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From: Kostchei, Senior Librarian


To: Coppelia, Senior Librarian


BCC: Melusine, Library Security


Subject: Inconvenient juveniles


Coppelia,


Don’t worry, I’m not going to propose killing Irene. We’ve been through this before, and I agreed with you. We both know how the story goes: the hapless innocent finds out that she’s actually the child of someone ridiculously dangerous and evil, at which point her employers attempt to kill her ‘because of the danger she presents’ and it all goes horribly wrong and she turns against them. I have absolutely no desire to repeat that sequence of events. I’m not going to suggest disposing of her – no matter how much I’m tempted.


Yes, I’m tempted. The girl’s had a meteoric career as a Librarian and demonstrated that she’s very capable, but she’s also a huge flaw in our defences. What happens if her father does somehow manage to use her as a weapon against us? How much is one Librarian’s life worth, against the security of the entire Library? 


But as you’ve pointed out repeatedly, we both know how that narrative ends. And here in the Library, even if our outer layer is order, we have an inner heart of chaos. We read too much for it to be anything else. Unjustly betraying a loyal servant – or at least, doing so without trying all other alternatives first – will ruin us all.


So . . . let’s consider where we stand, and what our alternatives are.


She knows her father is Alberich (though hopefully, not who her mother is). He knows as well, now. She’s in a state of mind where she might try anything – even attempting to assassinate him. The Library’s been trying to kill him for several hundred years now and he’s managed to escape our best attempts, but you know how these children are. They’re always convinced that they’re the Chosen Ones and will somehow succeed where hundreds of others have failed – even when it’s something as dangerous as trying to kill the greatest traitor the Library’s ever known. Honestly, when someone’s committed multiple murders, theft, kidnapping, sale of Library information and has tried to destroy the Library itself, you’d think that anyone sensible would take the hint and stay well away from them.


However, refusing to tell Irene anything will just push her into overt disobedience. We need something a little more subtle. We need a distraction to keep her busy for a few weeks while we work on something longer term.


We have that treaty signatory request from the Fae underworld boss in world B-268. Irene was the one who went on that heist with his subordinate, which makes her the logical person to handle negotiations. And she is the treaty representative from our side. No doubt she’ll suspect that we’re giving her the work in order to keep her busy – she’s an intelligent girl. (I’m still open to debate on whether she’s a sensible girl.) From our reports, he’ll take a month or so to make up his mind, which will have the additional benefit of keeping her somewhere safe. I’m sure you can word the introductory letter that goes with her so that her host will keep her out of the way and under wraps.


And in the meantime, you can think about what you’re going to say to her when she gets back. Yes, I’m dumping this in your lap. Yes, I’m being completely unfair. Yes, you are going to be stuck with it. You are one of the few people she really trusts. Any explanation from me – or from other senior Librarians – is going to sound self-serving. You’re the one with the best chance of persuading her to save her own life by staying out of trouble. Remind her that her life isn’t just her own – when she made her vows to the Library and received her Library brand, she made the choice that she belonged to the Library. Getting herself killed in a futile attempt at revenge will be wasting everything else she’s done. Tell the brat whatever you think will work. Just keep her within bounds, and then with luck we can all avoid unnecessary harshness.


Also, hurry up and get over that pneumonia. We don’t have time for sickbed drama. The letters from the Cardinal and from Ao Guang about the missing worlds are disturbing – we’re still understaffed, and there’s too much to do.


Does it seem to you that we spend too much time playing politics these days?


Yours,


Kostchei


PS – you wouldn’t have so many health problems if you actually went to sleep at a sensible hour.


PPS – kindly send back that copy of Louisa Alcott’s Attack of the Zombie Brides, I want to check a reference.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The snow hissed against the windows, flakes visible in the harsh spotlights which ringed the building. Irene could dimly make out the well-groomed gardens outside and the faint outline of the ornamental lake – and beyond that the guard outposts, the high walls and everything necessary to keep this manor house and estate private and undisturbed. The trail of darkness across the white lawn – fresh blood, left behind by the corpse which had been dragged across it – was rapidly being covered by the snow.


She couldn’t see the Siberian dire wolves, but she’d been assured they were out there. To be honest, she wasn’t even sure that dire wolves were or could be Siberian, but as the saying went, Don’t contradict an autocrat on his own territory unless you have either a very good reason or a very secure escape route.


At this precise moment she didn’t have either of those. While the mansion did have a library, it was one of the few rooms she was strictly forbidden from entering. A logical precaution – after all, they knew she was a Librarian, and she could use a smaller library in any of the alternate worlds, like this one, to enter the secret interdimensional Library that was her home. A place that was, at the moment, very far away.


Suppressing a sigh, she turned away from the window and wandered back towards the fireplace. Newspapers were available – foreign ones like The Times or the Observer, Le Monde or the Wall Street Journal, as well as Russian ones – and she could always do the crosswords or read about the current state of the world while she waited for the master of the house.


Irene wasn’t a prisoner – but she wasn’t exactly a guest, either. She was an intermediary who’d been summoned to do a job, and while that secured her a safe-conduct, it also meant that her personal wishes weren’t priorities. It wasn’t so much the enforced inactivity or even the dangers of the locale that were driving her up the wall: it was the constant circling of her mind around the possibility that most of her life had been a lie.


She’d found out that Alberich, oldest and most dangerous traitor to the Library, might be her father. She’d come back from her latest mission desperate to know more, with urgent questions for all the senior Librarians who must have been covering it up. She’d sent messages to her parents – the ones who’d raised her, whom she considered her real parents – to ask what they knew. But she’d barely had enough time to get her most recent injuries bandaged when she’d been sent on this solo job, well before any answers could reach her. Words such as desperately urgent and vitally important had been used; she hadn’t been quite ready to disregard her orders and refuse to go.


Her friends had understood that. Kai – ex-apprentice, dragon prince, friend and lover – had promised to find out anything he could. In the meantime, she was stuck on this mission with no way of leaving, and no way to answer the questions which overshadowed her entire life.


To add insult to injury, it wasn’t even a mission to collect a book – her usual sort of mission as a Librarian was acquiring a unique book (legally or not) from a particular world. The Library’s collection of stories allowed it to maintain the balance between all the alternate worlds; Irene wasn’t entirely clear how it worked, but it demonstrably did. This, on the other hand, was a matter of politics, something on which she’d been spending far too much time recently. Something which the Library itself seemed to be far too involved in of late . . .


The door swung open, and she hastily modified her expression to one of mild curiosity, looking up from the newspaper to see who it was.


The elderly lady who entered was almost the complete opposite of the large man who held the door for her. He was muscled and blond, with bulk that even a well-cut suit couldn’t hide; she was petite with waved white hair and wore an artfully rustic outfit which Irene identified as genuine silks and velvets. Irene suspected that the two did have one thing in common, the same thing as everyone in the house. Crime.


