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To: Kostchei, Senior Librarian


From: Catherine, Senior Librarian


Cc: Gervase, Coppelia, Melusine, Ntikuma


Kostchei,


We have a problem. Yes, I know we always have problems, but this one may derail the peace conference before both sides have even formally agreed to meet.


I’ve just had word (it was a ‘polite notification’, but you could read between the lines) that Minister Zhao’s dead. He was one of the dragon candidates for the upcoming Paris summit. I find it impossible to believe that the timing is an accident. And no, there wasn’t any information about how this happened. ‘Tragic loss to us,’ et cetera. But this is a significant problem for them.


The Queen of the Southern Lands is going to have to send another dragon representative. And she’s having to scramble to fill Minister Zhao’s post in her own court. He was extremely senior. It’ll be at least a few weeks before the final candidate’s settled. But let’s be honest – for high-ranking dragons, that’s unseemly haste.


The Fae aren’t trying anything yet, but they’ll be on the situation like sharks on steak if they smell blood in the water. Any weakness amongst the dragons is an opportunity for them. Our best course of action is probably to stay well out of the whole business. We must concentrate on our side of the deal, and we absolutely have to maintain our neutrality. If either side decides we’re biased or that we’re playing both of them against the middle, then the whole plan goes out of the window. And I don’t need to tell you what might happen to the Librarians in the field. Besides, we’re understaffed. We need a recruitment programme (as I’ve said before, repeatedly) and we need it now. Alberich’s actions during the recent crisis only made things worse; the problem was already in existence.


Hopefully this current mess won’t involve any of our people, as it’s making the political situation potentially explosive. As always, it’s our duty to stop the Fae and dragons from turning a mere disagreement into a world-destroying war. Let’s try and maintain the balance where we can.


Catherine, Librarian


PS – Will someone please show me how to turn off the automatic signatures on this piece of software? You all know who I am.


PPS – Kostchei, you still have that copy of T.H. White’s The Book of Mordred signed out to you. Would you kindly finish reading it and pass it back into general circulation? Some of the rest of us would like a look at it too.




CHAPTER ONE


‘My dear girl,’ the woman sitting next to Irene sniffed, ‘if you haven’t opened your veins before, then do let Mr Harper do it for you. He’s had a lot of experience with nervous young things like you.’


Irene looked down at the scalpel lying in the saucer next to her cup of tea. She was trying to think of a way out of the situation – one that wouldn’t involve her fleeing the house and slamming the door behind her. She’d visited multiple alternate worlds in order to obtain books. She was capable of dealing with different customs and knew all sorts of polite manners. But she didn’t want to serve herself up as the dish of the day. ‘Nobody actually said there were going to be vampires attending,’ she said mildly. ‘I wasn’t expecting this.’


‘Bah!’ another of the elderly women snorted.


Irene was the youngest person in the crowded room, trapped in a nest of chairs and little tables that were encrusted with ornaments. The thick curtains were drawn tightly against the night outside. The tea was cold. The cakes were stale. The atmosphere was thick and heavy, and if it hadn’t been for the fragrance of the log fire, Irene had a suspicion that it would have smelled even worse.


‘I don’t wish to sound harsh, but in my day a young woman knew her duty! If this Miss – Miss . . .’ She trailed off, trying to remember Irene’s name.


‘Miss Winters,’ Mr Harper said. His hair was a grizzled white that retreated in a pronounced widow’s peak, and his eyes were black as coal, sunken deep behind half-closed eyelids. He hunched in his chair, tilting forward like a vulture scouting for prey. And whenever he spoke he bared his fangs. The one highlight of the evening so far was that he wasn’t sitting next to Irene. He was apparently one of the minor vampires attached to the household; the more powerful ones hadn’t risen yet that evening. Small mercies. ‘So nice to have some young blood present at our little soirée.’


Of course, if Irene had known that it was going to be a soirée, let alone have vampires present, she wouldn’t have attended. Which was probably why they hadn’t told her. She’d thought this was going to be just a straight book exchange. The negotiations had all gone through smoothly, and she’d been looking forward to collecting a new book for the Library’s collection – without violence, drama, or running down corridors screaming. Apparently she’d been mistaken.


‘I had absolutely no idea I’d be mixing with such important people when I called,’ she fluttered, putting on her best air of innocence. ‘I only wanted to exchange these books, as we agreed—’


‘The books, yes. As we discussed.’ It was the first time the woman at the far end of the room had spoken. The background whispers fell silent at her voice. She touched the red leather binding of the book in her lap: her pale fingers were thin and wrinkled, given an artificial colour by the firelight. ‘Indeed, I think we should discuss that in private. If you will all excuse us for a moment?’ She didn’t bother pausing for any possible disagreement. ‘Miss Winters. Do take a little stroll with me.’


Irene put down her cup and saucer – and the scalpel – and rose to her feet in a rustle of skirts, picking up her briefcase. She’d dressed politely and soberly in response to her invitation, in a dove-grey jacket and skirt with dark green trimmings. Given the circumstances, she was wishing she’d accessorized it with garlic, silver and running shoes. ‘Delighted,’ she murmured, and followed the other woman out of the room.


Along the corridor and up the stairs, old-style gas lamps burned, rather than the newer ether-lamps. Dark portraits gazed out from gilded ornamental frames. Irene could see the family nose and brows in many of them, mirroring the haughty face of the woman ahead of her.


She really wished she hadn’t come here. She’d just wanted to exchange a book, rather than stealing it, for once. Her virtue was not being rewarded. Quite the opposite.


Mrs Walker – referred to as Lady Walker by the rest of the household, even if Irene hadn’t come across any trace of a title when she was researching the family – came to a stop in front of a particularly dramatic picture. She turned to look at Irene. Her eye-patch hid her right eye, but the left eye was considering, thoughtful, evaluating. Since Irene preferred to be underestimated and ignored, this wasn’t welcome.


‘So you are the notorious Irene Winters,’ she said. ‘How convenient that you’ve come to me, rather than me having to come to you.’


‘Really.’ Irene decided to drop the act. It seemed she’d acquired a reputation, so she might as well throw any plans to dissemble out of the window. Which was where she’d like to be right now. ‘Might I ask your sources?’


