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    About the Author







Prophecy is not an art, nor (when it is taken for prediction) a constant vocation, but an extraordinary and temporary employment from God, most often of good men, but sometimes also of the wicked.


			Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan


			~


			Knowledge of the future is only a flowery trapping of the Tao. It is the beginning of folly.


			Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching 


			(Translation by Gia-fu Feng and Jane English)
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			Hampstead Heath, London


			February 16, 1914


			Lilith Albright rattled across the heath on the back of her motorcycle, pushing for speed as though it were possible to outrun the inevitable.


			Dark clouds scudded over the broad, open countryside, the brown fields broken by tumbled stone walls or hedges of twisted gorse. The wind was still sharp with the lingering bite of winter. It was hardly an ideal day for a ride, but Lily had not taken the green, mud-spattered Triumph out for a pleasure cruise. 


			It was an escape, and it was futile. What she was running from could not be outpaced. That was the trouble with the future.


			~


			It began early that morning with the washbasin. 


			Lily splashed the cold water over her face. Drops ran down the line of her jaw and fell into the enameled bowl, shattering the surface of the water into a thousand tiny ripples. 


			The ripples coursed across the shallow reflection of her features—her mother’s infamous auburn hair, her father’s sharp gray eyes. Then the moving water transformed, shifting to become a whirlwind of light, spinning snow. 


			The blizzard obscured the uncomfortable familiarity of her face, devouring it in a veil of white that parted to reveal a new scene: the open door to her building on March Place in Bloomsbury. 


			Icy flakes spun around her, blowing in to dust the worn carpet. 


			In the vision, Lily drifted across the threshold. 


			Besides the snow on the floor, the hallway looked as it always did. The walls were papered in a rust-hued paisley, accented with a still life painting of a pair of oily pilchards resting next to a mug of flat ale. The air smelled vaguely of boiled nettles.


			Light spilled down from the landing above, coming from the open door to the flat that sat directly beneath her own. These were the rooms where her neighbor, Estelle, lived with her companion, Miss Bard. 


			Lily rose to the landing and looked inside.


			The living room was empty save for the dog on the rug. The animal was pale green and split precisely in half. It lay in a pile of ashes, looking up at Lily with sad eyes. 


			She moved past it, drawn toward the bedroom. 


			The air felt stuffy, crowded with some unseen presence. Estelle sat at her vanity, gazing into the mirror, her eyes locked on the closet behind her, the door of which sat ajar. 


			Inside, something moved. 


			It was a subtle shift of the shadows accompanied by a soft tinkling of glass like bottles dancing in a milkman’s crate. The shifting gathered mass, took on speed, and rushed into the room. It swept toward them in a shape both like and unlike that of a man. It thrust forward a long silver weapon, thin and sharp as a fencer’s sword. The glittering point met the skin of Estelle’s arm and the mirror shattered, cracks spider-webbing from side to side. 


			In her seat at the vanity, Estelle tipped backwards. Her descent halted abruptly halfway to the floor. Suspended, her thin body swung from the chair and passed out of the room, heels dragging on the rug. 


			The snow came in, whirling with blinding intensity. 


			The storm passed and Lily was somewhere else, somewhere strange and wrapped in darkness.


			The air smelled acrid, chemical. The walls around her were made of stacked glass, bottles and jars that caught and reflected the ghostly image of a flickering flame, then multiplied it in myriad dark, shimmering facets. 


			“Thief,” said a voice from behind her, hoarse and thick with an unfamiliar accent. 


			It was Estelle. Lily turned to see her sitting on a flat wooden table, her face white and pale as death. She held a hand to her throat. Blood seeped through her fingers, staining the bright blue of her robe. Her eyes were wide, staring vacantly into the nothingness over Lily’s shoulder. 


			Smoke curled around her feet, tendrils rising to embrace her. 


			“Murderer,” she said, raising a long, trembling hand. She pointed into the shadows. “Alukah.”


			Estelle vanished, swallowed by the smoke and the darkness. The ground before Lily opened to reveal a pool of dark water, its surface quaking as though disturbed by some sudden intrusion. She fell towards it, and then the dark water was at her feet, spilling across her bedroom floor from where the overturned washbasin spun slowly into stillness. 


			~


			Lily fought a familiar cocktail of rage and grief as she opened the throttle of the Triumph, taking the motorcycle to its bone-shaking limit, teeth clenched against the jars and jolts of the road. The brown expanse of the heath blurred into an afterthought. 


			For as long as she could remember, she had been plagued by glimpses of the future. 


			 All manner of horrors paraded themselves across her mind. House fires promised to leave charred corpses in their wake. The bone of a neighbor’s leg pointed its splintered end up through the flesh. Ships faltered in the icy waters of the North Sea.


			For years, she tried to put the knowledge to use. She warned, begged, lied and manipulated to steer events toward a different outcome. As a girl, she tripped orange sellers to keep them from stumbling into an oncoming lorry or stole travel vouchers from nightstands. She tormented dogs into taking a snap at her before they could inflict more irreversible damage on someone else. 


			To the rest of the world, it looked like the most rank disobedience. She went through nannies like handkerchiefs. Her mother’s airy disinterest in discipline was the only thing that kept Lily from being regularly beaten. 


			Far worse than any punishment she did receive was the knowledge that her efforts meant nothing. 


			The fire she averted one day would come roaring through the next week. A bone saved from breaking would find another way to shatter. She would dash into the street to catch a cat no one else knew was about to be hit by an omnibus, only to see the same animal lying by the side of the road the next day, covered in flies. 


			She kept trying. She fought to win her lonely battle against fate despite the steely opposition of the nannies and the guilt, grief and gutting frustration—right up until the day her mother died. 


			Lily foresaw it in exquisite detail. 


			She used every tactic in her extensive repertoire to prevent it. For a brief moment, it looked as though she might actually succeed. Mad requests were made and acceded to. A few key personal items were successfully misplaced. Everything was in place for this future, finally, to turn out differently. 


			Until it didn’t. 


			Lily finally accepted the truth. There would be no changing what she saw in her visions. It wasn’t a gift or a responsibility. It was a curse, her own private torture. 


			Banished to a cold, gray finishing school for five withering years, she had tried to escape from that curse. Feeling a vision come over her, she attempted everything from pinches to reciting Milton or once, memorably, sticking a fork into an electrical outlet to short circuit the revelation. 


			None of it worked. She could not prevent the knowledge from coming to her. She could do nothing except try her damnedest to ignore it, then keep living despite the unavoidable, stabbing guilt, and the rage and frustration that threatened to burn her up from the inside out. 


			Most days, living was enough. 


			Then there were days like today. 


			She leaned into a turn, the motorcycle bouncing against a bump in the road. She gripped the handlebars, hands iron-tight, willing the Triumph into submission. 


			The profile of an old manor rose up beyond the sharp thorns of the hedge. The stone walls were stained with age, the windows fogged with years of dirt. Scaffolding ran along one long wing, tarps flapping in the icy breeze. 


			There were no other houses here. No cars or carriages cluttered the road. Only the dark figure of a lone horseman riding across the fields broke the isolation of the scene. 


			Estelle was going to die. 


			Estelle who made her living speaking to the dead, who loved gossip, turbans, and a particularly unctuous brand of Italian sweet vermouth. She was adept at catching Lily at the exact moment she was coming up the stairs, luring her into a glass or a chat or the whirlwind of some scandal or another. 


			It was not easy to make friends, living with knowledge that could never be shared. At any moment, Lily might discover that the people she had come to care for would be taken from her. Estelle had been the first one in a very long time to blow past her carefully laid defenses and find a way into her heart. Now some monster was going to make a ghost of her. 


			So Lily ran. She had run from the flat, grabbing her riding clothes and bolting out into the chill of the morning. She caught the tram to Highgate, on the outskirts of the sprawling expanse of London, and retrieved her Triumph from the garage. She rode it as though grief could be left behind by speed and distance. 


			Her tires devoured the deserted road, the chill biting at the exposed skin of her cheeks and neck. This was usually a miracle cure, a panacea for all manner of ills. The feeling of racing into the wind, of changing her course with a shift of her weight, must be the nearest thing in the world to flying. Lily could be plagued with frustrations, and an hour or two on the motorbike would leave her feeling peaceful as a monk. 


			Not this time. 


			Out in the fields, the horseman kicked into a gallop, flying across the open fields of grass and heather. Lily joined him, leaning low over the handlebars. The engine roared and shook beneath her, straining with what she demanded of it, but it couldn’t push the image of Estelle’s bloodstained form from her mind. It was impossible to outrun the feeling of her own powerlessness. All her reckless pace earned her were stiff muscles and a chapped nose. 


			Nothing changed. Nothing ever would. 


			Then a sharp crack splintered the stillness of the heath. 


			The Triumph lurched beneath her as a trail of flame blazed across her thigh. The engine skipped, squealed. Tires skidded against the dry dust of the road. The horizon shifted, rising up as the motorcycle tipped her toward the ground. 


			She hit the road hard and felt the bite of it tear at the thick wool covering her shoulder. The motorcycle spun, ripping from her legs and sliding across the packed earth. She rolled, finally coming to a stop on her back, arms spread, looking up at the wide gray expanse of the sky. 


			The clouds seemed to spin slowly above her. 


			Silence settled in, filling the space left behind by the roar of the Triumph’s engine. 


			She closed her eyes, wondering vaguely just what part of her she might have broken. 


			A new sound rose, growing from soft to a rapid intensity. It was the pounding of hooves, falling quick and heavy enough that she could feel them through the earth at her back. 


			They clattered to a stop beside her. 


			“Hold, Beatrice,” said a rich, masculine voice. 


			She opened her eyes. 


			Her unimpeded view of the sky was marred by the appearance of a man’s face as he stood over her, dark eyes framed by wind-tousled hair. 


			There was something of the country preacher about him. It was in the sober cut of his thick black wool coat, the subtle signs of wear about his cuffs. A country preacher would have worn a collar. The man leaning over her lacked that as well as his hat and the top button of his shirt. 