The man nodded to Irene as she rose politely from her chair. His name was Ernst, and while she wouldn’t have said she knew him well, she was sure that she could trust him. He was one of the henchmen of the Fae master who owned this dacha – this Russian country estate and second home – and he was responsible for Irene’s visit. ‘Sorry you’ve had to wait,’ he said in Russian. ‘The boss is busy.’


‘These things happen,’ Irene replied in the same language. ‘I understand he’s a very busy man.’ After all, being an archetypal crime boss who coordinated activities across multiple worlds was the sort of thing which occupied a person’s time.


Ernst shrugged. ‘Only two executions so far today. Traitors never put him in a good mood.’


The woman’s eyes narrowed as she considered Irene, taking in her neat but only modestly expensive clothing, her tidily cut short hair and her generally sober appearance. A good trouser suit was acceptable in many parts of the twentieth or twenty-first centuries: easy to pack and very convenient for running away in. ‘Ah. An independent? Or are you representing an organization?’ She tilted her head to look up at Ernst. ‘I wasn’t told about her.’


‘Madam, you know the boss doesn’t like me telling anyone about anything,’ Ernst said. ‘It’s not in the job description.’


‘The Observer crossword is still available,’ Irene said helpfully. ‘Or do you prefer sudoku?’ However harmless the woman looked, she must be as dangerous as everyone else in this house.


‘I’d prefer conversation. But I don’t think I’m going to get it.’


‘There will be drinks after supper for those who are still alive,’ Ernst rumbled cheerfully. ‘In the meantime, the boss has time for Miss Winters now.’


‘Then I won’t keep him waiting,’ Irene said, following him out of the room.


The house itself was two things: expensive and defensible. It was as if someone had gone to an architect and said, Give me something that looks like pre-Revolution French royalty’s worst excesses, but laid out strategically so my private guards can fill any intruders so full of lead that they could be used for church roofing. Ernst and Irene passed several loitering pairs of guards on their way, all of them on the alert. It made Irene rather glad she wasn’t trying to steal any books from here.


‘The boss is not in the best of moods,’ Ernst said quietly, as they approached a heavy wooden door flanked by two alert-looking guards. ‘Mind your manners, Librarian girl, and don’t expect any decisions tonight.’


‘I’m touched by your concern,’ Irene said, only half joking.


‘Concern, bah. I was the one who advised in favour of your visit. I do not want to be in trouble because of it.’


‘Enlightened self-interest is one of my favourite motivations. I can work with that.’


‘Good. I was afraid you were still sulking because you couldn’t bring dragon boy with you.’ The invitation here had been for Irene alone, with specific instructions that no other ‘assistants, bodyguards, assassins, handmaids, secretaries, bedwarmers, experts or other supernumeraries’ were permitted.


‘I’m not the one who’s sulking,’ Irene said. ‘He was. He’s sure I’ll get into trouble without him.’


‘Bah. From what I have seen of you both, I have no doubt he will get into just as much trouble without you.’


‘That’s not exactly reassuring, Ernst.’


‘Reassuring is not my job. Brutal practicality is. I would say that you should try it, but . . .’ He shrugged. ‘Today you are a diplomat, Librarian girl. Be diplomatic.’


One of the guards gave them a nod. Ernst opened the door and Irene walked in.


It was a room designed for secret discussions and interrogations. The overhead lights had been turned down, leaving the ceiling and corners in shadows, and the flames leaping up in the fireplace warmed the room but did little to illuminate it. While there were a couple of free-standing lamps by the armchairs near the fire and another over by the desk in the corner, they were arranged to light the area near them rather than to make it easy for intruders or visitors to inspect the surroundings. Irene catalogued the room with the experience of a spy and the personal interest of someone who wanted to stay alive and might have to escape in a hurry. Four people – one man at the desk, two bulky figures, gender uncertain, in the far corners and, most importantly, the elderly man in one of the armchairs by the fire. A couple of white tiger skins were spread across the dark wood of the floor, their glass eyes glittering as they caught the light.


‘Come in, Librarian,’ her host said. ‘You have my permission to sit.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ Irene preferred to begin meetings politely and get ruder if the situation demanded it: it was much more awkward to start off by being rude and then try to raise the level of courtesy when you realized that you were in trouble. She approached the fire, conscious that everyone was watching her, and took a seat in the waiting armchair. ‘How should I address you?’


‘You can call me . . .’ He paused, considering. The firelight made a relief map of his wrinkles, hiding any genuine expression behind the mask of extreme age. Liver spots stained his bald scalp, and his hands were gnarled and arthritic – though still, Irene thought, quite capable of firing a gun. ‘Boss would be inappropriate, wouldn’t it? After all, you’re not working for me. But I’ve moved beyond the necessity for an actual name. Why don’t you call me . . . Uncle.’


Beyond the necessity for a name, you say? I don’t think that’s completely accurate, Irene decided. She’d met quite a few Fae by now. As they grew in power and fell more deeply into the patterns of their narrative archetype, they discarded or hid their original names. First they used pseudonyms, then they moved all the way to titles such as the Cardinal or the Princess as they reached the peak of their power. By the time they’d achieved that level, they were walking embodiments of whatever stereotype they’d chosen to become. The world bent itself around them to make their stories come true.


Her host wasn’t quite there yet. The name she’d been told earlier, Mr Orlov, was a pseudonym rather than a title. Still, she didn’t want to offend him. The sooner she could get this done with, the sooner she’d be out of here. ‘As you wish, uncle. Thank you for being kind enough to receive me here as a guest.’


‘It’s always pleasant to have young people like yourself around the house,’ he said, his tone appropriately avuncular. He leaned forward. ‘Now, Librarian. How do I know you’re not here to betray me?’


That was . . . rather more direct than Irene had expected. She answered with similar frankness. ‘What would I have to gain by that?’


He levelled a finger at her. ‘You have a reputation, Librarian. I’ve seen the files on you.’


‘What a shame that I never get to,’ Irene said regretfully. ‘Whenever I ask for them, people start talking about burn before reading and over my dead body and so on.’


‘Personal name, Irene. Aliases including Irene Winters and Clarice Backson. One of the Library’s most efficient thieves, recently turned diplomat in line with the Library’s interesting new policies, and currently the Library treaty representative on this three-member commission for the dragon–Fae peace treaty.’


Irene spread her hands. ‘I’d have thought you’d appreciate efficiency, uncle.’


‘Depends on whether I can use it or not. If it’s being turned against me, then that means you’re my first target.’


A cold thread of nervousness spread its way down Irene’s back, mapping every inch of her spine. She’d thought this was a comparatively safe assignment – though negotiating with a powerful Fae was never truly safe. ‘I thought you asked for me personally, uncle. Why invite me to your home if you think I’m an enemy?’


