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    “Sed fortuna, quae plurimum potest cum in reliquis rebus tum praecipue in bello, parvis momentis magnas rerum commutationes efficit; ut tum accidit.”




    (Fortune, which has great influence in affairs generally and especially in war, produces by slight disturbance of balance important changes in human affairs.)




    - GAIUS JULIUS CAESAR, THE CIVIL WAR, BOOK III:68




    (TRANSLATION BY A.G. PESKETT)




    “If a man were to know the end of this day’s business ere it come; 
But it suffice us that the day will end, and then the end be known. 
If we meet again, well then we’ll smile, and if not then this parting was well made.”




    - WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, JULIUS CAESAR, V.I
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    Monday, April 8, 1918




    Eight-thirty in the evening




    Kentish Coast, outside Whitstable




    Lily Rivers, Lady Strangford, roared across the cliffs on the back of her motorcycle, pushing for speed as though it were possible to shorten the distance to London by sheer force of will.




    The headlamp of her Triumph spilled across the pale, winding path of the road, the sky deepening from purple to cobalt over the fields to the east. To the west lay the sea, a darkly moving mass she could hear rushing against the coast over the engine’s roar.




    The motorbike had been improved since Lily first rode it four years earlier. After the pistons wore out on her original configuration, His Majesty’s government had arranged for a retrofit, installing the new 550cc three-speed block onto her old frame. Lily could feel the difference in the way the motorbike sped out of the turn, the force pushing her against the narrow seat.




    She had been granted the upgrade for the same reason she now rode through the dark on the remote Kentish coast. Lily wore the uniform of the Wrens—the Women’s Royal Naval Service. For the last three years, she had served as a courier shuttling messages from the naval listening stations that peppered the coast. The intercepted, encrypted German wireless transmissions picked up by the stations were too sensitive to be trusted to the telegram lines.




    Lily dropped gears and rolled the Triumph to a halt at the top of a slight rise. She took a long draught from her canteen, washing the dust from her throat. The road was dry today, the sky clear and cloudless. Stars glittered overhead against the dark blanket of the night, emerging with a splendor that was rare to see in perpetually fog-bound England.




    The sight of those distant points of light gave her a distinct twinge of unease.




    The hour was later than she would have liked. The Triumph’s chain had loosened as she arrived at the Herne listening station, and it had taken nearly two hours for her to fix it. In a way, the accident was a boon, as the delay meant one last additional intercept found its way to her before she departed, a communication that would otherwise have waited at the station until the next courier arrived in the morning. Lily had shoved the slim yellow paper into her pocket just before firing up her engine. She could feel it there now, the envelope slightly stiff against the wool.




    Wind rippled the long, coarse grass beside her, soft with the scent of the sea and touched with spring warmth. The waves sounded a gentle susurration against the shore at the base of the cliffs below.




    She slugged once more from the canteen and twisted on the cap. Pulling down her goggles, she tugged her linen scarf up to block the worst of the dust from her nose. She would not stop again before reaching London.




    Spinning the pedals, Lily sparked the Triumph back to life and roared down the road.




    ~




    She tore into the city two hours later, covered in a film of dry earth. London was dark as she rode towards Whitehall, the gas lamps that lined the streets either unlit or painted to direct their dim light down at the ground. The windows of the houses she passed were blackened with shades or cardboard, and the shops and taverns were already closed for the night. Few automobiles or carriages ventured out on the roads at this hour, and those that did navigated by shaded headlamps that gave out only a vague illumination. No one wanted to make the city an easier target for a German air raid.




    A policeman turned at the sight of Lily’s own headlamp, necessarily undimmed to allow her to safely speed across the rural roads of Kent. He blew his whistle, motioning for her to halt, but waved her on as he noted her uniform and courier’s satchel.




    The Admiralty Building, headquarters of the Royal Navy, could barely be made out against the neighboring government offices lining Whitehall. It was nothing but a crenelated silhouette against the softer darkness of the clear night sky. No one inside would risk revealing a glimmer of light through a poorly-shaded window. The Germans would happily have bombed the place to dust if they could find it.




    Lily sped past the shadowed facade, leaning into a quick turn around the statue of Charles I that marked the entrance to Trafalgar Square. She whipped into a narrow alley closed in by monumental buildings. The shadows were darker here, the light of her headlamp more starkly painting the paving stones.




    She stopped the motorbike near an unobtrusive door nestled into a corner, killing the light and dismounting. Grabbing her satchel, she stalked up to the uniformed sentry who stood by the step.




    “Good evening, Mr. Greene,” she said as she approached.




    “Lady S,” he acknowledged with a tired nod, opening the door.




    The hallway beyond was cramped, the floor a patchwork of chipped tiles. It was lined with offices, most of the doors shut at this hour. The few that were open revealed men in shirtsleeves leaning over desks covered in papers. Farther along, a room full of lady typists clattered with the noise of their keys. A fellow Wren in the conventional skirted uniform pushed along a trolley with urns of hot coffee and tea. She eyed Lily’s trousers with a note of envy as she passed by.




    Lily neatly navigated the labyrinth until she reached the central hall, a wide space framed by open-air staircases that rose in elegant angles to the floors above. During the daytime, it roared with hurried conversations and rapid footsteps. It was quieter at this late hour, the noise dimmed instead to a low hum of activity.




    The weighty oak desk at the center was manned by a single duty clerk, a grim young lieutenant with a stiff back who wearily set aside a stack of papers as Lily approached. She pulled three thick envelopes of intercepts from her satchel and handed them to him.




    “Manston, Westgate, and Herne,” Lily announced.




    She abruptly recalled the final Herne intercept, pulling it from her pocket.




    “Oh—and this,” she added, slapping it onto the pile.




    “Acknowledged,” the clerk replied stiffly.




    He set the envelopes on top of a teetering stack of similar manila packages on his desk and turned away.




    “Aren’t you going to put them in the tubes?” Lily pressed.




    The pneumatic tubes ran like arteries throughout the massive complex of the Admiralty. Lily could see the mouth of one behind the clerk’s desk. Papers were inserted into cylinders that fit neatly into the tube and were then sucked into a distribution center on the ground floor. They were sorted there and shot on to their destinations. It was a far faster and more efficient method of moving documents through the building than relying on couriers running up and down the massive staircases.




    “The tubes are down,” the lieutenant clipped out in reply without looking at her. “Someone will be along shortly.”




    It was a perfectly reasonable answer. Lily’s only charge was to see that the intercepts were delivered to the Admiralty. She had completed that task, and the hour was already late. The notion of crawling into her bed was deeply appealing, but as she stepped aside to let a postman drop his enormous bag of mail onto the desk, that late yellow message from Herne glared at her from the top of the pile.




    A resonance rose in her bones, one that Lily both recognized and did not welcome. It was the distinct buzz of her onmyōdō.




    Lily had been plagued with a straightforward form of foresight for as long as she could remember. It was a power that subjected her to both humdrum and terrible visions of what was to come. Something critical had changed four years ago on the night that she plunged into Regent’s Canal. In a strange moment between life and death, a transformation had taken place, one that left her coughing up muddy water onto a slab of concrete carrying something far different back with her.




    Lily’s power to glimpse the future had been joined by an ability to feel out the places in the present upon which different outcomes rested. She thought of them like switches on railroad tracks, little changes that sent the course of things to come rattling down an altogether different path.




    Onmyōdō was the name James Cairncross had given her complicated new gift. As The Refuge’s former librarian, Cairncross knew perhaps more than any other living soul about the arcane gifts their mentor, Robert Ash, had called khárisma.




    Lily’s onmyōdō glared at her unexpectedly from objects, moments, or people, filling her with an often irresistible urge to make some seemingly innocuous change to the present. One of the earliest impulses of the power had led her to a fight that broke her relationship with her closest friend. Then three and a half years ago, Lily had succumbed to the onmyōdō-fueled compulsion to shift the position of a single decorative porcelain vase and, in doing so, turned her fiancé into a suspected murderer and fugitive.




    A wise and difficult man had once told her that her visions of the future weren’t random. They had a cause, one that lay with the powers that moved the universe—fate, perhaps, or what Ash had poetically referred to as the Parliament of Stars.




    Lily acknowledged that the actions driven by her onmyōdō had ultimately prevented greater evils from coming to pass, but the power had never shown a great deal of concern for her personal stake in the whole business. If it really was some impulse of the divine, then the divine seemed indifferent to Lily’s own well-being or that of the people she cared about.




    It left her instinctively wary of the unmistakable pull of the onmyōdō—a pull she felt now from that ordinary slip of yellow paper.




    She could ignore it, walking away from the desk and leaving the intercept where it lay. The future would play out as it was currently meant to, the alternative promised by the yellow paper remaining forever unrealized. No one around her would ever know the difference.




    But Lily would know. She knew it now, looking at the page and feeling something very like a scream ring through the back of her mind, desperate and unrelenting.