			The neglected button left the white cloth open at the neck, revealing a triangle of pale skin dusted lightly with dark hair. Lily found it drawing more of her attention than it ought to. It did not help that he was posed against the backdrop of the windswept heath, a setting designed to make any reasonably-proportioned male look like a hero out of a Brontë novel. 


			“You’re a woman,” he exclaimed, crouching down beside her. 


			“Yes,” Lily confirmed, wincing. 


			“You were riding that motorcycle.”


			“I was.”


			“What does that feel like?”


			It was such an odd question that Lily glanced over at him, wondering if he was ridiculing her. His expression was open, curiosity apparently genuine. 


			“Rather sore at the moment,” she replied flatly. 


			She moved to rise. A black-gloved hand pressed against her chest. 


			“You really ought not do that,” he said.


			The accent gave him away. His rich voice was clipped into the posh tones of the upper class, sounding of Eton with a dash of Oxford. There was something else there as well, something warmer—a slight burr of the North. 


			A gentleman, despite his surprising lack of a hat. 


			Lily had little reason to like gentlemen. 


			“Would you please remove your hand?” she demanded.


			He pulled it back quickly. 


			“Sorry, but you might have broken something,” he explained. “A fall from a motorcycle cannot be much different than a fall from a horse.”


			“A motorcycle is much lower to the ground,” Lily pointed out.


			“It also moves faster. Have you any pain in your neck?”


			Lily shook her head. 


			“Stop that,” he ordered, looking alarmed. “What about the rest of you?”


			“I have just crashed my motorcycle. It hurts in rather a lot of places at the moment.”


			“Wonderful,” he announced. He seemed to mean it. “Try wiggling your fingers. Your toes?”


			Lily obeyed impatiently. 


			“Does anything feel numb?” he asked.


			“No,” she replied. 


			“Headache?”


			“Not yet.”


			“Move your limbs,” he ordered. “Right arm first. Left? Now your right leg.”


			Lily obeyed mechanically and with barely concealed impatience. 


			“May I get up now?” she inquired, patience thinning.


			“You might want to take care of the bleeding before you do that.”


			Lily pushed herself into a seated position, feeling the ache of what would shortly be some significant bruising on her arms and chest. She looked down. 


			Her left thigh was covered in blood, surrounding a ragged tear in the heavy twill of her trousers. 


			“Blast,” she swore. 


			She pulled at the tear for a better look.


			She was aware of the man beside her, of the utter impropriety of revealing a pale sliver of her inner thigh in front of some well-bred stranger. She didn’t care. His opinion of her could hardly amount to much given that he had come across her lying in the road. 


			The raw tear in her thigh continued to ooze blood, soaking her leg. 


			“It’s just a scratch,” she determined.


			“It needs stitches,” the gentleman countered. 


			“I’m sure that’s not necessary.”


			“You are dripping blood onto the road.”


			He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bunch of black silk. He unwound the neat ball of it and Lily recognized the length of a cravat. He held out the neckcloth. 


			She hesitated.


			“Go on,” he encouraged. 


			“It will be stained,” she protested.


			“Then I have a further excuse not to wear it.”


			Lily gave in. She tugged off her driving gloves and took the stretch of dark fabric from him.


			She circled her thigh with the silk twice, then tied it tightly, trying not to wince. She could see where the blood already soaked through the fabric, turning it a deeper shade of black. 


			Beside her, he stood. 


			“You’ll need help getting up,” he noted, something a bit tentative edging his tone. 


			“I suppose I do,” Lily admitted. 


			There was the slightest hesitation before he extended a black-gloved hand. 


			The leather felt softer than she would have guessed, extraordinarily fine and well-worn. His grip was firm as he pulled, levering her to her feet. 


			The maneuver left them standing closer than was strictly polite. Lily noted that the stranger was of an even height with her own, his gaze meeting hers at roughly the same level, a feature that made his nearness feel even more unsettlingly intimate. 


			He quickly released her hand and stepped back. 


			“Thank you,” Lily acknowledged. 


			He assessed the scene, his eyes moving to the great, rambling pile of the ruined manor on the hill. The canvas covering the scaffolding rippled with a gust of wind. It was the only activity to be seen. Though the place was obviously under construction of some sort, no hammer blows resounded from its walls and the drive was free of any lorry or carriage. 


			He glanced the other way, toward a small copse of woodland into which the road disappeared. 


			“There’s a farmer’s cottage about half a mile down the road,” he noted. “You might be able to wait there while I fetch a physician.”


			Lily followed his gaze and could see the curl of smoke rising from the far side of the trees. 


			She considered her options. 


			The Triumph lay on its side, having slid halfway into a gorse hedge. The drive chain was snapped, which explained the wound in her thigh—it had whipped out as it broke, tearing through twill and skin. The motorcycle was useless until she could replace the part.


			She knew her resistance to accepting this gentleman’s help was entirely unfair. It was born of her reaction to that well-heeled accent. 


			Someone else was responsible for that prejudice, not the man in front of her. If she insisted on refusing his assistance, she would be left with wheeling the Triumph back to Highgate, hobbling the whole way on her wounded leg—which she was forced to admit likely did need a few stitches. 


			It was already mid-afternoon. She wouldn’t make it to the village before dark. 


			“Fine,” she agreed. 


			The gentleman whistled, the tone clear and lilting. His horse trotted over. 


			“Can you mount?” he asked.


			“I think I can manage,” she replied.


			He guided the horse beside her and held the stirrup in place as she fitted it onto the boot of her good leg. She took hold of the pummel, pushed against the stirrup, and hefted herself toward the saddle. 


			She felt her balance shift at the last moment. The stranger’s hand shot out and caught her waist, steadying her. He pulled it back as soon as she was in place. 


			“Are you settled?”


			“Yes. Thank you,” she replied. 


			“Slow and steady, Beatrice,” he said, stroking the horse’s neck as he took the reins. He led the animal down the road at a pace sedate enough for a child on a pony. 


			She was aware of the incongruity of it, this well-bred gentleman parading her down the deserted road across the heath like some battered knight leading his princess home after rescuing her from the dragon. 


			“Isn’t this a gelding?” Lily asked. 


			“Yes.”


			“Then why did you name him Beatrice?”


			“I didn’t,” he returned.


			“Then who did?” 


			“Virginia. My sister. She’s very fond of Shakespeare.”


			“Why not Henry? Or Hamlet?” Lily wondered.


			“He doesn’t seem like much of a Hamlet,” he countered. 


			Lily didn’t press the point. There was nothing to be gained from it. She did not need or want to know anything more about him, even as she was forced to admit that he didn’t seem to conform to the type of his class. His curiosity was too open, his suit too unfashionable.


			They passed through the dark little wood, the bare branches of the trees forming a woven canopy overhead. The road turned and Lily glimpsed the farm her knight had described. It was small, just a low cottage, freshly white-washed, and a few scattered outbuildings. A muddy pony grazed in the back field, a scattering of chickens pecking in the yard. 


			 The door opened as they approached, two small boys exploding out of it to run screeching down the drive. A stout female figure of middle age appeared after them. 


			“Walter, keep Reggie out of the chickens. He’ll scare them up the roof again. Oh!” she exclaimed, catching sight of the strangers at her gate. “Good afternoon, then.”


			“Apologies for disturbing you, madam,” her companion announced. “I am Lord Strangford.”


			Lord Strangford. 


			The sound of the title crawled up her skin. 


			A nobleman. That was something even worse than a gentleman. 


			“My companion Miss . . . ” He paused, looking up at Lily. “Miss?”


			“Albright,” she offered.


			“Miss Albright is in need of a physician. Might she rest here while I fetch a doctor to see to her?” he asked. “I assume there is someone in the village.”


			“That old sot?” The woman snorted. “He’ll like as not be tipsy as a sailor by this time of afternoon. No, you’d best leave her to Edna Sprout. I’ve five lads under the age of fifteen. I’ve seen more wounds than a military surgeon and I’ve a finer hand with a stitch than any doctor. It’s not as though doctors spend their evenings mending torn socks and trousers so you’d never know they had holes in them.”


			“Really, I should insist—” he began.


			“That will be fine,” Lily cut in. 


			It was a petty attempt to thwart his will, which she had no indication was directed at anything other than seeing that she was properly cared for. Fairly or not, she was annoyed at him for being what he was, so any victory felt worthwhile. 


			“Could you help her into the kitchen, your lordship?” Mrs. Sprout asked. “Mr. Sprout could do it but he’s been mucking the stalls. I wouldn’t subject a lady to him till he’s had his bath.”


			“Right,” he blurted a touch awkwardly. “Yes. Of course.”


			“Come along, then,” Mrs. Sprout ordered, heading into the house without looking back. 


			Lily made a quick protest.


			“Is that really necessary?”


			“It’s possible I might be able to fit Beatrice through the door but I am not certain your physician would appreciate it.”


			He appeared to be seriously considering it, as though it were a possible solution to some unspoken problem. 


			“She said she has five boys,” Lily noted. “The horse would likely be an improvement.”


			A smile twitched at the corner of his lip. Her own itched to mirror it. She resisted. 


			He was a nobleman. 


			“Probably best if we just walk in,” she concluded.


			“Let me help you down,” he said after an almost imperceptible hesitation.


			He set his gloved hands on her waist. Lily let herself slide forward off the saddle. He caught her, his grip steady, and guided her gently back to the ground. 


			He looked at her uncertainly. 


			“I’m not sure I can carry you.”


			The notion of him attempting it struck a chord of alarm through her. The last thing she needed was to be carried across the heath by an aristocrat with seemingly heroic intentions and a missing top button. 


			“I was thinking we might hobble,” Lily said.


			“Excellent suggestion,” he concluded with obvious relief. He looked at her as though unsure where to begin. 


			“Perhaps if I put my arm over your shoulder to take the weight off my leg,” she offered.


