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    “No one could understand the secret of this weaver who, coming into existence, spread the warp as the world; 




    He fixed the earth and the sky as the pillars, and he used the sun and the moon as two shuttles; 




    He took thousands of stars and perfected the cloth; but even today he weaves, and the end is difficult to fathom.”




    Kabir, The Bijak of Kabir




    (Translation by Linda Hess and Shukdev Singh)




    ~




    “Wade in the water, children.
God’s gonna trouble the water.”




    Traditional spiritual
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    Tuesday, July 28, 1914




    Early afternoon




    Outside Boughton-under-Blean, Kent




    Crouched behind a hedge, Lily Albright tried to know when the most dangerous cargo in England would come rattling up the road.




    The grass was long and dry, seed-heads tickling the back of her neck. Crickets buzzed, the only other sound besides the whisper of the field. The Kentish countryside sprawled around her, rolling pastures lined with hedgerows and dotted with gnarled oak trees. She could smell the sea, the briny scent of it carrying to her from the marshes a couple of miles away.




    A gull wheeled lazily overhead.




    Sweat beaded on her skin. She was dressed in twill trousers and a light wool jacket, the ensemble she wore when riding her Triumph motorbike. It was more practical for an ambush than a linen lawn dress but somewhat less comfortable in a summer heat wave.




    The road was visible through a gap in the tangled hedge of wild plums and brambles. It was a country lane, barely wide enough for two vehicles to pass each other without pulling into the ditch. The dirt and gravel surface was dry and prone to dust. Clouds of it had drifted over her twice since she had hidden herself here earlier that morning.




    Both times something had driven by, Lily had been twisted into knots of anxiety.




    She knew she was only a failsafe. The more reliable source of warning that their target was approaching sat beside her in the form of a wooden box, a makeshift telephone wired to a watch post a half mile up the road.




    In some ways, the box was a rebuke. It shouldn’t have been necessary. Knowing the difference between the vehicle they waited for and some farmer on his tractor shouldn’t have been a tall order for someone who could see the future.




    Then again, Lily’s powers had never been very reliable.




    Her visions weren’t obedient pets that came when she called them. They surfaced or not as they pleased. One might pop up during tea with the gory details of a shipwreck that would take place three weeks later. Another might wake her from sleep, drowning her in a sea of obscure symbols that only made sense months later when the disaster they represented came to pass.




    Lily mostly foresaw disasters.




    It was only over the last few months that she had started to seek her power out instead of desperately avoiding or ignoring it. Her mentor, Robert Ash, had warned her that her clairvoyance would never answer to her beck and call, but he believed she could learn to tune in to more information than the horrors that forced their way into her awareness. With training, practice and patience, she might routinely pick up on knowledge from a little further down the timeline—not just a parade of awfulness but information that could actually be helpful or useful.




    Lily knew Ash wasn’t promising the impossible. She had experienced that just-before awareness once. It had been exhilarating. Knowing the next move of an enemy—what step he would take, which way he would turn—had felt as natural in that moment as looking before crossing the street. Her body had sung with the awareness, resonating like it had been waiting for this all her life.




    Then it was gone.




    She hadn’t come by it honestly. The moment was a stolen glimpse of what she might be able to do someday if she worked at it long and hard enough.




    Since March, she had been practicing diligently, facing the early mornings, the tedious exercises, the piles of reading.




    There had been glimpses of progress, little flashes of success, but they were rare enough to feel like chance.




    Finally, even Ash had admitted that Lily was not progressing as well as he might have hoped.




    “You have spent years building up your defenses,” he said. “It should not surprise me that rote methods of study are incapable of breaking them down. I believe that for you to truly open to your own potential, we must raise the stakes.”




    After that, her regular exercises and practice were interspersed with wild challenges. Most of them ended in some combination of failure, physical discomfort and humiliation.




    Lily rubbed at the flecks of paint stuck to her hand. Bruises dotted her back under her jacket. The marks were evidence of last evening’s training session.




    It had not gone particularly well.




    The stakes today couldn’t be higher. The cargo Lily was here to intercept had already caused untold suffering.




    If it got past her, it might inflict a far more terrible damage.




    The mission was too important to risk on the fickleness of her power.




    A sheep pasture sprawled behind her, the summer grass chewed down to tufts. The flock was gathered in a woolly cluster by the gate that opened onto the lane. It was not an unusual sight in the late afternoon when a farmer might be arriving any minute to lead his livestock in for the night. At least, it seemed normal enough until one looked closer and noted that the gate was already swung wide open.




    Not a single hoof crossed the line from the field to the road. The sheep waited on the verge with uncanny patience.




    Knowing why the animals remained in place didn’t stop the goosebumps from racing over her arms. No matter how many times she witnessed it, Sam Wu’s power still unsettled her.




    Sam looked suspiciously like he was napping. The tall, dark-haired young man slouched against the tumbled remnants of a stone wall, his flat cap pulled down to shade his face. Lily was tempted to give his lanky form a prod with her walking stick. Doing so would unleash a stream of East End invective that reflected nothing of his Chinese heritage, but at least Lily would be far enough away to avoid Sam knocking her with a stray fist.




    Sam Wu’s social status was almost as ambiguous as Lily’s. Was he Robert Ash’s chauffeur or another of his students? Servant or pupil? She had been around for months now and she still wasn’t sure she knew how to answer that question.




    Lily had made up her mind about Sam’s role in her own life early on.




    “I ain’t sleeping,” her friend muttered lowly, arms crossed comfortably over his chest.




    “I didn’t say you were,” Lily countered in a low whisper.




    “I could feel them daggers you were looking. Just making myself comfortable. You might try it yourself.”




    Lily didn’t respond. She returned her attention to the road, forcefully ignoring the ache in her legs. She didn’t want to make herself comfortable. She needed to be ready to leap into action. There was no telling how much warning they would have before they had to act.




    Probably very little.




    The hum of insects was joined by a low, distant rumble. Lily zeroed in on the sound. It drew closer and distinguished itself as the noise of an engine.




    Her heart began to hammer. She looked to the makeshift telephone in the wooden box that sat between her and Sam.




    A whiz with all things mechanical, Sam had rigged it up in the garage the day before, demonstrating how the bell inside could be rung by spinning a winder in its sister contraption up the road.




    “The winder takes an extra few seconds to charge the magneto, but it’ll be more reliable than a battery,” Sam had said. “The last three I bought could barely hold a charge.”




    Even a battery was more reliable than Lily’s knowledge of the future.




    The rumble of the engine came closer. The wooden box remained silent.




    However much Lily doubted her effectiveness, she would try to play her role in this. She took a deep breath and recalled her training.




    Stop thinking. Ignore your mind’s attempts to analyze. Focus inward. Listen to what lies inside the silence. Accept knowledge instead of grasping for facts.




    The vehicle was getting closer.




    She listened to the silence. It distinctly lacked any ringing telephone bells.




    Her concentration shattered as a mud-splattered diesel tractor rumbled into view. It rolled slowly past her, towing a cart full of baled hay.




    She sat back in the grass, ignoring the way it itched at her exposed skin.




    “You can keep your block on,” Sam said. “They ain’t going to be here for at least another hour.”




    “You don’t know that.”




    “Lambeth to Kent’s a sixty mile run, and what proper courier ain’t going to pop off for a bit of nosh along the way?”