    It was not a choice she necessarily had to make blindly. If posed the question of why the late intercept from Herne mattered, her onmyōdō would respond. Sometimes the answer was simple—an heirloom mirror that would no longer be broken or an automobile accident avoided. Other times, the push to know more unlocked a barrage of foresight, throwing open doors to complex and confusing outcomes spilling far into the future. It was an experience overwhelming enough to bring her to her knees.




    Falling to the ground in the throes of a prophetic maelstrom in the hall of the Admiralty was not an ideal proposition.




    A pair of admirals strolled past, ambling like men on their way to the club. Another courier pushed his way through the door behind her. Lily’s skin burned with the feeling that she was running out of time—that in a few more minutes, the window to choose between two possible futures would close.




    Now, the onmyōdō hummed inside of her. Nownownownow …




    The courier’s briefcase spilled open. Papers slid across the tiled floor. The duty clerk’s head snapped to the right, and Lily’s hand flashed out as though making the decision for her. Her fingers closed around the slip of yellow paper, and then she was gone, turning for the stairs with the intercept shoved into her pocket.




    She climbed quickly, moving as though she knew exactly where she was going. To do anything less in this place would invite questions about her purpose Lily couldn’t possibly answer.




    The onmyōdō pulled at her, drawing her like the needle of a compass. It tugged upward.




    It wasn’t until Lily was halfway to the top of the building that the rest of her brain caught up, and she realized where she must be going.




    Her destination was one of the Navy’s most carefully guarded secrets. Lily certainly wasn’t supposed to know its location—or even that it existed—despite the fact that her husband often collaborated with the people who worked there.




    Strangford had been serving in the Naval Intelligence Division for nearly four years now, ever since the memorable day when he was recruited by none other than Winston Churchill, then Lord Admiral of the Royal Navy.




    Churchill had since moved on to serve as Minister of Munitions, and Strangford had evolved from an analyst and translator to more active forms of duty. He had been to both Ireland and Norway, helping to foil attempted uprisings and an effort by the Germans to infect Scandinavian livestock with anthrax.




    It was forbidden for officers of the NID to discuss their work with their spouses, but Strangford had good reason to trust Lily’s ability to keep a confidence. The balance of secrets in their relationship was also terribly skewed for reasons that could not possibly be avoided. Hiding the true nature of his employment from her had felt wrong.




    Lily knew that what she was contemplating could earn Strangford a reprimand or worse. Before she chanced it, she ought to know exactly what was at stake.




    Reaching the third-floor landing, she left the main staircase and strode down the hall. She blended in well enough in her uniform. Even at this late hour, there was still a scattering of other Wrens about, shuttling orders from the kitchens below or serving as typists and telephone operators.




    Lily caught only a few uninterested looks as she moved purposefully past the offices until she reached a narrower, enclosed service stairwell at the back of the building. She pushed inside and stopped, listening.




    The noises of the Admiralty hummed around her—the faraway ring of a telephone bell, the murmur of quiet voices. None of them came from within the echoing enclosure of the stairwell. She was alone here . . . for the moment.




    It would have to do.




    The onmyōdō still pulsed through her blood. Steeling herself, she took a breath, pushed gently at that uncanny hum—and fell.




    Lily lands on a railway platform.




    It is a location she knows well, one she has passed through dozens of times—London’s Waterloo Station, situated on the south bank of the Thames.




    The glass ceiling overhead is painted black, blocking the glare of the electric lights from escaping into the night. The lights themselves are dimmed, leaving long shadows where, before the war, everything blazed with illumination. It is late, the sprawling space around her sparsely populated.




    A train emits a soft hiss of steam. A conductor cries out a departure.




    From somewhere above those familiar sounds, Lily hears the low, dull buzz of an enormous bee.




    It fills her with a mix of confusion and dread—and then the urgency washes over her like a wave.




    Remember, she thinks, clinging to the habit of her years-ago training. Her gaze snaps to the clock that hangs over the platform, all four faces of it precisely calibrated to show the correct time.




    It reads five minutes to eleven.




    The world around her shifts, tearing at the seams with a sound like the roar of a winter storm. Painted glass overhead shatters, raining needle shards down on the few people inside, who share a scream of panic. The concrete under Lily’s boots splits, iron girders screeching against some enormous unseen pressure.




    Plumes of dust burst from the shops lining the east side of the terminal.




    The cataclysm is abrupt, stopping as soon as it has started. Following a terrible instinct, Lily flies across the platform to the doors.




    She spills out into something that is not the midnight-dark streets of South London.




    Where blocks of flats and shops should be is only a wasteland—a dry, dead sprawl of twisted wire and blackened trees. The air smells of burnt meat and smoke.




    No, Lily desperately thinks. Not that. Not there …




    She blinks, and the landscape shifts, turning to something else—something she has seen before.




    A crater lined with earth and brick, jagged with broken pipes spewing water and flaming gas. The far side of an apocalypse marked with the icon of a bloody red hand.




    Her throat closes, the old horror choking her. She shoves back the terrible association—a dark memory she knows has been dredged up by her mind as it struggles to translate the raw information thrust at her by the onmyōdō. The scene before her clears into a sprawl of crumbled stone and shattered glass. She hears people crying for help, running both toward and away from the remains of a bakery, from the isolated sign for a boy’s school standing before a blackened heap.




    Lights flash overhead, great white beams brushing across the sky. They dance across the form of a great gray insect, a monstrous wingspan with a terrible sting.




    And then she returned.




    Lily held herself upright with a hand braced against the wall, quietly gasping. She pulled in a breath, forced it back out, and fought to steady the erratic, racing beat of her pulse. The yellow intercept was crushed in her hand, her fingers clenched into an involuntary fist.




    She forced them open. Carefully, she smoothed the page against the leg of her trousers, her hands still unsteady. It was clear now what the cryptic string of numbers and letters typed on the page meant—how desperately important it was.




    A German bomber was coming for London tonight.
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    It had been two months since the last raid when a single one-ton shell from a monstrous German bomber had landed on a quiet street in Maida Vale, destroying three homes and killing over a dozen people.




    The area around Waterloo was even more densely populated. Lily recalled with a lurch in her gut that a boarding school stood directly across the street from the main entrance to the station. How many children would be sleeping in their beds when the bomb hit?




    Even if one of the naval listening stations on the coast picked up the plane’s engine as it approached England, they wouldn’t know where it was headed. If they did, the Admiralty could alert the Royal Air Force to scramble planes to intercept. The air raid alarm could be raised in the targeted areas, and there would be hope of minimizing the damage.




    The irony of it tasted bitter. Lily could tell them exactly where the German bomber was headed . . . but they would never believe her.




    The information had to come through a channel the Admiralty leadership recognized, and there was only one place where the message she held in her hand could be transformed from a string of gibberish into a warning.




    Lily raised her head, pulling herself away from the wall, and looked up the dim length of the staircase. She could climb to the top and try to infiltrate one of the most secret and carefully-guarded locations in England, or she could let the future she had just foreseen come to pass.




    Time inched towards inevitability.




    Lily mounted the stairs, taking them two at a time. She reached an innocuous gray door at the top marked only by an indication of the floor. It would be locked.




    Raising her fist, she pounded on the barrier.




    The lock snapped, and the door swung open. A solidly-built sentry in Navy blues stood across the opening, a sidearm holstered at his shoulder. The bulk of his body blocked almost the entirety of her view of what lay on the other side. He glared down at her.




    “Wrong door,” he barked.




    Electricity danced across her skin, raising the hairs on her arms as the knowledge of what would come next rose up inside of her.




    A telephone bell was about to sound in the hallway behind his shoulders. Someone would drop a stack of files. He would swing the door shut, closing her out.




    She could stop him. It tugged at her, a dark and whispering promise. If she did not resist it, Lily knew what it would mean. Violence would spill through her veins, marrying her skill as a fighter with the awareness of the next move her enemy would make. It was like battling someone grappled, their inability to move through time granting her a deadly advantage.




    The power brought with it a fierce and thirsty pleasure, one that had previously drawn her to the brink of murder. They were moments that continued to haunt her even as unrealized possibilities. In the quietest hours of the night, Lily could not avoid the truth that part of her had wanted it. The death. The victory.




    She fought the impulse now, teeth gritted against it. Mauling a naval guard at the door to a top-secret program would benefit neither her career nor that of her husband. Instead, she swung her courier’s bag off of her shoulder and jammed the leather into the door’s hinge.




    The obstruction jerked the door to a stop, bouncing it back against the sentry’s hand. The big man glared down at her. Lily had perhaps three seconds before he either shoved her out onto the landing or tossed her over his shoulder to carry off to more dire consequences.




    Behind him, a telephone bell blared. A clerk startled at the sound, dropping a stack of files onto the floor. Someone bent down to help him, putting his face into the narrow field of her vision.




    It was a face she recognized.




    “Mr. Adcock!” Lily called.




    The face swiveled toward her, blinking with surprise behind a pair of round spectacles. His gaze moved from Lily to the sentry at the door. A rapid calculation took place behind those glasses.




    “Lady Strangford,” he said, straightening. “My apologies. I did not expect you quite this early. I see you found your own way up.”




    Lily breathed a silent sound of relief. The sentry frowned, but he was no longer pushing at the door.




