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      For Madison

      Follow your dreams

      Learn from failures, and never give up.

      Je t’iame!
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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Devon, 1811

      Fog had begun to creep across the landscape, extinguishing the moonlight and swallowing the old castle ruins. A damp saltiness filled the air, seeping into Simon’s soul and sending a shiver down his spine. This was not his favorite assignment, but the thought of bringing Typhon down once and for all gave him great satisfaction. It had been a long time coming. Too long.

      Simon’s first encounter with one of Typhon’s men had been at the Lazzaretto in Ancona almost a decade ago. It was to have been surveillance, but ended up being a rescue mission. Never before had he realized such evil could exist in the world. He didn’t regret his actions that day, vowing to do whatever it took to protect those who could not protect themselves. He’d seen too many atrocities and would not let this evil destroy his country.

      It was the life he was born for. He knew none other—running, feeling the rush in his veins, making a change. Shaking the memories of that distant day from his thoughts, he concentrated on the current moment.

      Sounds from the tall grass shifted, only slightly, but enough to signal someone was approaching. Hopefully, it was Grant—Captain Alexander, his best friend since childhood—and Miss Atwell. They were due to arrive any time.

      Simon turned to Abrams and muttered, “Give the all clear.”

      Three high-pitched notes, followed by four lower ones, sounded from Abrams’ mouth. They waited a moment before the familiar response drifted through the darkness from not far away.

      Minutes later, Grant and Miss Atwell joined them.

      “I thought you’d never arrive. It was getting rather boring here,” Simon jested. “Philson is stationed at the far end. There’s been no sign of life.”

      “The meeting is to take place at the church ruins,” Miss Atwell whispered. “We need…” Grant held up a hand, halting her words. Hesitant footsteps crunched on the gravel.

      Grant turned to Abrams and instructed in a soft soto voce, “You and Elizabeth start toward the church. Simon and I will deal with this.”

      Moonlight weaved through the hazy fog, casting eerie shadows, as Abrams and Miss Atwell slipped away. Once they were out of sight, Grant took the lead. They moved forward, edging along the wall of the ancient ruins. The dense fog collided with the stones, making it difficult to spot the enemy. They took their time, listening for any indication that Typhon’s men were lurking.

      A heavy footstep disrupting the gravel sounded once again. Simon followed the noise, catching a glimpse of a large figure only moments before it ducked behind a half standing wall that was partially consumed by overgrown foliage.

      And then all was silent. Simon crept behind Grant, taking cover behind a large pillar. Grant whistled a two-syllable call to warn Abrams they weren’t alone. The shape, however, remained quiet.

      They waited in silence for a few more moments before Grant whispered, “Go left, I’ll take right.”

      Simon instantly knew what his partner and friend intended. The two had never needed many words in order to understand each other. Even so, uneasiness settled in his gut.

      Something didn’t feel…

      The shadowy figure leapt from his hiding place and fired a shot, missing them both. Simon rushed the enemy, throwing him off balance as they hit the ground hard. His heart raced as he pummeled his attacker with swift punches until the man lay unconscious.

      He glanced down at the bastard, whose shallow breathing signaled he was still alive but not in any condition to fight back. They might still have use for him.

      “Thanks,” Grant said as he approached.

      “Any time.” Simon brushed the dirt off his breeches. “I wonder what adventure lurks behind the next wall?”

      “Is that what we’re calling it these days—adventure?”

      “Life is always an adventure.” Otherwise, why live?

      It was a question that had been plaguing Simon for quite some time now. However, this wasn’t the place to be philosophical. Once Typhon was dealt with, he would have plenty of time to contemplate his past and future.

      He and Grant continued on in silence. Every ten yards or so, Grant whistled the all-clear. Philson responded with the same signal.

      Both were on full alert as they edged along. The restless ocean crashing upon the shore below drowned out all other sounds.

      “Looks like nothing else is happening tonight, Cap…” Just then a light twinkled in the distance, winding its way down the hazy path. “Look,” Simon pointed. A couple of lights flickered again and then extinguished completely, almost as if alerting someone.

      “Let’s go.” Grant took the lead once more, but soon the ground became unsteady.

      With the ruins on one side of them, and the sheer drop of the cliff on the other, it was not a good position to be in. Before too long, they changed course, retreating back up the hill, their progress hindered by the ever-thickening fog. Simon had barely had the chance to catch his breath as they neared the top before several shadows pushed through the murk.

      Grant’s anger rumbled in his words. “Rumbolt, you traitorous bastard.”

      “Captain Alexander,” Rumbolt’s tone oozed with hatred and distrust. “I’ve waited a long time for this moment.”

