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​Chapter One
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Did you do it?

She stares at me in defiance but a trickle of fear enters the air. Her mouth forms the words but they don’t come out. No.

I slide the images in front of her, faces we’ll never see again. Her expression is blank but her emotions shift. Our minds connect, hers licking at mine with scarlet flames, hues of her Siren influence bleeding into the air. Are you sure about that?

Dim light surrounds us in that awful place. She doesn’t falter but her hands twitch in the handcuffs that chain her to a ring in the table. “I had nothing to do with it,” she says.

I catch hold of the ribbon of guilt hidden under her lies and pull it out. Her fingers flicker, yearning to grab me, to bring me under her influence. A faint smile touches her lips, a sad little upturn nearly lost in the gloom. “Your eyes change colors when you do that,” she says.

Pushing back my chair, I leave her there in the tiny cell deep under the earth. The door slams shut behind me. I look at her through the small window. Magic dances at her fingertips and fades. She can’t use it here. 

Harper pushes away from the wall, pale in the torchlight. His eyes ask a question that can’t find his lips. Is she...?

“Yes, it was her.”

Discontentment shadows his face. “You’re sure?”

“I’m positive.” 

Sighing, Harper nods. “I’m not surprised. Sirens tend to be more trouble than they’re worth. I’ll tell your father.”

We ascend winding stone steps, the air easier to breathe as we enter a small room behind the sanctuary. Harper pulls a lever and a cabinet slides over the entrance to the dungeons, sealing it from view. “He may want to speak with you.”

“I’ll be in the archives if he does.” I take my hat off the rack and go out into the rain. I walk the three blocks to the ancient, impressive, towering building adorned with gargoyles. Water drips off them as I enter a marble hall, earn a glance from the bored young man at the high mahogany counter, and push through the double doors. The club is mostly empty in the late afternoon, but a few newspapers rustle as I cross to the far door. Unlocking it, I stride past tall stacks of freestanding shelves. My footsteps echo in the shadows, the low-lit lamps on every table shining green through their shades.

“Back again, Mr. Pierce?” The librarian looks at me over his spectacles, a tome full of yellow pages open in front of him.

I smile and say, “Always. I’ll be in the back if he needs me.”

A slanted desk and chair await me. Shrugging out of my jacket and turning up my sleeves, I resume my usual work. Stacks of documents sit before me, all requiring my particular talent for discerning the truth. Occasional footfalls interrupt the quiet. The throbbing in my head increases. It always worsens after using my gift. I shut my eyes and rub my fingers in circular motions on my temples. The distant, dull ache won’t subside.

“Sir?” 

His hesitation reaches me before his hand, light on my arm. I focus on him and the messenger boy hands over a slip of paper. Fear drips off him in tangible swirls. Nervously, he leans in to whisper, “I didn’t show the others.” 

“Thank you.” 

He scurries away again, relieved to go unnoticed by the front desk. Like most of the others, he’s afraid of the librarian. I unfold the slip of paper and read the hasty scrawl. 

Richard, he’s back, you must come at once. TA.

I crumple the note in my hand and shutting my book, go to the fireplace on the far wall, a dismal flame flickering feebly in the ashes. I watch the fire lick hungrily at the telegram until it curls. My arm lingers on the mantle as I look to the painting above it, the fierce, dark eyes of Lord Irving staring down at me in disapproval.

“Can I get you anything, sir?” asks the librarian. I shake my head. His gaze wanders to the portrait and his mood darkens. I leave him there with his memories. Hailing a cab, I alight in front of a boardinghouse and enter through the kitchen. In my room, I collect the bag packed for just such an occasion and, glancing around one last time, shut the door. My cab awaits me on the street. 

I take two trains and a ferry across the channel to reach Belfast, the storm worsening as we near the coast. Harland & Wolff looms in the distance, the massive ship hull in the yard reduced to a great shadow in the darkness. Thomas Andrews meets me as I leave the ferry. We climb into a motorcar and pull away, winding through the narrow, cobbled streets.

He glances at me. “Does anyone know you’re here?”

“No, but considering how closely my father watches me, it won’t take them long to figure it out.” 

Our headlights glance off the windows of a towering gray brick castle set back into the trees. Thomas kills the car motor outside the front door. “Shall I tell you what happened?”

“No, just show it to me.” I step out into the chilly night air. We enter without knocking and follow a familiar corridor to the study. Thomas opens the door and steps aside. I enter, glancing past him at the graying man at the window. The shelf in front of the safe is absent its usual books. They sit in haphazard piles on the floor. The safe doors hang open, the contents rifled. 

“Nothing was taken?” I ask.

Lord Pirrie shakes his head. “There’s still four hundred pounds in there, among other valuables. Have a look.”

I run my hand over the shelves above it, but there are too few memories to discern the intruder. Still, traces remain and take me to the window. Belfast fades into the gloom beyond the immediate grounds. I click the latch and swing open the windowpane. “She entered through here.”