    “This is a military transport,” Lily countered.




    Still sprawled comfortably on the grass, Sam shrugged.




    “Bloke still needs to eat.”




    Lily couldn’t share Sam’s complacency. She comforted herself with the thought of their friend Dr. Gardner crouched somewhere up the road, his hand on the crank of Sam’s telephone. Gardner was big, solid, and steady. He would fulfill his part of their plan. Their success wouldn’t depend on Lily.




    She went back to her training, ignoring the pang of the bruises she’d earned with her failure the night before.




    Feel, don’t think.




    She cycled it through her mind like a mantra until she became one with the whisper of the grass against her hands, the heat of the sun beating down on her through her coat.




    Insects chirped. A blackbird fluttered onto the branch of the plum tree woven into the hedge in front of her.




    Feel don’t think.




    Deep inside of her something started to resonate like the hollow tone after a bell had already rung.




    “It’s coming,” she said evenly, feeling the truth of the words vibrate through to her fingertips.




    She wanted to take it back as soon as the words had left her mouth. No sound broke the quiet of the pasture, not so much as the clod of a pair of hooves. The makeshift telephone beside her was silent. Sam was likely right about the drive taking longer. He was a chauffeur. He would know the timing better than anyone.




    The outburst was the whim of a moment. It would ruin everything.




    Sam peered at her from beneath the brim of his cap. Then he flipped to his feet with cat-like grace.




    “The bell hasn’t rung,” Lily whispered urgently, doubt twisting her into knots.




    Sam looked down, his lean frame silhouetted by the glare of the midday sun.




    “Machines break. Wires can be cut. Is it coming or not?”




    The knowing pulsed through her, bone-deep, urgent with need.




    “Yes,” she hissed, forcing out the word.




    “Right, then.”




    Sam adjusted his cap. He strode over to where the flock of sheep lingered by the open pasture gate.




    The animals circled around him, nudging soft pink noses into his hands, shaking their fleecy tails. Sam bent down, whispering into their ears, scratching and stroking their wool.




    The flock trotted out into the lane. They turned there in eddies and little collisions, the smallest ones running in circles and letting out an occasional cry of excitement.




    The chaos resolved itself into a barrier of sheep six rows deep, facing uniformly east, at which point the animals went still.




    Their eyes were on the road. Waiting.




    Sam plopped back down beside her.




    “What if I’m wrong?” she asked quietly.




    “Then we’re about to bowl over some clodhopper,” Sam replied.




    An engine coughed in the distance.




    Lily felt her muscles tense. Sam was coiled in readiness beside her. They waited in silence as the rattle of the engine drew closer.




    A dark green military lorry ground to a stop in front of them.




    Lily gripped her walking stick. She had trained for years in how to use the yew staff for self-defense and it had served her well in that capacity more than once.




    The engine idled as the vehicle faced the wall of sheep. Lily jumped as the driver honked his horn. Sam’s flock stirred, the odd sheep bleating, but held firm across the road.




    The door slammed. The driver hopped down, dressed in a khaki service uniform. He strode over to the animal barrier.




    “On with you, now! Move along!”




    He waded in, waving his arms toward the pasture. The sheep closed around him, woolly bodies pressing against his legs. Lily saw his arms wheel as he fought to keep his balance.




    “Now,” Sam announced. He dove forward, slipping through the gap in the hedge and making a beeline for the lorry.




    Lily ran behind him, her motoring jacket protecting her from the scrape of the brambles.




    They had rehearsed this. Sam was going to hop into the driver’s seat while Lily ran around to the passenger side of the vehicle. As soon as she had climbed in, he would reverse the lorry back up the road and take off for the rendezvous.




    As she emerged from the hedge, instinct rang through her, stopping her short. Every fiber of her rattled with the knowledge that something would be different.




    She didn’t question it. There wasn’t any time.




    Instead of racing to the far side of the vehicle, she stayed on Sam’s heels. When he yanked open the driver’s door, Lily was right behind him, staring over his shoulder into the eyes of a clearly flabbergasted stranger.




    He was perhaps forty with a thick, neatly-trimmed beard and mustache. He wore a summer suit with a carefully wrapped turban on his head.




    A knife appeared in Sam’s hand with a silver flash. He leapt into the car, forcing the passenger to slide up against the far door.




    There was no time to think. Lily scrambled up behind him, dropping into the driver’s seat and slamming shut the door.




    The plan had changed. Lily would need to drive.




    Her eyes flew over the unfamiliar pedals and levers. This was not her Triumph motorbike, the only motorized vehicle she had ever piloted.




    On the road in front of her, the soldier pushed toward them, tripping over the thick white bodies of the flock, shouting loud enough to be heard over the noise of the engine.




    “Clutch, brake, accelerator, gears,” Sam shouted, pointing with his free hand. “Go!”




    Lily stomped on the clutch and threw the vehicle into what she hoped was its reverse gear, then hit the accelerator.




    The soldier shoved his way clear of the sheep. He hurtled toward them.




    The road was straight as an arrow from their hiding place to the crossroads a quarter mile away. Lily gritted her teeth and pressed the pedal down to the floor.




    The lorry flew backwards, dust pluming to either side of them. Their surprise passenger gripped the dashboard, his dark eyes moving from the screaming soldier through the windscreen to the knife in Sam’s hand.




    She blasted through the crossroads. Lily slammed the brake and shifted the lorry into forward gear. The clutch groaned and coughed. The soldier was still racing toward them, moving with fierce determination. She pressed the pedals again, felt the clutch catch, and the lorry lurched into motion. She yanked the wheel to the left and sent them hurtling around the bend.




    She risked a glance out the window to the road behind them. The soldier jogged to a stop, pressing his hands to his knees and panting. He disappeared in a cloud of dust and Lily returned her attention to the road, easing up on the petrol.




    “Is that really necessary?” she asked, glancing at Sam’s knife.




    Sam’s hold on the weapon remained steady.




    “We don’t know who he is or why he’s here,” he returned.




    “Singh,” Sam’s prisoner replied. His voice was steady, though he kept his back pressed to the passenger door as though he hoped it might swallow him. “Doctor Akal-Ustat Singh.”




    “Doctor of what?” Sam demanded.




    “Hematology. University of Edinburgh,” he added, as though the qualification should impress the young tough with the knife enough to get him to lower his weapon.




    “So you’re a toff,” Sam said. “But you ain’t military. What are you doing in an army lorry? You have any idea where you were going?”




    “To a new War Office research center outside Graveney. I have been contracted to work on a very special project there. I’m afraid you’ll find that the cargo you have stolen is both worthless to the black market and very important to the War Office. If you know what’s best for you, you’ll leave both me and the lorry and get very far away from here before the British Army realizes what’s happened.”




    Lily adjusted her grip on the steering wheel.




    “We know what your cargo is. Far better than you do,” she said quietly.




    The memories came whirling back.




    The burnt-out shell of a clinic in Southwark, echoes of torture ingrained into what was left of its walls. The haunted voice of a woman in a hospital bed, feverish hands convulsively gripping the sheets.




    A pile of forgotten suitcases, layered with dust and ash.




    The body of a beautiful widow sprawled across blood-flecked sheets.




    Yes. Lily knew better than anyone what sat inside the wooden crates filling the bed of this lorry.