			“Right. Of course.”


			He took a step closer and Lily set her arm across his shoulders. 


			“Shall we?” he prompted.


			They started forward. Lily bit back a curse. He stopped.


			“You have to let me take your weight on the off-step,” he pointed out.


			“Right,” Lily breathed. “Perhaps if you put your arm around my . . . ”


			“Your waist. Yes. That would be sensible.”


			His arm came around her. They took another few steps, finding a rhythm that avoided jarring Lily’s leg. 


			“I was better at this when I was ten,” he noted, a touch short of breath.


			“Serving as a crutch?”


			“Three-legged racing.”


			“What’s a three-legged race?”


			He stopped, surprised.


			“You don’t know?”


			Lily shook her head. 


			“It’s . . . this, more or less. But without the bleeding.” He considered. “Perhaps that’s not entirely accurate. I remember a fair bit of blood. You really never played it?”


			“No,” Lily replied shortly. 


			They reached the threshold. Lord Strangford helped her hop up into the dark interior of the house. He released her at the table, which Mrs. Sprout had cleared of everything but a basin and a pile of clean towels. 


			“How may I help?” he asked. 


			“It’s only the thirteenth time I’ve set a needle to flesh and this one is less likely to wriggle than my usual patients,” Mrs. Sprout retorted. “I think I can manage it just fine on my own.” 


			“Then I’ll see if Mr. Sprout will allow the use of his cart to retrieve the lady’s motorcycle.” 


			He bowed out through the low doorway.


			Lily waited for Mrs. Sprout to comment on the oddity of a woman riding a motorcycle, but something far more intriguing had captured the housewife’s attention.


			“How lovely for you to have a lord carrying you about,” Mrs. Sprout exclaimed as she took a solid black kettle from the stove and poured the steaming water into the basin on the table. “And a fair specimen of one too, if I’m any judge of it.” She dipped a clean cloth in the water, wringing it out with calloused hands. “How long have you been courting?”


			“We’re not courting,” Lily firmly corrected her. 


			She winced as Mrs. Sprout pressed the hot cloth against her flesh. The wound fired in protest, pain flaring. The housewife wiped at the gash and Lily saw the blood, which was already drying and sticky, come away. 


			“You ought to see to that,” the older woman commented. Lily knew she was not speaking about the wound. 


			A pair of boys came dashing into the room, whirling around like a maelstrom before zipping back out the door. 


			“Walter, mind the chickens. And find Reggie his trousers!” Mrs. Sprout shouted. 


			The evidence of family life was scattered through the cozy space around her. A wooden duck was toppled on the ground in front of the fireplace. Abandoned cups of milk were scattered here and there. A stray shoe laid in the center of the floor, laces still tied. She could hear voices from the yard, the high squeal of a child’s laughter. 


			The noise and warmth and comfort—all of it was foreign to her, as strange as a country she had only rarely visited, never known. 


			The truth of that cut at her, a pain worse and more lasting than the wound on her leg. 


			Mrs. Sprout returned to the table with a bottle of carbolic and a well-thumbed newspaper.


			“Best have something to distract yourself for this part,” she said, handing her the paper.


			Lily hissed as the acid hit the wound, the burn of it shooting pain through her flesh. 


			The woman glanced over at her approvingly as she threaded her needle.


			“Any one of my boys would have been howling.” She doused the thread and instrument with more carbolic, then turned to Lily’s wound. “This’ll pinch,” she warned. 


			Lily obediently lifted the paper and tried to lose herself in it, gritting her teeth as the needle was deftly applied to her wound.


			It was one of the tabloids, printed on cheap, thin newsprint, covered in block-cut illustrations of all manner of horrors—arms being severed in sawmills, men crushed on docks. There were train wrecks in Afghanistan rife with bloodied heads and shattered limbs. Another story luridly described a massive, hairy beast reportedly seen in the wilderness of British Colombia.


			None of that pulled Lily’s attention from the prick of the needle against her flesh—until she turned the page. 


			Spiritualist Vampire Claims Another Victim, ran the headline. 


			The words raised the hairs on her arm. 


			The story was simple, an update on a case the paper had apparently been following for some time.


			Three women had so far succumbed to what the paper described as “a cruel, violent demise.” All of them went to sleep in the evening as usual only to be found in the morning dead in their beds. 


			Their bodies were drained of blood, the only mark found on them a small puncture at the throat. All the doors and windows were locked with no sign of any intrusion. 


			All three had made their living as mediums, speaking to the dead. 


			“That’s a real horror, that one,” Mrs. Sprout remarked, peering over the edge of the paper as she tugged at another stitch. “Right gave me chills. Of course, the police aren’t saying it’s a vampire. But you tell me what else could slip into a house all locked up tight and make off with a person’s blood like that?”


			Dead mediums. A puncture in the neck.


			The images forced themselves back into Lily’s mind, sharp and clear. 


			Snow piling against the pavement. The mirror cracking. The shadow, a blur of force and movement, rushing forward. 


			Estelle, pale as a ghost, with her bloodstained hand pressed to her throat. 


			Thief. Murderer. Alukah. 


			The coincidence was too powerful to dismiss. Lily knew in her bones that the murderer in the paper was the same monster that would come for her friend. It was not some ill chance Lily had foreseen but the act of a calculating killer, a single fiend who had done this before and would do it again. 


			Unless . . .


			“There,” Mrs. Sprout said, the thread in Lily’s thigh tugging as she pulled tight her knot. “Just four of them. The rest of it will heal right enough as it is, or I’m not Edna Sprout.” 


			“How is she?” a familiar male voice cut in.


			Lord Strangford stood in the doorway, the fading light of the afternoon spilling across his shoulders. 


			“I’m just putting on a fresh bandage,” Mrs. Sprout announced. 


			“The motorcycle has been collected,” he announced. “I’m afraid it’s in no condition to use. Mr. Sprout has kindly offered to take you wherever you need to go in his cart, but if you would prefer something more comfortable, I could ride back to the village and secure a carriage.”


			“That won’t be necessary,” Lily cut in quickly. “I’m sure the cart will do nicely.”


			“We’re all settled here, unless you’d like me to try to mend these trousers,” Mrs. Sprout asked.


			“You needn’t bother. They’re quite spoiled, I’m afraid,” Lily replied.


			“What, with a bit of blood?” Mrs. Sprout exclaimed. “That’s no trouble. Just needs spit.”


			“Sorry?” Lily asked. 


			“Spit,” she repeated. “Old seamstress’s trick. I learned it from my godmother. Cover the whole stain with spit, then launder it in hot water with a bit of soda. Though mind, it has to be the spit of whoever did the bleeding. Won’t work otherwise. Does the job like a charm, every time. Trust me, I’ve had plenty of reason to put it to the test.” 


			Lily felt very aware of Lord Strangford’s presence beside her, the stains of her blood marking the fine wool of his trousers thanks to their hobble up to the cottage door. 


			Should she offer to spit on them for him? 


			She stayed quiet. 


			“If you’ll help her back out again, m’lord,” Mrs. Sprout ordered. 


			“I can manage it,” Lily protested before he could respond. 


			“You will accept the gentleman’s assistance,” the housewife retorted. “I do not like to see my handiwork spoiled.”


			Lily wondered how much of the woman’s intervention had to do with the stitches and how much lay in her obvious interest in playing matchmaker. 


			“It’s no trouble,” Lord Strangford quietly declared.


			The wound throbbed. 


			She slid her legs from the table, feeling the tug of the thread against the skin of her thigh, and levered herself upright. 


			Lord Strangford placed his arm around her waist again. Lily let him take the greater part of her weight. They limped together into the yard, which was looking a bit less rough-around-the-edges thanks to the golden cast of the late afternoon light. 


			Mr. Sprout tipped his hat to her as they emerged. His face was kind, his rubber boots covered in manure. 


			“Set her in the back on the horse blankets,” Mrs. Sprout ordered. “You’re not to put another ounce of weight on that leg for the rest of the day. Longer if you can manage it, though lord knows my boys are up and dashing about on their stitches within the hour, however I try to keep them still.”


			Her rescuer stopped at the cart. He released her and Lily sat down on the open tailgate. She pushed herself back into the nest of blankets, which smelled warmly of dry straw and horse. 


			Mrs. Sprout leaned over the rail and patted Lily on the shoulder. “It was a pleasure to tend to a nice young miss for a change instead of a howling wee devil.” 


			“Thank you. Most sincerely.” She looked to the hatless aristocrat standing at the foot of the horse cart. “You as well, my lord.”


			“Beatrice and I will follow you into town and see that you’re settled,” he declared.


			“That isn’t necessary.” Lily’s reply was a touch quicker than was strictly polite. She saw Mrs. Sprout’s eyebrow go up. 


			“I see,” Lord Strangford replied. A guarded note had come into his tone and Lily knew that her reaction had not gone unnoticed. “If you’re certain.” 


			She acknowledged that the set-down wasn’t entirely deserved. He had been nothing but helpful. It wasn’t his fault he was an aristocrat.


			“I’m sure Mr. Sprout is quite capable of looking after me. You have done more than enough already.” 


			“Then I wish you good evening.”


			He bowed. It was elegant, without a hint of irony, the sort of bow that ladies in a ducal drawing room would find entirely acceptable. It was not a gesture a bedraggled woman in ripped trousers had any reason to expect as she reclined in the back of a farmer’s cart. 


			It didn’t matter, she reminded herself firmly. 


			Mr. Sprout snapped the reins and Lily’s conveyance rumbled into motion. 


			Spiritualist Vampire Claims Another Victim.


			Just beyond the broad, empty stretch of the heath lay the sprawling, teeming expanse of London—her home. Somewhere inside its maze of streets and alleys, a murderer waited. 


			One murderer. One threat. A threat that could potentially be identified, captured, and brought to justice. 


			There would be no other monster to rise up and take its place. Not for a crime like this. If she could eliminate the threat, she stopped the future horror from coming to pass.