      Within moments, Grant and Rumbolt were wrestling, leaving Simon to deal with the other two lackeys. The larger of the two stormed toward him, while the other took off, disappearing into the gloom. But Simon couldn’t worry about him until he’d dealt with this attacker.

      He braced himself for contact. Pain surged through his body as the assailant crashed into him, forcing him back. But in a matter of moments, he had the upper hand, delivering powerful punches.

      Even so, he fought to maintain control. He punched the man hard and was preparing to strike again when a shot rang through the air, followed by a loud cry. The assailant tumbled toward the edge, then in the blink of an eye, fell into the darkness below. Simon would thank his ally later.

      He took in a deep breath. One down, one more to go.

      He’d only managed to take a step when, suddenly, something collided with his body, knocking the wind out of him. His lungs constricted as he struggled to regain his footing for a moment before his body swayed toward the darkness.

      “No!” Grant’s voice roared above the waves as Simon spiraled into the abyss.
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        * * *

      

      Athena strolled through the garden toward the ha-ha, enjoying the splendor of a beautiful morning. The sun glistened through the trees, casting twinkling rays through the leaves. In her youth, she’d believed fairies lived in these branches, and that one day, they would return with fanciful tales of knights in shining armor rescuing their fair lady loves.

      A giggle escaped her lips. She’d been most naïve about the world in her youth. There had been no knights, no heroes to rescue her from the darkness, or the evils that lurked in the ballrooms of the ton.

      Wrapping her arms about her, she continued her stroll to the edge of the ha-ha and gazed across the steep, sloping landscape at the grazing sheep in the distance. It was a sleepy scene but something nudged her inner core, telling her trouble was on the horizon. She hadn’t felt this way since…

      “Athena!” The sound of her name stormed through the otherwise peaceful countryside. “Athena!” She turned to see Karolina, one of her many wards, running at full speed toward her. “There’s a man…” The girl stopped and pointed toward the south ridge.

      Trouble.

      Athena picked up her skirts and went to her ward. But before she reached her, Karolina exclaimed, “He’s unconscious… in the ditch of the ha-ha.”

      Damn. One of Typhon’s men, she was certain of it. His army had been scouring the coast for several weeks, arranging secret deliveries and recruiting for his nefarious cause. She had kept her wards on high alert and insisted on extra training.

      She supposed she really shouldn’t refer to them as wards. All the women residing at Tremayne Manor were over eighteen, but she felt responsible for them all the same. Just like her, they had endured some tragedy in their life. And just like her mother before her, Athena hoped to give them the strength, knowledge, and training to rise above and conquer their demons. That was what had brought them together, and what kept them together. They each had their own story, their own past, their own secrets, but together, they would survive the darkness, the evil, and the pain.

      “Show me.”

      Athena followed Karolina to where Diana was now keeping a watchful eye over the intruder.

      Diana shifted the bow in her hand and pointed. “He’s down there. Hasn’t stirred one bit.”

      Athena walked to the edge of the grass and peered into the steep ditch. The figure was slumped on his side, facing away from them. The slow rise and fall of his chest indicated he was still breathing. His expensive, well-tailored dark clothing was out of place for a country servant. If he was an agent of Typhon’s, she’d best deal with him herself immediately and out of view.

      “Karolina, stay here and keep watch until Gryphon and I retrieve him through the tunnel, and then gather what you need for a sleeping potion.” She turned and faced Diana. “Inform Hetty we have a visitor and to prepare a room in the east wing.” She hadn’t determined if he would be a guest or a prisoner yet.

      With their orders in place, everyone proceeded as instructed. Athena and Diana quickly returned to the house, but once clear of Karolina, Diana suddenly stopped. Fear quivered in her voice as she questioned, “Do you believe him to be connected with Typhon?”

      Diana had been brought to Tremayne Manor when she was just a child, after losing her mother to one of Typhon’s men. Athena’s mother had welcomed her with open arms but never revealed what had occurred. For as long as Athena could recall, Diana had always appeared on edge, as if expecting someone to come and take her away.

      “That was my first thought but we won’t know until we question him,” Athena tried to reassure her friend. “There’s no need to worry. You are safe here. Gryphon, Tirel, and the other guardsmen will make certain of that.” Regardless of how much training her wards undertook, or how strong they’d become, she still had a duty and an obligation to protect them. Their safety was paramount. Several silent minutes passed as they walked back toward the house. She stopped and turned to Diana. “I don’t want to alarm anyone. Keep⁠—”

      “I understand.” Diana placed a hand on her forearm, her face full of strength, her eyes filled with determination. “However, just like me, and despite my current trepidation, we are eager to protect our country.”