    “I’m surprised a bloke like you would take the job,” Sam said. He looked deceptively lazy, relaxed in the center of the bench as the lorry rattled down the road, but the knife in his hand never wavered. “Given what the man who started your ‘special project’ thought of the likes of you and I. You make for an odd eugenicist.”




    “I am not a eugenicist,” Singh retorted. “But your question is irrelevant. The personal beliefs of the scientist are of no matter to the value of the science.”




    “Women died for this science,” Lily said.




    “It is an unfortunate truth of medical progress that sometimes lives are lost along the way,” Singh replied. “We work as we do in order to save more people in the future.”




    “That isn’t what I meant.”




    She saw the flicker of surprise in his eyes. Apparently the dark history of torture and murder had been left out of whatever briefing he had received from the War Office. Not that he was about to admit his ignorance to a pair of thieves holding him at knife-point.




    “How do you propose to manage this?” Singh demanded. “Are you going to kill me for what’s back there?” He jerked his head toward the back of the lorry. “Would you take a man’s life for a batch of papers?”




    Lily shifted down a gear and pressed the brakes. The lorry lumbered to a stop on an isolated stretch of road. A stand of lime trees shaded the lane, an old farmhouse just visible in the distance. The fields sprawled out around them, thick with uncut hay.




    “No. We’ll just boot you out,” she announced.




    “What, so he can tell the toffs at the War Office all about the auburn-haired maid and the Chinese tommy what stole their goods?” Sam protested.




    “By the time they find him, the papers will be beyond anyone’s reach.”




    “I ain’t worrying about the papers.”




    “What’s the alternative?” she demanded. “Haven’t enough people died for this already?”




    Sam glowered. Then he reached across the doctor to twist the handle of the door. It swung open with a bounce.




    “Go on, then,” Sam ordered, waving his knife.




    The hematologist scrambled down from the lorry, stepping awkwardly back onto the verge.




    “You might destroy one man’s work, but once knowledge is within the grasp of civilization it will come out,” he called up at them, adjusting his jacket. “Progress is like water. It will always find a way. You can’t stop it.”




    “Maybe so, Doc, but we can bloody well inconvenience it,” Sam retorted before slamming shut the door.




    Lily pushed the lorry back into gear, leaving the incongruous figure of Singh watching them through a cloud of dust.




    ~




    She set a more moderate pace as they navigated the twisting country roads. The last turn was easy to miss. She well might have flown past it if she hadn’t been made familiar with the spot the day before.




    The narrow dirt track broke off from the road to plunge into a shadowy stand of oak trees. They bounced through the little wood, emerging on the far side at the edge of a shining silver creek.




    A diesel fishing boat waited there. It wore weathered blue paint on its hull. Beyond it, the Graveney marshes stretched to the horizon, a flat landscape of waving grasses and pale water.




    On the boat, James Cairncross put a mark in his book and rose to his feet.




    Cairncross was a tall man, lean as a bone and unbent by his advanced years, his blue eyes keen over a white mustache trimmed with military precision. The Scotsman served as librarian to Lily’s mentor, Robert Ash, though he was often called upon to fill other household duties. Lily had known these to include translator and chemist as well as personal assistant and occasional drill sergeant.




    He was also responsible for the paint on her hands and the bruises under her jacket.




    Don’t reason. Don’t guess. Know.




    Those were Ash’s words at the start of the practice session the night before. Lily had stood blindfolded and barefoot on the sand, the roar of the sea drowning out any more subtle sound. She tried to connect with her power while Cairncross moved around her with a slingshot in his hand.




    The first rubber ball full of paint hit her in the thigh. A second struck her lower back, followed by a third. The fourth had nailed her on the wrist.




    By the twelfth Lily had pulled off the blindfold and stalked off of the beach. The sun had just been peeking over the horizon. Ash had watched her go, arms behind his back, showing neither surprise nor disappointment.




    Lily still harbored a healthy irritation at the librarian, who slipped the book into his carry-all as the lorry skidded to a stop.




    The other person on board was not someone Lily recognized. He was short and sturdily built with the ruddy complexion of a man who made his living under the sun. This must be Mr. Adler, the old friend of Cairncross’s who had provided them with the boat. He stood in the stern, reeling up a flashing silver fish. As Lily stepped down from the lorry, he neatly removed it from his hook.




    “I don’t care what your book says,” Mr. Adler noted, tossing the fish back into the water. “Ain’t no such thing as having half a soul.”




    “The phenomenon is extremely rare but I can assure you it has been documented, and not merely in faerie stories,” Cairncross replied.




    “Don’t start with the faeries,” Mr. Adler retorted, making an instinctive sign against evil influences.




    Cairncross plucked a crowbar from the deck and hopped onto the banks with a nimbleness that belied his advanced years.




    “Any hiccups?” he asked.




    “Nothing we couldn’t sort out,” Sam replied.




    Cairncross raised a silver eyebrow.




    “Something went off with the telephone line,” Sam said.




    “And yet here you are,” Cairncross noted. The librarian’s cool blue gaze shifted to Lily.




    “There was also another man in the lorry. A hematologist. We left him in a field about three miles back,” she said. Somehow talking about the stranded Singh was easier than enduring Cairncross’s knowing look.




    “Would he be able to identify you?” he asked.




    “He didn’t hear any names,” Lily replied.




    Cairncross considered this.




    “There are enough auburn-haired women in London to make you sufficiently difficult to locate,” he concluded. The look he flashed to Sam was a bit more troubled.




    Sam shrugged.




    “If they’re after a Chinese bloke what drops his ‘haitches’ they ain’t going to go looking for him in Bloomsbury.”




    It was true. Sam’s accent was clearly that of an East Ender. The tidy middle-class streets of Bloomsbury were likely the last place anyone would look for someone matching his description.




    “And we shall be long gone from here by the time the doctor finds his way back to civilization,” Cairncross concluded. “Now let us see what this little endeavor has netted us.”




    He lifted the metal latch and swung open the rear doors of the lorry. Seven wooden crates sat inside, still smelling of fresh sawdust.




    He thrust the crowbar into the first of the crates and gave it a wrench. The lid popped loose.




    Lily braced herself for what she would see as Cairncross lifted it away.




    There they were, set into neat bundles—the notes and papers of Dr. Joseph Hartwell.




    Seven crates of files, the life’s work of one of Britain’s most respected scientists. The legacy of an avowed eugenicist who had believed that his nation’s future lay in creating a master race of supermen.




    She thought of the crowds of people fawning up at him as he held court in a crowded gallery. The whispers of a Nobel Prize for his seminal work on distinguishing different types of blood.




    The papers detailed all of it as well as his final, secret project—an effort that had nearly cost Lily her life.




    If Hartwell had been allowed to continue, his discoveries might well have resulted in the deaths of millions.




    But he hadn’t.




    In the end, the choice had been hers. Lily had stood poised between two possible futures—one uncertain, the other soaked in blood.




    In that moment on a snow-covered rooftop in Hampstead Heath, Lily had known exactly where the difference lay between one possibility and the other. One nudge, one push, was all it would take to determine what path the future would take.




    She remembered the cold bite of frosted metal under her fingers, the soft hiss of a body sliding across ice.




    The crates stacked in the back of the lorry were the last loose end. They detailed everything Hartwell had learned through his crimes—the legacy of one of the leading minds of England.