“She?” Pirrie looks quickly at Thomas. “Not he?”

I shake my head. “His presence is familiar to me. I would sense him, but I have never encountered this aura before. She left no trace except for that.” I nudge aside a loose document at our feet to reveal a small, damp print on the carpet. Crossing the room, I ignore the safe and scrutinize the surrounding shelves. The books are scattered, some of them upside-down.

“The footprint is so small... did a child do this?” Thomas asks, horrified. 

Lightning flashes, illuminating an insignia painted into the far wall: a complex series of Celtic swirls in a pattern we all know well. It disappears when the thunder cracks, but both of them see it. I touch it and my finger glows with luminescence. Behind me, Pirrie sits down hard. “It is him, isn’t it? He sent her to warn me!”

“Yes.” Picking up an embossed leather volume of Shakespeare, I indicate the mess. “You must be careful. If she didn’t want you to know she was here, she wouldn’t have left it in such a state. Nor would she have painted that.”

Another flash ignites the insignia. It glows longer this time before fading. I’ve seen this magic before. It’s earthy and dark, far too strong for a young girl to wield. I put Shakespeare away and say, “Whatever my father gave you to protect, Azrael wants it. Next time, she’ll carve the mark in you, not your wall.” 

Silence seeps into the air. Distant snarls fill my thoughts, the echo of the hellhounds the mark identifies. It’s a subtle, effective threat. Thomas steps further into the room. “By she, you mean...” 

“Yes, the rumors are true and she does exist.” 

Rain spatters the open window and Pirrie shuts it. Glancing at him, Thomas asks, “Should we postpone the launch?”

I shake my head. “Do nothing out of the ordinary. This is a warning, nothing more. She knows that she has made her point.  Don’t let her threats derail you. The longer you keep her in Belfast, the more chance I have of finding her.”

“If all the rumors are true about her, I’m not sure you want to find her.” Pirrie reaches out to grip my hand, firmly. His eyes search mine. “You know what they say about her, don’t you?”

Anxiety drifts in the air between us and I nod. Lightning flashes and the mark glows eerily behind us. Pirrie grips my fingers and the fear in his eyes lessens. “Come to the launch. I don’t want it going wrong, not with the audience Morgan has assembled. You must make certain nothing interrupts the festivities.”

“I’ll do everything I can, Lord Pirrie,” I promise.
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​Chapter Two
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“Richard!” Helen braves the rain to meet Thomas and I on the street, her tone as inviting as her outstretched arms. 

I squeeze her hands. “You look well.”

“Motherhood suits me.” Her eyes twinkle as she kisses her husband’s cheek and takes us into Dunallon. Electric lights flicker in the hall. Helen indicates the warm drawing room. “I’m glad you’re here, Richard. If you weren’t, Thomas would still be at the office and I very much miss my husband when he doesn’t come home on time.” She tugs the bell pull and a jingle echoes downstairs. 

Thomas shakes his head, sinking into a chair. “Helen doesn’t like it when I spend such late hours at work.”

“She must be used to it by now,” I quip.

Helen laughs. “I am used to it, but still don’t like it.”

Their servant carries in a tray, sliding it onto the table. Helen arranges several sandwiches on a plate and hands it to Thomas. “Knowing you, you haven’t eaten since breakfast.” 

“What would I do without you?” Thomas asks, taking a bite. The lights flicker around us and he adds, “It’s the storm.” 

I settle into a chair. “I’m not surprised that you installed electricity in this house as soon as you could.”

“A designer must be aware of modern conveniences.” 

Helen laughs. “That’s just his excuse.” 

The servant asks, “Shall I send in Gretchen?”

“Yes, please. Elba should see her godfather before bed.” 

My eyebrows lift. “Elba?”

Sitting on Thomas’ armrest, Helen shakes her head. “That’s what Thomas is calling her, after her initials. I thought Lizzie more appropriate but Elba has stuck, even though it is an ugly nickname for a little girl.” 

“Elba suits her,” Thomas insists. “It means noble and bright and one look into her eyes confirms the truth of it.”

The nursemaid brings the baby in. Her face brightens at the sight of me and she blows a spit bubble. “As you can see,” Thomas grins, “she has her mother’s disposition. Helen insists she resembles me but it’s all her, isn’t it?”

Helen snorts. “She’s her father all over again! Look at her nose! Look at her scowl! The expression of... what is that, exactly?”

“An endless search for perfection,” I answer. 

Everyone laughs and agrees. Helen glances at the clock. “She should have been asleep hours ago but she’s fretting.”

“Give her to Richard. He’ll put her right to sleep.” Thomas grins over his teacup. 

The baby lays in my arms, staring up at me in wonder. She appears quiet and innocent. My gift allows me to enter her mind and sense what is truly there. I find a feeble strand of weariness and send her peace. Blue eyes sleepily flutter under soft lashes.