He chuckled, and the sound was more resonant than his age would have suggested. ‘Maybe I want to see how serious the Library is about getting people to sign their “peace treaty”. If they’re prepared to send one of their best agents then I’m prepared to give it some consideration. Assuming you’re the real Irene Winters.’


‘Rather than an assassin travelling under her name, here to kill you and place the blame on the Library?’ Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the two watching bodyguards tense. She’d hoped the joke might amuse him, but it clearly hadn’t amused them.


‘Are you?’ He paused. ‘I understand the situation if you are, but in that case I need to reconsider my attitude – and whether you’ll be going out of here with an employment contract, or feet first.’


Irene tried to pick her way through the possible answers to the question. Remind me not to make clever jokes with people who can snap their fingers and order me killed. ‘I’m a thief and a spy,’ she finally said, ‘not an assassin. And I’m definitely Irene Winters.’


‘Good, good. So let’s consider what you can offer me.’ His tone was cheerful enough, but Irene could hear the subtext beneath it. Show me that you’re not wasting my time.


She put on a smile. She was good at smiling, especially when faced with people who could kill her. ‘The Library’s position is that a truce is good for everyone. We’re not making any judgements about previous hostilities between dragons and Fae, and we freely admit that many of them may be entirely justified. What we’re trying to stop is the sort of random aggression which doesn’t achieve anything and which causes needless collateral harm and destruction.’


Specifically, harm and destruction to humans. Not to the dragons, creatures of order who could command the elements and who could simply fly off to another world if their power base was destroyed. Nor to the Fae, creatures of chaos and narrative archetype, who’d be almost as happy with a dramatic loss as with a dramatic victory, so long as it was entertaining. It was the humans in the middle, spread across the countless alternate worlds, who went about their lives without knowing that they were being used as pawns by both sides. Stabilizing the alternate worlds and protecting the humans in them was the Library’s mission – previously performed via stealing unique books from those worlds, but now with a side option of diplomacy.


In fact, it felt these days as if diplomacy was being the main option and stealing unique books had turned into the sideline.


Irene wasn’t fond of diplomacy, whether or not she had a talent for it. She would far rather have been stealing books – and even more so reading them. But it was important to remember her job’s ultimate aims, rather than just focusing on the methods. ‘Naturally we wouldn’t ask you to refrain from hostilities against someone who had attacked you. But if they were a member of the other faction and they’d signed the treaty . . .’


‘Reality-twisting interfering zmei,’ you mean,’ her host put in.


Irene recognized the term from Russian folklore – a dragon or giant serpent. She nodded. ‘We’d ask that under those circumstances, you submit your grievance via the treaty representatives so that their own side can punish them. You know how hierarchical the zmei are.’ Use the other person’s own language and terminology to convince them that you’re on their side. ‘Consider how you’d react if one of your own subordinates offended someone with whom you’d made a deal. I know a number of zmei who’d behave similarly.’


‘You mean they’d send me a few of his body parts as proof of how sorry they were?’


‘Entirely possible,’ Irene said without blinking. ‘My point is, it’s tidier if everyone deals with their own people’s misbehaviour – causing earthquakes, starting wars, assassinating monarchs, whatever – rather than having it develop into an issue that involves entire worlds, and dragging even more people into it.’


‘And does your list of misbehaviour include stealing books?’ He leaned forward. The fire chose that moment to leap up, its heat flaring like a warning.


Irene folded her hands primly. ‘The Library is a signatory to the treaty. Naturally we wouldn’t steal from anyone who’s signed it. We might ask, or offer a deal, but we wouldn’t steal. Our word is our bond.’


‘Yes. I’ve been told about that, too. You swear to something in your Language, you’re bound to it.’


‘Just as a Fae who’s given their word will keep that word,’ Irene countered.


He nodded. ‘We have much in common, I think, Irene Winters. Keep on talking. I’m interested.’


Though not interested enough to make any commitments that day.


Irene rolled over in bed, stared up at the ceiling and brooded. She knew that ongoing negotiations were better – far better – than an outright refusal, but it was still infuriating. She was stuck here for at least another day, possibly several days, until her host came to a decision. Maybe even weeks. Or a month.


She was trapped by her own sense of duty. It didn’t take a great detective to realize that she’d been manoeuvred into this position to keep her out of the way and stop her asking awkward questions back in the Library. Are they afraid that I’ll betray them just as my father did? Or do they think I’ll find out something too dangerous to reveal?


And if so, what secret could be so dangerous that the Library would sacrifice her to keep it hidden?


Sleep would have been the sensible thing, but her dreams were full of nightmare images. Justifiable ones – she didn’t need a psychologist to tell her why Goya’s Saturn Devouring His Son was becoming a frequent motif every time she closed her eyes – but not helpful. Even worse were the ones which had her walking through the Library amid a tide of blood that rose to her knees and kept on rising, or the ones that had Kai shouting that she was her father’s daughter and always would be, and the Library itself was damned for the sins of its founders . . .


Moonlight leaked in round the edges of the curtains: the snowstorm had stopped, and now the world outside was almost as well lit as by day, full of silver light and impossibly black shadows. She’d been brought here by a Fae messenger, using their trick to travel across worlds and walk from one to another, but any normal human in this world trying to reach this dacha would have a difficult time of it.


Her train of thought was abruptly broken as something on the wall to her left shifted, barely visible in her peripheral vision. She lay still, keeping her breathing regular, and squinted out of the corner of her eye, trying to determine what she’d seen.


The line of shadow along one edge of a wardrobe had increased. A second later it happened again, silently, without even a betraying creak of hinges or the sound of footsteps. Someone on the other side of the wall was trying to sneak into her room.


She should have been more frightened, but honestly, the prospect of action – violent action – was a welcome relief. Still feigning sleep, she waited for the wardrobe to swing fully forward and let whoever it was into the room. They might need to keep silent, but she was going to raise the roof once she’d disabled the intruder. It would be interesting to see who was trying to kill her.


Then the fragmentary moonlight caught on the pale hair of the man who’d just stolen into the room, and she saw who it was. With a sigh she sat upright in her bed. ‘Hello, Lord Silver,’ she said. ‘What are you doing in my bedroom?’
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Her motion and words took the Fae entirely by surprise; he started back, flattening himself against the wall.


Irene took advantage of his confusion to turn on the bedside lamp while he was staring in her direction – anything to keep him off balance. ‘I’m fairly sure this isn’t what my host had in mind when he promised me safe-conduct.’ Bad enough to have anyone sneaking into her bedroom at night, but when it was a Fae whose archetype was that of libertine seducer, and whose silver hair invited caresses, whose golden skin ached to be touched, whose lips silently promised unholy delights, whose every word lured listeners to his bed . . .