    The life’s work of the man she had killed.




    “Let’s get this rotten stuff onto the boat,” Cairncross said.


  




  

    TWO
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    Mr. Adler’s blue boat chugged through the narrow waters of Graveney, loaded with crates of stolen papers.




    Lily had never been to the marshes. Graveney was neither sea nor land but an endless space of waving green grass and wheeling seabirds, of mud flats and canals that wove maze-like across its expanse. She had never known somewhere so liminal, so undefined and yet entirely sure of itself.




    Something about it felt familiar, even though it was as different from her home in London as a place could be.




    “You know the marshes?” Mr. Adler asked.




    “No,” Lily admitted.




    “You ever find your way out here again, stick to the path,” he said. “Can’t trust the rest of it, however much it might look like solid land from a distance.”




    It was clear that Mr. Adler knew the waterways by instinct, navigating through narrow channels that Lily thought could not possibly accommodate their craft. She wondered if perhaps fishing were not the only source of income for Cairncross’s friend. This isolated path to the sea would have been a handy route for smugglers.




    It was more or less what they were doing now—smuggling official state property out of England, an act just as illegal as the crimes of the old brandy runners who had haunted these canals centuries ago.




    The crime shouldn’t have been necessary.




    Hartwell’s papers had been willed to his alma mater, King’s College Hospital in London. Dr. Gardner had a colleague at King’s, Dr. Saunders, a physician with a strong antipathy toward the eugenics movement. She quietly assured him that any notes relating to Hartwell’s darker experiments would remain uncatalogued. They would sit in their boxes in the King’s archives with no index and therefore no means of being accessed, left to the rats and the rot.




    Lily and her friends were not the only ones who believed that research drenched in blood could not be the basis of good science.




    It was Dr. Saunders who sent Dr. Gardner word that the War Office had declared Hartwell’s records to be of vital state interest. The papers would be confiscated and transferred into Army custody. It was a stroke of luck that the King’s College physician had managed to overhear that the papers were to be taken to Kent.




    It made Lily’s blood cold to think of why the War Office might have been interested in Hartwell’s work.




    Whatever their plan, her actions today had put a stop to it. The contents of these crates were the only record of Hartwell’s illicit work, and they would not be returning from this voyage.




    The boat glided into a wider creek. A heron watched their progress, elegant head turning on its elongated neck, as unperturbed by their presence as a god out of ancient myth.




    The marsh stretched around them, its grass the most vivid green Lily had ever seen.




    She looked down at the shining surface of the water. Light sparkled in the ripples that pulsed from the prow of the boat.




    The rhythm of that movement was hypnotic. Lily let herself fall into it. It felt good to let her mind slip into silence. She was wrung-out by the pressures of the day, by the enormity of what had been at stake in this endeavor, by the memories it dragged back up.




    The water danced. The light flickered. Lily felt the sinking pull of it. A shadow took shape beyond the surface—but not here. Not now.




    Somewhere else.




    Somewhere later.




    A distant part of her brain warned that she was on the verge of a vision. The water could do that to her. She had learned the name for it six months before—scrying.




    Six months before, she would have lurched away from the threat of another foresight. She would have fought against the inexorable gravity of the vision. The habit of that still lingered, quickening her pulse.




    She refused to give in to it. Things had changed.




    There was always a choice. She might not control what she saw, but she could control what she did about it.




    Lily let her gaze stay anchored in that shining movement of the water.




    …and she is beneath it. Light flickers on the surface over her head, a dance of green flame. Water presses down and around, playing with the strands of her hair. Her lungs are pain, her heart slow and urgent.




    On the far side of the water, a shadow stands framed in a glowing door.




    “Miss Albright?”




    Mr. Adler’s voice shattered the vision. Lily blinked down at the waves, feeling as though she had just washed up into the boat. She gripped the rail, her mind buzzing.




    “You’re looking a bit peaked. Need me to slow her down?” Mr. Adler asked.




    Lily released her white-knuckled hold on the boat and sat back.




    “That isn’t necessary. I’m fine.”




    Cairncross glanced up from his book, his long mouth briefly creasing into a frown.




    Lily looked away from him, directing her gaze firmly out over the marsh.




    What had that been? Lily’s visions were always strange, an amalgamation of symbols rather than the literal truth of what the future held. It was as though her mind had to translate a language she could not know into the memories and knowledge she already possessed. The result was always a mess of strange approximations that taxed her ability to interpret them.




    This one was no different. The meaning of it skipped away from her like the ripples on the water. The old frustration roared back. Her power was never of any use.




    “Not to be rude, mate, but why’s your boat smell like rotten eggs?” Sam asked.




    “That’s not my boat, son. That’s the marsh,” Mr. Adler replied cheerily. “You get to like it after you’ve been out here long enough. I’ve made my living off this place for forty-six years, ever since I was in the Lancers. Ain’t that right, Sergeant?”




    It took Lily a moment to realize that Mr. Adler was addressing the wiry old librarian reading his book in the stern of the boat.




    “Sergeant?” she echoed with a surprised look at Cairncross.




    “What, don’t you know?” Mr. Adler exclaimed. “Your Mr. Cairncross is a bloody monster. There we were, just two hundred cavalrymen on the plains of Kabul, facing down ten thousand mad Afghans—”




    “I think that’s enough of that old story, Eddie,” Cairncross said, an odd edge to his voice. He did not look up from his book.




    Lily was used to thinking of Cairncross as a scholar. He was a polyglot with an encyclopedic knowledge of mythology, folklore and ancient history. She would never have imagined him in a battle unless he was standing at the outskirts of it calmly and accurately recording the details.




    It didn’t sound as though that was where Mr. Adler’s story was going.




    She thought of her training sessions and how quietly the old librarian could move when he wanted to, how sharp his aim was.




    “There should’ve been a medal for him,” Mr. Adler finished. “Pity he’s such a geezer. We might’ve loaned him out to the Serbs to put the fear of God into those Austrians.”




    “The Serbs don’t need him. They ain’t stupid. They’ll back down before it comes to a war,” Sam offered. He was lying across a pair of Hartwell’s crates, practicing tying knots with a bit of rope.




    “Bit late for that,” Mr. Adler retorted cheerfully.




    “Austria-Hungary declared war today,” Cairncross said. “There was a special late edition of the paper. It reached the inn after you left.”




    The pundits had been warning of a possible war in Europe ever since the assassination of the Austrian archduke, Franz Ferdinand, by Serbian nationalists the month before. The slow-lit fuse was finally starting to burn.




    “Let ‘em fight it out, that’s what I say,” Mr. Adler cut in. “The Russians and the Germans too. France even. Let ‘em knock each other about while we run the seas, and who do you think’ll be at the top of the pile when it’s all said and done? Old Britannia, that’s who.”




    “The geopolitical ramifications are a bit more complicated than that,” Cairncross noted.




    “It’s a bunch of noise about nothing,” Sam said. “The whole of Europe ain’t going to go to war over one dead archduke.”




    Lily stayed quiet. She knew more about the subject of the war than she cared to admit. It was too terrible and too unclear.




    The water before them opened into the wide blue expanse of the Swale. They had emerged from an unmarked channel in the marshes. A glance back showed her that it looked just like a dozen other little spills of water merging the wetlands with the sea.




    The boat picked up speed, the diesel engine rumbling loudly enough that between it and the flapping of the wind, conversation was pointless.