			The equation was unimpeachable. It also begged a desperately uncomfortable question.


			Should she try?


			She was not a police inspector. She had no knowledge of tracking murderers to their lairs. But if there was even the slimmest chance that she might find the killer before he got to Estelle . . .


			The vision had taken place in the snow. It was more than halfway through February. Winter was nearly done. She might have months to accomplish it, the better part of a year. 


			Or perhaps it was only a matter of days.


			Did she dare take that terrible chance again and risk all the guilt and grief that failure might entail? 


			The cart turned from the drive, rumbling toward the village of Highgate. Gazing back, she watched Lord Strangford swing up onto his incongruously named horse. He took the reins in his gloved hands, as natural in his seat as a centaur, then rode away. 


			At the gate, Edna Sprout watched both of them go, hands on her hips, and shook her head slowly. 


			Lily knew now what that strange emotion was, the one that started to rise as she read the article in that battered newspaper. It was a feeling far more uncomfortable than the wound in her thigh or the rage that had sent her racing out onto the heath. 


			Hope.


		




		

			TWO


			[image: ]


			Night was falling. 


			Lights flickered on in the windows of the tall brick facades that lined March Place, the quiet, respectable little street in Bloomsbury where Lily rented rooms. 


			The pavement was busy with men returning home from work, dressed in sober suits and carrying briefcases. Children played in the small, tidy front gardens, the sound of their laughter ringing off the close-packed townhouses. 


			Lily was wearing a skirt, blouse and jacket, her hair maintaining a semblance of being pinned into place. She had accomplished the latter without a mirror in the shadows of the rented bay in Highgate where she stored her Triumph, and where the proprietor, Mr. Plunkett, would do the necessary work to make the motorcycle usable again. 


			There were still abrasions on her cheek and chin. She was fairly certain a large bruise was forming on her forehead. The net effect was rather less than respectable, though the denizens of March Place were too carefully polite to do more than cast her a quick, sideways glance before continuing on their way. 


			She was exhausted. The stitches in her thigh throbbed, burning as though someone had put a brand to her. The sensation stood out against the increasing chill of the evening. The brief warmth of the day had faded with the sun and sharp gusts of a cold, still-wintery wind cut through the tweed of her coat. 


			At Number 702, a lamp flared to life in the first-floor window—Estelle’s window. She was home. The sight of it sparked another quick pain, a sharp stab of guilt. 


			She had come to her senses on the long ride back to London. 


			The tram from Highgate was packed. Lily was far too stubborn to admit she needed a seat, so she had stood the whole ride from the heath to the city, then limped into Bloomsbury from her stop on Tottenham Court Road. It had meant the novelty of using her walking stick—a straight staff of yew topped with a brass globe—for the purpose it was ostensibly intended. 


			Her usual reasons for carrying it were decidedly other than supporting a lame leg. They dated back to her sixteenth birthday when she was cornered in a dark space by a man who thought to help himself to something she had no desire to offer him. 


			It was shortly after she ran away from school. She was working in a theatre, scraping a living by sweeping sawdust from the wings or sanding the paint from old set pieces. A pair of builders came by as Lily clawed and fought. Though they did nothing to intervene, the distraction they provided was sufficient to allow Lily to twist out of the rotter’s grip and get away. 


			The next day, she approached the company’s rigger, Bay. Like many riggers, Bay had once been a sailor. Like many sailors, he was also foreign, his particular place of origin being the East Indies.


			During the late hours of the night, long after the rest of the cast and crew had departed for their homes or their pubs, Lily had seen Bay on the empty stage acting out a graceful and brutal warfare against some invisible opponent. 


			“Will you teach me how to fight?” she asked. 


			His eyes flickered to the bruises on her face. 


			That night, as she swept the dust from the stage, Bay dropped a long, straight stick at her feet. 


			“Use this,” he informed her. “It is better for you than a knife. Harder for you to stab yourself with it.” 


			He called the art kali. Over the course of the next year, Lily received lessons in how to defend herself and the sailor gained an opponent to practice against. By the time he left for a better-paying job with an electrical firm, Lily was quite capable of disabling the average lecher with nothing more than four feet of stout wood. 


			She had chosen the yew staff from a prop box in the attic because it was both light and flexible. She could wield it more nimbly than some heavy block of oak and it was flexible enough that it did not break when it came up against an immovable object. 


			In the tram, the stick served to take the weight off her wounded leg as she stood crammed between bricklayers reading newspapers, a woman with a dachshund on her lap, and three unruly boys. 


			As the wound flared with every jolt of the car, Lily had admitted the truth. She did not know how to catch a murderer. If the police, who were trained to do this and had all the resources they could ask for at their disposal, were unable to find the monster who was killing London’s mediums, how could Lily possibly presume to do better? 


			It didn’t matter that the threat to Estelle rested in a single person. Lily was not capable of finding him. She admitted how foolish she had been to even consider it. It was another dead end, just as it had always been before—another example of how her ability to glimpse the future was only a freakish anomaly that would never be anything but painful. 


			Standing at the edge of a stream of evening commuters passing in front of her building, she felt the tiredness sink into her bones. She wanted to crawl into her bed, pull the blankets over her head and shut the world out. 


			She stepped forward, weaving through an opening in the flow of wool-clad bodies to mount the front steps. 


			In the hall, paisley wallpaper, faded with age, complemented her landlady Mrs. Bramble’s choice of decor—the oil painting with the off-looking pilchards mounted alongside a photograph of kittens having a tea party, wearing costumes and standing in poses no live kitten would possibly submit to. The smell of Mrs. Bramble’s signature nettle pudding permeated the air, leaving Lily both starving and glad that she had missed dinner. She could hear dishes clanging in the kitchen, the sound of her stout landlady clearing up. 


			She forced her feet up the stairs. As she climbed she watched for Cat, an enormous orange beast who did not belong to anyone in the house but was impossible to eradicate. Cat had a penchant for sleeping in places designed to endanger the lives of unsuspecting passers-by. This included the more shadowy parts of the stairwell. 


			Her path was Cat-free but felt longer than usual. She paused on the first-floor landing outside the door to Estelle’s rooms. She felt a sharp urge to slip inside, fall onto Estelle’s purple jacquard settee, and let herself simply exist as Estelle buzzed about the room.


			How could she, knowing what waited for Estelle around the turn of some unknown—but limited—quantity of days? She did not have the energy to pretend that all was well. It wasn’t. 


			She moved on until, two paces up from Estelle’s door, the stair beneath her foot gave off an alarming squeal. 


			It should not have been a surprise. There was always a stair that screamed beneath her foot as she climbed to her flat on the second floor. Yet Lily could have sworn it was usually three steps further on, or perhaps back on the floor below. Maybe it simply moved about on a whim to spite her. 


			The door behind her flew open. Estelle’s head emerged, covered—as it generally was—in an elaborate silk turban fastened with a glittering paste brooch.


			“Lily! Thank God you’re here. Come in for a moment. I’m in desperate need of a fresher set of eyes.” 


			She disappeared back into the flat without waiting for an answer, clearly expecting Lily to comply. 


			The only alternative was to ignore her and retreat to her room, a move sure to draw even more of Estelle’s notice. The far more sensible choice was to play along for a little while until she could make a plausible excuse to escape. 


			Scraping together her remaining resources, Lily turned back, limped down the two steps, and entered the drawing room. 


			It was an eclectic space. 


			Every surface was augmented with decorative pieces. A stuffed cockatoo perched on the branch of a ficus. A candelabra in the shape of a three-masted schooner rested on top of the bookcase. The lamps were pink ceramic with lace-fringed shades, the curtains a forest green velvet. There were other more unusual artifacts scattered among the bric-a-brac. An enormous straw goat head stared out from beside the coat rack. The stone carving of some old god, framed with vines, was mounted on the wall between a photograph of someone’s great aunt and a painting of a pig in a dress carrying a bunch of pussy willows. The goat head and the god belonged to Estelle’s companion and flatmate, Miss Gwendolyn Bard. Miss Bard was a renowned scholar of folklore, publishing under the pseudonym of G.W. Bard. Only a select few knew that the illustrious Bard was not, in fact, a gray-bearded gentleman but rather a plump, pretty woman of middle years with a delightful laugh. 


			Miss Bard acquired pieces like the straw goat from villages across England to help her with her studies, but Estelle insisted on plucking items she deemed “less gruesome” and incorporating them into her unique sense of decor. 


			Estelle was just as eccentric as the drawing room. She was tall and willowy, with graceful lines of age marking her face. She wore a flowing silk caftan in a bold peacock print, and gilded bobs dangled from her ears. She held up a large green vessel, executed in Chinese style. The handles took the form of curling dragons and the lid appeared to be crafted in the shape of a crouching Shih Tzu. 


			“I’m looking for the right spot for my latest objet d’arte and I’m simply at a loss. I thought it might fit on the mantel next to the shepherdesses, but there are too many of them—I haven’t another square inch up there. It would look marvelous on the plinth, but then where do I put the cupid?”


			Lily set her stick in the stand by the door and glanced over at the plaster cherub in question, who was balanced with surprising grace on a single pudgy leg atop a fat marble column.


			“Where’s Miss Bard?” she asked. 


			“Gwen? She’s at a lecture on Celtic solar deities. Or maybe it was a ladies’ suffrage bake sale? I can never keep track. And anyway, she’s no use for this sort of thing. She just keeps rattling on about how the dragons ought to have legs.”


			“What is it?” Lily asked. 


			“An urn, darling,” Estelle replied.


			“A funerary urn? Is there anyone inside?”


			Estelle plucked off the lid, peered in, and plopped the Shih Tzu back into place. 


			“No.” She looked up at Lily and frowned. “What happened to your face?”


			“It’s nothing,” Lily replied quickly. 


			Estelle popped the urn onto the seat of a worn, mustard yellow armchair. She took Lily by the arm and tugged her closer to the lace-fringed lamp. 