Helen rests her hand on my arm. “There, you see?” she asks. “It works every time.” She watches her daughter fall asleep. I offer to take Elba to the nursery. The maid follows me up the wrought iron staircase. Our shadows ripple across the stained glass window on the landing. Nudging open the door to the nursery with my foot, I put Elba in her crib. The rain softens the sounds of Belfast. She kicks in her sleep and the air above her stirs, knocking together the delicate glass ornaments suspended over her crib. I watch them move and shift, weightless on their strings.

What are you going to be, dear one? When she is older, she will be able to hear my thoughts, but today she inserts her thumb in her mouth and sleeps. I return to the drawing room. Helen looks up from the settee. “How long will you stay this time, Richard?”

“Between my need of him at Harland & Wolff and Pirrie’s plans for him,” Thomas says, “he’ll be with us for some time.” 

Her mood lifts. “Can your father spare you that long?”

I go to my chair. “When you have as many employees as he does, I’m not all that important.”

“You’re important wherever you go.” Helen smiles at me and I sense, not for the first time, how close she is to truth. It was her decision not to join the Conclave and find out its many secrets but still she is aware of them.

Sensing my unease, Thomas glances at the clock. “I should retire. Pirrie wants me in the yard bright and early tomorrow.” 

“I hope the storm clears,” Helen says, amid the thunder.

Morning finds Belfast drenched but under clear skies. Thomas and I walk the streets on foot since it isn’t far to the shipyard. A scrawny boy unlocks the gates as we approach, his mood improving at the sight of us. “Hello, Jimmy,” Thomas says. “It’s a fine day for a launch, isn’t it?” 

The freckled face beams with enthusiasm. “That it is, sir!”

“Mind you find a good place to watch. You saw her built from the keel up; you must see her hit the water.”

“Yes, sir!” Jimmy touches his grimy cap and grins. 

Titanic looms above us, an immense hull awaiting her fitting out. My eyes travel up her magnificent prow. “Is it just me, or are your ships getting bigger, Thomas?”

“It’s not you. Cunard is designing a bigger one, but Titanic is still impressive the first time you see her. If you look there, you can see Olympic. We finished her last week.” 

The second ship floats in the harbor, a magnificent sight under four gleaming funnels. I follow him toward Titanic, where empty tallow crates sit in loose piles. Their contents coat the gangway in a thick slick of grease. Thomas rests his hand against the hull. “She is beautiful. I hope nothing goes wrong today. There’s always a danger in launching a ship in public.” 

My mood connects with his and his mind quiets. He turns with a smile as the workers approach. Most call out to him by name as they pass. “Help us grease the slip, Mr. Andrews! Dirty up your fine suit a bit!” 

“Better a suit than the air, O’Leary! Do you still swear like a drunken sailor?”

Laughter fills the air. “Every damn day, Mr. Andrews!”

The banter continues as I walk toward the grandstands, multi-colored flags waving in the wind. Excitement mingles with anxiety as the men prepare the slipway. Fear it will go wrong blurs with the exhilaration of seeing her hit the water until a motor car brings a new wave of self-confidence. The President of the White Star Line is here.

“Take care, Dobbins,” Thomas says to a man working not far from us. “We had trouble with that strut last time.”

Pushing back his cap, Dobbins glances at me, noting my interest. “It nearly fell on a bloke when Olympic hit the water. It likes to catch on that curve of the gangway.” 

Leaving me to oversee preparations, Thomas joins Bruce Ismay and J.P. Morgan, a burly man with a walrus mustache. He extends his hand to both and the tension between them eases. My attention shifts to the struts, a line of heavy beams holding the hull in place. One blow and she’ll slide free, knocking them down as she goes. 

“Who are you?” an indignant female voice asks. I turn to look at the young woman behind me. Her mind hides from me; her emotions not close enough to the surface for me to sense them. She shifts an armload of pamphlets to the other arm, glances at the slip and frowns. “You shouldn’t be in here.”

Knocking the bottom of the bad strut with a heavy hammer, Dobbins straightens up. His eyes twinkle. “Steady on, Miss Lahy. He’s with Mr. Andrews.” 

She observes me with renewed interest. “Is that so?”

“Yes,” I answer, fascinated at her emotional absence.

Her auburn brows arch. “If that’s true, you should be smart enough to know not to stand so close. If one of the struts falls, it will break your neck.” Turning on her heel, she walks away. 

Grinning, Dobbins says, “Don’t mind Isabel; she’s a bit...”

“Intense.” I watch her pass through the gates. She sits a small paste bucket on the ground, shoves her pamphlets into Jimmy’s hands, and slathers paste on the wall. She slaps a poster up, a broad design that screams, “TITANIC LAUNCH TODAY! FREE GENERAL ADMISSION!”