‘Family connections.’ Mrs Walker shrugged. The jet ornaments on her dress shivered and danced in the gaslight. ‘Just because I prefer to spend my time up here rather than running off to frivol in the fleshpots of London . . . but I digress. I assure you, Miss Winters, I know more about you than you might think.’


‘Oh?’ Irene said, in the conciliatory tone of voice she’d had the chance to practise in the past. Do tell me more, it implied. You’re so clever.


‘Good.’ Mrs Walker looked positively approving. ‘Just the sort of thing I’d have said, in your place.’


Damn, Irene thought. ‘Perhaps we should skip the preliminaries and get to the point,’ she suggested.


Mrs Walker nodded. ‘Very well. Here it is. I know you’re part of a power play by one of the other families. I want to know what is going on. I want to know who you’re working for. And if you hope to leave this house alive, you will tell me.’


Irene blinked. She’d been ready for various possibilities, ranging from I know you work for a secret interdimensional Library to I have evidence of your criminal acts and plan to blackmail you, but this was unexpected. ‘Dear me,’ she said. ‘This is so sudden.’


‘Your cover story was quite impressive,’ Mrs Walker granted. ‘Claiming to be a freelance translator and book-collector, and suggesting an exchange. A copy of Marlowe’s lost play The Massacre at Paris in return for our copy of John Webster’s Guise. Both of us would have profited by the deal. And it seemed credible enough to be genuine. But an offer that tempting seems like a fairy story, doesn’t it, Miss Winters? And we all know that fairy stories don’t happen.’


‘They happen more than you might think,’ Irene said. In a high-chaos alternate world like this one, narrative tropes had an unfortunate way of coming true. Unfortunately the traditional heroine-gets-trapped-in-household-full-of-vampires story seldom had a happy ending. At least, not for the heroine. ‘Honestly, I don’t understand why you think I’m an – er, what do you think I am?’


‘A spy,’ Mrs Walker said.


‘A spy?’ Irene said in tones of mild horror. What precisely did Mrs Walker know? Irene was an agent of the Library, and it was her job and her duty to retrieve works of fiction from alternate worlds. Bringing them back to her interdimensional Library home created links with these places. And thus did the Library help preserve the balance between unfeeling order and uncaring chaos, across a multitude of worlds. It was a noble calling and a lifetime commitment, and it allowed her to use the Library’s special Language to command reality. It also often involved her stealing books and running away. So technically, yes, ‘spy’ wasn’t entirely inaccurate. But it sounded as if her cover might still be in one piece.


Even if her chance of obtaining Webster’s Guise was looking less feasible by the second.


‘Yes, a spy. Scheming for one of the other families,’ Mrs Walker elaborated. The gaslight flickered, making her look even more like a barely preserved corpse than before. She was thin enough that, in her heavy black dress, she resembled a marionette from the sort of Punch-and-Judy show that ended in a zombie apocalypse. ‘Weren’t you listening? Personally I suspect you’re working for the Vale family in Leeds. You’ve been seen associating with Peregrine Vale in London. He’s supposed to be estranged from them, but that could be just a cover story. Or maybe I should look more closely at the Read family in Rotherham. I’ve been wondering about them for a while. They’d be delighted to have a spy within my walls.’


Irene had known, in a technical sense, that the north of England had its share of vampires. Vampirism wasn’t actually illegal in this Great Britain, though killing people by draining their blood was still classed as murder. She’d even been aware that this household she was visiting had some vampires in it. But she hadn’t expected quite such a convoluted nest of plotters or network of feuding families.


‘Mrs Walker,’ she finally said, ‘you are completely wrong. I’m not some sort of spy or secret agent, or a minion of your enemies. I’m not involved with your family’s affairs. I just came here to make the exchange.’ She indicated her briefcase. ‘And I have my share of the deal.’


‘You’re wasting your time,’ Mrs Walker said. ‘We don’t have the Webster here, in any case.’


‘Then I might as well leave,’ Irene said coldly. She made a mental note to find out where they did keep the Webster, and then remove it. Without offering payment this time. She didn’t appreciate being jerked around on the end of a string, even if the bait was books.


Ignoring her statement, Mrs Walker looked Irene up and down assessingly. ‘There are ways to bind you into the family, if you know too much. It might be the best option.’


Irene gave in. Sometimes it was easier to play along with conspiracy theorists than convince them they’d got it wrong. ‘And if, hypothetically, I was to decline this honour?’


‘You are in a house full of vampires, several miles out of town, surrounded by countryside, and it isn’t even midnight yet.’ Mrs Walker’s lips curled in a thin smile. ‘The rain outside is getting worse. No tracks will be found. It’ll be days before anyone even realizes you’re missing.’


‘Yes, they’ll probably assume I’ve locked myself away with a good book and didn’t want to be disturbed,’ Irene agreed. ‘Might I ask what makes me particularly suitable as a member of your family? I’d honestly never seen myself in that sort of position.’


It would probably have been more truthful on her part to say No thank you, not in a million years, excuse me while I kick the door down and leave. But she was curious.


‘You’re intelligent,’ Mrs Walker said. ‘You’ve proven your abilities – and we can’t allow you to leave now, anyway. You needn’t worry about your job, either.’


‘Really?’ Irene said.


‘Of course not. Once you swear loyalty to my family, you’ll be far too compromised to keep up your current job. You can leave it to the colleague with whom you share rooms. Incidentally, where is he?’


‘Out of London,’ Irene lied. Kai had gone to a family party. And given that he was a dragon – even if he was currently in human form, and working as Irene’s assistant – that party was in an alternate world. It was a relief to know he was out of reach. Mrs Walker might appreciate an extra hostage in order to persuade Irene.


‘I’m honoured to have been, um, invited into the family like this,’ she dissembled. ‘But I have other responsibilities, which I need to discuss with my colleague—’


‘Of course. After you’ve sworn an oath of loyalty in our basement chapel,’ Mrs Walker broke in. ‘And made the usual formal pledge of blood. I wouldn’t want you changing your mind between here and London.’


Awkward. Irene was quite capable of lying, but the ‘formal pledge of blood’ sounded potentially dangerous. Besides, she didn’t want to see what sort of chapel a houseful of vampires had in the basement. ‘I’d like a few minutes to think,’ she said. ‘It’s a very big decision for a young woman to make.’