    Sam held on to the brim of his hat. Cairncross stubbornly turned the pages of his book, even though they were flapping in the breeze.




    Mr. Adler whistled a tune Lily remembered hearing in her mother’s flat when she was a girl. As a former music hall star, Dierdre Albright had known an extensive repertoire of songs. Lily remembered some of the lyrics to this one and knew why Mr. Adler had opted not to sing it out loud.




    A bawdy music hall jingle should not have been a melancholy sound, but memories of Lily’s mother were always complicated. A shadow hung over all of them, even the songs or the ringing clarity of her laugh. It painted everything with an edge of guilt and grief.




    Lily supposed it must be like that when remembering anyone who’d been murdered.




    ~




    The coast of Kent was a long green line on the horizon when Mr. Adler dropped the engine into idle. The boat rocked noticeably here in the open water. Lily wasn’t certain whether she found the swaying rhythm soothing or disorienting.




    “We’re far enough out that no one on shore can see what we’re up to,” Mr. Adler announced.




    “Then we might as well get about our business,” Cairncross said.




    Sam plucked the crowbar from the deck and wrenched the top off of one of the crates, tossing it aside. He looked down at what lay inside.




    “Odd that a bunch of papers could cause so much trouble,” he noted.




    Cairncross plucked up a handful of files.




    “Nothing is more dangerous than knowledge,” he replied.




    “Are we sure this is all of it?” Sam asked.




    “I have reviewed the entirety of Hartwell’s published works and articles, everything I could find of his correspondence, and there is not a whisper of his experiments related to eugenics and charismatic ability,” Cairncross said. “It’s all philosophy or the legitimate blood science that made his reputation. He kept the stuff built on murder close to his chest.”




    “So this is it, then.” Sam swept an arm over the crates.




    “This is it,” Cairncross confirmed.




    The old archivist plucked a handful of papers from the crate Sam had opened. He leaned over the rail of the boat and plunged them down into the water. Then he let go.




    Lily watched the pages drift apart, spreading into curls and fans suspended in the rocking movement of the waves. Slowly they scattered, sliding into the murk.




    Cairncross went back for another bundle.




    “Why are you handling them like a burial at sea? Can’t we just toss them over?” Sam demanded.




    “Not if you want to make sure they don’t float back to shore,” Mr. Adler replied.




    “Still don’t see why we couldn’t have burned the lot of them,” Sam grumbled.




    “Every additional mile that lorry drove increased your chances of being caught,” Cairncross retorted. “How long do you think it would’ve taken the army to start watching the roads after they discovered the shipment was missing? Nor would a plume of smoke from a burn close to the theft have been likely to go unnoticed.”




    “A great many things have met oblivion in the arms of the sea,” Mr. Adler added.




    “What—you turning poet now?” Sam snapped.




    “Only when talking about my mistress,” Mr. Adler replied. “Now mind your cheek, lad.”




    The other crates opened with the press of a crowbar and a squeal of nails.




    Lily picked up a handful of files. She read the names on the tabs, written in the elegant hand she recognized as Joseph Hartwell’s.




    Amanda Robertson




    Berta Schmidt




    Edna O’Rourke




    She did not know the names, but she suspected she knew their stories. She prayed they were some of the ones who made it out alive.




    Lily climbed onto the bench at the stern. Holding the rail in one hand, she slipped the files into the bracing chill of the North Sea.




    They fell from her fingers, shimmering their way down into the darkness.




    ~




    By the time the crates were empty, Lily’s knuckles were red from the salt and the cold, her shoulders tired.




    “What about the crates?” Sam asked.




    “Toss them,” Mr. Adler said. “The tide is turning. Like as not they’ll be in Belgium by tomorrow.”




    The silence of the sea was shattered by the rumble of Mr. Adler’s diesel engine. The noise startled a few gulls who had gathered on the water by the stern, hoping the fishing boat was plying its usual trade. They flapped up into the sky on lazy wings, glaring down balefully.




    Mr. Adler turned the craft toward shore and picked up speed. The boat loped over the waves, cutting through them at an angle as the sunlight shifted toward golden on the horizon.




    Cairncross sat down beside her.




    “I am not usually one to celebrate the destruction of records, but what Hartwell started . . . that was best consigned to oblivion,” he said. “It was good work you did today.”




    Lily gave him a nod, but her mind was elsewhere. It had gone back up the canals to the remote stretch of roadside where Doctor Singh stood in the dust, his last words echoing in her ears.




    You can’t stop progress.


  




  

    THREE




    [image: ]




    Later that afternoon




    Whitstable, Kent




    The town was an image off of a postcard, brightly painted fishing shacks and lovely summer houses lined up in a tidy row along a gentle green rise above a long, sandy beach. As they approached the harbor, Lily could see the ladies in their pastel gowns and parasols strolling along the promenade. The calls of the ice sellers sang through the late afternoon air, and along the strand a pair of boys in short pants were racing with a bright red kite.




    A familiar figure stood at the pier.




    Dr. Gardner was an enormous man with a soft presence. Though he might easily have broken up a fight in an alley if he chose, Lily had seen him talk a small child into swallowing a tablespoon of vile medicine with a smile. His rough Ulster accent betrayed his working-class roots, but he was more of a gentleman than most nobles Lily had been unlucky enough to encounter.




    He easily caught the boat line as they approached, tying them off once Mr. Adler had expertly piloted them into place.




    “Did it get past us?” Gardner demanded once they were near, his voice unusually urgent.




    “Miss Albright managed it,” Cairncross replied, hopping nimbly off onto the pier.




    “Of course she did,” Gardner noted. “Blasted tractor passed over the crossing and hooked the line. Snapped it right out of that contraption you’d rigged together,” he said with a nod at Sam. “I would’ve legged it after the lorry to warn you if I hadn’t been afraid that the sight of a bolting Irishman might’ve raised their alarm. So it’s done, then?”




    “It’s done,” Cairncross confirmed solemnly.




    “And we’ll all rest easier for it. I’m grateful to the lot of you,” Gardner said.




    “It’s you slung us the tip,” Sam noted as he swung himself over the rail.




    Cairncross reached back into the boat to shake Mr. Adler’s hand.




    “Your assistance in this matter is appreciated, Eddie.”




    “Least I could do for my old sergeant,” Adler replied. “Now stay out of trouble, would you?”




    “I am long past trouble,” Cairncross replied.




    “I doubt that very much.”




    Mr. Adler’s eyes twinkled. He reversed the boat back into the harbor, piloting it out into the sea.




    “There’s an hour or so till dinner,” Gardner commented. “Shall I walk you up to the inn?”




    “You lot go on,” Lily replied. “I left the Triumph here, so I’ll ride.”




    Sam lingered behind as the two older men headed up the rise. Lily caught a pair of girls eyeing him with interest as he leaned against the lamppost. She suspected it was less surprise at seeing an East Asian man in Whitstable and more due to his dashing looks and vaguely disreputable figure. That tended to be an irresistible combination for young women of quality.




    “You alright, then?” he asked.




    “Why wouldn’t I be?”




    “Maybe because we just sunk the work of the bloke who tried to kill you. Seems to me a thing like that might leave a body rattled. Ladies,” he added, acknowledging the passing girls with a tip of his hat and a charming smile. They giggled, hurrying past him.