			“It looks like you took sandpaper to your chin. And that bruise! You had an accident with that contraption of yours, didn’t you? How many times do I have to tell you, it’s a death trap—though admittedly very exciting. Sit down. How could you let me keep rattling on about the decor when you’re suffering from the aftereffects of a road accident?” 


			Estelle pushed Lily onto the purple settee, then lifted her feet and set them on the matching ottoman. She turned to the bar, splashing something into a crystal sherry glass. She extended it to Lily. 


			“Drink this,” she ordered.


			“I’m fine, really,” Lily protested. 


			“It’s a restorative. Drink it,” Estelle pressed.


			“Is it the vermouth?” 


			Estelle had an inexplicable preference for a particularly vile brand of Italian vermouth, one that tasted like over-sugared cough syrup. 


			“No,” Estelle returned. “Why? Do you want some vermouth?”


			Lily sniffed the glass. It smelled like brandy. 


			“No, thank you. This is fine,” she quickly concluded. 


			Estelle filled her own glass with the vermouth, then plopped down next to Lily on the settee. 


			“So what happened?” she demanded.


			“Nothing. It was an accident,” Lily replied.


			“Was anyone killed?”


			“No. It wasn’t a collision. The drive chain broke and I fell. That’s all.”


			“Hmmm. You’re sure there wasn’t a man involved?” Estelle returned.


			Lily nearly choked on her brandy. The image of Lord Strangford rushed into her mind—the feel of dark-gloved hands on her waist as he helped her off his horse. She controlled the reaction, knowing Estelle fully capable of picking up on any sign of discomfort she might show. 


			“What makes you think there was a man involved?” she replied casually. 


			Estelle fluttered her long fingers. 


			“Just a little voice whispering in my ear.” 


			Lily knew what she was implying. Estelle had a habit of casually referencing the departed in her conversations. Lily tried to view it as just another bit of charming eccentricity. 


			Lily had never seen any evidence that the claims of mediums like Estelle were true. On the contrary, during her theatre days she had known a stage magician with a particular dislike for spiritualism who made a point of unveiling the various tricks London’s psychics used to convince those attending their séances of their legitimacy. 


			She couldn’t believe that Estelle was a deliberate fraud, but her friend had a remarkably sharp sense of intuition and an almost preternatural talent for collecting gossip. Perhaps she took those things for something more, interpreting the insights they gave her as something otherworldly. 


			“The Triumph threw a chain, and I fell. That’s all,” Lily asserted. 


			“If you say so,” Estelle replied lightly.


			A silence followed. Both women sipped their liquor. Lily was left with the distinct feeling that Estelle knew perfectly well she was hiding something but allowed the matter to rest because she was entirely confident she would—eventually—wrangle the truth out of her. 


			It would have been a plausible confidence. Estelle was a master at getting things out of people. 


			Lily was equally skilled at keeping secrets—like the one she currently carried inside of her, of what waited for Estelle after the next snow. 


			If anyone in the room was a fraud, it was Lily, she thought guiltily. Here she sat, quietly drinking her brandy, knowing full well that a horrible threat was closing in on the woman beside her . . . and doing absolutely nothing about it. 


			There was nothing she could do, she reminded herself forcefully. She had been down this road before, more times than she could count. It was always the same. The only difference here was that she usually didn’t have to sit and gossip with the people she knew were about to fall victim to horrors she had foreseen. 


			Pretending nothing was wrong was hard. It made her miserable, far more so than the throbbing pain in her thigh or the ache in her bruised ribs. 


			She emptied her glass, then set it down on the table. 


			“Thank you for the brandy,” she announced. “But I really ought to be—”


			She was cut off by the sound of a sharp rap on the door. She glanced over at it. 


			“Don’t mind that. It’s just Agnes,” Estelle said, waving a hand dismissively. 


			“Are you just going to leave her out there?” Lily objected.


			“Out where?”


			“On the landing.”


			“There’s no one on the landing,” Estelle replied.


			“What about Agnes?”


			“Agnes?” she echoed.


			“The one you said just knocked.”


			“Oh!” Estelle exclaimed. “Agnes isn’t on the landing, darling. Agnes is dead.” 


			Estelle reached a long arm back and plucked her vermouth bottle from the bar. She filled her glass, then set the bottle on the coffee table. 


			“She’s been knocking about the place since last Thursday,” she continued. “Gwen keeps threatening to call a plumber. She thinks it’s air in the pipes, if she notices it at all. You know how she gets when she has her nose in a book.”


			A gust of wind hit the house, rattling the panes of the windows. Of course, the knock at the door must have been the bones of the house protesting against a gusty winter evening. 


			Estelle went on. 


			“She’s a bit of a nuisance, but I can’t bring myself to tell her to move along. I mean, the poor thing has been through enough, being murdered in her sleep. One can hardly blame her for being a mite restless.” 


			“Oh. She was murdered, was she?” Lily asked casually.


			“Mmm-hmm,” Estelle answered through her vermouth. “You might have heard about it. It’s been all over the newspaper.”


			Lily’s attention sharpened. 


			“Which paper is that?”


			“Any of them that matter,” Estelle returned with an airy wave of her hand. “‘Spiritualist drained of blood in her sleep.’ It’s been quite sensational. Really, darling, you must get out a bit more.”


			Dora Heller, Agnes McKenney, Sylvia Durst—those were the three victims named in the article Lily read earlier that afternoon. 


			It’s just Agnes.


			Estelle possessed a wild imagination. She also poured through several newspapers daily, culling gossip from the society columns. She must have read the same story as Lily and convinced herself that she was communicating with one of the victims. 


			“You’re talking about the vampire,” Lily asked carefully. 


			Estelle snorted.


			“There’s no such thing as vampires.” 


			“I read that this killer was targeting mediums,” Lily said slowly, keeping her tone casual.


			“Yes, that seems to be the rub of it.” 


			“You haven’t started advertising again, have you?” Lily pressed.


			Estelle held séances twice a week, on Wednesdays and Saturdays. They were open to the public and served as the primary means by which she recruited customers for her real source of income—private sessions with individual clients. A few months ago, sheer word of mouth had made these events so busy, and Estelle’s consultation schedule so full, that she had withdrawn her advertisements. 


			Estelle sipped her vermouth. 


			“Why do you ask?” she casually returned.


			“Well, if there’s a murderer out there targeting mediums, perhaps now would not be the time to put your name in the papers,” Lily pointed out. “You never know how he’s choosing his victims.”


			“Or she,” Estelle replied.


			“She?”


			“It could be a woman, couldn’t it?” Estelle tossed back.


			Lily was momentarily taken aback. She thought back to the vision, the shadow rushing forward from the darkness over Estelle’s shoulder. It had been formless, featureless, and yet something about it had felt distinctly masculine to her, so much so that she had never even questioned it. 


			Not that she was about to admit any of that.


			“Well, yes. I suppose it could be,” she said instead.


			“Lord knows Agnes herself hasn’t been very helpful with settling the question,” Estelle complained. 


			“Oh?” Lily asked, picking up her empty glass and twirling it between her fingers. 


			Estelle sighed. “Every time I ask her about it—who was it that did you in, Agnes?—she just shows me a lamp.”


			“A lamp?” Lily echoed.


			“A lamp,” Estelle confirmed. 


			“What sort of lamp?” Lily asked, mainly because she was not at all sure what else she could say. 


			“Built-in gas fixture,” Estelle replied unhesitatingly. She picked up the vermouth bottle and tipped some into the glass Lily was still holding between her fingers. “She’s dreadfully confused. It’s hardly surprising, given what she’s been through.” 


			Lily looked at the brimming glass of unctuous liquor and realized she had no choice but to find a way to swallow it. 


			She took a sip—a large one. That got it down faster. 


			“I’m only saying that perhaps you ought to take some precautions,” she went on, once her throat had cleared enough to speak again.


			“Oh?” Estelle asked carefully. 


			Lily could hear the sharp interest in her tone and knew she was treading closer to dangerous waters. 


			She could navigate this. She would go just a touch further—hardly anything beyond what any sensible person might say, under the circumstances. 


			“What I mean to say is, if there’s a killer out there somewhere stalking mediums, perhaps you ought to keep a low profile for a while,” she went on. “Check the windows are locked. Avoid hanging about the house on your own.” 


			“I see,” Estelle replied evenly. 


			Three sharp raps resounded through the room. They came from the ceiling, above which was Lily’s empty flat.


			The wind battered at the house again and the coals shifted in the hearth. 


			“I can’t help but wonder,” Estelle began, twirling the delicate stem of her glass. 


			“About the murders?” Lily offered. 


			“About you,” her friend replied. 


			An alarm sounded in Lily’s mind. She hid the tension by sipping the vermouth. 


			“I’m hardly anything worth wondering over,” she replied, her voice just a touch hoarse from the liquor. 


			Estelle set down her drink. 


			“I think we should play a game,” she announced. 


			Lily’s sense of danger increased.


			“I would love to, but it’s been a terribly long day—” she protested.


			“Oh, it won’t take very long,” Estelle cut in. “It’s just a little parlor amusement. You ask me a question and I tell you the truth. Then I do the same to you.” 


			There was no way out of it short of rudely standing and saying goodnight—a maneuver sure to only increase Estelle’s interest. The prudent course of action was to brush it all off as a whim, play along, and then make her escape. 


			“Fine,” Lily returned. “If you insist. But then I really must be off to bed before I become too stiff to move. What would you like to know?”


			“No,” Estelle countered. “You first. Ask me a question.”


			Lily searched for an idea. Her eyes stopped on the green urn which rested on the cushion of the armchair like a particularly reticent participant in their conversation. 


			“How much did you pay for that?” she demanded.


			“Four shillings.” 


			“You were robbed,” Lily noted.


			“My taste is my own,” Estelle replied. “My turn. Are you Deirdre Albright’s daughter?”