Mrs Walker didn’t look at all convinced, but she did nod. ‘Yes, Miss Winters. But I’d advise you not to wander around the house on your own. The inhabitants receive their food from the local hospital’s blood depository, but there is such a thing as provocation. Your wrists—’ Irene looked at the lacy cuffs of her blouse. ‘Are what I would call indecently exposed.’


Irene decided to give reason one more try. ‘Let me ask you to reconsider before this goes any further. Please don’t put us both in a . . . difficult situation.’


‘Begging will get you nowhere,’ Mrs Walker said coldly. ‘I will expect you downstairs in a few minutes. If not, we will be coming to look for you.’


She swept along to the head of the staircase, her watered silk skirts hissing against the thick carpet, then turned to give Irene the sort of measuring look which counted every drop of blood in her veins. ‘And that includes my husband.’


Irene watched Mrs Walker glide down the stairs and considered her dwindling options.


The Webster had been her latest assignment from the Library, and this swap had been the quickest and easiest way to get hold of it. Losing this opportunity was inconvenient, but not disastrous. Her priority now was to get herself safely out of here. She put down her briefcase; it would only be a hindrance to her escape. She’d obtained the copy of the Marlowe play that it contained in an alternate world, where the play was commonplace. So that wasn’t a significant loss.


The portrait they’d been standing beneath seemed to frown at her, its imagined gaze a cold spot on her back. She turned to glare back. The dim lighting and the picture’s age made it difficult to judge when it had been painted – or, indeed, what the figure was wearing, or even what the features were. There was an impression of swooping brow, beaky nose, dark mantled clothing and terrifying eyes.


Like everything else in this household, it showed the signs of age. She crossed to the window and dragged back the heavy brocade curtains.


Behind the curtains, in front of the glass, were heavy iron bars.


Irene finally smiled. Cold iron could stop a human. It could seriously inconvenience a Fae. But it was nothing at all to a servant of the Library.


Rain slapped against the window from outside. It was night, it was raining, she was several miles from the nearest town, and she was probably going to be chased cross-country by vampires the moment they realized she’d left the house. And the River Ouse was flooding again – apparently a regular occurrence in these parts – so there wouldn’t be any traffic on the roads.


She should just stick to taking books in the future, rather than trying to make a fair exchange. Quicker, quieter, and less trouble with vampires.


She leaned close to the iron bars, keeping her voice low, and addressed them in the Language. ‘Iron bars, bend apart quietly, wide enough for me to pass through,’ she murmured.


The bars quivered in their sockets for a moment, then slowly curved like warmed wax, dried paint flaking off them to rustle to the ground.


The windows were locked – but again, that wasn’t an issue for the Language. ‘Windows, unlock and open, as quietly as possible.’


The lock scraped as it released itself, the dry tumblers grating as they fell into the open position, and the hinge rasped as the window swung back.


There was no drainpipe, but the thick ivy running down the side of the house would do.


Irene bundled her skirts round her waist – quite indecently for this time-period and culture – and climbed out of the first-floor window. The ivy was sodden wet, making it treacherous. She paused, hanging outside, to murmur, ‘Iron bars, resume your former shape: window, close and lock,’ before starting to climb down. The longer she had to make her getaway before they realized she was gone, the better.


Half a minute of heart-in-mouth scrambling later, she stepped on something wet and squishy, lost her balance and sat down in the mud. Rain poured down on her. It was very dark.


The problem, Irene decided as she struggled through abandoned lavender bushes – she could tell by the scent – was that she’d become far too used to having backup. As a Librarian, she shouldn’t expect that. But oh, right this minute it would have been so useful.


Lightning flashed overhead, and thunder rumbled two seconds behind it. Irene listened for pursuit. Hopefully the weather would obscure her trail.


Something called in the darkness behind her. It was a hollow sort of call, somehow lungless, avid, thirsty. Another cry like it answered the first one, further off. The hunt was up, and she was the quarry.


Rain soaked through her pinned-up hair and dribbled over her face, ran down her jacket and skirt and did its best to get into her boots. North to a probably empty road, or south to a swollen river and more fields?


Right now, the river was the fastest means of transport around. Her research on the house had mentioned a boathouse . . .


A convenient flash of lightning showed her a shed-like building, positioned on what would have been the river bank. It was now a foot under water.


It also showed her a dark shape crouched between it and her. ‘You’re not leaving,’ Mr Harper snarled, drawing himself up to his full height.


‘Get out of my way,’ Irene shouted, angry now, raising her voice to be heard over the wind. ‘I’m declining Mrs Walker’s request.’


‘I don’t think so.’ The water trickled down the vampire’s long bony fingers and dripped from his nails, and his eyes glowed like coals as he gazed at her. ‘I don’t think so, Miss—’


‘Earth, open and seize his feet and ankles, and hold him fast,’ Irene ordered. ‘Boathouse door, unlock and open!’


The muddy ground beneath Mr Harper’s feet gaped like animate jaws, and Irene felt the Language draw energy from her as the world adjusted itself to her words. As Mr Harper sank shin-deep into the mud, she dodged past his furious grasp.


The boathouse opened onto the river, and there was just enough light to see by. Rowboats previously dry-docked on rails now balanced just a few inches above the shimmering flood-waters. Irene splashed towards the closest one.


Behind her, outside, Mr Harper called, ‘She’s here! She’s here!’


A good solid shove had a boat off its rails and into the water. Irene grabbed an oar and clambered in, just as Mr Harper came staggering through the door.


He grabbed for her. She swung with the oar. It cracked solidly into his chest, sending him staggering backwards. The force of the swing almost tipped her out of the boat as it skidded towards the open river. Then the current caught it.


Shrieks came from the shore. Through the rain and darkness Irene could make out Mrs Walker, and other shadows behind her, painted in whites and blacks by the lightning.


‘You’ll regret this!’ Mrs Walker screamed after her.


‘Enjoy the book!’ Irene called cheerfully, as the river carried her downstream towards York.




CHAPTER TWO


It was nearly midnight when Irene walked into her hotel. Her skirts and boots left a sodden trail on the carpet. She’d expected to have to tip the desk clerk, but he merely shrugged, and asked, ‘Caught in the floods, madam? They can take visitors a little by surprise.’