    “There weren’t any visitors logged for tonight,” he noted, his disapproval clear.




    “Weren’t there? An unconscionable oversight,” Mr. Adcock replied, stepping up to the door.




    Frank Adcock, Cambridge lecturer in Ancient History, was a man of inconspicuous build, balding at the crown of his head. Unlike the sentry, he was not in naval uniform. Instead, he wore a rumpled brown suit. Lily wondered if perhaps he had fallen asleep in it earlier that afternoon.




    Lily had been introduced to him at a charity tea a few months before and had noted the careful way he and Strangford had greeted each other.




    The guarded suite of offices Adcock had just bluffed her way into was known as Room 40, though it now took up far more than a single room. It was not a typical naval department. Its staff included a bevy of civilians, many of them scholars of history and linguistics. Few knew that these men had taken a leave of absence from lecturing and reviewing papers to crack German codes.




    “Come along, my lady,” Adcock said, gesturing her in with an easy assumption of authority.




    For a moment, it looked like the sentry might resist, but at last he stepped back. Lily flashed him a thin smile as she hurried past, following the unassuming university fellow into the hall.




    It was far more cluttered and busy than the floors she had passed through below. Wires hung in thick bundles along the ceiling, branching out into the various offices that lined the way. Even the broom closet appeared to have been converted into a sorting station. The program was rapidly outgrowing even this expanded space, but its officers and civilian volunteers could not simply spill over into less secure areas of the Admiralty.




    The hall was jammed with filing cabinets, trolleys, and stacks of equipment. The entire place hummed with activity. No offices were closed up for the night here. She might have been passing through in the middle of the afternoon.




    Lily was far from the only woman present. Others typed furiously at rows of tightly packed desks or strode past with files under their arms.




    Adcock opened one of the doors and motioned her inside. Lily found herself in a small room with a shaded window. It was dominated by a desk heaped with papers, the space made more narrow by the bookshelves that lined the walls. They were packed with volumes in an array of languages that even Cairncross would have found impressive.




    The small man in the rumpled brown suit pushed the door shut behind him and turned on her, back stiff.




    “I hope you realize how irregular this is.”




    “I know. I’m sorry,” Lily replied.




    “If you’re looking for his lordship, he isn’t here. He’s at a debrief in Greenwich. I expect he will return directly to your home once he is done.”




    “I’m not here for Strangford.” She held out the yellow paper, still wrinkled from being crunched in her fist. “I have an intercept from Herne.”




    Adcock’s expression shifted to one of exhaustion. Lily noticed that the cuffs of his shirt were stained here and there with spots of ink.




    “Yes. Right. I shall add it to the incoming pile. I assure you we will examine it as soon as possible.”




    She heard what he was careful not to say—anything that indicated what, exactly, that “examination” might entail. That she was here at all indicated she already knew more than she should about Room 40. Adcock did not intend to reveal more than was strictly necessary to her.




    She took a breath. Figuring out how to navigate this was like walking through the dark.




    “This one is important,” she urged.




    “They are all important, my lady,” he returned, taking the paper gently from her hand. “Now, we had best get you out of here before you raise a stir.”




    She could feel the uncomfortable pressure of her onmyōdō. It told her that death still hung in the air over her head.




    As she followed Adcock back out into the hall, Lily tried to tell herself that she had done all she could. It was a singularly unsatisfying argument.




    They were halfway back to the door when a young clerk in rolled-up shirtsleeves poked his head out of an office.




    “Spotters confirm single R.VI off Margate!” he called out.




    There was a shift in the atmosphere around her as the people crowding the suite of offices paused in their work to take in the announcement. The activity picked up again with a new and more determined energy. She caught words buzzing through the air around her: flight paths, observation, targeting. 




    Lily knew what an R.VI was—a Zeppelin-Staaken bomber, an enormous German aircraft that crossed the sky like a beast from a nightmare. It was a single bomb from a Zeppelin-Staaken R.VI that had leveled an entire neighborhood in Maida Vale back in March.




    Adcock stopped, his hand tightening on the paper he had taken from Lily. He looked down at it, then whirled back to her, holding up the page.




    “Herne, you said?”




    “Yes,” Lily confirmed.




    “What time?” he demanded.




    “Seventeen minutes past eight.”




    At the charity tea, Adcock had been pulled into a comfortable and meandering debate about Latin declensions. He was far more tightly focused here, that innocuous frame coiled with sharp and ready intelligence. At her response, he neatly pivoted on his heel and stalked back down the hall.




    Lily followed him.




    “Dilly!” he barked, forgetting her presence as he yanked open another door.




    Over his shoulder, Lily was mildly horrified to find herself looking into a bathroom.




    It was also clearly an office. A desk sat parallel to the tub, holding precarious and yet obviously organized stacks of books and papers. More items were tacked onto the walls, overlapping each other as thick as a tapestry.




    The tub itself was full, the water no longer steaming. It held a tall, thin man with a high forehead and thick, small glasses. He reclined in the bath, a pipe hanging out of the corner of his mouth as he made a mark on a clipboard.




    Lily blanched a bit to realize that she recognized this gentleman as well. He was Alfred Dillwyn Knox, another Cambridge scholar who had been at the tea, renowned for his work on translating Egyptian papyri.




    His bare knees poked up from the water like the limbs of some awkward bird. A metal tray of papers suspended over the tub thankfully blocked the most compromising portions of the papyrologist from her view.




    “I am thinking, Frank,” Knox replied patiently without looking up.




    Adcock seemed not the least bit surprised to find his colleague in such an unorthodox position. Rather, he gave a short huff of irritation and hurried into the room, holding out the yellow paper.




    “You heard the Margate warning?”




    “Mr. Morgan has quite capable lungs,” Knox returned, finally lifting his gaze from the clipboard. “Good evening, Lady Strangford.”




    “Mr. Knox,” Lily returned politely as Adcock whirled back to her, raised his eyes to the ceiling in a very brief and silent prayer, and then snapped the page at the man in the tub.




    “Herne Bay. Two hours ago.”




    Knox paused, his pencil hovering over his paper. His eyes shifted to the intercept, narrowing with quiet and intense interest.




    “Right, then. Just a tick,” he responded.




    With a swish of tepid water, he launched himself out of the tub. Lily was treated to an alarming display of pale, scholarly flesh before she swiveled to put her back to Knox and took a step into the hall.




    Adcock joined her there.




    “That was . . . ahem.” He struggled to find the words. “Mr. Knox is a very effective—ah, translator. The water helps him think.”




    “Yes. Of course,” Lily murmured, unsure of what else to say. At least in his embarrassment, Adcock seemed to have momentarily forgotten that she wasn’t supposed to be there.




    The door behind them flew open a moment later, revealing Knox with a towel wrapped around his waist. He pushed the intercept back at them along with a quickly scribbled scrap of paper.




    “Waterloo. They’re targeting Waterloo.”




    There was no surprise in the information for Lily, and yet she felt the impact of it all the same. Her thoughts shot back to the hiss of the broken gas lines, the shattered field of brick and earth.




    Adcock reacted more quickly. He snatched both papers from Knox’s outstretched hand.




    “Where is Blinker?” he shouted down the hall.




    A reply echoed back.




    “Canteen!”




    Adcock bolted forward, Lily on his heels. She was vaguely aware of Knox striding behind them, still in his towel. The sight of the half-nude scholar seemed to make clear the urgency of their errand, and others dodged back out of the narrow hallway as they approached.




    At the far end of the suite, Adcock pivoted through another doorway. They raced through a room full of lady typists who glanced up as they passed and then immediately returned to their work.




    The canteen lay on the far side. A samovar bubbled on the counter next to a plate of buns. A diminutive officer with a captain’s bars and a bevy of ribbons on his jacket stood by the platter, a slice of pound cake moving toward his mouth. He sported a pair of bushy white eyebrows, a hawk-beak nose, and bright, very intelligent eyes.




    One of those eyes twitched reflexively as he looked sharply to Adcock, Lily, and Knox.




    “Report,” he barked.




    “Margate has called a raid warning, and we’ve this message from Herne,” Adcock replied.




    The captain—Blinker—snatched the papers from his hand, scanned the contents in a breath, and then shouted.




    “Don’t just stand there! Open a priority line to RAF Uxbridge and ring Scotland Yard to get out the warning!”




    Adcock raced off. Knox lingered by the pastries, selecting an iced Belgian bun with a glazed cherry on top of it.




    “Who’s the Jenny?” Blinker demanded, gaze shifting to Lily with another twitch.




    “Courier,” Knox replied smoothly through a mouthful of bun. “Duty clerk sent her up as the tubes are out. Apparently thought it might be important.”




    Blinker frowned.




    “Remind me to have a word with him,” he noted narrowly.




    “My motorbike is downstairs. I’ll help get out the warning,” Lily offered before the sharp-eyed officer in front of her could draw further conclusions about her presence.




    Blinker studied her with an uncomfortable intensity. Then his hand shot into his pocket, emerged, and tossed something at her through the air.




    Lily caught it with reflexes honed by both her kali and a touch of foresight. She opened her hand to see a shining silver whistle.