      “I know. Thank you.”

      Upon entering the kitchen, the pair encountered Gryphon, Athena’s bodyguard. His brows creased together. “Trouble?”

      “Hopefully not.” Athena left it at that for the moment. It would be far too easy to jump to conclusions, especially after the Earl of Hartland’s last visit warning them of Typhon’s ever-growing presence in Devon. “The girls discovered an unconscious man in the ditch. Karolina is standing guard.”

      “I’ll prepare a torch.”

      While Gryphon set to work on his task, Diana said, “After Hetty and I are finished, I’m going to train some more.”

      “Good idea. A distraction would be good… for everyone. Make sure the weapons have been cleaned and are all accounted for.”

      As Diana took her leave, Athena could not help but remember the day she’d arrived at Tremayne Manor. She’d been so young and frightened. Even to this day, she had revealed nothing of the tribulations of her youth, and Athena had never pressed for information. However, Diana’s constant insistence that she undertook training to become stronger was almost concerning at times. What was she preparing for? Still, Athena could not deny Diana’s desire to better herself.

      “Let’s go and see who dares intrude upon the elusive Countess Tremayne,” Gryphon teased as he approached.

      He and Athena took the narrow stairwell in single file, descending deeper into the heart of Tremayne Manor. The air dampened and cooled with each step. When they reached the bottom, they meandered through a maze of corridors, slowly circling to the outer perimeter and one of several secret passages that opened onto the ha-ha.

      By the time they reached the first of two sturdy wooden doors, Athena’s heart was pounding wildly in her chest, worsening with each breath as her anticipation mounted. With Gryphon close behind at the ready, she opened the last door. They both paused, carefully listening to any warning noise.

      She whistled three-high pitched chirps. When she heard Karolina’s identical response, she knew all was still clear. Gryphon brushed past her, pushing the heavy door open wide.

      Bright sunlight blinded her as she stepped outside. Shielding her eyes, she searched for the man.

      In the near distance, she spied the figure in the exact same pose as they’d found him. Gryphon took the lead, edging closer with caution. He nudged the man with his fist but received no response. He then shoved harder, and still there was no response.

      “He’s out cold,” he remarked over his shoulder, all the while keeping a close eye on the man.

      Athena approached, but was halted by Karolina’s question. “Is he still alive?” she called down to them.

      Athena let out a huff. “Yes. Just keep watch,” she warned.

      She hovered as Gryphon knelt down and rolled the man onto his back.

      A huge gust of breath left her body. “Sir Simon!”
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      What was he doing here?

      A torrent of emotions slammed through Athena. She’d once fancied herself half in love with him—every woman did. He was handsome and athletic, a veritable Corinthian. But every time it seemed that they’d grown closer, he pushed her away. He’d always said he would protect her, but that was a lie. She swallowed the hard lump and the painful memories. Didn’t he know he was not welcome, especially not after what had happened six years ago?

      Gryphon examined the unconscious intruder. “He has a nasty gash on his head but I don’t see any other wounds.”

      “Let’s get him inside,” Athena ordered as she attempted to stamp down the mounting rage surging through her. How, of all people, had Simon ended up on her doorstep, or rather, in the ha-ha to be exact? “Clean him up and ensconce him in the east wing. And post two guards.”

      She didn’t know what Simon was up to, and would not take any chances where her wards were concerned.

      Within moments, Gryphon had picked up and tossed Simon over his shoulder. Athena gave Karolina the all-clear before following Gryphon back into the secret passage. Past and present collided, the anger she’d barely kept at bay all these years boiling to the surface.

      Her wards would be curious about their new guest, and although she was not prepared to answer the inevitable questions, she needed to address them or risk them discovering something on their own.

      She turned to her guard and said, “Tend to our visitor. I need to speak to the ladies.”

      “So, we’re not going to discuss who our ‘visitor’ is and the possibilities as to why he’s here?”

      She sucked in a breath, pursing her lips for a moment. “No. I need to think.” And contain my emotions.

      “Let me remind you, everything has a consequence.”

      “I am the consequence of my mother being killed!” Her anger became a scalding fury as her words rattled through the dimly lit corridor.

      She rarely took that tone with Gryphon but she would not discuss her feelings. She’d spent the last six years strengthening her heart, especially when it came to the unpleasantness of the duties she took on as her own. There was no room for heartache in espionage.

      “And what do you intend to say to the ladies?”

      “They are not to have any dealings with him. Until further notice, only you and Tirel will have access to the room. That’s all they need to know for now.”

      She could sense that Gryphon wanted to say more, but for once, he kept his thoughts to himself.

