shut behind her, closing with a muffled thud.


She sniffed the air. Dust. Paper. Old cigar smoke. The floor was white marble, but even in the dim light she could see the dust that had settled into the cracks. The walls and ceiling were panelled with dark wood; paler rectangles on the walls showed where paintings must have once hung.


But all this was secondary to the tingling which spread across her back like poison ivy, radiating from her Library brand. She felt a sense of dread, suddenly realizing that she’d left Guernsey far behind. And not for a moderate-chaos world like Vale’s. This was definitely a high-chaos world, so she probably couldn’t reach the Library from here. And if she couldn’t retrace her steps, she’d be trapped here . . .


Beyond the window, a futuristic city sprawled out to the horizon, sown thickly with electronic lights under a shrouded twilight sky. The approaching darkness and glow from the lights obscured the buildings, reducing them to shadowy spikes or low shapeless masses. Some more distant structures seemed to curl gracefully upwards and outwards like living organisms, but they were too far away to see clearly. Tiny in the distance, Irene spotted the twinned lights of what might be vehicles – crawling at ground level, or drifting through the air.


Irene suppressed a curse. She’d hoped to identify the city, if not the world, by its architecture, but that was hopeless in the encroaching darkness. As for the climate and temperature, it was neither arctic nor tropical, but beyond that she couldn’t guess – or deduce – anything.


At the other end of the corridor, a thin rim of light outlined another door. She listened, but could hear nothing. Either the room beyond was empty, or whoever was there was silent. Or perhaps someone was lying in wait for her . . .


This was no time to hesitate. She tried the door handle.


It opened.


The room beyond had once been a lounge, high-ceilinged and elegant; it had gone to seed just like the corridor behind her. Tall windows in the opposite wall were covered by tattered curtains. The marble fireplace held a radiator rather than logs, and the bare lightbulbs that hung from the ceiling glowed unevenly, as though they might burn out at any moment.


Close to the fireplace, a man huddled in a battered armchair, a laptop resting on his knees. A cigar smouldered in one limp, gloved hand and the computer screen was blank. The man drooped forward, head nodding, on the edge of sleep.


It was unmistakably Lord Guantes.


She knew that man. She’d killed him. She’d put a knife into his heart, then watched his wife mourn over his corpse and promise vengeance.


She could accept alternate worlds, dragons, Fae, vampires, werewolves and magic. But now a part of her – the logical, rational part – urged her to run, to slam the door closed and escape back to the submarine base. Even if all the men there had been turned into lurching zombies by cerebral controllers, at least the threat was something she understood.


Lord Guantes had almost gained control over her, once. He’d nearly twisted her around his little finger and made her answer to his bidding. She would have been his pawn, his captive, his tool. Confronting him now was pure idiocy. She had no idea of his resources, how many guards he had or what snares might be waiting for her. Every instinct in her body screamed for her to get out of here. She’d learned what she needed to know. It really was him.


But if she ran, she would always be running from him. She might know enough . . . but there must be still more to learn.


Her mind somewhere on the scale between pure terror and stomach-curdling fear, she made herself say, ‘Lord Guantes, I assume?’


His head jerked up and he twisted round in his chair, the laptop clattering to the ground. He still looked just as she remembered: dark grey hair and a small imperial beard, deep-set eyes with the power to compel. His business suit could have come from any decade and almost any world, and the gloves that sheathed his hands were plain black. The left side of his face was concealed by a leather mask which started at his forehead and ended above his upper lip.


‘You should be dead,’ he said after a moment, his voice deep velvet, but with the old iron behind it. There was something in his eyes that took Irene a moment to recognize. It was . . . fear? He was afraid of her?


‘I could say the same about you,’ she said. ‘Clearly someone has made a mistake.’


At the back of her mind a clock kept counting down. Just because Lord Guantes was here, didn’t mean that Kai was safe. Lord Guantes could be working with – or for – anyone.


‘Fresh from an imploding submarine base and not even damp.’ He looked her up and down. It wasn’t the measuring glance of a martial artist judging her competence, or the deliberately insulting appreciation of a libertine like Lord Silver. It wasn’t even the cold stare of an assassin deciding how best to remove her. It was as if she was less than human – a paperclip, a crumpled newspaper, a disposable coffee cup – and he could either stand up to put it in the bin, or get away with simply throwing it to the floor. ‘What does it take to dispose of you, Miss Winters?’


‘A miracle,’ Irene said promptly.


‘According to Dante, thieves like you end up in the Eighth Circle of Hell.’


‘Dante placed “evil counsellors” like you in the next ditch along,’ Irene countered. ‘So tell me, Lord Guantes, what precisely are you up to? Besides trying to kill us. You must have some far grander plan than that.’


She was hoping she could play on one of his archetypal weaknesses. Very few Fae who based their personalities on cunning masterminds could resist the urge to gloat. If she was really lucky, he might even go into detail about how very doomed she was . . .


To her surprise, he only laughed. It was a thin, hollow sound compared with the full-blooded chuckle of their previous encounters. ‘Kill you? My dear Miss Winters, you have no idea how much I enjoy hearing you say that. And such a brave attempt to learn my secrets, too. But I’m afraid . . .’ He coughed, and his whole body shook with it. ‘You’re too late.’


Irene froze. Anyone who knew her would have known she’d try the mysterious door. Was this all some further elaborate trap?


Then common sense kicked in. He’d been genuinely surprised to see her. He’d been afraid.


‘You’re wasting your time taunting me,’ she responded. ‘As you can see, I’m still alive. Your little plot didn’t work.’


As she’d hoped, the adjective stung. His hands trembled, clenching into fists. ‘You have no idea . . .’ he said, voice smooth again, the words both a promise and a threat. ‘As usual, Miss Winters, you have come into the story partway through, and you’ll be removed from the gameboard long before you can appreciate the grandeur of this particular plot. It’s already too late for you, as I said. Before, you’ve always had other people to save you. Not any longer.’


‘My friends and I keep each other alive. You didn’t plan on my accompanying Vale into the submarine base, did you?’


‘I admit I failed to make allowances for that – for whatever sentimentality caused you to accompany him rather than do your job. I thought better of you, Miss Winters.’


‘Stop playing games,’ Irene said flatly, suppressing a growing sense of dread. What if he was telling the truth, and it was ‘already too late’ for Kai and Vale as well? ‘Get to the point – or I’m leaving.’


Lord Guantes frowned at having his gloating so cruelly cut short. ‘Very well. It’s true that I want revenge on my enemies, but there are others who have something even worse in mind for you. I cooperated with them – but I have been betrayed. I have been used.’ A deep fury at this flared in his eyes. To a Fae of his archetype – mastermind and schemer – this was the ultimate violation. ‘Since you have conveniently walked past my threshold and into my home, I will give you the tools for vengeance. If—’


He broke off, seeming confused for a moment, and raised one gloved hand in protest. ‘So soon?’ he asked the air.


‘Lord Guantes,’ Irene said, pitching her voice to get his attention. ‘Why are you here? In this sordid place, with this old house falling to pieces around you? Who are these others you mention?’


His eyes focused on her again. Without answering, he thrust himself out of his chair towards her, tottering as he tried to stand upright.


Irene dodged. She’d been ready for any sort of attack – if this was an attack – but she hadn’t expected something so . . . ordinary. Or, to be honest, so uncoordinated. He moved like an old man – or someone who’d been injured but hadn’t realized it yet. This was all . . . wrong.
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