    She straightened, knocking out a sharp salute.




    “Sir.”




    She turned and hurried out, resisting the urge to run. She had just exited the typing pool when she realized that Knox was strolling beside her, his long legs making it easy to keep up.




    “It will pass over Sheppey and the Hoo,” he noted casually, flicking a crumb off his pectoral. “Then overland from Gravesend through Oxley.”




    Lily took mental note of the directions. The air raid warning would need to be called out as far along the likely route of the plane as possible. Once the bomber became harried by the Royal Air Force defense fighters, it might drop its bomb at any point rather than returning to Germany without scoring a strike at all.




    Her mind skipped forward, drawing a mental line between Oxley and Waterloo. What she saw there made her heart skip.




    “They’ll cross Greenwich,” she blurted.




    Knox looked back at her with quiet understanding.




    “His lordship is at the college. King Charles Quarter, Room 105.”




    “Thank you,” she said, meaning every syllable.




    The towel-clad cryptologist popped the rest of the bun into his mouth and made her an elegant bow in reply.




    ~




    The warning was already sounding along the streets approaching Waterloo Station when Lily crossed the bridge on her Triumph, the whistle clamped between her lips. The police telephone lines had moved faster than her motorcycle. Constables bicycled down the deserted roads, shouting with practiced volume as families began to gather their essentials and scurry for shelter. One man carried a still-sleeping toddler in his arms as Lily approached the station. At the boys’ school, a queue of children, still in pajamas and clutching stuffed bears, hurried across the street to the entrance to The Underground.




    The sight washed her with relief, signaling as it did that with the aid of Adcock and Knox, she had at least managed to change something of that terrible future she had foreseen.




    The work of spreading the warning along the rest of the bomber’s potential route still needed to be done. Lily swung the Triumph around to head east along the river, the shrill note of Blinker’s whistle piercing through the stillness of the night.




    Searchlights blazed to life, swinging across the sky on both sides of the black current of the Thames. Fueled by acetylene, they burned a ferocious white. Gunners would be hurrying to the antiaircraft nests concealed on top of buildings scattered across the city. The lights would also help the Royal Air Force planes that must already be scrambling from their base in nearby Uxbridge.




    She found herself painfully conscious of the time. In the future she had shifted, the bomber would have hit Waterloo in twenty-five minutes. That meant it must already be leaving the fields of Kent for the suburbs of southeast London—including Greenwich, where Strangford would be just finishing his debriefing.




    Following the curve of the river, Lily passed the distinctive silhouette of Tower Bridge and the narrow glimmer of St. Saviour’s Dock. She gave the empty place where Joseph Hartwell’s warehouse once stood only a brief glance as she flew by, shivering a bit at the memory of the flames.




    A constable was hurrying out of Southwark Park as she passed, pulling on his uniform jacket with his whistle clamped between his lips. It felt as though she were racing the hands of the switchboard operators as voices on the telephone lines worked the warning out to the other neighborhoods in the R.VI’s flight path.




    As yet, there was no sign of the RAF defenders overhead.




    Lily swung from Jamaica Road to weave through the warren of denser streets by the river. Windows popped open as she passed, neighbors pounding on doors, the call of “air raid” echoing through the night air.




    It was ten minutes to eleven when she crossed the bridge over Deptford Creek, entering Greenwich to find the police were already hurrying people to basements and shelters.




    The switchboard operators had won. Lily celebrated her defeat by pausing for a moment under the searchlight-crossed sky to breathe a sigh of relief. The sense that she alone carried the responsibility for what must come next finally lifted.




    She spun the Triumph back into ignition and buzzed down another lane, emerging at the sprawling campus of the Royal Naval College.




    During the day, it was one of the most splendid pieces of geography in the city. The long, white-columned buildings faced broad green lawns that opened onto the muddy waters of the Thames, looking like soot-stained Grecian temples to the gods of military supremacy.




    At nearly eleven in the evening, it was swathed in shadows. Like the rest of London, the windows of the college were blacked out with shades, the lawns deserted. The only illumination came from a searchlight set in a park to the west, which blazed across the sky overhead, painting a line to the river and then further east.




    Lily neatly glided her motorbike around a gate blocking vehicle access to the campus at night, following a footpath up to the shadowy and timeless facade of the King Charles Building. She halted before it, killing the engine.




    The two men standing by the door looked over at her.




    Strangford was in uniform, the distinctive shape of it apparent even in the gloom. He extended his hand in a farewell shake as the fellow beside him gaped at the motorcycle-riding apparition on the lawn. Remembering himself, Strangford’s companion took his leave, hurrying away as Strangford approached her.




    Her husband’s Navy blues were well-fitted. He had been able to give the patterns to his usual tailor, and thankfully the required fabric was simple wool.




    Strangford could tolerate wearing wool.




    The patch over his missing eye stood out starkly against his pale skin under his close-cropped hair. Serving in the Navy required him to cut it more often than he liked. The shorter trim revealed the fine glimmers of gray starting to show at his temples.




    He stopped just shy of where she straddled the motorbike, close enough that she had to look up at him.




    “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked, his voice a warm rumble that set off an answering hum inside of her.




    “Air raid,” she replied. “Targeting Waterloo.”




    He arched his eyebrow.




    “I believe we are in the flight path to Waterloo.”




    “We are,” Lily confirmed, swinging her leg off the Triumph and standing.




    Strangford paused a moment, his ear tuned to the night where the police whistles could be heard, their sound softened by distance.




    “It would seem the warning is out,” he noted.




    There was something in the possessive and admiring gaze he turned on her that made her bones heat.




    “I have the oddest suspicion that those currently finding shelter might owe that to you.” Strangford moved in close enough that she could feel the brush of his uniform against her leg. He slipped his gloved hand around her lower back, pulling her nearer.




    “It was Knox who deciphered the intercept,” Lily protested as the hand on her back moved a little lower, setting her nerves tingling and her thoughts into a crawl. “Bloke named Blinker.”




    Her husband straightened, looking at her with dark amusement.




    “You were in Room 40.”




    “I . . . er, yes,” she admitted with a flush of embarrassment. “I’m sorry. It was terribly important. Will I have gotten you into trouble?”




    “Most likely. Though I expect the fact you helped raise an air raid warning may soften the blow.” His fingers paused in their delicious track up the length of her spine as he considered. “Perhaps I’ll tell them you used your feminine wiles on me.”




    “Don’t you dare. They’ll suspect I must be a German agent.”




    He pulled her closer, his mouth exploring the sensitive skin beneath her ear.




    “Your wiles are very effective,” he noted.




    “Anthony,” she protested weakly as his hands explored further. “We are on the lawn.”




    “Not yet,” Strangford returned. “But we could be.”




    The blackout had never seemed quite so much like an invitation, but her attention abruptly shifted as a low hum caught her ear. Lily gripped Strangford’s arm, looking up.




    “Do you—”




    “Yes,” he confirmed, looking up as well.




    “There!” Lily pointed.




    It slipped through the beam of a searchlight farther down the river—something like an enormous gray dragonfly. Two tiers of wings were marked with the black imperial German cross, four engines framing an enclosed cockpit. In the bay of that body would be a bomb capable of flattening a city block.




    The R.VI was a marvel of engineering, moving over the blacked-out city like a creature from a myth. It was just as threatening as any dragon.




    The night crackled with the sound of machine gun fire.




    Smaller airplanes zipped into view like sparrows harrying an albatross. The RAF fighters had found their target. Though diminutive in size compared to the hulking German bomber, they moved quickly and carried a sharp sting, strafing the R.VI with bullets.




    Strangford pulled Lily up into the shelter of the doorway to the looming Baroque building. The angle still provided her a view of the firefight taking place in the sky over the river as the R.VI shot back at the smaller, more nimble RAF aircraft.




    His arm tightened around her waist. With his chest at her back, Lily could feel him deliberately deepening his breathing. Strangford was more sensitive than others to blaring sounds and flashing lights. It was a reactiveness rooted in the same place as his discomfort in crowds—namely the exquisite vulnerability of his own khárisma. The breathing exercises were a part of his tàijíquán practice meant to help moderate those naturally heightened responses.




    The threat was real. At any moment, the crew of the R.VI could decide to cut their losses and drop their payload regardless of the intended target, deeming a cluster of suburban homes better than nothing. Still, the dance taking place in the sky was oddly beautiful as the aircraft swooped and dove amid the racket of deadly gunfire.




    The enormous frame of the R.VI shifted, pulling into a turn that would take it back out over the Thames, signaling its intention to retreat. As it moved, a strafe from one of the fighters found a lucky mark, and the side of the bomber burst apart in a ball of flame.




    The great structure of it dipped, twisting in the sky as it fell. It hit the surface of the river and pinwheeled, pieces of the wings snapping off as it spun until it finally splashed to a stop, resting half-submerged beside a rowing club on the far bank. In the light of the flames from the wreckage that floated, scattered, on the water, she could see the small figures of the German crew scrambling out of the broken windows of the floating shell of the cockpit. A cry sounded from nearby, a lifeboat crew assembling by the college docks.