			The sound of the name dropped the room into an uncanny stillness. Lily’s heart thudded like a hare scenting a fox, deciding whether to blend into the landscape or bolt.


			“It’s the hair,” Estelle explained, not waiting for her answer. “That red so dark you could almost take it for brown until the light sparked off of it. I’m old enough to remember that there was once a woman famous for hair like that, and you’ve got the same name. You might have come off some other branch of the family, but I’ve never heard you mention any relatives—not so much as an irritating great-aunt. So one could not help but wonder—”


			“Yes,” Lily cut in quietly.


			Estelle beamed. 


			“I knew it! I resisted for as long as I could. You must believe that. But I had to ask. I never saw your mother perform, but I know people who did. I heard she was quite extraordinary.”


			Lily waited for the rest of it—for the inevitable, if sympathetic, mention of “how terribly tragic it must have been for you.” Anyone who knew the name Deirdre Albright likely knew the rest of her story—how it had ended. 


			Estelle did not mention it. Instead, she sipped her vermouth, shifting the conversation as though she hadn’t just brought up Lily’s brutally-murdered mother. 


			“Your turn,” she noted. 


			Lily did not like this game. She wanted it to be over. Perhaps if she could unsettle Estelle as well as she herself had just been rattled, it might bring things to an earlier close. 


			She knew it was not a generous impulse, particularly with a woman she cared about—a woman who was destined to die before very long—but she was too tired and shaken to resist it.


			 “Do you ever wonder if the spirits you talk to aren’t really spirits?” Lily asked. “That perhaps they’re just figments of your imagination that you take for something more?”


			“Not in the least,” Estelle replied easily. “My turn again. Who’s your father?”


			The room got smaller. 


			“You know who he is,” she continued. “That much is obvious. He’s also clearly still around. It’s in the little signals you don’t know you’re sending when Gwen talks about her dad plowing over that Iron Age ring fort in his barley field, or when I try to get your opinion about rearranging the family portraits again. And there were rumors, of course, though some were rather wild. One never can be sure quite how much stock to put in—”


			“The Earl of Torrington,” Lily cut in flatly. She finished the vermouth and set the glass down on the table with a sharp rap. 


			“Of course,” Estelle replied softly. “How did I not see it before? It’s in your nose, the cut of your jaw. And the eyes. That Torrington gray. So distinctive.” 


			There was no hint of disapproval in her tone, no subtle sense of poking at someone’s inferiority. Nothing indicated that Estelle thought any less of Lily, knowing that she was a bastard. 


			The daughter of a notorious actress and the earl who made her his mistress, who had enjoyed her company on lazy afternoons before returning home to his countess and brood of well-bred heirs. 


			She should have been surprised it took Estelle this long to pry it out of her. She had lived upstairs for the better part of three years and some scandals were too wicked to properly fade with age. 


			There was no reason for her to be angry. Her hackles were up regardless, leaving her feeling as defensive as a cornered dog. She fought not to let it show. 


			“I was unaware you were acquainted with Lord Torrington,” she said evenly. 


			Estelle waved dismissively. “We’re not acquainted, darling. We don’t exactly move in the same circles. I’ve just seen him here and there. He’s the sort of person one notices.” 


			He was, indeed, the sort of person one noticed. Lord Torrington was one of the most powerful men in the kingdom, head of an ancient, noble house with vast holdings in Sussex. A tall man, well-built, with brilliant silver hair and a sharp, patrician nose, he was also a political player who, though he held no official position beyond that granted by his title in the House of Lords, was known to be the moving force behind a great deal of what actually got done in Parliament. 


			She remembered when that silver mane was peppered rather than all salt, when those elegant hands had tousled her hair or tossed sweets to her from his pockets as he passed by. She had not known him as a peer of the realm and man of influence then, but simply as an occasional, distantly affectionate presence in the house. 


			Until the house was empty. 


			“Is it my turn, then?” Lily demanded, unable to keep a slight edge from her tone. 


			“By all means,” Estelle offered with a gracious wave of her hand. “Last round, though, so make it count.”


			Lily searched for a question. She knew the clever thing to do would be to simply throw one away, perhaps asking Estelle where she got the cupid or when she was going to replace those terrible curtains. 


			Her friend had riled her, though admittedly the questions she asked weren’t entirely inappropriate. After all, how impertinent was it to ask a woman you’d known for years about her parents? Lily’s reactions had been outsized, but there they were, and she found the result was an urge to engage with the stakes of the game, to find a question that would make Estelle feel as caught off-guard as Lily had been—which was no easy task. 


			Mentioning Lord Torrington had a way of doing that to her. 


			“If I told you that you were in danger,” she asked, her voice carefully and deliberately even, “Would you believe me?”


			Estelle stopped twirling her glass. She fixed Lily with that studying, penetrating look, but Lily could see that she was genuinely surprised. It gave her a small burst of satisfaction. 


			Then something in Estelle’s expression shifted. Lily had the sense of an analysis being completed, a conclusion being drawn. 


			Estelle set down her glass, her movements graceful and poised. 


			“Tomorrow morning, I would like you to pay a call with me,” she announced.


			“I’m not sure that I’m—” Lily began.


			“Of course you’re available, darling,” Estelle cut in. “You never have appointments before eleven o’clock. I’ll arrange for a hackney at nine.”


			“Isn’t that rather early?” Lily protested.


			“Not where we’re going.” Estelle stood and extended her hand. “I’ve been terribly selfish. You must be exhausted. I can’t begin to imagine what sort of a day you’ve had, and here I am tying you up with chatter when I’m sure all you want is to climb into bed.” 


			Lily accepted the hand and Estelle hauled her to her feet. She walked her over to the door, handing her the walking stick. 


			As much as she wanted to go, Lily hesitated for a moment, unable to resist her own curiosity. 


			“You haven’t answered my question,” she noted.


			“We’ll chat about it tomorrow,” Estelle replied.


			“But you still have one more question of your own.” 


			“Then why don’t I ask it, and we’ll both sleep on our answers?” Estelle offered.


			“Fine,” Lily agreed. She was still rattled and the tiredness was settling more firmly in, dragging at her. She was ready to be done with this day, with every troubling minute of it. 


			“If I were in danger, would you tell me?” Estelle asked. 


			The sense of threat flared up again, the abrupt jump in her pulse as though she suddenly looked down to find she was standing on the edge of a terrifying precipice. 


			“Off to bed, then, before you fall over,” Estelle finished cheerfully. “Watch out for Cat on the stairs. I’ll see you at nine.” 


			She slipped back into her rooms. The door slammed shut, leaving Lily alone with her ghosts in the gloom of the hall. 


			


		




		

			THREE
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			Estelle knocked at Lily’s door promptly at nine in the morning. 


			Lily had been half-hoping she would sleep in. Nine was ungodly early for Estelle, who kept similar hours to the dead, yet there she was, her caftan covered with a warm wool overcoat that made her look almost ordinary. 


			“Come along, darling. Our carriage awaits,” she announced. 


			Lily was ready for her. She had made sure she was up and dressed, just in case Estelle decided to follow through on the promise—or was it a threat?—of the night before. The only thing she did not have ready was an excuse plausible enough to get her out of this appointment. It was rather difficult to come up with plausible excuses when she had no idea where she was supposed to be going. 


			She reminded herself that whatever unusual social waters Estelle planned to sail them into, Lily was perfectly capable of navigating the current. She would almost certainly have managed odder circumstances before. 


			She was stiff but less sore than she had been last night. Before dressing, she had examined her stitches. They appeared to be quite neat and well-placed, the wound showing no sign of infection. The scabs on her face were also healing up well enough, though they made for a rather obvious and ugly presence in the meantime. She considered wearing a hat with a veil, but rejected the idea. She would take the occasional stare from passers-by over not being able to see where she was going. 


			She plucked her walking stick from its place by the door and followed Estelle down the stairs. 


			Miss Bard met them on the landing, pulling the door to the flat she and Estelle shared closed behind her. 


			“Are you coming too?” Lily asked. 


			“Coming where?” she asked, smiling. Miss Bard always reminded Lily of a plump brown wren. 


			“She’s off to watch a bunch of men dance around in funny hats,” Estelle explained.


			“It’s a mummer’s dance in honor of the feast of St. John the Saxon, thank you very much,” Miss Bard clarified. “Where are you two off to?”


			“Nowhere special,” Estelle replied shortly. 


			Miss Bard raised a knowing eyebrow. 


			“Our hackney’s waiting. Come along, Lily,” the older woman ordered, hauling her down the stairs.


			The carriage was an unusual indulgence for Lily. She generally viewed hackneys as an unnecessary expense. She knew this was a hangover from a time when her finances had been more severely limited. She could afford the ride now without any trouble.


			“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” she asked, once they were settled in and rolling down March Place.


			“I told you. To meet a friend,” Estelle replied shortly.


			Lily waited for more information. Estelle did not offer it. They rode on in silence. The carriage swayed around a turn, then came to an abrupt halt as traffic jammed the narrow street. Ahead, a pair of police constables blocked the road, waving and whistling everyone to a stop. The road beyond the policemen was broad and empty. Why weren’t they moving?


			Then the answer came rolling into view—the gleaming line of a royal motorcade. As annoyed as she was at being trapped, Lily supposed she couldn’t entirely regret the delay. It was thanks to that shining bronze motorcar that she had awoken that morning in a comfortable if modest attic flat and not a cramped room shared with a pair of chorus girls. 


			Lily had fled finishing school at sixteen, using her last few coins to get the train to London. Once there, she had gone to the only place she knew she stood a chance of making a living on her own—Drury Lane. 


			Lily was not an actress. She hated the attention of being on stage and had too much of her father in her to be considered the same sort of beauty her mother had been. “Striking” was how her appearance had been described on more than one occasion. Still, she had spent enough time exploring the maze-like world behind the stage while her mother drank sherry and gossiped with old friends that she understood the inner workings of a theatre. 