Unfortunately, he was good enough at it that she deliberately had to repress this type of unconscious thought. The Library brand across her back itched, resisting the force of his nature.


He raised one hand, shielding his eyes against the sudden glare of light. ‘Don’t scream, Miss Winters. We’d both regret it.’


He’d called her Miss Winters rather than one of his annoying pet names, like my little mouse. That unfortunately meant it was serious. ‘Don’t I have enough crises on my plate right now?’ she demanded. ‘Why are you crawling into my bedroom and bringing me more of them?’


‘I object to the word “crawling”.’ He slid forward to seat himself on the side of her bed. ‘A gentleman doesn’t crawl. Insinuates himself, maybe . . .’


He was in evening dress, though his bow tie was untied and hung loose. Irene was uneasily conscious that she was only wearing a silk nightgown. At this precise moment, she’d have preferred heavy tweeds, or even plate mail – something solid between his eyes and her flesh. ‘Lord Silver. Please explain why you’ve insinuated yourself into my bedroom.’


A little of the mocking desire left his eyes. ‘I needed to talk to you in private. That would have been impossible in the world where I usually live, and where you’re Librarian-in-Residence – too many eyes are watching both of us. When I found out you’d been sent to visit Mr Orlov here, I decided to take advantage.’


‘Your next words had better not be “of you”,’ Irene said firmly.


‘Shall we just say “of the situation”? That works for both of us.’


‘Just explain. Please.’ Irene wasn’t too proud to ask for a direct answer.


‘Easy enough.’ He leaned forward, beautiful in the lamplight, a work of seductive art sitting on her bed. ‘I want you to keep quiet for the time being about Catherine being able to enter the Library. Tell your seniors if you have to, but don’t mention it to outsiders.’


Irene frowned. ‘I thought the whole point of apprenticing her to me was to enable her to do that.’ Catherine, Lord Silver’s niece, was quite unlike him – Fae, but utterly uninterested in romance or sex, and passionate about the idea of becoming a librarian by archetype and a Librarian by vocation. Normally Fae couldn’t enter the Library, but Irene had accepted her as an apprentice and agreed to try and get her inside – and she’d succeeded.


‘There’s trouble brewing.’ He raised a hand to cut her off before she could ask for details. ‘No, I don’t know what’s going on – it’s like being at the edge of a crowded room and aware that something’s happening at the centre, though you can’t see what it is or hear it over the noise of the crowd. Worlds have vanished. Some people aren’t talking to me who should be, and others are saying things which are supposed to worry me. I’m not sure what’s happening, but for now I want – no, I would like you to keep your sweet little lips closed when it comes to the question of where Catherine is and what she can do.’


This was serious enough that Irene could put aside her distaste for his manner and his choice of words. ‘What do you mean, “worlds have vanished”?’


‘I mean that some worlds just aren’t where they’re supposed to be, and nobody knows what’s going on, if it’s deliberate or permanent, or anything useful. Unfortunately there’s a lack of information to go with the lack of worlds. Now can we get back to the more important business of my niece?’


Some news was never good news – and worlds vanishing was definitely bad news. Irene resolved to ask for more information when she was back at the Library. ‘And is it Catherine who’d be in danger, or you?’


‘Good question. She’d be at risk of disappearing. Too many people look for a weapon when trouble’s about to start, and they’d see her as a potential weapon. One of my kind who can enter and leave the Library at will? Far too tempting.’


Irene decided not to mention that it wasn’t quite a case of enter and leave at will. Catherine had to be dragged into the Library by a Librarian who knew her true name – which at the moment was limited to Irene. But would any kidnappers necessarily believe that? ‘You assigned her to me,’ she said through her teeth. ‘You gave me the job of getting her into the Library. Why did you do all that, if it was going to put her in so much danger?’


He spread his long graceful hands. ‘Because she wanted so very much to be a librarian and to get inside your Library. Oh, I admit there may have been a bit of political interest here and there . . .’


‘Yes, I imagine that being the uncle of the only Fae who could access the Library would have its political advantages,’ Irene muttered.


He reached out to touch her chin, turning her face directly towards him. ‘It was what she wanted. Have you ever been able to give someone their heart’s desire, my little mouse? Do you realize how tempting it is?’


Irene ignored the urge to lean into his touch; she caught his wrist, forcing his hand away. ‘Well, you shouldn’t ask me to do something and then complain when I do it!’ Her anger was deliberate, a tool to fight the compulsion to press herself against him. ‘And what about Lord and Lady Guantes? When they showed up, you simply ran and left me to look after her.’


‘A job at which you succeeded remarkably well. Which reminds me – I owe you a favour for dealing with them, Irene Winters. You may call it in at your leisure.’


That surprised Irene. She certainly agreed that he owed her a favour for getting rid of their mutual enemies, but she hadn’t expected him to acknowledge it. ‘So noted,’ she said.


He snapped his fingers. ‘Which reminds me, I have something for you. A letter.’ He produced a small folded note from an inner pocket, sealed with plain wax. ‘I don’t know who it’s from or what it’s about, but I promised to pass it on to you. Part of the deal was that it wasn’t harmful.’


Irene eyed the letter somewhat dubiously. ‘You’re absolutely sure it’s not dangerous?’


‘I’d hardly have been carrying it around with me if I thought it was. Also, I want you to do me a favour – why would I give you something that might kill you?’


Irene couldn’t disagree with two such strong points of self-interest. A little nervously, she took the note and broke the seal. Silver leaned over to see the contents, but she tilted it away from his gaze.


A chill touched her skin and raised the hair on the back of her neck as she saw the signature. Alberich. ‘Who gave you this?’ she demanded furiously.


Silver flinched back from her; apparently her tone was sharp enough to draw a genuine reaction from him, not just a sensual affectation. ‘A friend of a friend,’ he said flatly. ‘No names, no details. That was part of the deal. I can’t tell you any more than that.’


‘It’s from Alberich. He was working with the Guantes and trying to kill us – or haven’t your spies caught you up on that yet? I thought he was trapped in his own world and he couldn’t leave it. How did he send me this letter? Are you sure you can’t tell me anything?’


He chewed on his lower lip as though testing some inner boundaries. ‘I can’t,’ he finally said. ‘Whoever drew up the deal must have expected something like this. What does it say?’


Irene glanced at the note again. It wasn’t long – just a few lines.


Irene,


I realize that you won’t trust anything I say. However, you should be careful who you do trust. Certain people are going to be afraid that you know too much.


Have you heard about the missing worlds? I know who’s behind it. I know why. I can tell you a great deal – but you’ll need to talk to me for that to happen.


There is a rot at the heart of the Library. Every web has a spider.


I’ll be in touch. Don’t get killed.


Alberich


He didn’t sign himself ‘your father’ or anything like that, which was good; it would have been just one provocation too many. She’d settled down for a quiet night’s sleep, and now she had Lord Silver on her bed and a note from Alberich in her hand. So much for getting away from things.