    “I just need a bit of air,” Lily replied. She unlocked the chain around her bright green Triumph. She paused to look back at him. “But thank you for asking.”




    “See you at dinner,” he said, then loped up the road after Cairncross and the doctor.




    Lily swung her leg over the side of the Triumph. She pedaled the engine into igniting and tore off down the harbor road, ignoring the surprised looks of the promenaders as she raced past.




    It took only a few minutes to leave the village behind her. The road wound like a ribbon along the shore, the sea glittering to one side, the low hills and fields rambling along the other. The salt air filled her lungs and tugged at the pins in her hair. She relished in the feeling of it stinging against her cheeks, needing this space, this momentum.




    She found a sandy rise that projected out over the water. She stopped there, looking across the sea.




    There was a war in Serbia. Though the others on the boat had dismissed it as inconsequential, Lily was less certain.




    Only one other person she knew seemed to share that doubt.




    Edward Carne, the Earl of Torrington, was one of the most powerful men in England. Though he held no official position in government, he wielded a great deal of influence in the House of Lords. Torrington was known for effectively brokering deals and compromises behind the scenes. He was extraordinarily well-connected and extremely well-informed.




    He was also Lily’s father.




    Her mother wasn’t the countess but an Irish music hall star Lord Torrington had kept on the side.




    The earl had not maintained a particularly fatherly role in Lily’s life even when Deirdre Albright was still alive. Her death had not improved matters.




    It was only a few months ago that Lily and her father breached over a decade of estrangement to begin, tentatively, to build a relationship with each other.




    Torrington wasn’t good at talking about his feelings. It was a trait Lily had inherited. That made their occasional meetings a case study in awkward conversation. Torrington asked Lily about how she had been spending her time, and since she couldn’t exactly tell him about having paint bombs lobbed at her or spending hours staring into silver mirrors, she didn’t have much to say.




    Torrington wasn’t about to share stories of the exploits of his sons, Lily’s half-brothers, with the daughter who was excluded from that family. There were four Carne boys altogether, only one of whom Lily had met. That had not gone very well.




    For all his personal failings, Lily could not fault her father’s political acumen. Lily suspected not all of Torrington’s information came through official channels. He could not wield such influence if he did not have access to knowledge the moment it became available, or perhaps even a little earlier.




    Torrington saw far more danger in the European situation than the newspapers, who were generally the first to trump any threat into a crisis for the sake of selling a few extra sheets.




    “The whole of Europe is a powder keg waiting for a spark,” he said at their last appointment earlier that month.




    The previous few times they met, he had taken her to lunch. They would go to one of the fashionable and quiet restaurants he haunted. Lily could see how they were noticed. There were covert glances from gentlemen in bespoke suits at neighboring tables, their women exchanging whispers behind their menus. If they did not already know who Lily was—Torrington’s bastard—what they guessed about their relationship was likely even worse.




    When he apologized that he only had space in his schedule for a walk along the Thames this time, Lily had been relieved. They had stood by the great obelisk on the Embankment, looking out over the muddy water busy with ferries and freighters.




    “It isn’t just the alliances that entangle us. It’s the arrogance—too many of the men holding the reins think they are invincible. The Germans have a plan, the Russians have a plan—because we have all seen it coming for so long, this possibility of war, everyone has a plan. Each plan guarantees its maker will decisively win. Every one of them was developed on pen and paper based on maps and timetables, and all of them would fall apart the minute actual humans became involved instead of just schedules and numbers. But if you are convinced of victory, what is to stop you from striding into conflict?”




    He had looked tired. Lily noted the hollows under his gray eyes. That same steel hue stared back at Lily every time she looked in a mirror. The exhaustion showed in his choice of topic. Torrington usually refrained from talking to her about politics. She suspected it was his way of trying to be thoughtful, but since everything else they might discuss was a landscape fraught with emotional land mines, politics—even the politics of a possible war—felt something like a relief.




    “But I cannot get anyone to look to the continent. The Irish question dominates all discussion these days. The Catholics want Home Rule, a government of their own in Dublin. The Protestants want to preserve the union of Great Britain and Ireland. It is a four-hundred-year-old argument that now we must somehow resolve in a fortnight.”




    Lily had heard of the conflict over Ireland, of course. It was all the papers talked about. Opinion pieces railed on either side of the debate, and hovering over all of it was the threat of civil war. That spring, thousands of Protestants in Ulster had taken up arms, threatening revolt if the British government gave in and allowed Ireland to form its own Parliament in Dublin. The coffee houses and taverns of London were ringing with gossip about the threat of an uprising. The king himself had taken the unusual step of personally weighing in, summoning representatives of both sides for a conference at Buckingham Palace to take place next week.




    Lily understood that the threat of an Irish war was real. She should have felt it more acutely, being the daughter of an Irishwoman herself, though she had never stepped foot on Irish soil. Next to the noise ringing through London about Ireland, the threat of a European war was more or less a vague noise in the background.




    Yet it was Europe that kept her up at night, buzzing with an anxiety she could not quite name.




    Torrington sighed, rubbing his temples.




    “Perhaps these Home Rule talks the king wishes to broker might illuminate the way to a compromise. But none of it will matter a whit if Britain is at war with the world.”




    “Do you really think it will come to that?” Lily asked.




    “Austria, Russia, Germany, France . . . they are all entangled in alliances, as are we. The nations that lie between cannot possibly be left uncompromised. Could Britain really stand idle in the face of that?”




    He had looked at her as he asked it, and Lily had been aware of what he was not asking—whether she had foreseen anything that would tell him whether a war was coming and who might be involved.




    She wasn’t sure how she would have answered.




    “You are keeping well, I hope?” he said instead.




    “I’m fine,” she replied, both relieved and disappointed.




    ~




    Twilight was spreading across the land as she rode back to Whitstable, the sky fading to purple in the east, lengthening the shadows over the hills as Lily pulled her motorbike up to the inn.




    The lovely brick building was perched on a rise with wide views of the sea, window boxes spilling with summer blooms. It would have been an ideal spot for a romantic holiday, were it not currently serving as a convenient base of operations for hijacking the property of the British Army.




    She killed the engine of the Triumph and walked the motorbike around to the carriage house. She stowed it there and headed for the garden rather than the front gate, thinking that her wind-blown, trouser-clad appearance might attract a little less attention if she used the back way in.




    As the gate swung shut behind her she realized that she was not alone.




    It should not have surprised her to find a trim older gentleman with a silver beard and a charcoal suit sitting on the flagstones of the garden, his legs crossed over each other in a tidy triangle.




    Robert Ash, Lily’s mentor, did not spend his days in the same routine as other men of his class. Instead of afternoons at the club sipping sherry and discussing the races, Ash might more readily be found studying some ancient manuscript or practicing the Chinese art of tàijíquán. That he was spending the hour before dinner meditating in the garden was more or less to be expected.




    Lily rubbed at the paint stain on her hand.




    “How did it go?” he asked without rising from the place where he sat.




    “The papers are all destroyed.”




    “You were able to successfully identify the right vehicle.”




    The easy certainty in his words fanned her anger.




    Ash’s theory that Lily required “higher stakes” to overcome her defensive habits and activate her power occasionally proved itself true. Nor was Lily particularly fond of the alternative to it, a mind-numbing routine of practice and study.