‘It was annoying,’ Irene agreed, glad to have a convenient excuse. The river had washed her all the way through the centre of town and out the other side. And then she’d been scolded by a policeman for going pleasure-boating by night during the floods. Explaining wouldn’t have helped, so she’d just looked stupid and apologized, before getting directions back to her hotel. ‘I’ll have to be more careful next time,’ she added, and headed towards the lifts.


‘Excuse me. Are you Miss Winters?’


Irene’s only excuse for turning, without checking the lobby mirrors to see who was asking, was that she was wet and tired. She’d heard a young female voice, rather than an elderly vampire, but it was still rank carelessness for an agent of her experience.


The woman rising from one of the lobby armchairs almost glowed under the ether-lamps. Her hair was a rich gold – not the sort of bleached yellow that was considered fashionable at the moment in this alternate world, nor even the ash-blonde shade that looked golden under moonlight, but a heavy warm gold as bright as buttercups. Her dark coat was subtly out of fashion: it was expensive, of good quality, but the collar was cut too high and the waist too low. Her gloves were silk rather than wool or velvet, and the veil pinned to her hat was clearly an afterthought, rather than designed as part of the outfit. But most of all, it was her face that gave her away: its beautiful serenity was unconcerned by what lesser beings might think of her.


She was a dragon in human form.


She began to walk across the lobby towards Irene, as casually as if they already knew each other. The fact that they were representatives of two factions, whose actions could influence the many worlds of the multiverse, seemed a mere afterthought. Her power ran ahead of her, an invisible thrill in the air which Irene could feel against her skin. She wasn’t as dangerous as some dragons Irene had met – but she wasn’t a lightweight, either. ‘I don’t think we’ve met,’ she said. ‘But I’ve been told a little about you.’


‘I’m afraid you have the advantage of me, madam,’ Irene said politely.


‘Well, at least I know what you do for a living.’ The woman smiled graciously and extended her hand.


Irene manufactured a smile of her own. She rejected the offered hand. She could sense the other woman’s leashed energy beneath her human appearance, and it made Irene distinctly wary. ‘I’m so sorry,’ Irene said. ‘I really don’t know who you are or what you want. Under these conditions . . .’


The woman withdrew her hand. For a moment her lips pursed, but she smoothed them into another smile. ‘That’s very sensible of you. Perhaps we should talk for a bit – I have something important I’d like to ask you. I think this establishment’s bar is still open?’ And even if it isn’t, it soon will be, her tone implied.


Irene reminded herself that she didn’t need more enemies. ‘I’d be delighted to sit down and chat, but perhaps the nearby tea-room might be more welcoming? And if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to change my clothing . . .’ She gestured at her dripping skirts. ‘And if I might ask your name?’


‘Of course,’ the woman said. Her smile widened a little. ‘I’m called Jin Zhi.’


Unfortunately Kai had never mentioned a Jin Zhi. Nor had the grand total of two other dragons (his uncle, Ao Shun, and said uncle’s personal assistant, Li Ming) whom Irene knew personally. And Irene couldn’t get at the Library’s files from here, which meant she had no way of checking up on this Jin Zhi (assuming it was the dragon’s real name) and whether she was dangerous.


It wasn’t as if the Library and the dragons were hostile. They were generally on polite terms, with the worst disagreements being over the ownership of particular texts. But the dragons, representing the forces of order and reality, and the Fae, representing chaos and fiction and unreality, were enemies – constantly and violently so. Irene had wandered into the fringes of that conflict, having a dragon as her personal apprentice and student, and didn’t want to get more involved.


The Library didn’t ally itself with either side. Librarians weren’t supposed to get involved. Being the allies of one side would mean being the enemies of the other side. The Library survived as neutrals; any other position would be far more dangerous.


So why was Jin Zhi here, and how did she know who Irene was? And what did she want from her?


Irene changed her clothing and towelled her hair dry as she considered possible implications. She didn’t mind making new friends – allies, whatever – and she had no objection to drinking tea with dragons. Yet if this particular dragon thought Irene was going to follow her orders, or that Irene’s loyalties were for sale, then matters were about to become . . . awkward. And what was this important thing that she wanted to ask Irene about? The words hung in Irene’s mind, more of a threat than a promise.


She sighed. She would just have to go and find out what the dragon wanted. So much for a nice quiet evening with a good book.


Jin Zhi was waiting for Irene in the tea-room, already seated at a table. She had a small notebook open and was writing something, but when she caught sight of Irene she slipped it into her handbag.


The tea-room was well lit, and its ether-lamps glared out onto the dark wet pavement outside. Mirrors faced every wall that wasn’t already set with a window, and the overall impression was one of bright clarity edged with expensive dark wood flooring. Waiters and waitresses glided silently around in plain white and black clothing, as blank-faced as dolls. Vale had mentioned the restaurant as a place where most of the local spies met up for off-the-record conversation. Vale knew the most interesting facts. It was to do with being London’s greatest detective. What Vale didn’t know, he had absolutely no idea about, but what he did know was usually fascinating.


Irene let the waiter pull out her chair, and sat down opposite Jin Zhi. The two women studied each other across the menu. Again, Irene felt that touch of underlying power. She tried to decide whether she was meant to perceive it and be afraid, or whether Jin Zhi simply lacked practice at keeping it under control.


‘Having tea with me won’t place you under any sort of obligation,’ Jin Zhi said. ‘That’d be a Fae trick. We can split the bill.’


‘That sounds fair,’ Irene agreed. ‘What would you like?’


‘The high tea for two sounds reasonable. Tea, sandwiches, macaroons—’


‘It’s past midnight.’


‘So? They’re still serving it.’


Irene nodded and let Jin Zhi give the order. She glanced at the other people in the room, studying their reflections in the mirrors. There were very few people alone: most of them were in pairs or trios, gathered at their own tables, heads close together as they spoke quietly. A piano in the corner of the room tinkled sweetly, not enough to be intrusive, but loud enough to blot out whispers.


‘Let me start this again,’ Jin Zhi said, once the tea had arrived. ‘I’m sorry that we got off on the wrong foot. My name is Jin Zhi, and I serve the Queen of the Southern Lands. I hold only a small position, having dominion over a mere dozen worlds. I am grateful you allowed me the courtesy of this meeting.’