Irene’s stomach cramped with nausea. She wanted to throw up. She wanted to tear the note into a thousand pieces or throw it into a fire. She wanted to curl up and hide under the sheets. Dear gods, she wanted Kai here with her – not to have him hold her and tell her it would all go away, but because she could look at him and know she had someone she could absolutely depend on.


But she didn’t have Kai – she had Lord Silver, and she couldn’t afford to show weakness in front of him. He might currently be an ally, but he wasn’t a friend by any stretch of the imagination. Deliberately she refolded the note without letting him see it, and tried to slow her heartbeat by will alone. ‘Nothing important,’ she finally answered his question. ‘Only the usual.’


He snorted. ‘I may not be a Librarian or a great detective, my little mouse, but I’m not blind. For what it’s worth, I regret causing you distress.’


Irene decided to change the subject. ‘So tell me – without calling in that favour – how on earth did you get into my bedroom here in the first place? Can’t Mr Orlov be trusted?’ Anyone who allowed Silver into her bedroom by night was significantly unsafe.


Silver waved a vague hand. ‘I know a person who knows a person who told me about this secret passage, and Mr Orlov doesn’t know that anyone knows. So let’s not get anyone killed by mentioning it, hmm? I’m sure a nice person like you wouldn’t want to be responsible for an expanding number of deaths.’


‘I’m not a nice person,’ Irene muttered. ‘Kindly remember that.’


‘Nonsense. You’re an ethical person – and I find that very convenient in cases where I absolutely have to manipulate you.’ His smile was pure selfishness. ‘I came here in the first place because Mr Orlov is making deals. He won’t have told you this, but there’s currently a vacancy at the very top for what I’ve heard you call his “narrative archetype”.’ He handled the words with distaste, like a translation which was technically accurate but failed to convey the true meaning. ‘Call it the Don, or the Boss, or the Man, or whatever you like, but the person who previously was that is gone, and now all the people who see themselves in that role are stepping up to take the position. Or in some cases, to make sure their worst enemies don’t take it.’


‘That explains why he’s chosen this moment to consider signing the treaty. He wants to avoid any serious disputes with the dragons – or the Library,’ she added out of loyalty, though she knew the dragons were a far more serious potential enemy for the Fae. ‘It’ll allow him to turn his full attention to any Fae enemies.’ It also explained the other visitors in the mansion, and the talk of ‘traitors’.


‘See how helpful I’m being?’ Silver’s smile vanished. ‘Now do I have your word that you’ll keep silent about Catherine?’


‘You don’t have my word,’ Irene said carefully. ‘I can’t make any promises. But I’ll try to keep the information quiet for now, and I’ll get her into the Library once I’m safely back from here. She’ll be safe there. You might want to speak to Kai and Vale as well. They both know.’ Kai’s brother Shan Yuan also knew, but given that he was virulently anti-Fae, the odds of him telling any Fae about it were low to non-existent – she hoped.


‘The prince and the detective are far more likely to listen to you than to me,’ Silver complained. ‘The sooner you’re finished here, the better. How much longer do you think you’ll need to persuade—’


His voice was cut off by the chatter of a machine gun somewhere nearby in the house.
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Silver bolted like a hare, heading for the secret passage, but Irene was on him like a fox, grabbing his wrist. ‘Where are you going?’


‘Out of here!’ he snapped, trying to shake her loose. ‘You can’t come with me. If Orlov finds out that anyone else knows about these passages . . .’ He paused to look fully at her. ‘Unless you want me to do it for you as a favour?’


Irene wasn’t going to hand over that unpaid debt so easily. Favours were a currency that Fae traded with each other, metaphysical hooks sunk into their souls – if Fae had souls, which some would argue they didn’t – and which they had to obey. ‘What I want from you as a favour is a bit more expensive than that,’ she said. Better to tell him here and now, rather than risk him dropping out of touch and being unavailable for the next year. Which was quite possible: avoiding being around to be asked a favour was an accepted Fae strategy. ‘I want you to put me in touch with Fae who’ve had dealings with Alberich. Relatively sane and trustworthy Fae. I know you have lots of contacts, Lord Silver. That should be something you can do for me.’


‘Fine!’ he snapped. ‘Done and accepted!’


With a twist he broke loose from her grip and ran through the gap in the wall. The wardrobe swung closed behind him, and Irene suspected it had locked into place on the other side.


Another burst of gunfire rattled in the corridor directly outside; Irene wondered if she might have been a bit too quick in specifying her favour. She rolled off the bed, flicking off the light, and looked round for a hiding place. The bathroom? The wardrobe? Under the bed? Out of the window?


The door jolted in its frame as someone on the other side kicked it. Spurred by panic, Irene ran to flatten herself against the wall beside it.


More bullets chewed through the lock, and the door slammed open in response to another kick. A bulky man stalked into the dark room, levelled his gun in the direction of the now-vacated bed and fired into the disarrayed sheets.


It was always nice, Irene reflected, when it was clear that people were going round killing indiscriminately – it made it so much simpler when choosing how to respond. Options narrowed down from What should I do in this awkward political situation? to What will keep me alive here and now? Floating on the cold iceberg raft of ruthless practicality above the churning sea of panic, she wet her lips and said in the Language, ‘You perceive I’m a colleague.’


The man spun to face her as she spoke, the muzzle of his gun coming to bear, but as her final word echoed in the room, his finger relaxed on the trigger. ‘You shouldn’t startle me like that,’ he said, his English American-accented.


‘Sorry,’ Irene said with a shrug, answering in the same language. He was tall, with buzz-cut dark hair, and in plain military gear and armoured vest with various items of equipment on his belt; his boots were still wet from the snow outside. The Language would be making him see her as one of his colleagues, in spite of her tousled hair, silk negligee (blame Kai for doing the packing) and bare feet.


That was one of the side benefits of being a Librarian – being able to use the Language, something created inside the Library which could alter reality, cause things to act of their own accord, and affect people’s perceptions. All three things came in very useful when people were pointing guns at you. Unfortunately, the length of time that things or perceptions stayed affected was variable, which meant that she shouldn’t stand around too long chatting. ‘How’s the mission progressing?’ she asked.


‘This wing’s clear so far, but we haven’t taken Orlov yet. You?’


‘The same.’ With any luck that was imprecise enough that it wouldn’t provoke any sudden realizations of Wait a moment, my colleague wouldn’t say that. She saw something very useful on his belt. ‘Can I borrow this a moment?’


‘Sure. Wait, what are you—’


Irene gave him a good long jolt from his own taser until she was absolutely sure he wouldn’t get up again. She briefly considered checking him for identification, but decided it would be pointless. Assassination squads didn’t carry passports or ID cards. ‘Sheets, bind this man securely,’ she ordered.