      As they emerged on to the main floor, Athena glanced about, making sure the way was clear, before sending Gryphon off to deal with his task. Then she set about gathering her wards in her study.

      The clock in the main hall chimed, signaling it was half-past ten. The day was still young, and yet, so much had already happened. She took in a deep breath and steeled her nerves as she entered the large, bright study, taking her place behind the desk. Under normal conditions, the room was warm and inviting, a place to discuss intellectual pursuits and future hopes. As she glanced around at the women she considered her family, she could not shake the feeling that their lives were about to change forever. They might not be related by blood, but tragedy and a common desire to serve their country had brought them together. And, of course, she would do anything to protect them.

      An eerie calmness settled over the room as everyone focused their gaze on her, waiting for her to speak. But before she could formulate her words, Diana questioned with some hesitation, “Is he Sir Simon?”

      “Wh…why would you believe it is him?” How did Diana even know who Simon was? True, his reputation as a rake was quite infamous, but Diana had been in Mother’s care, then hers, not traversing the ballrooms of London.

      “I heard that some of the Legion members were in Devon on a secret⁠—”

      “Where did you garner such information?” Athena questioned on a sigh.

      Diana worried her lip for a moment before responding. “Fisker.”

      Athena made a mental note to visit the man. Ever since Typhon’s men had begun to infiltrate the area, all agents had been on high alert, trying to determine the fiend’s next move. She knew Fisker was only trying to help, but encouraging her wards would only make matters worse. Despite what these women believed, they were not ready for a battle with Typhon.

      She clasped her hands together, contemplating her choice of words. Although she would not lie to them, she would take every precaution possible. There were some things they did not need to know. “I can see there’s no hiding this information. Yes, it is Sir Simon.” Hushed whispers filled the room. “However,” she emphasized, “until I discover why he’s here, none of you are to have any contact with him. You will take turns guarding outside his room, but none of you are to go inside. And most importantly, do not speak to him.”

      The women nodded their heads in agreement.

      Not only was Sir Simon one of the Legion’s top spies, second only to Captain Alexander, he truly was a rake of the first order. In Athena’s estimation, he was just as much of a scoundrel as Hart. Although, thankfully, the Earl of Hartland knew to stay clear of her girls.

      “In addition, I will also ask that none of you venture from the immediate grounds for the time being.” Several disgruntled moans drifted across the mahogany desk. “It’s just for the time being. Now, go and see to your duties.”

      

      Hours later, Simon had been tended to by Gryphon and was settled in the east wing—the furthest location from Athena’s charges, a fact that she was thankful for. She still had not come to terms with her feelings, and truth be told, she wasn’t ready to either.

      She had only just taken a seat at her desk when Gryphon entered with a progress report. “He’s still unconscious and extremely restless. Tirel is preparing for afternoon training. Karolina has mixed a sleeping potion and is posted as guard.”

      “I don’t want the girls to have any contact⁠—”

      “I understand, but you have other issues at present that need to be dealt with.” Athena met his gaze, dreading his next words. “Lord Fynes is here.”

      Gryphon’s announcement was like a punch to the stomach, followed by a slap across the face.

      “He’s in the day parlor.”

      “Did he say why he’s here?” She wasn’t ready to release Sir Simon yet. She wanted answers from him, without the interference of Lord Fynes.

      “No. He only said it was urgent.”

      Damn. She rubbed the back of her neck. “I’ll be there in a moment.”

      After quickly adjusting her hair and attire, she attempted a casual stroll toward the parlor. As she neared, she took in a calming breath.

      “Good afternoon, Lord Fynes. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” She fought to keep the disdain from her voice. He might be her father, but she could not bring herself to call him such.

      “Lord Fynes?” He questioned in a hurtful tone. “That’s how it is?”

      She met his gaze and held it, daring him. “Yes.”

      “Very well.” He let out a long sigh before continuing. “I will not trouble you with all the details, Lady Tremayne, but one of our agents is missing. He is believed to be alive.”

      “What happened?” She would not divulge what she knew until she’d acquired the information she desired. Ironically, it was a strategy she’d learned from her father years ago.

      “There was a fight near the old ruins, and during the battle, he fell from a precipice.”

      “And you believe I had a hand in this?”

      “Of course not.” The words rushed from his mouth. She also knew from past experiences that Lord Fynes was telling the truth. “I had hoped to gain your assistance. It’s been almost two weeks.”

      “Two weeks?” She could barely control the shock ricocheting through her body. Simon had been wandering the countryside for that long? Why hadn’t he sought Captain Alexander or Fisker or⁠—

      “Is something the matter?”