‘The honour is mine,’ Irene said, matching the other woman’s formality. ‘I am Irene, a servant of the Library, though a junior one, and I am Librarian-in-Residence to this world. I don’t know why I’ve deserved your attention, but naturally I’m delighted to receive you here.’ And how had Jin Zhi known where to find her? A question for later. ‘How do you take your tea?’


‘A little milk, no sugar,’ Jin Zhi said. She waited for Irene to fill the cup. Clearly her gestures towards equality only went so far: the inferior person poured the tea. ‘Do you think that fulfils the requirement for professional courtesy?’ she added.


‘Probably,’ Irene said. She added a splash of milk to her own tea. ‘Though a “mere dozen” worlds? I hope I’m not taking you away from anything important.’


‘It’s all admin,’ Jin Zhi admitted. ‘There’s very little actual involvement in ruling them, and only from behind the scenes. None of them are actually at risk from the forces of chaos. But to get to the point . . .’ Jin Zhi gave Irene what was obviously a well-practised smile of friendly sisterhood. It pinged every single one of Irene’s mental alarms. ‘It’s about a book.’


Irene folded her hands around her cup. ‘I may not have it personally in stock, but I know most of this world’s major libraries by now, and a fair number of the best bookshops,’ she said. ‘Can you tell me the author and the title?’


Jin Zhi snorted. ‘If I’d just wanted an ordinary book from this world, then I could have sent a servant to find it. I wouldn’t have needed to discuss it with a Librarian.’


‘Then what do you want? And where do you want it from?’


‘I’m interested in a version of the Journey to the West.’ Jin Zhi sipped her tea. ‘No doubt you know the work. It’s from a specific world – and not this one. I can give you the details. I’m sure you must have many different versions in your Library . . .’


‘I’m afraid that we don’t loan them out,’ Irene said flatly.


However, she did indeed know the Journey to the West – it was one of the four great classical novels of Chinese literature in many worlds. It was a sixteenth-century work of semi-history, semi-mythology and semi-philosophy, about one monk’s travels to bring back Buddhist scriptures from India, with his supernatural companions. It involved hair-raising adventures, shape-changing, beating up monsters and flying around on clouds. The monk’s contributions tended to involve standing around being useless – or being on the dinner menu for the monster of the current chapter, while his companions did all the work. The Monkey and Pig characters had all the interesting moments. Most Librarians would at least have recognized the name, even if they hadn’t read it.


But some requests had to be refused, however dangerous the person requesting it. ‘This simply isn’t possible.’


‘Not even if you have more than one copy?’ Jin Zhi’s eyes flashed with an angry light, like sun glinting off a sword.


‘It’s a strict rule. We don’t make exceptions.’ Irene kept her expression calm. Showing fear would only confirm her as an inferior entity. ‘Though this does refer to the Library’s own copies. If what you’re looking for is a transcript of the text, then I could have someone make a copy—’


Jin Zhi was already shaking her head condescendingly. ‘No. An original edition is required. Preferably Ming-dynasty, though later would do.’ Even though Irene had just refused, Jin Zhi didn’t look discouraged. ‘Perhaps if I explain why?’


Irene noted that Jin Zhi’s phrasing was extremely cautious. Not once had she actually asked Irene to obtain a copy for her, or even suggested that she wanted it personally. It was all I’m interested in or It is required. Very curious. ‘Bedtime reading?’ she suggested.


Jin Zhi laughed, surprised for a moment into genuine amusement. She helped herself from the tiered trays that had arrived at the table – laden with sandwiches, scones, little cakes and macaroons – and gestured for Irene to do likewise. ‘Nothing so simple, I’m afraid. You see . . .’


She paused, as if not sure where to begin, but there was something a little staged to it – as though it was all part of a demonstration of nearly-human fallibility. We’re just women together. You can trust me.


‘The Queen of the Southern Lands is one of the four great queens who rule the inner dragon kingdoms. Or should that be queendoms?’


‘I understand that there are four outer kingdoms ruled by four kings, and four inner kingdoms ruled by the four queens,’ Irene said. She’d managed to get that much out of Kai. ‘And the outer kingdoms lie closer to the worlds of chaos, while the inner kingdoms are closer to the worlds of order.’


Jin Zhi nodded. ‘Recently Minister Zhao decided to . . . retire. And her majesty has decided to offer two of her junior servants a chance to take the empty place. So she has set us in competition with each other.’


‘She wants you to find her a book,’ Irene said. And yes, perhaps Her Majesty the Queen of the Southern Lands had also set her servants trials of rulership and administration, and so on. But if not, Irene could only admire her. Go fetch me this book. The woman – the dragon – the queen – clearly had her priorities right.


Jin Zhi dissected a cucumber sandwich. ‘Yes,’ she finally said. ‘She wants us to find her a very particular book, in order to demonstrate our abilities. The courtier who brings her the book will get preferment. The one who doesn’t . . . will pay the price. Those who aspire to high office must accept the high risks of failure.’


Irene buttered a scone thoughtfully. ‘I understand why you considered going to a Librarian,’ she said. ‘But I can’t give you a copy from the Library, and there are so many different versions of that particular book out there, in any case . . . I wouldn’t even know where to start looking. You said you knew which world it was from, but I don’t think dragons and Librarians use the same terminology for alternate worlds. Even if we did take commissions . . . which we don’t. I’m not even sure where you heard my name in the first place.’ In fact, that last point was making Irene nervous.


‘A friend of a friend,’ Jin Zhi said, ‘knows Kai, son of the King of the Eastern Ocean . . .’ She stopped. ‘Forgive my formality, but it’s hard to break the habit. Anyhow, I heard that Kai was spending time in this world and that he had a Librarian serving him. I wanted to ask a Librarian some questions. I’m sure you can see my logic.’


‘Absolutely,’ Irene agreed. Her inner alarm was rising to a low boil, but she didn’t show it. Jin Zhi knew far too much about Kai, Irene and the Library. This was not good for Irene’s safety, and might be dangerous for Kai as well.


But why did you visit while Kai was elsewhere? the cynical part of her mind commented. And why didn’t you go to him first? This story does not hold water. It positively leaks.


Irene kept her expression neutral. She couldn’t call this dragon a liar to her face. Dragons were not generally concerned about collateral damage when they took offence. ‘But I’m afraid I’m not actually working for Kai. I’m also surprised that you found me here – in York.’