The sheets untucked themselves from the bed and came flowing across the floor to wind around the unconscious man, wrapping his arms and legs firmly enough that it’d take a knife to get them off.


Irene toyed with the taser, considering what to do next. More gunfire echoed from elsewhere in the building. She didn’t want to get involved in other people’s private wars. She wasn’t dedicated to protecting crime lords – even if her own business often involved book theft. These intruders had been going to shoot her, which admittedly was rather hurtful, but it might have been collateral damage of the shoot-everyone-in-the-building sort rather than personal.


It was the thought that the intruders’ mission might finish up with burn the place down to remove evidence that got her moving. She shrugged on her dressing-gown and tiptoed out into the dimly lit corridor.


Fortunately she’d memorized the dacha’s layout while she was being escorted to her bedroom. Lounge was that way, more bedrooms that way, Mr Orlov’s study was that way, the library that she wasn’t supposed to visit was that way . . .


For a moment she was tempted by the idea of quietly sneaking into the building’s library and using it to reach her own Library. Any library could serve as a portal – it just needed a Librarian (like her) and the Language. There was no shame in a sensible retreat from dangerous invaders with guns. But common sense cut her off before she’d managed more than a few steps along that line of thought. If Mr Orlov weathered this raid and found her missing, everyone would assume she’d been involved. Her reputation – more particularly, the Library’s reputation – would suffer.


Irene silently passed a couple of dead guards. They’d been shot from behind, by someone who’d been . . . where? She surveyed the scene, trying to imitate her friend Vale, a great detective from a Victorian-era alternate world – and an annoyingly better observer than her, however much she tried.


A gleam of light on the window fastenings caught her attention, and she inspected it more closely. Raw metal: someone had slid some sort of tool or probe in from outside, sawed through the fastening, disconnected the well-hidden alarm and entered this way. The snow outside showed no trace of tracks, but there was a narrow path of dark earth around the edge of the dacha, where the building’s heat had melted the snow.


All right. Now she knew how they’d got in. And she knew where they must be going: to Mr Orlov. They were confident enough to be using guns and alerting everyone who heard them, and there were enough of them that they thought they could split up and go round slaughtering random guests.


Irene really hoped that this displayed bad judgement on their part, rather than an accurate assessment of the situation.


Gunfire rattled somewhere nearby, just a couple of corridors away. She sneaked towards it, her bare feet silent on the floor, peering carefully round each corner she came to.


Even with all her precautions, she almost walked right into the gunfight. A couple of intruders like the one who’d attacked her were firing down the corridor at some of Mr Orlov’s men at the far end. Neither side was willing to expose themselves in order to get a clear shot at their enemies, so both sides were popping off hopeful shots and keeping their own heads down. She was lucky the intruders hadn’t noticed her approaching.


Mr Orlov’s men can’t know how serious this is, or they’d be reacting more urgently, Irene thought. Conveniently both the intruders were dressed and equipped exactly like her attacker – which included tasers on their belts. ‘Electrical hand weapons, discharge into your owners,’ she said quietly but clearly.


The two men went down with screams and twitching, bullets taking chunks out of the expensive walls and ceiling as their fingers spasmed on their triggers. Irene drew back fastidiously to avoid the flying lead, waiting until they’d stopped moving. Then she called out towards the far end of the corridor, in Russian, ‘They’re down!’


‘And who are you?’ a voice answered.


Irene took a deep breath, raised her hands to make it clear she wasn’t holding a weapon and stepped into view, ready to dive for cover if they shot at her. ‘Irene Winters, visitor, on your side. One of these thugs tried to shoot me earlier – he’s tied up in my room. I’ve disabled these two but they’re still alive.’


There was a brief muttered exchange, then the same voice called, ‘All right, come and join us. Keep your hands up.’


Irene followed the instructions. She was greeted with a brisk but professional pat-down, then ignored as the three men discussed what to do next in low tones.


After a minute, she said, ‘Excuse me. May I make a suggestion?’


‘You’re not here to make suggestions,’ one of them said. ‘You’re under our protection, but we’re not here for you to pick up your belongings or go running errands—’


‘Sergei, she did just dispose of two intruders,’ the apparent leader said wearily. He turned to Irene. ‘What are you suggesting?’


‘You were saying that Mr Orlov is in his bunker, which is good, but that the intruders are bunched up outside it and have explosives, which is bad, and that they’re holding off anyone from getting in close to them,’ Irene recapitulated their discussion. ‘If you can get me close enough to them, I can jam everyone’s guns – the way I triggered the tasers on those two. Then it’ll come down to numbers, and you’ll have the advantage.’


They clearly weren’t convinced. ‘Ask Ernst,’ Irene added with a burst of inspiration. ‘He can vouch for me.’


‘Yes, but what is the advantage for you?’ Sergei asked.


Irene advanced a step and prodded him in his security vest. This didn’t do much more than bend her finger, but it made her feel better. ‘They tried to shoot me in my bedroom, remember? Why should I be on their side?’


‘Perhaps it is a complicated plot where you use our rescue to gain our confidence, then when we bring you to Mr Orlov’s private bunker you stab us all from behind and blow the place up with your insane Librarian magic,’ Sergei suggested. He shrugged. ‘It is how these things so often go.’


‘Sergei, shut up,’ the leader said with a sigh. ‘Ernst said earlier that she was useful. We will try it.’


He led the way past the two unconscious intruders, pausing only to put a bullet into the head of each as he passed. Irene controlled her wince and looked away. She’d known what she was doing when she’d rendered them unconscious and helpless in the presence of guards who were willing to shoot to kill. And the intruders had been willing to shoot her.


It didn’t make it any easier to live with cold-blooded murder, though. The sooner I’m out of this, the better. And I wish I wasn’t involved in the first place.


The leader pressed an inconspicuous bit of moulding and a concealed door slid open in the wall. He gestured Irene to follow him inside. The other two men were right behind her. It would have been nice to think of them as bringing up the rear in case of surprise attack, but she suspected it was more to shoot her if she tried any tricks.


The passage itself was gloomy – darker than the exterior corridors, with just enough light to allow someone who knew the way to navigate. It wound between the walls which Irene had thought of earlier as overly decorated; she now realized that the decoration hid eyeholes and gun-ports.


‘You weren’t surprised by the secret passage,’ the leader said, suspicion edging into his voice as they hurried along.


Oops. ‘It’s my business to know what other people don’t know,’ Irene parried, paraphrasing one of her favourite authors.


‘Hmm.’ They turned a corner, then another. In the distance, through the walls, Irene could hear occasional gunshots. ‘When we get there—’


He was cut off mid-sentence as a small metal object fell from above them, landing on the floor in the centre of the group. It exploded into a cloud of gas, doubly effective in the confined quarters of the passage. Irene covered her mouth with her sleeve, trying to get enough clean air into her lungs to use the Language to disperse the gas, but her head was spinning and she knew she wasn’t going to make it.