			It was also a world where no one judged Lily for the unusual circumstances of her birth. 


			Of course, it had not been strictly necessary. There were other funds at her disposal, deposited with clockwork regularity every month. 


			Lily never touched that account, not even when she lacked three pennies to scrape together for supper.


			Five years later, when Lily’s circumstances were verging on desperate, a trim, elderly solicitor had shown up at her door and informed her that—as it was her 21st birthday—she was now the sole heir of her mother’s trust. 


			It consisted of a small fund from a starring role at the Theatre Royal which Deirdre had invested in a startup company by the name of Daimler . . . a company that later secured exclusive rights to provide automobiles to the royal family. 


			Deirdre Albright’s little nest egg had grown to over 100 times its initial value and now paid a tidy dividend every month with occasional bonuses like the one that had purchased the Triumph. It was enough to provide Lily with a modest but entirely decent living. 


			It was still a lonely living. The woman beside her in the carriage was one of the only people to penetrate Lily’s longstanding defenses, and now she was going to die.


			The long line of shining Daimlers finally passed. The policemen waved the traffic back into motion. 


			“Don’t think I’ve forgotten about him,” Estelle said. 


			“About whom?” Lily echoed, confused.


			“The man involved in your accident.” 


			Lily made no reply. 


			Estelle smiled, leaning back comfortably. “You know I’ll get it out of you eventually.”


			The carriage rolled around another corner, then rocked to a stop. 


			“We’re here,” Estelle announced cheerfully, hopping out. 


			Lily lingered for a moment behind her, surprise rooting her to the seat. Were it not for the motorcade, they wouldn’t have been in the carriage more than five minutes. 


			The hackney was waiting. She stepped out. 


			“It would’ve been faster if we walked,” she said as Estelle handed a few coins to the driver.


			“I will never understand your insistence on wearing out perfectly good pairs of shoes. Besides, you’re wounded.”


			Lily looked around as the carriage pulled away. She recognized where she was. This was Bedford Square, a posh garden park located just behind the British Museum. Though nearby, it was several steps up from the middle-class respectability of March Place. 


			They stopped in front of a pair of tall, fine houses built of washed limestone that stood out, pale and bright, against the red brick facades to either side. Elegant fan lights accented the doors, which were both painted a rich, deep blue, positioned between faux columns marked in bas-relief. They gave the structures a distinctly Grecian air as though the two houses were in fact a single temple to some ancient god, built with opulence and good taste, and lovingly cared for. 


			It looked very fine, like the sort of place where someone of Lily’s social standing was unlikely to be welcome. 


			Estelle skipped up the steps to the door on the right. A gleaming brass plaque was mounted on the limestone beside the blue panel. It was marked with a series of characters Lily thought must be Chinese. Instead of knocking, Estelle simply turned the knob and pushed open the door. 


			“It’s never locked,” she called back over her shoulder as she went in, as though that were sufficient explanation for why she was walking unannounced into someone else’s house. 


			The prospect of following paralyzed Lily, freezing her in place at the bottom of the steps. 


			The door remained open, letting the winter chill inside. Estelle clearly expected Lily to follow. What else could she do? She could hardly wait outside, nor did it make much sense for her to knock herself when the door stood half-open and her companion had already breezed inside. 


			With a breath, she stepped over the threshold. 


			She found herself in a fine, high-ceilinged entry papered in green damask. Rooms opened to either side. Ahead of her, a set of stairs rose to an open landing. 


			The decor was spare but tasteful, accented by items a bit stranger and more unique than usual.


			A marble bust of Isaac Newton sat on a plinth by the entry to what appeared to be the drawing room. On the opposite side, on a small accent table, what Lily suspected must be a genuine Ming vase held a spray of dried blossoms. It was elegantly painted with waving blue fronds of pond weed and swirls of moving water amongst which the bright orange forms of goldfish swam. Mounted on the wall was an enormous iron shield, every inch of its round surface embossed with graceful warriors astride long-legged horses, holding spears and swords as they charged into battle. 


			Where were they? Was this simply the home of some acquaintance of Estelle’s, or something else?


			She didn’t ask, still wary of why Estelle had brought her here, given the timing of when she had made the appointment—right at the end of their uncomfortable game the night before. 


			If I told you that you were in danger, would you believe me?


			“Helloooo,” Estelle sang. 


			She was answered by a heavy crash resounding from somewhere above. It sounded to Lily as though someone had been thrown into a wall. Estelle didn’t seem to notice. 


			A figure stepped into the doorway to Lily’s right. 


			He was tall, his advanced age clear from the deep lines on his face. His white hair was cut close as a soldier’s, his mustache also trimmed with military precision. His posture displayed an unusual fitness and energy for one of his advanced years. 


			“Miss Deneuve,” he noted with a nod of welcome.


			“James!” Estelle exclaimed cheerfully.


			“To what do we owe the pleasure?” the gentleman continued.


			“I’ve brought a friend to meet Mr. Ash,” Estelle explained. “Lily, this is James Cairncross. James, Miss Lily Albright. Is the master of the house in?”


			“He’s training,” Mr. Cairncross replied. Lily noted the Scottish burr of his accent. “But I imagine they’ll be finishing up shortly.”


			As though to emphasize his point, another thud echoed down from upstairs, heavy enough to rattle the steel shield against the wall. 


			A new face appeared at the end of the hall, that of a lanky young man whose features revealed him to be of Asian descent. He wore the livery of a chauffeur, though his coat was unbuttoned and his cap set at a slightly rakish angle. 


			“Good morning, Sam,” Estelle called cheerily. 


			“Mr. Wu, would you let Mr. Ash know he has a visitor?” Mr. Cairncross asked. 


			“Sorted,” the young man replied, his accent pure East End. He bounded up the stairs, taking them two at a time.


			A smaller, slighter figure replaced him, clad in a dark gown and an apron. 


			“Mrs. Liu, could we have tea in the library please?” the older gentleman requested.


			The gray-haired woman nodded and then slipped away. 


			“If you would join me in the library, ladies?” Mr. Cairncross made an elegant bow, gesturing them into the room behind him. 


			Lily glanced from the walking stick in her hand to the umbrella stand by the door, where it clearly ought to be left. She felt an odd reluctance to part from it in a place that instinctively unsettled her. 


			After all, she was legitimately injured. She would claim the privilege of the lame, however temporarily she might hold that position, and keep it with her. 


			The mention of a library had evoked visions of a glorified gentleman’s study in Lily’s mind, but the space she found herself in was something else entirely. It was immense, running the entire length of the house, with wide windows looking out over both the square and an expansive back garden. The ceilings were even higher than those of the hall, rising a full two stories of walls completely lined with shelves, every one of which was fully stocked. A system of wrought-iron ladders and balconies circled the room. 


			It was not just books that the library held. A glass case displayed a series of carvings and tablets, including one small sheet of hammered gold. Another cabinet near the front of the room consisted entirely of very slender wooden drawers, one or two of which were open, revealing what looked like yellowed parchment scrolls tucked inside. 


			The shelves that did hold books were clearly stocked with something other than volumes on horticulture picked up by lot for purposes of decor. The age and size of the books varied greatly. The desk in the corner, positioned next to an honest-to-goodness card catalog, made it clear that this was no showroom but a genuine working library. 


			More unusual artifacts decorated the space. Lily’s gaze roved across a curved sword in a beautifully enameled sheath, a multi-armed idol with the face of a demon, and a ball of ivory carved into the most astonishingly intricate designs with other equally ornate spheres encased within it. 


			An orrery that put the earth at the center of the universe rested on a nearby table, its old brass gears carefully polished. 


			The room was silent save for the regular ticking of a great antique clock set in the corner. The noise was calming. 


			Wine-red leather armchairs with brass studs were arranged around a fireplace which clearly existed for show rather than function, heat being provided by the scrolled iron radiators set around the room. 


			Mr. Cairncross held a chair out for Lily before taking a seat for himself. 


			“How is your health, James?” Estelle asked. 


			“As well as can be expected,” he returned. “And how have you been? We haven’t seen you around here in quite a while.”


			Estelle waved a hand dismissively. “I’ve less need of it than some. I’m terribly well-adjusted.”


			The response was strange. Well-adjusted? What did that have to do with whether or not one visited this place? 


			Mrs. Liu, whom Lily had deduced must be the housekeeper, came in carrying a heavily-laden tea tray. She set it down on the coffee table. 


			Mr. Cairncross’s eyes lit up. 


			“Mrs. Liu, you’ve made lotus seed buns,” he announced. “You are a treasure.”


			“You’ve brought too many,” Estelle announced, eyeing the pastries. “You know you needn’t have put one there for me. One does not maintain a trim figure after forty by indulging in confections.”


			“Too thin,” Mrs. Liu muttered, shaking her head as she departed. 


			“You must try one, Miss Albright. They are quite delectable,” Mr. Cairncross insisted. 


			Lily picked up one of the pastries. It was very pale but felt soft and light. She took a bite, then tried not to sigh out loud. The bun was airy as a cloud, wrapped around a smooth, sweet, nutty filling. 


			She felt herself settle more comfortably into her chair. 


			The young man, Sam Wu, returned. 


			“They’re near done upstairs.” He spied the tea tray. “Lotus buns! Nǎinai wouldn’t let me take one from the kitchen. Said they was for the house.” He scooped up the remaining pastry, which disappeared into his mouth with a single bite. 


			As the bastard daughter of an actress, Lily had little direct experience with how fine houses treated their servants, but she was fairly certain it was completely out of line for a chauffeur to pop into rooms with house guests and steal snacks from them. Yet Cairncross showed no sign of shock or disapproval, more a grandfatherly sort of amused indulgence. 


			She certainly wasn’t going to call any attention to the anomaly herself. In a game of social status, Lily was unlikely to come out the winner. 


			Another shudder of impact drifted down from upstairs, rattling the cups in their saucers. 


			“Let us know when Mr. Ash is available, please,” Mr. Cairncross said. 