‘I employed servants to locate you,’ Jin Zhi said with a shrug. ‘I’m not one of those people who tries to do everything herself. I prefer to employ experts.’


‘Like a Librarian,’ Irene agreed.


‘Well, exactly.’ Jin Zhi leaned forward. ‘Now naturally I don’t want to make any sort of arrangement with you. It would be highly inappropriate. I’m glad to hear that you’re so definite about your independence.’


Irene’s danger signals were going off all down the line. Was this some sort of test by the Library, to see how she’d react? No, that had to be too paranoid. But was Jin Zhi skirting around asking for help so that she could claim innocence in future? And if so, what did she want from Irene?


Jin Zhi had admitted that this was the pivot for an internal power struggle in the dragon court – but had avoided saying how important it was. Which suggested it was very important indeed. As such, Irene – and all Librarians – needed to stay well out of it.


‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Irene said briskly. ‘Because I really am neutral, the Library really is independent, and we absolutely do not get involved in dragon politics – let alone dragon court politics. I appreciate the tea and sandwiches, but anything more is out of the question.’


Jin Zhi’s eyes narrowed as she sat back in her chair, her mask of civility gone. She picked up a biscuit and snapped it between her fingers, and for a moment her nails were longer and claw-like. ‘How interesting,’ she said, making the word sound like a curse. ‘And I’d thought I was just evening the scales.’


‘I don’t understand.’


The door blew open as a group staggered in from the night, hats and umbrellas drenched from the pouring rain. Even at this hour of the night, past midnight and with the rain coming down and the river flooding, York hummed with activity.


‘I understand that my competitor has already secured a Librarian’s assistance. Apparently not all Librarians are quite as principled as you, Irene.’


Irene shrugged, but a chill ran down her spine. ‘I know nothing about that,’ she said. She didn’t keep track of most Librarians’ schemes. Apart from them all collecting books, of course. That went without saying. But surely no sane Librarian would get involved in something like this? It would mean drawing the Library into dragon politics. And that could make other Librarians in the field easy targets for any dragons with a stake in the situation. As for the Fae reaction, if they found out – or even if they just suspected – that the Library was collaborating with dragons . . . Kai was apprenticed to the Library, possibly the only situation where a dragon–librarian working relationship was permitted. Even so, Irene had been scrupulous about not involving herself and Kai in dragon politics. Anything else would not be tolerated.


‘Really.’ Jin Zhi’s tone was edged metal. ‘Don’t you talk to each other at all?’


‘We probably aren’t as well organized as you dragons are,’ Irene said, obfuscating. She needed more information. ‘And I’m surprised you’re so well informed about your competitor’s actions.’


‘Well, if I fail to get the book due to Librarian interference, I won’t forget it. And I’ll make sure that others hear about it too.’


Irene put down her cup and leaned forward. ‘Are you threatening me?’ she asked gently.


‘No,’ Jin Zhi said, a little too quickly. ‘Of course not. I wouldn’t think of blackmailing you to persuade you to do something unethical. I’m not trying to involve you in this on my side. I’m simply suggesting that you even the playing ground. I want you to make sure that my opponent,’ and her voice seethed with anger for a moment, ‘doesn’t get help. That sounds reasonable, doesn’t it?’


She watched Irene from under lowered lids. Piano music filled the silence, with an underlying hiss of rain against the windows.


‘I would need some proof of what you’re saying,’ Irene said slowly. At the moment this was merely supposition, based on Jin Zhi’s story. But if this was true . . . then a Librarian somewhere had just made a huge mistake and had put the whole Library in danger. This would undermine the Library’s hard-fought neutrality, the work of centuries. The average Fae would not overly object to Irene having tea and sandwiches with a dragon, any more than the average dragon would object to her having tea with a Fae – though both of them might sneer at it. But trying to affect dragon court politics? Getting involved in a life-or-death competition for high office, with the possibility of influencing the winner? Taking sides on that level? That would turn the Fae as a whole against every single Librarian they came across. And that could destroy the Library.


‘I can’t give you proof that another Librarian’s involved.’ Jin Zhi opened her handbag and took out some sheets of paper. ‘But these are details of the book we have been instructed to find, and its world of origin. What you do with this information is up to you. I wouldn’t want to be accused of putting any sort of pressure on you. Though no doubt you’ll bear in mind that, now that we’ve met, I’ll be able to find you again.’ Her lips moved in a smile. ‘Even if you’re far too professional to let that affect your choice of action.’


‘I am a professional,’ Irene said flatly. ‘I don’t waste my time on empty threats.’


But she reached out to take the sheets of paper.




CHAPTER THREE


It was raining back in London as well. Water cascaded down the brickwork of the lodgings that Irene shared with Kai, slicking the pavement outside. The heavy clouds and driving rain laid an overcast shroud across London, and it was already dark enough that lights showed in the upper windows along the street.


There were no signs of forced entry on the door, and Irene turned the key with a feeling of reasonable security. She stepped inside, hauled in her suitcase and began shedding rain-sodden outer garments as soon as the door was closed. Kai wouldn’t be back yet, so her next step had to be contacting the Library—


Footsteps came from the upper floor. She froze, then relaxed as she saw Kai step into the halo of lamplight at the head of the stairs. He was in formal clothing for their current world and period, his coat unrumpled and his shoes so newly-polished that they gleamed.


‘Irene . . .’ He hesitated, then his voice grew firmer. ‘I think we need to talk.’


‘Absolutely we do,’ Irene said. ‘Though I have something to say too, unless you already know more than I do. I don’t suppose there are any hot drinks up there?’


‘Because if you insist on – oh, yes, I just made some tea.’ He frowned down at her. ‘Are you trying to distract me?’


‘Kai.’ Irene unpinned her hat and veil and draped them on the hat stand. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, it’s raining outside, and there was a very long queue for cabs at the zeppelin port. I am soaked through. Please get me some hot tea before I catch a cold. And then we’ll talk. Incidentally, what are you doing here? I thought you were away for at least another three days.’


‘I came back early,’ Kai said with a shrug. ‘And it’s the best weather we’ve had in weeks.’ He retreated towards the lounge and Irene followed, thinking uncharitable thoughts about dragons and their love of rainy weather.