A strong arm closed round her waist and she felt herself being tossed over someone’s shoulder. Motion was a dizzying blur – backward, forward, she wasn’t sure which way she was going or even which way was up.


Then abruptly she was breathing something bitter, and her head was clear. She was propped up against the wall and a man with a weird facial protrusion – no, her vision was clearer now, a man wearing a gas mask – had just broken a capsule under her nose. An antidote. But why?


He was in the same gear as the other intruders. ‘Are you ready to talk?’ he asked in Russian.


‘Who are you?’ Irene gasped, not having to work very hard to feign dizziness and helplessness. She instinctively tried to twitch her dressing-gown into a less revealing position, then reconsidered and let it gape.


The man slipped his gas mask off. Beneath it, he was . . . handsome. Black hair as dark as the shadows that surrounded them, falling in a rough comma across his forehead, tanned skin, grey eyes, a mouth that curved in lines of cruel ruthlessness, broad shoulders, muscles visible even through his heavy combat gear . . .


Common sense hijacked the part of Irene’s mind that was cataloguing all these features, dumping an unwelcome bucket of cold water on her mental processes. How is it that I’m noticing all these things when it’s barely light enough to see him? Why am I feeling the urge to either fall into his arms or stab him in the back? What is happening to me?


‘You don’t need to know my name,’ he said curtly. ‘Now be a good girl, and you’ll get out of this alive. Do you work here?’


‘Yes,’ Irene lied hopefully. He’d taken her alive and woken her up, so he wanted something from her. There had to be a way she could use this.


‘Do you know the combination to your master’s private quarters?’


‘No, of course not!’ She avoided his gaze.


‘I think you do.’ He pushed closer to her, invading her personal space in a manner that reminded Irene unpleasantly of Lord Silver. ‘Don’t be afraid. I’ll keep you safe, but you have to trust me. I just need you to let me and my men into the bunker. Do that, and everything will be all right. I’ll get you out of here safely.’


It was the most blatant, obvious, charmless attempt at persuasion that Irene had witnessed in several years, but it was having a strange effect. The very brashness of the attempt inspired a certain trust. The light caught his grey eyes as he gazed into hers, and she could somehow sense that he was sincere in his promises, that he would get her out of here if only she’d help him, and that later he’d be grateful . . .


The Library brand across Irene’s back stung, responding to the force of the narrative influence trying to drag her into this Fae’s story. For he was a Fae – just like Mr Orlov and Lord Silver. But he was following an entirely different archetypal path. He was a secret agent who went roaming into enemy strongholds for thefts or assassinations, calmly facing down countless enemy minions and seducing beautiful enemy spies. If their current situation had gone differently, he’d probably have been taken prisoner and be facing some horrifically implausible form of death. As it was, he’d entered the enemy stronghold with his loyal troops and was currently twisting a servant of the enemy – oh, the irony – around his little finger so he could persuade her to betray her master.


Irene might be a Librarian and a spy herself, but she hoped that at least she was never this stereotypical. Right now, though, she had to work out how to use the current situation – and without wandering onto the plot thread where the heroic spy killed the evil villainess who was trying to manipulate him. No doubt he’d make a witty quip over her dying body.


She took a deep breath, trying to simulate an inappropriate belief that he was telling the truth, and pointed in what she thought was the general direction that her group had been going. ‘It’s down there. You promise you’ll keep me safe?’ she breathed.


‘I’m not going to hurt an innocent person,’ he assured her.


Right. And your team were shooting people in their bedrooms. Irene kept the disbelief off her face and nodded.


‘And just in case you’re thinking of doing something stupid . . .’ He drew a sleek gun from a holster at his belt. The dim light seemed to gather on it, casting the rest of the corridor into deeper darkness. ‘Start walking. Don’t shout, don’t call out, don’t do anything we’ll both regret.’


Irene kept her mouth shut and did as she was told. On the negative side, she had a man behind her with a gun who could shoot her before she could finish saying anything in the Language. But on the positive side, she might just have gained a huge advantage – a passport into the middle of the enemy. Admittedly said passport was behind her and holding a gun, but nothing was ever perfect.


Her captor already knew the way, which was more than she did. He must have been testing her honesty earlier. He issued curt directions from behind her. As they began to hear noises from ahead, he came up next to her and caught her right wrist with his free hand, twisting it behind her back.


They turned a corner in the passage and were abruptly faced with a collection of pointing guns – which were lowered when the men there saw who her captor was. There were half a dozen of them, all heavily armed. One was kneeling next to a thick steel door in the side of the passage, assembling what looked like blocks of high explosive into a configuration Irene didn’t recognize, but didn’t want to be standing next to when it detonated.


‘Any further attempts by our friends to interrupt us?’ her captor asked.


‘Nothing yet, Commander,’ the apparent second-in-command answered. ‘They’re still trying to figure out how to assault us on terrain they designed to favour the defender. I love it when that happens.’


‘Good. Because this young lady knows the combination for the lock, and she can let us in.’ Her captor gave her a little shove forward, releasing her arm.


Irene rubbed her wrist and looked around the group, assessing her chances. Her real advantage was that none of them knew she was a Librarian. The moment any of them suspected her, things would probably get lethal.


Perhaps she was looking at this the wrong way. They were armed to the teeth and on a hair-trigger for violence. The slightest wrong move would have them shooting her down. That she could use.


The man with the explosives frowned at her. ‘There’s a master combination?’ he demanded.


‘There is,’ Irene lied. She took a step forward, away from the gun barrel directly behind her. Time to roll the dice. ‘But you see, you men perceive that you are all each other’s deadly enemies.’


She dropped to the floor with her final word in the Language, her head spinning with the effort of using the Language on so many people at once – even in a high-chaos world like this.


Above her gunfire filled the corridor as the men reacted without hesitation or conscious thought, shooting to kill. A body landed on top of her, knocking the breath out of her. She felt blood soaking through her dressing-gown and into her peignoir, and walled off the part of her mind which dealt with perfectly normal reactions like horror or shock, focusing on the part that handled staying alive. Rolling over to get the unmoving body off her, she caught a glimpse of her surroundings. Almost everyone was down.


Wait. The almost was bad news.


A booted foot took her in the side and she curled up, gasping for air. Her attacker kicked her again, and she slid across the floor into another puddle of blood, her arms drawn up to shield her face. She had to get some air into her lungs, she had to breathe or she couldn’t speak, and if she couldn’t speak she was helpless . . .