    She still wasn’t ready to celebrate the successes. The whole thing left her with a feeling of simmering resentment she knew wasn’t entirely fair.




    Perhaps it was simply that she felt powerless to refuse the absurd challenges he set for her. Ash had a certain tone of voice, a kind of perfect and unquestioning certainty of his own authority, that compelled you to go along with whatever he was proposing. It wasn’t until Lily had sand between her toes and the first paint ball stung her spine that she stopped to consider whether she might simply have said no.




    Lily knew she was not the only one susceptible to it. She had seen Ash use it on Sam before as well, always eliciting the same snap-heel response.




    Shì, Lâoshī.




    Lâoshī. Teacher or master—Lily still wasn’t sure exactly how to translate the title Sam used for Ash, perhaps because their relationship seemed to straddle so many lines.




    “It might have been a lucky guess,” she replied thinly.




    “I don’t believe it was.”




    He sounded completely sure of himself. Lily’s patience, already frayed by the humiliation of the paint ball exercise and the demands of the day’s undertaking, snapped.




    “You know as well as I do that this khárisma I have can’t be relied upon. If it weren’t for that telephone line Sam built—”




    “The telephone line failed. You did not.”




    “It shouldn’t have come down to me,” Lily ground out. “What if I’d flagged the postman to Sam or some poor unsuspecting farmer? Or worse, if I’d let the lorry drive right past us without raising any alarm at all? Hartwell’s papers would be in that manor in Graveney tonight, locked up behind barbed wire and guards. The consequences of that are unthinkable. And you left that up to chance.”




    “No. I left it up to you,” Ash replied.




    “I’m not sure there’s any difference.”




    “If you cannot have faith in yourself, Miss Albright, then I shall do it for you until you can.”




    His answer infuriated her. She had no response to it.




    Ash rose from the flagstones. He unfolded himself gracefully. There was no need for him to brush off his trousers. Somehow, he had chosen a spot on the patio without any dust. He looked once again like a proper English gentleman so long as one didn’t glance down at his bare toes.




    “You think today’s exercise was extreme,” he noted.




    “It wasn’t an exercise,” Lily countered.




    Ash was not a tall man, but he cast a long shadow across the stones.




    “I would not demand anything of you I did not know you were capable of,” he replied. “Even if you are not yet aware of it yourself.”




    “I should go dress for dinner,” Lily retorted. She turned and stalked into the inn.




    ~




    Lily descended the stairs a half hour later, her dusty trousers and motoring jacket exchanged for a skirt and lace blouse. The hair at the back of her neck was damp from the quick washing she had given herself to scrub off the dust of the pasture and the road.




    She was still stewing over her conversation with Ash. Was she being unfair? She didn’t know. In the end, she had pulled off the task he had set for her. Contrary to the retort she had thrown at Ash in the garden, Lily knew it had not been a lucky guess. The knowledge about the military lorry had come in a form she recognized. Perceiving the future was like knowing the tone of a particular musical note. Once you learned it, you could not mistake it for any other sound.




    She was still fuming over it when she reached the bottom of the stairwell, so distracted that she nearly walked into the man standing there.




    He reached out before she could collide with him, black-gloved hands catching her shoulders.




    Lily knew those hands.




    “Strangford,” she breathed in surprise, a familiar warmth blooming through her.




    “Hello, Lily,” he replied, his mouth quirking into a smile.




    With his sober black suit and his dark hair curling over-long around his collar, Lord Strangford looked less like an aristocrat and more like a Yorkshire poet fresh from walking the moors.




    Lily’s relationship with Strangford was unavoidably complicated and not just because he was a baron and she the bastard daughter of an Irish actress. Five months ago, they had decided to give things a try anyway. Where it would lead was a future Lily could not guess at, never mind foresee, but the sight of Strangford still had the power to set her nerves tingling.




    “You aren’t supposed to be here,” Lily noted.




    “That is rarely a deterrent.”




    He steered her to the side, making room for a couple of elderly holiday-makers to move past. The front desk was just visible at the end of the hall. A clerk stood behind it, watching the guests make their way toward the dining room.




    “But what about Ireland?” Lily demanded. “I thought you would be there for at least another week.”




    Strangford made most of his modest income from translation work, transcribing contracts, letters, books and sermons from French and German into English, with an occasional dab of Latin. The family’s estate in Northumberland hadn’t made a profit in decades, still reeling from a double blow of estate taxes when Strangford’s father had died of a stroke just eight years after inheriting the title himself. His mother, Lady Strangford, had determined that their best hope of restoring the family fortunes lay in establishing Allerhope Hall as a prime horse stud.




    It might have seemed a long-shot had Lily not heard so much about the lady’s tenacity and hard-nosed practicality. That, and she had seen Strangford on a horse. Riding was clearly in the family’s blood.




    Though Lady Strangford managed the stud, she was pragmatic enough to know that a man sometimes stood a better chance of successfully negotiating at the auctions than a woman, even a titled one. Strangford was therefore occasionally tasked with setting aside his translations to try to acquire some promising piece of horseflesh.




    “The mare my mother was after went up two days ago. I had just shipped her off to Allerhope when Cairncross’s telegram found its way to me. I came as quickly as I could but by the time I reached London the next train to Kent didn’t leave until half past four. I considered commandeering a bicycle but I’m not entirely sure I could have overcome the suffragette who was riding it. I hear they have been training.”




    “Have they?”




    “Some form of ju jitsu,” Strangford confirmed. “Which I believe is significantly more martial than my tàijí.”




    The tàijí in question had its roots in the art of self-defense, but Strangford had other reasons for practicing it. That meant the careful, controlled movements were usually more like a graceful dance than a weapon.




    Usually being the key word.




    “Perhaps you could have soothed her into submission.”




    “I am a man of diverse skills,” Strangford agreed.




    Lily knew it to be true, though she had so far only scratched the surface of what she suspected lay beneath those words.




    The telephone rang. The clerk turned to answer it, his attention pulled from the hall to the row of letterboxes behind his desk.




    It was an irresistible opportunity.




    She turned the knob of the door behind her and pulled Strangford through it.




    It was a breakfast room, shadowy with twilight and entirely deserted.




    Strangford was close to her, his face half obscured by the shadows.




    “I must caution that this situation begs a scandal.” His voice was low, the murmur of it palpable across the brief distance that separated them.




    “I know,” Lily admitted. She ran a finger along the soft wool lapel of his suit. This one was in better shape than some of his others. Strangford always resisted replacing them until dragged to it. The suits were not something he could buy off the rack. The longer he wore them, the more comfortable they became in a way that had nothing to do with the fit.




    “And?” he prompted.




    “And I’m not sure I care right now.”




    It had never moderated—this crackling tension between them. They spent a fair amount of time together, but those meetings were bound by propriety when even a walk through the park could be cause for comment. As a bastard, Lily had little reputation to speak of, but she was painfully conscious of those scraps of it she retained. Knowing eyes, whispers when she passed by . . . these had always struck her with more force than they might someone assured of their worth in the eyes of the world.




    They struck her, but they did not necessarily stop her. The motorbike was evidence of that. So, at the moment, was the dark-eyed baron in the breakfast room.




    “Do you need me to care for you?” he asked.




    “Why don’t you tell me what I need right now,” Lily replied.