A few minutes later she was sitting in one of the armchairs in their scruffy, book-crowded lounge, with a cup of tea warming her hands. Kai was still on his feet, and was drifting round the room in short undirected tangents. He had every sign of a man choosing his words carefully before an argument got into full swing.


He was every bit as handsome as Jin Zhi had been beautiful. All dragons were gifted in this way. The harsh white ether-light brought out the dark blue tinge to his black hair, giving it the shine of a raven’s wing, and turned the lines of his face into an ink drawing, all perfect cheekbones and pale skin. His eyes were a shade of blue that was almost too dark to define as standard ‘blue’, and he moved with the effortless grace of someone who’d been born with it and then trained for years on top of that. Next to him, Irene always felt as if she should be fading into the background rather than spoil his artistic perfection. Fortunately she liked fading into the background, for it suited her work, but it could occasionally be demoralizing.


All right, often demoralizing. She tried not to brood about it.


He stopped pacing and glared at her. ‘We agreed you weren’t going to go on solo missions.’


‘It wasn’t intended as such,’ Irene said defensively. ‘It was supposed to be a straightforward book exchange. And why are you assuming that I’ve been on a mission – and ran into trouble – anyhow?’


‘I don’t know,’ Kai admitted. ‘I just suspect. Mostly because you came back early, by zeppelin rather than by train. And because you aren’t denying it . . .’


‘I left you a note,’ Irene said. ‘And you’ve been away for days. I can’t simply let everything else slide while you’re not here, Kai. I’m the full Librarian, and you’re the apprentice.’ And as a Librarian, she needed to investigate Jin Zhi’s claims as soon as possible. The fact that it would distract Kai was a convenient bonus. ‘Please sit down and stop looming. We have a serious problem and I need your advice.’


That caught his attention. He flung himself down into the chair opposite. ‘So ask. You know I’m at your service.’


‘What can you tell me about the court of the Queen of the Southern Lands?’


‘Well, it’s . . .’ he began, then paused. ‘Irene, why do you want to know?’


‘Tell me what you know first, then I’ll tell you. I don’t want to bias your opinion until I have the information.’


‘You can’t expect me just to sit back and give you information, after a lead-in like that,’ Kai complained. ‘Can’t you at least tell me why?’


‘Kai,’ Irene said firmly, and sipped her tea. ‘Talk.’


Kai sighed. ‘Oh, very well. Her majesty’s personal name is Ya Yu, but neither of us is ever likely to have the opportunity to use it. The Queen of the Southern Lands has an excellent reputation for fairness and for a sympathetic attitude towards her subordinates. In practice, I think that means that she gives them plenty of rope if anything goes wrong, before expecting them to hang themselves with it. She’s only ever had to move against the Fae herself twice, and each time she was very decisive.’


‘As in there was nothing left of those Fae?’ Irene said, hoping against hope that this dragon queen wasn’t as ruthless as some.


Kai avoided her eyes. ‘As in there was nothing left of those worlds afterwards. It was very conducive to peace and good order.’


They make a wilderness and call it peace. Irene nodded, not wanting to get into a discussion of ends, means, omelettes and broken eggs. ‘Go on.’


‘Her attitude mostly carries over to her court,’ Kai continued. ‘That is, the senior members of the court are quite lenient about original behaviour by their juniors, just so long as the job actually gets done, and done well. She tolerates members of both the war and the peace factions, though I think that herself she’s more inclined to peace. She is on good terms with my uncle Ao Shun, the King of the Northern Ocean, and my father too. And she has companied with both of them in the past to bear children.’ He paused for a moment, hearing his own words. ‘At separate times, of course,’ he added hastily.


‘Is she actually on bad terms with anyone?’ Irene asked.


‘Not as such,’ Kai said, considering the question. ‘But she gets on less well than most with my uncle Ao Ji – you haven’t met him, he’s the Dragon King of the Western Ocean. He is rigid in his opinions.’


Irene could live without meeting any more Dragon Kings. One had been quite enough. ‘And are there any significant troubles in her court?’


Kai began to speak, then stopped. For half a minute he was silent. Finally he said, ‘Irene, we’ve always been good at navigating conversations that might compromise my family’s interests. But that involves me not disclosing this sort of information. It helps us deal with . . .’ He gestured vaguely.


‘With the fact that I’m a Librarian and you’re a dragon. And, ultimately, neither of us wants to compromise our family or our occupation?’ Irene suggested.


Kai nodded. ‘I don’t want to cross that line.’ But his tone suggested that he would very much like an excuse to share his thoughts on whatever it was.


Irene frowned. She considered the previous evening’s events. ‘There’s something going on that could seriously compromise the Library,’ she finally said. ‘But it could compromise one or more dragons, too.’


‘If it’s in those dragons’ interests, I could at least give you the broad details,’ Kai said, relaxing. ‘Yes, then, there is significant news. One of her majesty’s most senior ministers was assassinated a month ago. Ya Yu’s court is in turmoil.’


‘Assassinated?’ Irene said sharply. ‘Not retired?’


‘No, definitely assassinated,’ Kai said. ‘It’s a matter of high scandal. I don’t know who’s been accused. Unless it’s the Fae, of course. They could easily be guilty of an action like that.’


‘And what are the implications of this assassination, besides the minister’s death?’


‘In terms of high politics?’ Kai hesitated again. ‘You understand that I’m not likely to be told about that sort of thing. I may be of royal blood, but I am a youngest son, my mother was not of high rank, and I hold no current position. And even if I did know . . .’


‘You’d be expected to keep your mouth shut about it?’ Irene guessed.


Kai nodded. ‘Thank you for understanding. But I don’t think it’s unreasonable to tell you that her majesty is filling the minister’s position with . . .’ He looked for the right words. ‘Unexpected haste. Usually that sort of thing takes years, especially as it’s such a key position. But this time the new appointment will be announced within five days.’


‘And who’s taking the minister’s place?’


‘That’s the interesting thing. There are two candidates, who have been set a number of highly challenging tests. The rumour is that the Queen’s set them a final private task to show their abilities.’


‘What happens to the loser?’ Irene asked. Somehow she doubted there was a runners-up prize.