“Efficient, though, and you should read the fine print.” He grins. “Don’t stand too close. Keep clear of the struts. Don’t put coins on the gangway, and no, it’s not a good idea to race the ship. Likes to cover all her bases, that one. Bossy as all get out, but I’ll be damned if she’s not the most likable little thing.”

More feeling drifts in as people enter the yard. I sense it all. Thomas disappears into the office with Ismay and Lord Pirrie starts in my direction with Morgan at his side. A dozen journalists and a harried-looking photographer follow on their heels. Backing away from them, I cross the yard. Jimmy glances hopefully at me as he hands over another poster. I take them from him and gratefully, he disappears.

Isabel glances up at me. “You again.”

“Since Thomas has no need of me, I intend to be useful.” 

Reddish hair gleams in the sunlight as she snatches a poster out of my hand and hangs it on the outside wall of Harland & Wolff. Other posters of suffragist rallies, protests against Home Rule, and earlier Olympic advertisements line the street. I curiously reach out to her mind and again sense... nothing. Tilting my head, I say, “Your designs are very attractive, much more so than the last designer in charge of your department. You have a good grasp of artistic balance.”

“Thank you!” Moving ten feet down, she slaps more paste onto the wall. “Are you an artist?”

“I dabble.” 

She is meticulous in hanging her poster perfectly straight. I hide my amusement as she arches her brow and answers, “Your kind can afford to dabble. Everyone else must make a living.” She reaches for the next pamphlet but I keep hold of it until her eyes meet mine.

“You say whatever comes into your head, don’t you?” I ask.

Thin shoulders shrug. “Always have, always will.”

Excitement rises as people come early to claim the best free seats. They avoid the grandstands reserved for ticket holders. Helen soon appears, in good humor. Isabel’s face brightens at her appearance. “Helen! How good it is to see you! I thought you weren’t coming until later!”

“Johnnie wanted to see the ship before everyone else.” She squeezes her nephew’s hand and he grins, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “I see you’ve met Richard.”

Observing me, Isabel says, “He didn’t tell me his name.”

Helen’s eyes dance. “How rude of him! Then allow me to introduce you to Richard Pierce. He’s a friend of the family and went to school with my husband.”

“Ah!” Isabel points the paste brush at me. “That Richard!”

My eyebrows shoot upward. “I beg your pardon?”

She laughs and puts up another poster. “Mr. Andrews tells a grand old story about when he and several friends, including you, caused a ruckus at a hotel.” 

“He caused the ruckus. He tried to demonstrate cricket technique on one of the beds. Unfortunately, it couldn’t handle his enthusiasm.” I hand over another printed sheet. “He broke the frame. The manager was furious—for all of ten seconds. Thomas has a way with people, as I’m sure you know.”

Isabel tilts her head. “He still insisted you pay for the bed.” 

“That is true, and it was only fair. Thomas said, ‘if I pay for it, it’s mine,’ and we knocked on doors until we found someone in need to take it.” I smile as she takes another poster.

Tugging on Helen’s arm, Johnnie asks, “Can we go now?”

Helen lets him lead her away. I follow Isabel across the street and glance behind us as the yard fills. “Normally, they don’t make such a fuss about the launch, do they?”

She shakes her head, firmly pressing a poster to the wall. “I told them they ought to do this every time for publicity’s sake, but Mr. Andrews worries that something might go wrong.”

“You must admit, sometimes launches do go wrong.” 

We round the corner, the paste bucket swinging in her hand. “The chance of success is worth the risk of failure. Titanic is an achievement! People ought to see her moment of triumph! But something tells me you wouldn’t agree with a risk; you are far more careful than that.”

“I do tend to be that way, yes. How did you know?”

Grinning, she puts up the last poster. “I notice things.”

A whistle sounds in the shipyard and people line either side of the gangway. The more there are, the harder it is for me to shut their minds out. Isabel’s is quiet, hidden from me, and I focus on it, finding her mental silence relieving in the chaos. She heads for Thomas at the grandstands. Glancing at her, Thomas says, “I know that look. You have an idea.”

“I do! Have your nephew launch Titanic.”

He lifts his brows. “I like that idea.”

“Good! I’ll fetch him for you.” Isabel hands me the paste bucket and darts into the grandstands.

Thomas returns his gaze to the ship. “Look at her, Richard. Years of work brought us to this pivotal moment and in less than forty seconds it’ll all be over.” 

“Only this portion of her life will be over,” I remind him. “You still have ten months of fitting-out to look forward to.”

His face brightens at the thought. Isabel soon arrives with an exuberant child in tow and Thomas takes him across the yard onto the makeshift platform. She leans against the rail, her eyes fixed on me, almost gray in their colorlessness. “Have you ever seen a ship launched, Mr. Pierce?”

“No,” I admit, intrigued by her. 