    She leaned against Strangford, shoulders sagging with relief. It was over. Those who only an hour before had been meant to die would wake in the morning ignorant of how close they had come to a different fate.




    And for once, following the demands of her onmyōdō had not cost her something more.


  




  

    
THREE
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    Tuesday, April 9




    Half past seven in the morning




    Lancaster Gate, Bayswater




    Lily woke to soft sunlight streaming through the bedroom windows and the sound of something thumping against the bedroom door. The sound was regular and slightly muffled. It was followed a moment later by a whispered reprimand as her housekeeper, Mrs. Jutson, shooed Cat down the hall.




    The animal had adopted Lily at her old flat on March Place and followed her to Bayswater upon her marriage. It was not allowed in the bedroom as its hair on the sheets caused Strangford to either sneeze or snore.




    Cat was not overly fond of this restriction, demonstrating a maniacal determination to violate it.




    Strangford was snoring gently now as he sprawled across the bed beside her. He wore only the bottom half of his pajamas. Their maid, Theresa, had left them two years earlier for a better paying job in a munitions factory, which meant no one would be coming in to relight the fire. Strangford had decided to take advantage of the lack of morning interruptions by wearing fewer clothes. The sheets were a good Northumberland flannel, comfortable against his skin, and forgoing nightwear saved him from hunting for more garments he could wear without flinching.




    Strangford’s tendency to absorb the history of whatever he touched had improved since he and Lily had married. Impressions no longer forced themselves upon him from every surface he contacted unless they were of a particularly potent variety. He was able instead to exercise his power with a bit more discretion. Lily suspected it was because he more routinely opened himself up to contact with the world around him. Things like his books, their garden, and the objects in the house were reliably safe for him. And Lily, of course—Strangford made a habit of touching her quite regularly.




    The same could be said of her foresight. Those more conventional glimpses of the future that once forced themselves upon her, almost exclusively in the form of unavoidable disasters, had become a rarity once she opened herself up to simpler and more regular moments of precognition. It was as though her power was a system under pressure that must burst out now and again if not offered more controlled forms of release.




    It had made for a quieter life despite the rigors of the war, and Lily could feel it as the morning sun streaked through the window, spilling across Strangford’s chest as it evenly rose and fell with his breath.




    His snores hitched, breaking their rhythm, and he let out a long exhale.




    “I was doing it again. Wasn’t I?” Strangford demanded, his remaining eye still closed.




    “Whatever could you mean?”




    The eye opened, shifting over to her with a look of warm skepticism before closing again.




    “I’m still asleep,” he declared.




    Lily contemplated her possible responses, at least one of which set a wicked flush through her. In the end, a rumble from her stomach settled the matter.




    “I’ll leave you to it, then,” she said, slipping from the bed.




    She plucked her dressing gown from the hook, shrugging it over her shoulders as she slipped from the room.




    Cat immediately inserted himself between her ankles, a maneuver that could easily topple the unprepared. Thankfully Lily had been expecting it. She pulled the door shut before the animal could slip past her, neatly stepped over his bulk, and quietly made her way down the stairs.




    As Lily reached the hall, a savory and mouthwatering smell rose to meet her. Voice rose from the further steps down to the kitchen.




    The household at Lancaster Gate had grown even smaller since the start of the war. In addition to Theresa leaving for the factories, Strangford’s awkward, countryish footman, Roderick, had been drafted in 1917. It was still hard for Lily to imagine the young, easily startled Roddie living through the violence and terror of the Western Front, but he wrote letters every week to Mrs. Jutson. Lily knew that as of last report, he was not only alive but intact and not generally minding the food.




    Only Mrs. Jutson remained, and it was not Mrs. Jutson that Lily heard talking from the far end of the hall.




    “And this notion that Maud Allan is having an affair with our former Prime Minister’s wife is simply ludicrous. I can’t imagine Margot Asquith throwing up her skirts for a bit of fun if I try. And besides, everyone knows Maud is quite devoted to Verna, her secretary.”




    Lily descended into the kitchen, a cozy space nestled into the ground floor of the house. Narrow windows near the ceiling looked out into the back garden.




    “Good morning, Estelle,” she said from the doorway.




    Estelle, resplendent in caftan and turban despite the early hour, rose from the scarred kitchen chair like a goddess and glided over to Lily, greeting her with a kiss on each cheek.




    “Darling! How refreshing to catch you en déshabillé. You are too often in uniform these days. It’s noble and depressing. Come join us. One of my clients graced me with a pound of ham after I connected him with his departed mother, and I was just regaling Mrs. Jutson with the sordid tale of the Cult of the Clitoris while she fried it up.”




    Mrs. Jutson stood by the stove, neatly flipping slices of ham with her tongs. The offering was indeed a treat, something that had been next to impossible to come by since the outbreak of the war.




    The housekeeper was in her early fifties, her hair coiled into a slightly off-balance bun. The kitchen was her realm, which was why the walls were mounted with plates paying tribute to various jubilees and anniversaries. Mrs. Jutson was a devoted royalist.




    “It’s right alarming,” the housekeeper said. “Women with women and such, and the Germans turning them all into spies. Begging your pardon, my lady.”




    Mrs. Jutson’s manner was somewhat less than precisely proper, but then she had not been trained by one of the agencies that nobles usually hired from. Instead, Strangford had found her through one of his tenants who lived on the family estate in Northumberland. What she lacked in tact, she made up for in hard work. More importantly, she was a woman uniquely devoid of jealousy and spite. Though not exactly grandmotherly in her manner, she was motivated by compassion, loyalty, and affection—feelings that Strangford did not mind sharing when he touched the objects Mrs. Jutson had come into contact with.




    “I have not received a single note from a German blackmailer yet,” Estelle complained in response, flashing Lily a wink. “I am feeling quite left out.”




    “Tea’s ready,” Mrs. Jutson said, plucking the kettle from the stove.




    “It’s warming up a bit outside. Why don’t we take it in the garden?” Estelle suggested.




    Returning upstairs to change had felt like too much effort for wartime, and so instead, Lily plucked a light coat from the stand by the door and shrugged it over her dressing gown. She was glad for it once they got outside. The sky had clouded over, and there was a breath of chill to the air.




    Once in the garden, Estelle draped herself across one of the white wrought iron chairs.




    “Aren’t you cold?” Lily demanded as she took the other chair.




    “Not anymore. As you will understand in another twenty years or so, I should expect.”




    Lily allowed Estelle to cool off as she soaked up the quiet beauty of the garden. Even with the cloud-covered sky and the chill, she was happy Estelle had prompted them to come out here.




    The walled space behind the house was not as ornamental as it had once been. Strangford had pulled up the overgrown shrubs and perennials to make room for vegetable beds, building more boxes over the lawn and patio. They were already bursting with crisp heads of spring lettuce and curling tendrils of peas. Fresh vegetables were nearly as hard to come by as ham, so growing their own was the only way to ensure the house had a regular supply. Lily knew it was not particularly fashionable among the upper classes, but she found the sight of all those useful growing things very pleasant.




    “Where is Gwen this morning?” she asked. “Raising donations for veterans with her suffrage group again?”




    To the outside world, Gwendolyn Bard was Estelle’s roommate. The two women made no secret of the true nature of their relationship to those they called friends.




    “No,” Estelle replied. “I finally convinced her to take a holiday, which she was rather desperately in need of. I had been thinking perhaps of the seashore or the Lakes District, but she’s hared off to some tiny village in Kent for a festival where they bake loaves of bread in the shape of a pair of conjoined twins who died eight hundred years ago. Because that, of course, is Gwen’s idea of fun.”




    Miss Bard was a rather well-respected folklorist. Because she published under her initials, there were very few who realized that the learned G.W. Bard was not a gray-bearded old scholar but a plump and pretty middle-aged suffragette.




    “What about you?” Lily pressed. “Are you taking a holiday, or are you still working all hours of the day and night?”




    Estelle made her living as a medium. Her business had initially combined her very real talents for speaking with the dead with a fair amount of show and spectacle. The war had changed that. An exponential increase in demand for her services had allowed her to do away with the tricks that brought in the punters and focus instead on communicating the genuine messages of the departed.




    Lily knew that Estelle had been struggling to balance the needs of the dead and the grieving with her own well-being.




    “It is not as though I am capable of sleeping anymore,” Estelle complained. “I might as well be doing a bit of good. It’s that or sit around overheating. Gwen says I am coming into my power as a crone and, apparently, that is why I am constantly melting. Because I am so splendidly powerful.”




    She emphasized the point with a graceful sweep of her hand and then slumped back in her chair.




    “Ahh, the tea. Bless you, Mrs. Jutson,” she added.




    Mrs. Jutson set the tray down on the table, along with a small stack of letters and the morning newspaper. Lily’s stomach grumbled in response to the smell of the ham. There was also a porridge but no toast. The porridge was of indeterminate origin, made up of whatever grains Mrs. Jutson could get hold of, but she always had a bit of bramble jam for it sent to her by a sister back in Northumberland.




    “I’m afraid it’s that Chinese stuff again,” Mrs. Jutson warned. “Ration day isn’t till tomorrow.”