Kai stared over her shoulder, as he did when explaining something he found completely natural, but knew Irene was likely to have issues with. ‘Well, their family will be embarrassed, so naturally the loser will have to make amends. The most appropriate demonstration of apology would be to commit suicide . . . Of course, self-exile is an option, but I can’t imagine anyone actually doing that.’ His tone made it clear that he thought suicide would be far less painful than a dragon cutting themselves off from court, family and kindred. ‘But there will certainly be consequences.’


‘Damn,’ Irene said. She held her cup out for more tea. ‘I was really hoping I was being paranoid.’


Then she stopped. ‘We need to get out of here right now.’


Kai could have hesitated, or asked her what she meant, but instead he set down his cup and rose to his feet. ‘Do we need to take anything with us?’


‘Just coats and money,’ Irene said, ‘and we go out the back way, in case the front is watched. I’ll explain in a few minutes, but we can’t risk staying here.’


Five minutes later they were sitting in a small cafe down the street, from which they could watch the front door of their lodgings. Irene didn’t let herself relax. If her guess was wrong, then they’d just wasted time and effort, but if she was right . . .


‘You said you’d explain,’ Kai reminded her.


Irene ran through last night’s events, from Jin Zhi’s arrival onwards, and Kai’s eyes narrowed as he listened.


‘Sounds like the descriptions I’ve heard of Jin Zhi,’ he finally said. ‘And yes, she is one of the candidates for Minister Zhao’s position. I’ve never actually met her. It’s a pity I wasn’t there.’


‘The whole thing was very carefully timed to make sure you weren’t there,’ Irene said sourly. ‘Which is why we’re sitting here now.’


Kai raised an eyebrow.


‘Jin Zhi let me walk away with the details of the book because she knew you were visiting your family,’ Irene said quietly. ‘And therefore she knew I couldn’t discuss how explosive this situation really was. If her spies were watching you that closely, she would think – as I did – that you’d be there for a few days longer. Now tell me, what’s likely to happen if she finds that you came back early – and that we’re having an informative little conversation like this?’


Kai’s eyes narrowed. ‘She can’t afford to take any further risks – the stakes of the competition are so high. You know too much, and you might be a threat. Which suggests there’s more going on than she said.’


Irene nodded. ‘I may be overreacting, but she probably knows our address, and I don’t want to take any risks.’ She yawned.


Kai looked at her thoughtfully. ‘How much sleep did you get last night?’


‘Not enough.’ After she’d left Jin Zhi, Irene had quietly slipped out of the hotel’s back entrance and found somewhere else to spend the night. And she’d had to get up early to catch a zeppelin down to London; it was faster than the train, and she’d wanted to save time.


There had been nightmares, too, about burning books and destroyed Libraries. Perfectly reasonable nightmares, based on the events of not long ago. But she wasn’t going to discuss them.


‘I dislike the fact that she treated you like a servant,’ Kai commented. His voice had an undertone to it that promised reprisals.


‘Leave it for the moment,’ Irene said wearily. ‘I’m not going to waste my time feeling insulted. And don’t you think we’ve got more serious problems to consider? Much more serious problems?’


‘You’re a Librarian-in-Residence,’ Kai said firmly. ‘And you’re a Librarian, anyhow. That gives you a diplomatic ranking which any proper court would recognize. She behaved as if your honour was for sale. That sort of attitude is politically unwise. I don’t like what it says about her.’


‘Let’s get back to what Jin Zhi said, then,’ Irene said. ‘Assuming it was Jin Zhi and not just another gold dragon posing as her in order to confuse the issue. If she’s telling the truth and her rival’s enlisted another Librarian – who is her rival, by the way?’


‘Qing Song,’ Kai said. ‘I only know the basics about both of them. Neither have any particular scandals to their name. I could try to find out more . . . if you don’t mind it being known that I’m asking questions.’


‘When you say “basics”, how far does that go?’ Irene asked.


‘The key word I kept on hearing about Jin Zhi was gracious,’ Kai said slowly. ‘Always courteous, always reasonable. Very much like the person you met, when she was being pleasant to you. Generous to her servants, amiable to her allies, polite even to her adversaries. Only loses her temper on rare occasions. Very good at playing the piano,’ he added as an afterthought. ‘But . . . unobjectionable. A convenient candidate. No real enemies.’


‘She sounds too good to be true.’


Kai shrugged. ‘It can happen.’


‘Or just good at covering her tracks?’ Irene asked.


Kai frowned. ‘That’s a good point. Li Ming’s cousin had said she’s much less public than most of her rank about her activities and relationships. There might be something that she doesn’t want people to know.’


‘Other than contacting Librarians on her own?’


‘Yes, normally one would have a servant do that,’ Kai agreed. ‘Still, she’s certainly competent. She passed all the other challenges the Queen set. If she is doing something behind the scenes, that doesn’t necessarily make her flawed.’


Irene nodded. ‘And Qing Song?’ Half of her attention was outside. Nobody had tried to approach their lodgings or do anything she could interpret as suspicious, but her instincts were still on the alert, from years of experience. She and Kai needed to stay out of sight.


‘Oh, he has the experience,’ Kai said. ‘Three times now he and his servants have stopped Fae infiltration of worlds under his control. Though, to be technically accurate, one of those worlds was under a cousin’s lordship. There was some criticism there. The cousin should have dealt with it himself, or should at least have asked for help before Qing Song stepped in.’ He thought about it. ‘A stern personality, Li Ming said, but not unjust. A firm hand in rulership and in punishment. Someone with strong expectations of the world around him, who might react badly if those expectations weren’t met. A lord who expects other dragons to respect his territory and property.’


Irene frowned. ‘Was that a warning from Li Ming? It sounds like one.’ If Ao Shun wanted a warning dropped unobtrusively in his nephew’s ear, Li Ming would be the logical conduit.


‘I didn’t think so at the time.’ Kai paused, considering. ‘But why should it be? Why would he even think I’d go anywhere near Qing Song? He knows I’m with you at the moment.’


‘And he knows I’m a Librarian,’ Irene said. ‘I wonder how many other people have heard that Qing Song might be employing a Librarian?’ Her stomach knotted in foreboding. If these rumours had already spread, then the situation might have passed the point where it could be disproved. And people were more than ready to believe gossip. There was no time to lose. She had to find out if this was true – and if it was, then she had to stop it. Or the Library was in grave danger.
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