    It was both a challenge and an invitation, and Strangford knew it. He responded by carefully tugging the black gloves from his hands and setting them aside.




    He touched her face.




    The frisson of it electrified her, tiny fires of awareness burning across her skin. Her neck sang with contact as his fingers brushed across it, sliding into the thick auburn of her hair.




    His gaze had gone distant, pupils unfocused like those of a blind man. It lasted for a moment before he returned to her, his eyes locking onto her own with a renewed intensity.




    “Ah,” he noted.




    Then he leaned in to kiss her.




    Lily drank him in, the taste of him washing away the pain and tension of the day—the bruises from her training, the dusty heat of the field, the shaking in her chest as the lorry rattled backwards.




    The weight of Hartwell’s papers in her hands before they slipped into the cold dark sea.




    His hands ran along her spine, brushing all of it to the floor. That tightly coiled thing inside of her relaxed, allowed itself to unravel a little as her fingers became lost in the dark silk of his hair.




    Behind them, something hit the floor with a small thud.




    They broke from the kiss but not from each other. Lily glanced over for the source of the sound. A sugar bowl had fallen from one of the tables. It lay on the carpet, the tiny white grains glittering in the thin light through the windows.




    “That was risky.” Strangford’s voice was rich and close in the darkness. “Not accounting for whether there might be someone else in the lorry.”




    It was the complicated thing about loving a man who could read the past with a touch, whose hands pulled thoughts and memories from anything and anyone they came into contact with. Lily could not choose what she revealed to him any more than he could choose what parts of her mind he might see.




    There would never be any secrets. That was the price Lily paid for moments like this.




    “Sam and I managed,” she replied.




    “I still wish I had been there.”




    “There was very little notice,” she countered. “You could hardly have been expected to fly from Ireland, even if Cairncross’s message had reached you in time.”




    “You don’t know that. I might have commandeered a balloon. Befriended a flock of eagles.”




    “Sam says eagles are snobbish,” Lily replied.




    “I can be very charming when I want to be,” he returned.




    “I will not argue that. But at any rate, there wouldn’t have been any room for you in the lorry.”




    She felt the smile tug at his mouth. She reached up and ran her fingers along it.




    “I found a new painting,” he said.




    “Oh?”




    Strangford was a passionate collector of art, as much as his limited finances allowed. His tastes were eclectic, questing after work that exposed to the eyes something of how he must perceive the world through the power in his hands.




    “The artist is living in a garret on Achill Island. Chap by the name of Henry. The piece is called The Watcher. There’s a woman in red by a storm-tossed sea . . . a poor fisherman’s wife or a siren. All of those things at the same time.” He sighed. “I’m sorry, you know how terrible I am at describing them. You’ll have to see it.”




    “I’ll look forward to that,” Lily replied.




    “You heard about Austria-Hungary?”




    Lily let her hand drop.




    “They’ve gone to war.”




    She didn’t have to tell Strangford what that meant.




    He knew about all her conversations with her father. He knew about the tense muddle of hope and fear and resentment those meetings inflicted upon her, and he knew about the politics they discussed to avoid speaking about things more difficult than civil war in Ireland or the potential disintegration of Europe.




    Strangford also knew about the visions Lily had endured while under the influence of the contents of a strange blue bottle she had stolen from Ash’s kitchen.




    In between and through an overwhelming cascade of truths, she had foreseen Strangford in a muddy uniform, crouched in the shadows of a hole dug into the mud. Seen him fall back as the wall in front of him exploded, burying him in heap of dirt and splintered wood and barbed wire.




    She could not know when it would be, or what it really meant. Her visions were rarely literal, made up of symbols her mind pasted together to fill in for truths she couldn’t yet know. They were obscure and unreliable things, but the news of war in Serbia still sent a chill of fear through her.




    He ran his fingers over her palm, his touch exquisitely delicate.




    “It was good work you did today,” he said. “I can still feel the echo of those files in your hands. There was that much pain in them.”




    “I should wash them.”




    “That sort of thing doesn’t wash off.” He lifted her hands to his lips, pressed a kiss to them. “But it will fade in a little time.”




    A jaunty knock sounded on the door behind them. The risk of what they were doing came back to her. Whispers could reach London even from distant Kent.




    She could almost hear the voices.




    No better than her mother.




    She told herself it shouldn’t matter, but it did. The quick panic came and then immediately subsided in the face of a warm flash of knowing, a sure and simple awareness of what they would find when they opened that door.




    Her power was like that. It cropped up when she wasn’t asking, when her guard was down, or perhaps—if she was lucky—when she desperately needed it to.




    What it did not do was answer to her will.




    “It’s alright,” Lily told Strangford and turned the knob.




    Estelle stood on the threshold.




    Lily’s friend and downstairs neighbor had joined their expedition to Kent with a declaration that “one never knew when another pair of hands might be needed.” A tall woman of an indeterminate age somewhere over forty, she was dressed for dinner in an elegant caftan patterned like a peacock’s feathers. A neatly-wrapped turban sat on her head, secured with a glittering brooch.




    “Hello, darlings,” she said, her hazel eyes flashing with mischief. “This establishment serves dinner at six. You are on the verge of being late, and you are scandalizing Mrs. Forbes.”




    “Mrs. Forbes?” Strangford echoed, arching a dark eyebrow.




    “Formerly the lady of the house and of rather conservative sensibilities that do not extend to unmarried couples canoodling in the breakfast room.”




    Lily knew that Estelle was not talking about some retired great aunt kept around the place out of sympathy. Formerly the lady of the house meant until she choked on a fishbone and was buried in the churchyard down the road. Estelle was a powerful medium. More often than not, her information came from deceased sources.




    “She has been rattling my pipes for the last five minutes. I am surprised they did not spring a leak. However much privacy you think you have stolen, the dead are always around.”




    Lily glanced back at the toppled sugar bowl.




    “It is enough trouble dodging the living,” Strangford countered, tugging his gloves back on. “I think the dead may have to fend for themselves.”




    “Dinner,” Estelle returned, then glided down the hall in full anticipation they would follow.




    “May I escort you?” Strangford offered, extending his arm.




    Lily hesitated. To wander in to dinner felt oddly casual after what she had done that day. Thoughts of the past crowded in—the cracked mirror, the call of a raven. The voice of a dead woman speaking from the lips of a friend. There had been so much horror. Drowning Hartwell’s papers changed none of it.




    She looked to Strangford. His dark eyes were steady.




    “I know, Lily.”




    She slipped her hand through his arm.


  




  

    “Let’s go.”




    FOUR




    [image: ]




    She is not dreaming, and it is winter.




    Lily stands on a cliff, a sandy rise that projects out over the water. From the top, she looks out over the sea to Germany, Belgium, France. They are lost in the haze that clouds the horizon, the gray line of it blurring the space where the sea meets the sky.




    She is on a motorbike, but it is not the one she knows. It is a thicker machine, heavier and more powerful. Lily does not wear her usual canvas trousers and jacket but a uniform of thick wool. The wool cuts the cold but itches where it extends past her shirt to rub against her wrists.




    There is something in her pocket that pulls on her like lead. She opens the flap to look down at the slender piece of yellow paper.




    A low buzz sounds in her ears. She looks up to see the great, bloated shapes of the zeppelins flying in a neat line overhead. Cold flakes spin down from the sky, landing icily on her cheek.
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