      “No… I’m simply startled by the news.” Beyond the obvious, something did not sit well with the situation, but she shook those thoughts from her mind for the moment and brought her attention back to what Lord Fynes was revealing. There would be time for reflection later.

      Worry lines creased at his temples. “As I was saying, we cannot find him. We don’t believe his body could have been washed out to sea.”

      “And why not?” It was entirely plausible.

      “There was a fresh set of footsteps leading away from the spot where he would have most likely landed.” There was a long pause. “And we’ve had reports of a man fitting his description having been seen not too far from here.” Father inhaled deeply, then on another long sigh added, “You know I wouldn’t come here if I wasn’t desperate.”

      Athena did know that, but at the same time, she would not reveal what—or rather, who—she’d discovered that morning. Sir Simon’s arrival was most opportune. “There seems to be quite a lot of speculation.” Was it possible they really believed he’d died? “Who is it?”

      Lord Fynes inhaled deeply and with quiet emphasis said, “Sir Simon.”

      She pasted on her best shocked face, adding the rage that had been simmering for the past couple of hours to her voice. “Why would I help find that man? He’s brought nothing but heartache and sorrow to me. If you ask me, he deserves what he got.”

      Lord Fynes took a hesitant step closer. “I know how you feel⁠—”

      “You know nothing of what I feel!” Her voice reached a crescendo, filling the vast space.

      He shook his head, clearly wanting to delve into the past, but thankfully, kept to the subject at hand. “Please, just keep your eyes open. If you see or hear anything⁠—”

      “Is there anything else?” she interrupted.

      “Typhon and his inner circle are dead.”

      The words hung in the air with hope. After all these years, could it be that she was possibly free? That the mistakes of her youth were finally forgiven?

      “I will take my leave, but there is…” Lord Fynes’ words trailed off, clearly rethinking his next utterance. He sucked in a harsh breath. “I will send word if anything changes.”

      She watched him leave the room with a heavy heart. Too many times he’d tried to make a half-hearted amends for what had happened. Too many times she’d been disappointed with empty promises.
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        * * *

      

      Pain coursed through every inch of his body as he struggled to open his eyes. Through narrow slits, he could see yellow and orange flames swaying in the fireplace—mesmerizing, soothing. But he couldn’t see beyond that. Panic settled into his chest.

      Where was he?

      He bolted upright, instantly regretting the motion. He closed his eyes to stop the room from spinning. Loud shouts echoed and rumbled through his head, drowned out by the roaring of angry ocean waves.

      “Where am I?” The words, barely a raspy whisper, burned in his throat.

      The pounding in his head grew, intensifying exponentially. Beads of sweat dripped along his closed eyelids, trailing down his cheeks. He fought through the haze to remember…

      Alarm bells rang through his head.

      “Oh… no… what… where…” He struggled for a moment before a gentle hand coaxed him back on to the soft bed.

      “Shh.” The sound drifted across him as a cool compress was pressed against his fevered temples.

      He managed to open his eyes just a little, trying to focus beyond the flannel and on the face hovering above him. Pain pierced through his eyes, settling deep in his head. He clenched his lids closed again tightly, hoping it would ease.

      “Please,” he forced out with desperation, “Who am I?”

      

      Athena stepped away and stared at Simon, disbelief clouding her thoughts.

      “Who am I?” he uttered again on a raspy murmur before succumbing to the fever, sinking further into the mattress.

      He didn’t remember who he was? How could that be? She recalled the conversation she’d had with Lord Fynes. Didn’t he say Simon fell off a cliff? And when Gryphon had first inspected him, he’d noticed that gash on his head. Could that have caused his memory to waver? As a soldier and a spy, she knew Simon to be resourceful, but could he have survived two weeks with no recollection of who he was? Or perhaps, the loss of his memory had occurred somewhere along the way. Reason pushed itself forward. That last theory didn’t make sense. If he hadn’t lost his memory straight away, why hadn’t he rejoined his party?

      “Has he awoken?” Karolina questioned softly as she entered the dark room. “I have another concoction for him to take.”

      Athena edged away from the bed and crossed the warm room to where Karolina stood in the shadows. She nodded toward the door, then they both exited. Once safely in the hall, she explained what had just occurred.

      “I don’t believe he remembers who he is.”

      Disbelief laced Karolina’s words. “How can he not remember? Does he recall the accident?”

      “He was not awake long enough for me to discover.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      Athena shook her head. “I’m not quite sure.”

      When they’d discovered Simon, all Athena had thought about was making him suffer. For saying she wasn’t strong enough to join the Legion. For killing her fiancé. But most of all, for murdering her mother.

      But now… she wanted him to regain his memory. Then she would deliver her punishment.
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