    “Tea is Chinese, Mrs. Jutson,” Lily gently corrected her, pouring out a cup.




    “Is this Mr. Wu’s gòngjú?” Estelle asked, perking up as Lily handed her the cup. “I quite enjoy it. It reminds me a bit of my favorite vermouth.”




    The gòngjú was made with dried chrysanthemums by Lily’s old friend Mr. Wu, who cultivated the flowers in his garden outside the city. He spiked the blend with a hint of the herb known in the Americas as sassafras, which gave it an earthy and spicy flavor Lily found quite pleasant, even if it lacked the invigorating qualities of the usual stuff.




    She was grateful to Mr. Wu for providing them with it. Many other families simply went without as they waited for their next ration pickup, or they steeped their leaves over again until the liquid they brewed had roughly the consistency and flavor of bathwater.




    Thinking of his father always brought Sam to Lily’s mind. She had not seen him since the start of the war, though at least now the pair of them regularly exchanged mail. Lily filled pages with inane details about her work and life in London, and Sam would send back a postcard with nothing on the back of it or an envelope with a few news clippings or other things he picked up like a magpie. It was enough to know he was alive but so much less than what they had once shared. Of course, Lily knew she had very possibly shattered that closeness forever with her actions the last time they had been together—on the night Jack Cannon died.




    She missed the closeness—missed Sam. She wondered what might be left between the two of them when he finally did return home from the war . . . if he came home at all.




    For a moment, the thought left her gazing blankly down at her tea.




    When she caught herself and raised her eyes again, Estelle was looking at her with quiet, knowing sympathy.




    Lily turned from it, stabbing a piece of ham with her fork. She took a bite and frowned. After months of deprivation, it should have tasted like heaven, but for some reason, the flavor was unpleasantly metallic. Perhaps it had simply been too long since she’d had any.




    She forced herself to swallow and turned her attention to vaguely shuffling through the mail.




    “Anything good?” Estelle prompted, cutting her own slice of ham in half and plopping one of the sections onto Lily’s plate. Estelle always ate like a bird.




    “Looks like another update from Dr. Yates,” Lily replied.




    The doctor was a female physician Lily had met through Gwendolyn Bard’s suffrage club. She ran a charity health clinic exclusively for women and children. Many of her patients were prostitutes with limited options for health care. Lily knew all too well how easily such women could be taken advantage of. A few years ago, she had made a significant donation—the entirety of the accumulated money her father had sent her over the years before she married Strangford. The checks had been deposited into a bank account in Lily’s name, one that she had refused to touch even when it left her impoverished to the point where she had to work the most menial jobs to survive.




    Once she had emptied the account, Lily had asked her father to close it and cease his deposits. He had agreed, which was a relief to her, but he still found ways to inflict his wealth upon them. They were simply more subtle now and, therefore, more difficult to refuse. She would come home to find that someone had paid for a cracked windowpane to be replaced or a new chair would be delivered when an older one lost a spring.




    The gifts were occasionally exasperating, but Lily knew they were different than those earlier payments had been. This wasn’t some substitute for genuine love and support, but rather her father’s awkward way of showing that he cared about her.




    Her relationship with Torrington had never evolved into something conventional. There was too much history between them, and too much was complicated by the antagonism of his heir, Viscount Deveral, and the ever-present fear and hurt on the part of his countess. Still, the pair of them managed to meet at least once every couple of months, and those engagements had come to feel increasingly comfortable.




    There were still things that hurt. She had never been back to Brede Abbey, her father’s rambling country estate in the Sussex Weald. The one time she had seen it, the manor had made her ache with thoughts of what her life might have been like had her father succeeded in convincing his family to adopt her after her mother’s death.




    “I see you have another from Miss Eversleigh,” Estelle noted, reaching across the little table to flip up an envelope more voluminously stamped than the others.




    “Portia?” Lily said, reaching for the missive. It had indeed come all the way from Cairo, Egypt. Lily’s quiet, bookish niece had joined Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service the day she finished school. After her training, she had requested a transfer to the army hospital in Cairo, of all places. She was lodging with friends of the Eversleigh family, Neil and Constance Fairfax, nursing soldiers wounded on the African front.




    “How is she enjoying Egypt?” Estelle asked.




    “It is hard to be certain, as her letters are generally stuffed with information about the pharaohs of the 18th Dynasty or the relative merits of tourniquet materials, but if I had to guess, I should say she is rather taken with it.”




    Lily still wondered how much of Portia’s decision to join the nursing service was driven by the events of that night in December 1914 when the girl had calmly helped to hold back the blood gushing from the gunshot wound in her father’s chest.




    Her deeply observant niece had never mentioned anything about Dr. Harold Gardner’s ability to diagnose the nature of her father’s injury with a touch that night, or how Strangford had drawn the intentions of his assailant from cold steel with his hands, but Lily felt certain the girl missed nothing from behind those owl-like spectacles.




    Portia was quite capable of recognizing a secret when she saw one.




    Her eldest niece was not the only Eversleigh who knew of Strangford’s powers. Her mother, his sister Virginia, was aware of them as well. She occasionally brought up the fact that Strangford had hidden them from her for thirty years when she wanted to best him in some verbal battle.




    Lily would read Portia’s letter later when she had time to delve into its dense descriptions of Arabic grammar. As she set it aside, her eyes fell on the newspaper—locking onto the date printed boldly under the header.




    April 9




    She slowly set down her fork.




    “So that’s why you came,” she said numbly as the significance of that little line of type shattered through her.




    It had been exactly one year.




    On April 8th, 1917, Lily’s mother-in-law, the dowager Lady Strangford, had finally slipped away after a three-year battle with cancer of the ovaries. The following day, shortly after the telegram arrived at the house, Lily lost a pregnancy she had only just discovered—a pregnancy that she and Strangford had almost given up hoping for.




    Lily told herself it had barely been real yet. There was hardly anything to lose. She might not even have known had she not been so carefully counting the weeks even as she pretended not to mind anymore.




    She hadn’t told anyone about it, still so hesitant to believe it could really be happening. Only Strangford had known, and Strangford had been sent off to analyze some debris salvaged from a sunken German destroyer off the Yorkshire coast. Lily knew he must go directly from there to Allerhope, the family estate in Northumberland, to help Virginia make the funeral arrangements.




    If she wired to tell him what had happened, he would be torn between those two responsibilities, and so Lily had hovered in the bedchamber, paralyzed by the simple and terrible decisions she must make. The monster of her own looming grief had risen up inside of her even as she chided herself for being so horribly weak, knowing she must simply get on with things—clean up, pack her bags.




    Get up off of the floor.




    Then Estelle had come.




    She still wasn’t sure how Estelle had gotten past Mrs. Jutson when Lily had not yet come downstairs for the day, but then Estelle had always known what to say—it was rather her gift. One minute she was more alone than she had ever been in her life, and the next, Estelle was opening the door and kneeling down beside her, pulling her very gently, very carefully into her arms.




    “I know,” she had whispered as Lily started to shake, the careful dam she had built against her pain beginning to shatter as Estelle’s long fingers swept through her hair. “I’m here.”




    Lily had not shared the news of her pregnancy with her friend, but Estelle had means of collecting information that went beyond the cries of the newspaper boy. Lily had never asked her which spirit had raised the alarm about her distress—in the end, it didn’t really matter. It was Estelle who had helped her wash up and change. Who had packed her things and joined her on the ride to the north, and then taken Strangford carefully aside when he met them at the tiny station two miles from Allerhope. She had slipped her fingers into his hand and allowed him to learn the news in a way that did not also burden him with the terrible weight of Lily’s sadness and that awful sensation that she was somehow at fault, even though she knew rationally that could not possibly be the case.




    Back in the soft gray quiet of the garden, a year later, Estelle poured a splash more gòngjú into her cup.




    “Are you doing anything to mark the occasion?” she gently asked.




    “I have to work,” Lily returned shortly.




    She forced herself to eat another bite of the ham, even though the flavor of it was wrong. She did not want Estelle to know she had lost her appetite.




    “Rituals help, Lily,” Estelle pushed back softly. “Grief heals better when you honor it.”




    “I honor my grief perfectly well, thank you,” Lily snapped back.




    Estelle made no comment, not even the typical arch of one of her fine eyebrows. Somehow that said more than any words would. Lily felt her defenses crumble a bit.




    “It just seems like it should hardly matter anymore. It isn’t as though I lost someone I knew.”




    “That’s not how love works,” Estelle replied, pushing aside her porridge and sipping her gòngjú.




    “No,” Lily acknowledged. “I suppose it isn’t.”




    Estelle’s hand slipped across the table to cover Lily’s. It stayed there, holding her gently, and something in her uncoiled just a little. She wondered whether perhaps this was her ritual—this quiet tea in the garden with a friend who knew exactly how hard this day would be for her.




    The door at the top of the steps cracked open. A bolt of orange fur streaked out, hurrying down to entwine itself around Lily’s ankles. Cat then moved to Estelle, who firmly nudged the animal back with her foot.




    “Not on the caftan, thank you very much,” she asserted.