She finds us a better place to watch. “It’s not that exciting, just a loud noise and a big splash. It’s the idea you sell people—not what she is, but what she will be, and how they were there to see it begin. That’s the philosophy of advertising. Don’t sell them the reality. Sell them the dream.”

A rocket bursts overhead in a flash of red sparks. The crowd applauds. Isabel says, “There’ll be two more rockets just to excite the audience and then the launch.” 

Her finger brushes against mine, causing me to get inside her head. I feel her enthusiasm, her pride, and then sense an external force, powerful... empty... I sense it... a void. 

All of a sudden, I realize that last night’s intruder is here at this event. There are too many people in the crowd, too many thoughts for me to find her. Chills run down my spine and I shake my head slightly, trying to focus. Isabel looks at me. “Are you all right?”

Another rocket explodes overhead and the workers scatter. I can’t shut their thoughts out, a rush of adrenaline. “I’m fine.” 

My head roars like a steam engine out of control as the third rocket explodes. Johnnie pulls the lever and steel clashes with timber. Pebbles dance on the cobblestones and the buildings tremble. Titanic starts to move, filling the air with the moan of iron. It gains momentum as timbers crash and tallow carries it toward the water. Inexplicable satisfaction tears through me, until Isabel’s voice breaks through my haze. “He’ll be crushed!”

Emotions swarm through the air: enjoyment, exhilaration—

Terror. 

The perilous strut falls on Dobbins as Titanic hits the water. Thick chains prevent her from floating away as the crowd erupts in a cheer, oblivious to what’s happened. Isabel sprints ahead of me along with others who saw it happen. Men shift the strut to the ground with a loud clatter. Blood seeps into the cobbles. Isabel stops beside him, covering her mouth with her hand. Pain and fear grips him. I kneel and touch his shoulder, taking as much of the pain away from him as I can. I feel his anguish, his fear, and he senses my compassion. He stares at me, wide-eyed. His broken, mangled voice hoarsely rasps, “I couldn’t move! It felt like I wanted it to fall on me.”

Horrified, curious eyes seek out mine, suspicion burning in their depths. Hands push me aside to lift him onto a stretcher. Silence pounds in my ears, his thoughts churning over in my head as I remain connected to him, numbing his pain and putting his mind at rest. Isabel brings me out of it by touching my arm, asking quietly, “Why did he say that to you?”

“Why do dying men say anything to strangers?” I answer, numb with astonishment and dread. I couldn’t move! It’s as if I wanted it to fall on me! I couldn’t move... it’s as if I wanted...

She shakes her head and I realize she’s taken a grip on my mind. Her thoughts crowd his out and I lose him, his pain fading away from me as suspicion takes hold. Instinct tells me to walk away, but I stay. She lifts her chin and says, “No, he wanted you to know it. He knew you would understand what he meant, what he went through. It’s more than who he spoke to; it’s also what he said. He wanted it to fall on him. He isn’t suicidal, not even on his worst days! And why reach out to you?”

“I was the first to take his hand,” I answer numbly. My head throbs and I no longer sense the crowd. She couldn’t have done this; it is magic beyond her skills. Isabel stares at me, unbelieving, but a voice calls out to her and she leaves me for the injured man’s side. Once away from her, my control returns and emotions rush at me from all directions. Unconcerned people stream out the gates into the street. Pirrie and Morgan address a small group of journalists. I catch up to Thomas and confide in a low voice, “There’s been an incident—Dobbins fell under a strut.” 

“What?” His mood shifts from happiness to devastation. Glancing at the others, Thomas diverts our path several feet, well out of earshot. His voice lowers to a hiss. “He’s worked thirty years in this yard. He knows it’s dangerous. He wouldn’t be anywhere near a strut during a launch!” 

Our eyes meet and hold. Significant silence passes between us. Thomas gapes at me and then says, “It wasn’t an accident!”

“No, and Miss Lahy is suspicious of me. I helped him, took away his pain, cleared his mind, and she heard what he said to me, that he lost control of his own actions.” 

Shock bleeds into concern as Morgan and Ismay get into a car with Lord Pirrie. Helen waits nearby watching the tugs pull Titanic into the fitting-out dock. She glances at us, curious about our delay. “Oh, my,” Thomas says. “That is an unfortunate complication. Did she give any indication of suspecting the truth?”

I shake my head. “Could she know about us?”

“Oh, I doubt it. We’re a well-guarded secret in Belfast. But what did she say to you exactly?”

Reaching into the car, Helen tweaks the horn and waves. Thomas starts in her direction and I keep pace with him. “She understands that he trusted me enough to confide in me and if she’s as clever as I think she is that will lead her to the truth.”

“It may not,” he answers. “Isabel is a well known agnostic. She’d sooner believe in two headed dragons than a Conclave working for God. But this accident, what happened to Dobbins... does it mean what I think it does?”

I nod. “Yes. It means I’m not the only one.” 