‘It’s a bit late for that.’ Oh, wonderful, the one survivor was her captor. She lowered her hands to see him facing her, his gun in a firm grip, clear fury written across his face. ‘I did warn you not to do anything stupid—’


But as he spoke, the door behind him was silently sliding open, and Ernst stood there. Before Irene’s eyes had time to widen, he had reached out to clamp one hand round the commander’s right wrist, dragging it up to point at the ceiling, and hooked his free arm round the commander’s neck.


Irene dragged herself up to a sitting position, focusing on trying to breathe properly again. In the background she could hear the thuds of Ernst and the commander struggling, with others of Orlov’s guards coming out to assist Ernst in subduing his prisoner.


Her clothing was soaked in blood. She was surrounded by dead men – ones whom she’d persuaded to kill each other. It didn’t matter how aggressive they’d been, that they’d been enemies, that it had been a matter of life or death for her. She was a Librarian, a spy, and a book thief. This was not what she wanted her life to be.


And if it was her life – then what precisely had gone wrong, and what should she be doing about it?


Irene took a deep breath and pulled herself to her feet, asserting her right to be seen as an equal rather than a victim. The now-unconscious commander was being dragged away by his ankles. ‘What’ll happen to him?’ she asked Ernst.


Ernst shrugged. ‘The usual. Interrogation. Meaningful execution. Perhaps Mr Orlov will feed him to the wolves.’


Irene had a nasty suspicion what would happen in that case; it was a standard narrative trope for heroes to escape from that sort of situation, and Fae were slaves to narrative tropes, however much Mr Orlov might want the commander dead.


However, it wasn’t her business to point it out. In fact, none of this was her business any more. The assault was dealt with. She could go back to her room and have a shower and get rid of this blood and try to sleep – well, try.


Mr Orlov emerged from the steel doorway, flanked by two more guards, and surveyed Irene. In the shadowy setting, even surrounded by bulky and heavily armoured men, he was perceptibly the most dangerous person in the room.


‘Effective,’ he complimented Irene. ‘Not actually necessary, but effective.’


‘It is my pleasure to be of service to you, uncle,’ Irene said, falling back on trained formalities in order to stop herself saying something much, much ruder. ‘Especially when they were trying to kill me as well.’


‘And would you have come to my defence if they hadn’t tried to kill you first?’


Trick question. The attempted flattery of Yes, of course would have been exactly the wrong thing to say. ‘The Library doesn’t get involved,’ she replied instead. ‘We are not your allies, but neither are we your enemies’ allies.’


‘Fair answer.’ Something clicked over behind his eyes as he came to a decision; his face was as impassive as ever, but the atmosphere eased a little. ‘Very good. I will sign your treaty. You have my word. Now you will return to your bedroom and pack your bags. An escort home will be with you shortly.’


Irene blinked. ‘You want me to leave that quickly?’ It was better than she’d dared hope for – she’d be out of here and able to ask those burning questions about Alberich – but had she done something wrong?


‘You’re here under safe-conduct, but my enemies almost killed you. I have no wish to pay reparations to your Library.’ He turned to Ernst. ‘See her to her rooms. Make sure she gets there safely.’


Once they were safely out of earshot – though one could never entirely ignore the possibility of cameras and hidden microphones – Irene turned to Ernst. ‘Did I annoy him somehow?’


‘No,’ Ernst answered, his voice a low rumble. A bandage and dressing round his head suggested that he’d sustained injuries earlier in the attack. ‘It was two things. One is that you were more dangerous than he expected. He had not thought you could work your perception tricks so quickly or so well, and he had thought that part of your strength was having dragon boy as an ally. The other is that the men were taking bets on what would happen. He did not like them being distracted.’


‘Oh.’


Ernst patted her on the shoulder. ‘Do not worry, Librarian girl. I had already warned him you were that dangerous, so my reputation is intact.’


‘And the betting?’


‘Oh, I bet on you.’ He tapped one pocket. ‘Perhaps we should do this again, some time. You are very good at looking helpless and cooperative.’


‘Sorry,’ Irene said drily. ‘Dragon boy wouldn’t like it.’
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‘What are you doing back here?’ Kai demanded, opening the door.


‘I’d expected something a bit more welcoming than that,’ Irene said, a little hurt. ‘Do you mind if I come in? This suitcase is heavy.’


Kai stepped back to let her in. The morning light – for once, London was denuded of fog and naked to the sunshine – gave some colour to his pale cheeks and brought out the hint of dark blue in his black hair. A dusting of toast crumbs on his sleeve suggested that he’d been enjoying a late breakfast and a lazy morning. ‘That did come out the wrong way, didn’t it? Here.’


He extended his arms, and Irene kicked the door shut behind her as she dropped her suitcase and enjoyed a warm embrace. She would have taken it further, but out of the corner of her eye she could see a flicker of skirt at the top of the stairs. Catherine was watching.


‘You smell of blood,’ Kai muttered, his nose in her hair. He shifted back slightly, still holding her firmly. ‘What happened?’


‘This relationship would be easier if you didn’t interrogate me every time I get back from somewhere,’ Irene muttered. Of course dragon senses were keener than humans, but she had rather hoped to get to the breakfast-and-coffee stage before the awkward explanations. ‘It has to do with why I’m back early. You will notice that I’m entirely safe and unharmed. Not even a bruise or a graze.’


‘Is the current situation urgent?’


‘Moderately. Is it just you and Catherine here?’


‘Vale’s here as well.’ Kai jerked his head towards the lounge. ‘We were just having coffee.’


Irene wasn’t exactly jealous, but it did seem a bit unfair that her friends had been lounging round having coffee while she’d been targeted by unreasonable men with machine pistols. ‘It would probably be a good idea for him to hear this too. Catherine!’ she called up the stairs.


‘Here.’ Catherine advanced a few steps down. The sunlight caught her as well, warming the brown of her skin and giving a spring tint to the dark green velvet of her dress. Her cinnamon hair was bundled back with ruthless practicality and a duster was tucked into her belt. She cradled a stack of books in her arms. ‘Am I needed? Because I was just getting these in order.’


‘I’m sorry to drag you away from that,’ Irene said with some sympathy. She could understand being lost in that sort of job. Then her eyes narrowed. ‘Wait, are those my copies of the John Sinclair Ghosthunter books?’ A belated Christmas present from her parents, not native to this particular alternate world and highly anachronistic. It had been months, and she still hadn’t had time to read them.


‘Don’t worry, I haven’t done anything to them,’ Catherine said reassuringly. ‘I’m just organizing them. They’ve been sitting there for the past fortnight and nobody had put them in order.’


Irene bit back a comment that she’d been reserving that pleasure for herself, to be indulged in slowly and pleasantly while dipping into the books for enjoyable passages. Possibly two Librarians – or one Librarian, and one would-be librarian – in the same house was too many. ‘Well, anyhow,’ she said. ‘Come on down. I have some news that will probably mostly please you.’
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