    Strangford sneezed from the doorway.




    “Good morning, ladies,” he said.




    Unlike Lily, he had taken the time to get dressed. His hair was still damp from a quick wash in the basin, and he wore one of his old black suits. There was something comforting in the sight of it since so much of the rest of the time he was in uniform.




    “Hello, Anthony,” Estelle greeted him in return.




    Something in the unusual solemnity of her tone alerted him. His expression shifted, the casual cheer fading from it.




    “Oh,” he remarked quietly. “Yes, of course.”




    He descended, crossing to the table. He stood by Lily’s chair, his bare hand falling to where the dressing gown covered her shoulder.




    She was torn between two opposing instincts. One urged her to pull away, to protect him from the emotions that roiled inside of her. It was an urge she would almost certainly have given in to four years earlier.




    Lily lifted her hand, entwining his fingers with her own.




    Though she knew Strangford’s power only worked one way, she could almost swear she felt something pressing towards her through the warmth of his touch—a pulse of comfort. The overpowering sense that she was not alone.




    He bent down, his lips brushing against her hair.




    “Here,” Lily said, pushing the word past the lump in her throat as she straightened. “Come join us. There’s ham.”




    Strangford released her. He touched the back of the seat as he sat, a habit he developed after he lost his eye to make certain he didn’t misjudge the distance. It was the odd chair at the table, added a couple of years ago after they kept finding themselves with company. It didn’t match the others, but Lily found she preferred it that way.




    “We must have pleased the rationing gods,” he noted as Lily pushed the better part of her ham onto the plate in front of him.




    He took a bite. The pleasure that flashed across his face was genuine.




    “Estelle brought it,” Lily said.




    Estelle waved a dismissive hand.




    “No tribute is required. Pass it on to your wife.”




    Strangford’s eye brightened a little mischievously.




    “This is quite excellent ham. Whatever could I offer that would be sufficiently pleasing?”




    Estelle snorted out a laugh. Lily felt her cheeks warm, and just like that, the morning reclaimed itself. The grief was still there, but so was the tea, the growing things, and the laughter of the people she loved.




    With that soft and sure glow inside of her, she enjoyed another sip of her tea. She reached for the last letter. As her fingers brushed the envelope, her power abruptly sparked to life.




    Her breath fogs before her in a room of ice.




    Black feathers rustle against a familiar voice in her ear.




    You don’t know what I’ve done.




    Glass shatters in the heat of an inferno.




    Monsters scream across the dark.




    Strangford gazes at her through a snow that falls warm against her skin, scented like a funeral.




    … the only choice …




    Lily slammed back into the garden, the fear threatening to choke her as she clenched the envelope in her hand.




    “What is it?” Strangford demanded, breakfast forgotten as he studied her face.




    Lily forced her hand to open, looking down at the ordinary shape of the letter. It was postmarked from London, made of plain white paper and addressed in a quick, neat hand, one that spoke of control and efficiency. It might have held a bill or a request for a charity donation.




    “It’s for you,” she managed to say, acknowledging the name neatly printed on the surface and holding it out to him.




    Strangford’s bare fingers rested against the wrought iron table. Everything about him went very still, his eye on the envelope as though it were a wild animal that had wandered into the garden.




    Lily continued to hold it out even as part of her wanted to tear it into pieces—but that could not be her choice. It was Strangford’s letter. It was for him to decide what to do with it.




    “Is it bad?” he asked her, still not lifting his hands.




    “It’s . . . important,” she stammered out, shaking her head. “I can’t be sure of anything else but that.”




    He absorbed her words in thoughtful silence, then pulled his gloves from his pocket and tugged them on. Finally, he accepted the letter, tearing it open with an unused butter knife from the tea tray.




    “Well?” Estelle prompted impatiently.




    “It’s from Inspector Tariq Kazi,” Strangford replied.




    The name was as shocking as a rhinoceros wandering into the garden. Lily had not seen or heard from Inspector Kazi since they last spoke on the cliffs at Taddiford the morning after Strangford was cleared of suspicion of murder.




    Tall and elegantly put together with his watchful golden-brown eyes and fine mustache, the inspector missed nothing. He had pursued Strangford in a manner that was both relentless and woven through with a deep vein of integrity that might ultimately have saved both of their lives.




    Kazi was no longer their enemy, but Lily was far from comfortable with the prospect of his reappearance in their lives.




    “What does he want?” she demanded.




    “He asks if I would consent to being transferred to MI1c for the next month for a special project. The Foreign Section of the Secret Service Bureau,” he clarified, looking up to meet her eyes.




    Faced with war, England had leveraged the collective powers of three distinct intelligence agencies. There was the Naval Intelligence Division, which Strangford worked for and which included the codebreakers like Knox and Adcock in Room 40. A parallel organization ran within the British Army, designated as Military Intelligence 1B. Finally, there was the Secret Service Bureau, a joint operation of both military officers and civilians that was run directly out of the War Office, the branch of the British Cabinet that oversaw all war operations.




    Kazi had been working for the SSB when they first encountered him back in 1914. He and several other officers from the Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police had been detached to the intelligence bureau at the outbreak of the war to aid with their counterespionage efforts.




    Apparently, he must still be involved.




    “What kind of project?” she demanded.




    “He doesn’t specify.”




    He handed Lily the letter. She read through the text, which took only a moment. It said little more than what Strangford had already told her.




    “Is that all we can know?” she asked carefully.




    Strangford did not object. He took off his gloves and accepted the page back from her. He lowered his head, a posture that made it easier to conceal what he was doing—at least if none of the emotions burned into what he held were too powerful.




    “Noise. It’s . . . children arguing.” He frowned at the page, pushing himself deeper. “A woman . . . Tidying up. Everyone is always leaving things lying about.”




    A touch of that other soul’s exasperation found its way into his voice, and then he set the letter back down on the table, straightening and coming back into himself.




    “There was also a girl at the factory who was upset about a tiff with the vicar,” he added. “Nothing more. Nothing of the inspector.”




    “How very odd,” Lily commented uneasily.




    “Did someone else write it for him, then?” Estelle asked.




    “I’m not sensing anyone putting a pen to this page. It’s as though it should still be blank.”




    Estelle tapped at the paper with an elegantly shaped fingernail.




    “And this is definitely your inspector’s hand?”




    “I never saw it,” Lily admitted.




    “Nor did I,” Strangford agreed. “But it would make little sense for someone else to impersonate the man. No one who knew the history of our relationship would think our connection such that it could be imposed upon.”




    “He did accuse you of murder,” Estelle cheerfully agreed.




    “Suspected,” Strangford corrected.




    “He got you indicted,” Lily pointed out tersely. “I should say that counts as an accusation.”




    “He was doing his duty,” he gently countered.




    Lily bit back her instinctual retort to that. It was true that there had been nothing dishonorable in Kazi’s actions four years ago, and he had come through for them in the end.




    None of that meant she had to be pleased about the prospect of the man turning back up in her life.




    “Well, I hope you aren’t going to agree to what he’s asking without more information,” Estelle commented, giving voice to what Lily had been quietly thinking.




    “No,” Strangford confirmed.




    He picked up the envelope, turning it over.




    “There’s a return address. St. Mary’s Garden’s, Lambeth.”




    “But that’s nowhere near Whitehall,” Lily protested, pulling up her mental map of the city. “It’s all residential. There certainly aren’t any offices there, intelligence bureau or otherwise.”




    “Then it would appear the two of you shall be paying a call this evening,” Estelle noted blithely, taking another sip of her tea.


  




  

    
FOUR
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    Five-thirty that afternoon




    Lambeth, South London




    It was approaching supper time as their tram rattled across the Thames.




    Lily was fairly certain she was the only baroness in London who took a tram. It was not a status she particularly minded. After four years, she had become more accustomed to the fact that she, who had once swept stages and worked as a chorus girl, was now a member of the nobility. She still had little desire to take on the usual accouterments of her rank, even if Strangford had been able to afford them. Those few times they had ventured into higher society together, she had been conscious of a deep and strange disconnect between herself and the bejeweled aristocrats who talked about their art purchases and New York fashions as though there wasn’t a war on.




    They did, in fact, own a carriage, but the conveyance had been kept in Northumberland for the use of Strangford’s mother. At the time of her passing, the family chauffeur had reached the venerable age of sixty-nine, and Strangford had offered to pension him off. At any rate, it would have been a bother to acquire the animals to pull it, even for a family of horse breeders like Strangford’s. Any stock they raised was subject to an ongoing contract with the Army, which snatched up the beasts as soon as they had reached maturity.




    Some of the shops were already locking up for the night as they disembarked in Lambeth, though the streets were still busy with pedestrians heading home from work for the evening. The scent of boiling potatoes and fried fish floated out from the open windows of the flats above the storefronts. The sky had cleared a bit since the morning, the air warming into a pleasant April afternoon.




    Lily wore a gray tailored suit and blouse. She carried her walking stick with her, a solid and sturdy length of yew topped with tapered brass. To those they passed on the street, it looked like a mildly eccentric fashion accessory. In reality, it was a weapon.