Our conversation ends there, as Helen joins us, her good humor a relief from his anxiety. “Richard, are you coming to the reception on Olympic with us?”

“No. I have some business to attend to this afternoon.”

She pouts and leans against Thomas. “That’s awful. I was hoping we could hide in a corner together so I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. Now, I’ll be forced to chat up Mr. Harland.”

“You didn’t used to mind,” Thomas says, reaching the car. 

“That was before I married you and Harry started sulking about it.” She rests her cheek on his shoulder and grins at me. “Harry asked me first but I waited for a better offer.”

Thomas opens the door. “Even so, you kept me waiting for an answer... for several weeks, as I recall!”

“It was punishment for shocking me.” Helen steps into the car, still laughing. I wave them out of the yard and walk to Dunallon. It’s a warm day. The excitement of the launch hangs in the air. I let myself in and go upstairs to the library. I’m still there, pacing the floor, when footsteps sound in the hall.

“Miss, you can’t go in there.”

A familiar voice retorts, “Oh, yes, I can!” and Isabel bursts into the room, an annoyed butler on her heels. Her mind flickers at me like a candle in a room without air; I can’t seem to keep it alight. Her heightened emotions make me almost able to sense them. “Mr. Dobbins is dead,” she says.

The butler scowls. “I’m sorry, sir, I tried to stop her.”

“It’s all right,” I answer. “You may go.”

He departs with a disapproving frown and shuts the door behind him. Isabel crosses the room and stands in front of me, her gaze nearly level with mine. “I want you to find out what happened today and make whoever is responsible pay for it.”

“What makes you think anyone is responsible other than Dobbins?” I ask, leaning against the desk. “You heard what he said. Perhaps he wanted to die but hadn’t the courage to face the truth at the time, much less admit it.” 

“No, Dobbins would never do that, not to himself, not to Molly, and certainly not to his children. She’s the unstable one. He’s always been steadfast, courageous, determined...” Isabel’s voice fades away as she considers it, and then shakes her head. “He was finally making enough to be able to put some aside. He wanted to take a holiday this summer with his children on the coast. Men don’t make plans like that and kill themselves.”

I pick at the edge of the desk. “Some of them do! Can anyone know the truth of someone else? We see only the façade, that part of themselves they want us to see.”

“I see the truth in people,” Isabel answers. Her strange gray eyes burn into me. “It’s a talent of mine. I see past their farce to the truth within, and it’s not always pleasant. I knew the man and he trusted you with his final words. His trust wasn’t misplaced, was it?”

Lies lurk on the tip of my tongue but her intense stare causes me to answer softly, almost against my will, “No.” 

She extends her hand to me. “Then come with me, and let’s find out who killed one of my oldest and dearest friends.”

After a long and meaningful pause, I take her hand.
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​Chapter Three
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“You’re sure about this?” Isabel asks me doubtfully.

Crossing the street toward the pub, I answer, “If you want to know a man’s friends and his enemies consider the feelings of the men who knew him best in the hours after his death. You can learn much when men are in their drink.”

“I take it you don’t drink,” she counters.

We reach the pub doors and I answer, “I have too many secrets to risk a drunken mind.”

It’s nearly dark and the shabby pub sign sways in the wind. The emotions drifting from within are a mix of sadness and elation, grief over the loss of a friend and excitement at the successful launch. I swing open the grubby door and thick pipe smoke drifts out around us. Two men stumble out and set off down the street, setting their collars against the wind. Low lighting casts faces into shadows. No one notices us, intent on the line of men at the bar. “To Dobbins,” one says, lifting his cup in the air. Others follow it and all drink soberly in his memory.

“He was a good man,” someone adds. Others nod and stare miserably into the foam in their cups. From the far corner, a gruff voice says, “He was also a damn fool.”

“You keep your mouth shut, John Kelly,” snaps the man at the bar. “Everyone knows you’re happy he’s dead.”

Isabel starts forward and I catch her arm; her anger floods into me. I’m tempted to keep hold of them, let them influence my mood. Surprised at their strength, I let go. 

“His opinions were different than yours,” someone else growls. “That doesn’t mean he deserves his fate.”

Kelly crosses broad arms over his massive chest. Dark eyes burn in a heavyset face defined by a thick beard. “The man wanted Papist rule, Home Rule. Give the Catholics power over us and we’ll be wiped out.” 

“He was no Catholic,” retorts another voice. “He couldn’t have worked in the shipyards otherwise.” 

Glowering in his beer, Kelly answers, “A man can pretend he’s not a lot of things if it gets him what he wants—in this case, a decent paying job and the respect of other Papists.” 

“Like pretending not to be a bully?” Isabel asks. Attention shifts to her in the crowded, smoky room as she pushes forward to stand over the small round table. 

Kelly’s annoyance curls around me. “What’s it to you, then?”