			“Bob’s your uncle,” the young man replied, then jogged from the room.


			“Tea, Miss Albright?” her host inquired.


			“Thank you,” she replied.


			“Milk or sugar?” 


			“A little of both.”


			“I’ll take mine black,” Estelle cut in. 


			“As I know well, Miss Deneuve,” he replied. 


			Lily sipped her tea. 


			“Your library houses quite an unusual collection,” she noted, filling the natural lull in the conversation.


			“Over 5,000 items in the catalog, spanning roughly 3,000 years and sixteen languages. Five dead, ten living. One of indeterminate status,” Mr. Cairncross replied with obvious pride. “Mr. Ash has spent the greater part of his life traveling throughout the world—I was privileged to join him for a good part of it—and sent most of these home in the course of his journey. That’s a Sumerian hymn to Ishtar over there,” he said, pointing to one of the tablets in the glass case, then moving his teacup to indicate other items in the room. “Qing dynasty puzzle ball. Seventeenth century psalter encrusted with ten carats of emeralds and rubies. The Hindu goddess Kali—she’s always given a second look.” 


			Lily glanced at the titles on the nearest shelf. The Lives of the Saints sat beside a volume on the powers of Sufi ascetics. Above it were a few bindings marked with characters she couldn’t read. 


			“There’s more in the vaults downstairs, including a few goodies I have to keep locked away for health and safety reasons,” Mr. Cairncross continued.


			“You mean they’re very fragile?” Lily asked. 


			“No. I mean they’re fairly dangerous,” he easily replied, sipping his tea. 


			“James is The Refuge’s official librarian. Get him started and you’ll have trouble making him stop,” Estelle warned. 


			“The Refuge?” Lily echoed. 


			The pair exchanged a look. Lily could read the subtle warning in Estelle’s glance. So, it seemed, could Mr. Cairncross. 


			“Technically, the name is Zìzhīzhīmíng Bìfēnggang. You’d have seen the characters by the door. The literal translation is ‘The sanctuary of coming to fully know one’s self,’ but as that’s rather a mouthful and only Ash, myself, and the Wus can manage the Mandarin, it mostly goes by The Refuge.”


			“You’re talking about this house,” Lily guessed slowly.


			“Yes, darling. The house,” Estelle confirmed.


			“More or less,” Mr. Cairncross qualified. 


			Another look was exchanged and Lily felt the wariness that had been banished by the warmth and comfort of the library creep back in. She was reminded that she hadn’t the foggiest idea what she had walked into here. What sort of private home sported an elaborate name in a foreign language and included a librarian among its staff? If Mr. Cairncross was indeed staff—a status that would have precluded his serving as a surrogate host, as he clearly had for the last half hour. 


			Estelle set down her teacup. 


			“Would you excuse me for a moment?” she said, rising and slipping out of the room. 


			The move did nothing to assuage Lily’s unease.


			She considered the cup in her own hands. Part of her wanted to put the half-drunk tea back on the tray, make an excuse to Mr. Cairncross, and simply walk out of the house. She could make her own way home from here, even with the stitches in her thigh. 


			Then it occurred to her that the room she sat in might very well hold the answer to a question that continued to haunt her, however much she tried to push it from her mind. 


			“Mr. Cairncross . . . ”


			“Yes?” he replied, sipping his tea. 


			“You said you speak Mandarin,” she noted.


			“I do,” he confirmed.


			“How many other languages do you speak?”


			“Fluently? Seven,” he replied. “But I can get by in half a dozen more. And there are the ones I read, of course. Bit of Sanskrit, the odd hieroglyph. I’ve always had a knack for tongues. Useful talent for a librarian, I suppose.”


			“Have you ever heard the word alukah?”


			Cairncross frowned.


			“Unusual word for a young lady to have stumbled across.”


			“So you know it?” she pressed.


			“It’s Hebrew,” he said.


			“What does it mean?”


			“Blood drinker,” he replied. 


			Lily felt the hairs rise on her arm. 


			Blood-drinker—the accusation that had rasped from between Estelle’s pale lips. It was another link to the stories in the papers, to a horror that slipped into the bedrooms of sleeping women in the night and left them drained of their vital fluid. 


			“You mean like a vampire?” she asked.


			“Yes.”


			“There’s no such thing as vampires,” she replied automatically, echoing Estelle’s words from the night before. 


			“Tell that to the one I encountered in Trieste,” Mr. Cairncross retorted. “Might I inquire where you came across the word?” His gaze was sharply curious. 


			Lily was saved from answering as Sam came back in. 


			“He’s ready for her now,” the young man announced. “Said he’d see her in the sanctuary.”


			“Interesting choice,” Mr. Cairncross murmured. “Thank you, Sam. I’ll show her in.”


			He rose, unfolding his long frame from the chair.


			“If you’ll follow me, Miss Albright,” the librarian offered. 


			She wondered if she should hold back for Estelle, but Mr. Cairncross was clearly waiting for her to join him. And why shouldn’t she? There was nothing here for her to be afraid of. At worst, she was about to walk into an awkward social encounter with an obvious eccentric, a situation Lily was quite capable of navigating. 


			She rose and Mr. Cairncross guided her back into the hall. He stopped at the far end. A stairwell down to the ground floor echoed with the clatter of pots from the kitchen. On the opposite side, to Lily’s left, was an opening veiled by a thick black curtain. 


			The dark fabric stood in stark contrast to the rich green of the wallpaper. A small wooden bench rested by the doorway. Under it, a mat held a single, perfectly polished pair of Oxford shoes, set neatly side-by-side. 


			There was no sound from the far side of the door, only a slight draft that stirred the bottom of the curtain, the cool air spilling out over Lily’s ankles. 


			“We generally remove our shoes before going in,” Mr. Cairncross said, with just a hint of apology in his tone. 


			Lily froze with indecision. The notion of removing her shoes made her feel oddly vulnerable. Still, if she was in for a penny... 


			She sat down on the bench and slipped off her boots, trying not to noticeably wince as the stitches tugged at her thigh. 


			“Best of luck,” Mr. Cairncross said cheerfully, nodding at the curtain, then turning to stride back to the library. 


			Standing alone in her stockinged feet, walking stick in her hand, Lily faced the darkness. 


			The sooner she got this over with, the sooner she could go home, she reminded herself, pushing the weight of that assurance against the chill that seeped out over her toes. 


			She pulled back the curtain and stepped inside. 


			


		




		

			FOUR
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			It was the quiet that struck her. It was not silence, but stillness—a calm, contemplative hush. 


			The space itself was empty. White walls divided by dark exposed beams rose to a paneled ceiling. The floor itself was bare of any rug or carpet, just exposed boards polished to a sheen. The only furnishings in the space were a few simple wooden benches lined against one wall and a rack that contained a stack of small rugs, rolled into neat tubes. The outer wall of the building was not a wall at all but a row of windows that rose from floor to ceiling and could be slid open on warm days to let in the air from the garden they looked over. The glass was closed today, the garden still bare, cloaked in lingering winter. The soft gray light that spilled in through the glass was the only illumination in the room, the simple oil lamps set in sconces on the walls unlit at this hour. 


			The most startling feature of the space was the water. 


			It ran from a tap in the far wall down a channel set into the middle of the floor, the shallow depth of it lined with copper. The stream, perhaps a foot wide and three inches deep, flowed across the width of the room until it disappeared under one of the windows facing the garden. The soft trickle of it was the only sound in what would otherwise have been total silence. 


			A man stood in the center of the room. 


			He was not a tall man, his build slight. He was older, his hair and beard almost entirely gray. He wore a finely tailored suit in charcoal gray, an entirely respectable ensemble save for the fact that his feet were bare. 


			He stood straight and still, facing the garden. 


			Lily coughed politely. He turned. An emotion she had not at all expected flashed in his eyes—recognition. 


			“It’s you,” he softly exclaimed.


			“I’m sorry. Have we met?” she asked. 


			“No, Miss Albright,” he replied. “We have not.” 


			It was the logical answer, of course, but Lily still had the distinct impression that the man standing across the channel of water knew her. 


			He bowed, the movement practiced and gentlemanly. 


			“Robert Ash, at your service. Shall we sit?” He motioned to one of the wooden benches. 


			He stepped over the stream. Lily met him at the bench. She lowered herself down onto the far end of it. Mr. Ash seemed to sense her need for distance, leaving the space between them. The move offered her a touch of reassurance, lowering the instinctive wariness she had felt since she walked in. 


			“Are you comfortable?” he asked. 


			“Quite.” 


			“This room is not normally used for conversation,” he explained. “It is intended as a place of silence and contemplation.”


			“It feels like a church,” Lily noted, then wondered if that might be taken as an insult. 


			“It is modeled after one, in a manner of speaking,” he said. “The room was inspired by a space in the South Cliff Temple in Wǔdāng, China. As that was carved out of the living rock of the mountain, however, I had to make some changes here. And of course, the view is rather different.”


			“You’ve been to China?” She knew the answer already, of course, thanks to Mr. Cairncross, but she wasn’t sure how else to proceed, other than making some form of polite small talk. Not until she understood why she was here and who this Robert Ash was. 


			“I have,” he confirmed.


			“What brought you there? Business?”


			“Grief,” he replied simply. 


			The response was startling in its honesty, in how it so simply laid bare a vulnerability one did not normally share with new acquaintances. 


			It left Lily unsure how to proceed. Was the courteous thing to do to ask after the source of that grief? Express sympathy? There was nothing in Mr. Ash’s tone or posture that indicated he expected either. 


			“How much did Miss Deneuve tell you about this place?” he asked, filling the silence before Lily could decide how to do so herself. 


			“Nothing,” she replied, allowing her own touch of blunt honesty. 


			“So you do not know why you are here,” he noted.


			“She said she wanted me to meet a friend of hers,” Lily explained.


			“I see.”


			The stillness settled back in, filling the space left around the gentle song of the water. 
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