    Strangford had raised an eyebrow when she came down with it as they were leaving, once more clad in his Navy uniform.




    “I doubt you’ll need that,” he commented, setting his officer’s cap on his head.




    “One can never be too prepared,” Lily had countered.




    She did not know this area of the city particularly well. Only the main roads were familiar to her, and so she was a bit surprised when they turned the corner onto St. Mary’s Gardens. The neighborhood was a quiet delight.




    North and west of London’s heart, the presence of a green square inevitably meant a doubling of real estate prices. The lawn would be lined by fine homes and enclosed with a locked gate to which only residents had a key.




    Here, the square was open, a triangle of green dotted with bright tulips and softly flowering trees. The houses were not looming mansions but rather quaint two-story row homes of the sort that working families could easily afford. They were universally well-kept, with swept steps and tidy front gardens, many of which had been converted into vegetable beds. Part of the square had been turned over to farming as well, maintained by volunteers from the neighborhood.




    Children chased each other among the sprouting beans and carrots. One kicked a football as an older gentleman planting potatoes waved the lot of them off toward the remaining lawn. The horde of small bodies wheeled towards the grass, colorful and loud.




    The address on the envelope took them to a house at the end of the row marked by well-tended flower boxes hanging from the windows and pots of herbs lining the steps. The trim was freshly painted, and Lily could smell something cooking inside as she mounted the steps. The spices made her mouth water.




    Strangford raised his hand to knock.




    Lily’s arm instinctively shot out, stopping him as her brain was crowded with a familiar buzz. The sense of imminent significance rang through her skull like a tolling bell in the distinctive tones of her onmyōdō.




    “Should we turn around?” Strangford quietly asked.




    “I . . . I don’t know,” she stammered. “I just … ”




    He waited for her with quiet patience. She took a breath, the sensation already receding, leaving behind a thin and frustratingly vague awareness.




    “It . . . feels like we’re supposed to be here,” she admitted.




    “That’s good?” Strangford offered tentatively.




    She flashed him an uncomfortable look.




    “Just get on with it,” she ordered in lieu of an answer.




    He rapped out three neat blows. 




    The door opened to reveal a sturdy, chubby boy of perhaps five. He looked up at Lily and Strangford with wide, deep brown eyes.




    “Have you lost an eyeball?” he demanded.




    “I have,” Strangford graciously replied.




    The boy’s gaze widened with happy fascination.




    “What’d you lose it on?”




    “Part of a train,” Strangford returned.




    “Which part?” the child pressed as a tall, slender boy of around twelve ducked quickly into the hall.




    Strangford frowned.




    “I’m not precisely certain.”




    “Chotu!” the older boy scolded. “You’re not supposed to answer the door.”




    “Well, he knocked on it,” the five-year-old countered crossly, pointing at Strangford.




    The older boy neatly shoved the child’s finger back into place, then straightened, quickly smoothing himself into a proper comportment.




    “May I help you?” he asked with cool politeness.




    The effect was somewhat marred by the buckling of his left knee as Chotu elbowed it from behind. 




    A certain familiar symmetry of features suggested a connection Lily felt was confirmed by the thick brown hair and copper-hued skin on both of the children. That Strangford had obviously leapt to the same conclusion was revealed in what he said next.




    “Lord and Lady Strangford calling for Inspector Kazi.”




    “I shall see if he is receiving—” the boy began before being promptly cut off by his younger brother.




    “Bābā!” the smaller boy bellowed, his big eyes locked with interest and suspicion on Strangford. “There’s a one-eyed lord outside!”




    The announcement was greeted by sounds of interest from elsewhere in the house. Footsteps pounded elephant-like down the stairs as a girl of eight barreled into the hall, staring unabashedly at the visitors.




    “He isn’t a lord. He’s a Navy officer,” the girl declared, hands on her hips, clearly disappointed.




    “I am both, as it happens,” Strangford replied as he removed his hat, tucking it under his arm.




    A petite and lovely woman marched into the hall from a door at the back, an apron tied around her waist. Her shining dark brown hair was pinned up elegantly. By the fine lines of her face, she appeared to be perhaps a couple of years older than Lily. Though slight in size, she wielded a wooden spoon like a field marshal’s baton as she barked out orders, her voice warmly accented.




    “Rani! Chotu! Into the kitchen!”




    “Why not outside?” the girl complained.




    “I want to see the lord,” the youngest added, drawing out every syllable painfully.




    The woman sighed, raising her eyes to the ceiling. “Motka, fetch your father from the garden.”




    “He is already here,” a voice smoothly cut in as Kazi entered through the back door, pulling off a pair of gardening gloves.




    The inspector was dressed in his shirt and trousers, sleeves neatly rolled up. A canvas apron was tied at his waist, though not a speck of dirt was visible on it or any of his clothing, despite the fact he had clearly been working. He still wore a tie, which was neatly tucked into his shirt.




    “Good day, my lord. Lady Strangford,” he said calmly in greeting.




    The woman looked from her husband to the children, waved her arm, and hissed another order.




    “Go! All of you!”




    The children scurried out, but not through the back door to which she pointed. Instead, they stampeded past Lily and Strangford toward the square where the other children could be seen playing.




    Their mother closed her eyes, let out a controlled and eloquent huff of frustration, and then regained control of herself.




    “May I present Mrs. Kazi?” the inspector offered.




    “A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Mrs. Kazi replied.




    She admirably mustered a gracious curtsy, but there was an audible edge to her voice as she addressed her spouse.




    “Dearest husband, where would you like to receive your guests?”




    “The parlor will do,” Kazi replied as he took off his boots and put on a pair of house shoes, hanging the apron on a hook by the door. “We will require a bit of privacy.”




    “Tea?” Mrs. Kazi asked with forced brightness, directing the question to Lily and Strangford.




    “I’m not sure that will be—” Kazi began.




    Lily cut him off, her eyes on his wife, intuiting what the proper response should be.




    “That would be lovely,” she replied determinedly. “Thank you.”




    Mrs. Kazi nodded, satisfied. Shooting a brief but potent glare at her husband, she slipped back into the kitchen.




    The inspector rolled down and buttoned his sleeves, straightening his tie and slipping into the coat he had left hanging on a hook by the back door. The transformation took only a moment, and he was once again as impeccably put together as he had been four years ago. His dark hair was untouched by gray, and Lily was fairly certain he had not gained a single wrinkle.




    It was a little irritating.




    He gestured to the door to their left.




    “If you would.”




    They stepped through into the parlor. It was modest in size, the furnishings carefully chosen and well-arranged with a distinct lack of clutter. Hints of the family’s origins punctuated the decor, from a colorful woven throw blanket to the photographs on the wall of distant family members in kurta tunics and saris. An elegant arrangement of Arabic script was framed on the wall, hanging above the place where a violin leaned on top of a pile of sheet music. Lily found herself easily able to picture the oldest of Kazi’s children being compelled into lessons.




    She was still surprised to find herself inside the inspector’s home. In fact, it had come as something of a shock to discover that he had a family at all. Some part of her had assumed he must simply materialize each morning in his office and then blink out of existence again when he was no longer needed.




    “You are a bit later than I expected,” Kazi said, taking a seat in an armchair that seemed perfectly designed to fit his frame.




    “Than you expected?” Lily echoed, lowering herself to a spot on the very comfortable settee across from him. “If you had wanted to speak with us, you might have extended an actual invitation.”




    “Invitations can be refused,” Kazi replied. “I suspected a mystery would be a more reliable means of enticing you here.”




    That he was correct only deepened her ire with the man.




    “Lady Strangford had a shift with the Wrens,” Strangford offered easily.




    He looked quite at home on Kazi’s couch as though this were a casual chat between old acquaintances. Lily was prepared to be annoyed with him as well until she noted the watchful focus of his eye. He might be playing a friendly role, but he was just as wary as she was of the purpose behind this encounter.




    “You might have left her at home,” Kazi pointed out.




    Lily’s temper flared.




    “It would hardly have been wise for me to venture into a meeting with you without reinforcements. Would it?” Strangford returned.




    The door opened as Mrs. Kazi strode into the room. Her apron was gone, revealing a very fine day gown, her already tidy hair further neatened. Strangford stood as she entered, offering her a bow.




    “Ma’am,” he said in greeting.




    Mrs. Kazi flashed him a look of approval as she set an elegant tea service down on the table.




    “Can I offer any further refreshment?” she asked, dark eyes darting a challenge at her husband.




    “Thank you, Mrs. Kazi. I’m sure that will do,” Kazi said, the words obviously a careful dismissal.




    His wife smiled, flashing white teeth. Lily was briefly reminded of a tiger.




    “If you’re quite certain, Bhuto,” she replied.




    At the sound of that word—Bhuto—Kazi’s jaw twitched with suppressed irritation.




    “Lord Strangford. Lady Strangford,” Mrs. Kazi said gracefully, offering an elegant curtsy and then departing.




    Lily was not one to leave a gift on the table.




    “Bhuto?” she casually asked as she reached out to pour the tea.




    Kazi’s fingers drummed against the arm of the chair.
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