“Everyone knows what you are, John Kelly: a bully and a troublemaker. By day, you pound rivets; by night, you pound skulls. It’s either your way or nothing, and Dobbins was the only man courageous enough to stand up to you.” 

The insult isn’t lost on the rest of them; anger stirs the air. There is too many for me to do much about it, other than flit between their minds, urging restraint where passion drives action. I sense many things in that room, in their heads, guilt, suspicion, sadness, even fear. Leaning far back in his chair, Kelly studies her with his tongue in his cheek. “So what, then? I pushed the strut over on him?”

“I wouldn’t put it past you,” she answers softly.

Sensing a shift in the mood around us, I move forward. Kelly shoves back his chair with a rough scraping sound and towers over her. “No one accuses me of anything and gets away with it, especially not a Home Rule wench like you.” He grabs her arm, shoving her against the table. I step between them. 

“There’s no need to take insult, Mr. Kelly,” I say and he looks at me. “You were nowhere near the strut when it fell. No one was, so no one could have prevented it. What happened to Dobbins was an accident. Isn’t that right, Miss Lahy?” 

Defiance burns in her eyes but she isn’t stupid. She nods. The tension eases slightly and some of the men relax. I watch Kelly. “If you’ll be so kind as to step aside, I’ll take her home.” 

“No.” His anger sharpens his gaze as it rakes over me. “I’m not finished with this conversation.”

The men around us take discreet steps back. I smile. “But I am finished with our conversation. Move, sir, or I’ll move you.”

He laughs and I enter his mind. The effects are staggering; a consciousness seeped in the blind, dizzying affects of alcohol. It’s like leaping into a freezing cavern with dim flecks of light floating just out of reach. I shudder and come to my senses—as he comes at me. It happens so fast, no one else reacts. My instincts take over. His head smashes into the table and he crumbles to the floor, blood dripping out his nose. “The next time I tell you to move,” I say, flexing my fingers, “no matter how drunk you are, Kelly, move.”

Dragging an astonished Isabel out the door, the noisy sounds of the pub fall away behind me. “What were you trying to do,” I ask her, “get us killed?”

She wrenches her arm free. “I knew you’d take care of it.”

“That’s a fine thing to say, when you’re responsible for my battered knuckles and his split lip. That entire situation was avoidable until you told him just what he didn’t want to hear!”

Crossing her arms, she lifts her eyebrows. “I said exactly what needed to be said to prove his guilt. An innocent man isn’t afraid of unsubstantiated accusations.” 

“I see. Did the situation give you the results you wanted?” 

Thunder rumbles in the distance; a buggy passes, spraying her skirt with water. Isabel continues to smile at me. “It did, although it told me more than I expected about you.”

“Oh, I see. Putting your life in danger was for my benefit.” I start down the street and she matches my pace, lingering a few steps behind. “What did you hope to prove by it?”

Her cavalier tone stops me dead. “I expected him to move because you told him to. I never anticipated you would hide your true gifts with violence.”

Turning on her, I ask, “Why would he want to do that?”

“Wanting has nothing to do with it. Dobbins didn’t want to die under a falling strut but it still happened. I saw the look on your face when Dobbins spoke to you. You thought only you could make someone act against their will. There aren’t many of you, whatever you are, are there?”

I blink and start walking again. “You seem to be blessed with a truly vivid imagination, Miss Lahy.”

“Deference isn’t denial,” she answers in a singsong voice.

Out of the swirling madness of emotion in Belfast, one mind in particular catches my attention; a faint but distinct feeling, a sense of hopeless self-loathing and anguish I know well. Isabel follows me into the nearest alley. I crane my neck to search the rooftops. She’s here, somewhere; her feelings pulse, dragging me into them. I stagger slightly and feel dampness on my lip. Don’t do it, Molly. Don’t jump.

Her mind is too far away for me to reach her. I’m too weak from earlier encounters. I touch my face and bring my fingers away damp with blood. Isabel stares at it and before she can speak, I ask her, “Dobbins’ wife... does she live near here?”

Her eyes search mine, full of doubt. “Yes, just there.”

She points to a small door facing the alley. I push inside without knocking and children scatter underfoot as I take the stairs two at a time. Throwing open the bedroom door I cross the room in a single bound and peer out the open window. A narrow iron ladder leads to the roof. An incredulous voice follows me up it: “What are you doing?”

Gloom swirls on the street below as I climb to the roof. Odd chimneys and broken clay pots litter the space. Molly stands on the edge staring down. Her despair overwhelms me. I fight to keep it out but my usual defenses crumble. I know this grief too well to deny its power. I stretch out my hand to her and say softly, “Molly.”

Startled, she glances at me. “Don’t come any closer.”

Isabel climbs onto the roof behind me. Pushing her hair out of her face, her irritation at me turns into confusion and fear as she tries to rush forward. I stop her and shake my head. Her mind is easier to connect to, a welcome diversion from pain. I reluctantly let it go. Her voice cracks as she stretches out her hand, fingers up. “Molly, don’t jump. John wouldn’t want this. Think of the children!”

“They liked him better,” Molly answers miserably, staring at the street below. “It should have been me, not him.” 

Reassured that Isabel will keep her distance, I let her go. My attention shifts to Molly; the urge to stop her powerful feelings are so strong I have a hard time resisting. I call out to her, “You’re still here, aren’t you? God took him, not you. Why?” 

Long lashes flutter, damp with tears as she stares at me.

I step forward. “You believe in God, don’t you, Molly?”

She barely nods. 

“Is this his plan for you, for you to die right here, right now, by your choice, to leave your children orphans?”

Her fists clench and she looks again at the street. Shadows stir beneath us, ghostly images of ravenous hellhounds. Only I can see them, caught between worlds. A passing coach churns the mist, the sound of hooves fading into the silence. Lights gleam in the distance, illuminating the hull of the ship in the bay. “How can I live with it, with the pain?” she asks.

My voice wavers. “It’ll get easier in time.”

I’m within an arm’s length of her now. Isabel lingers behind us, focused on me. Molly presses a hand to her chest. “It feels like my heart is gone! It hurts to breathe! You don’t know what it was like before Dobbins found me, before he saved me.” 

Her guilt and shame wash over me. “I do know.”

She stares at me doubtfully. “How could you?”

We’re close enough to touch, but don’t. I fight the images her mind pushes at me, her past laid bare to me. “I also lost someone very dear to my heart. I felt immense sadness and thought of killing myself, only I chose the river in the dead of winter. I intended to walk out onto the ice and fall through.”

Belfast fades into the distance, as she looks at me, curious. Her emotions shift. She wants me to stop her, to convince her to come off the ledge. I relax. The worst is over now.

“Why didn’t you?” she asks.

“You know why, Molly. It’s the same reason you’re going to take my hand and step back.” I hold out my hand. She stares at me, oblivious to the ghostly hounds circling beneath us. Isabel holds her breath. Cold fingers slide into mine as Molly steps into my arms. I rest my chin on top of her head, my arms wrapped around her as she sobs into my chest. The shadows disperse, supernatural snarls fading into silence. 

Trembling with relief, Isabel gently calls her away from me. “Come inside, Molly, it’s much too cold to stay out here.” She sends me a lingering glance as we take her inside. Half an hour later, Molly sits at the fire with her children, wrapped in a blanket, still grieving but her mind much calmer. My head pounds, making it hard to focus. 

You would have so much more control if you used your gifts more often, a memory murmurs at me. I push it aside and step out the front door into the dirty, narrow street. 

Isabel comes after me, wrapping her shawl around her thin shoulders. “How did you know what she planned to do?”

“It’s what I would have considered in the circumstances. You read people. I sense emotions. Grief is overwhelming.” 

She doesn’t believe my half-truth and draws nearer. Her eyes darken as she studies me. “You’re trying to hide from me the truth of who and what you are, but it won’t work. Eventually, I’ll see through you. Why can’t you confide in me?”

“Maybe you see what you want to see in me, Miss Lahy. Have you considered that?”

Her laugh is abrupt. “I’d rather not see this in you. Your unusual talents convince me that things exist I don’t believe in, such as magic, although I did see a remarkable hypnotist once. I considered that in your case, but he turned out to be a farce and there’s something true and otherworldly in you.”

Wagons rumble past in the gloom behind us. I ask, “Have you considered turning your razor-sharp instincts inward?”

She frowns slightly. “What do you mean?”

“You’re intent on proving me the one with the gift, when it appears you have a remarkable one yourself. What makes your instincts so good? Have you ever wondered about that? About what you might be?”

It feels strange not to know her feelings, but from her shift in expression, I see that I’ve hit a nerve. Her smile isn’t quite genuine, as she answers, “This isn’t about me.”

“Oh, on the contrary, Miss Lahy. I think it is.”

Molly calls her name in the darkness behind us and turning on her heel, Isabel returns to the warmth of the kitchen. I use the brisk walk home to clear my mind. Entering Dunallon stirs Thomas and Helen in the drawing room. She glances up from her watercolors and smiles. “There you are! I wondered what happened to you!”

“Are you painting?” I pick up the nearest watercolor and smile. A cat wearing a large pink bow sits on a ledge licking her paw, a familiar chubby baby with dark curls perched beside her. 

Helen scratches behind her ear with the end of her brush and says, “It’s certainly not up to the standard of Beatrix Potter but I want Elba to have stories about her own life too.”

“When she’s old enough to read them,” Thomas remarks.

I look at another picture, a woman and the same child in a garden. Helen has captured her own resemblance very well. She shakes her head. “Thomas pretends to disapprove but I caught him reading one to her last week. Which one was it, dear? The Man and the Shipyard?”
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