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Dedication






For the ones we lost — and the ones who brought us back.

— B.K. & J.B.C.
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Prologue


In the Beginning





London, April 6, 1682 – St. Paul’s Cathedral 

The night air tasted of soot and salt as Sir Christopher Wren descended into the unfinished crypt beneath the rising dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral. A single lantern swung overhead, casting distorted shadows across scrolls of blueprints scattered about on the work table. 

Stone walls, newly chiseled, bore notations in chalk — but older marks remained faintly visible beneath. Weathered symbols had been etched by unknown hands long before the cathedral rose: a Sumerian cuneiform seal half-erased by time, a faint Eye of Horus beside a star-chart traced in ochre, and near the eastern arch, a geometric motif common to early Islamic mysticism, its lines whispering of constellations and forgotten alignments.

The Manifest sat on the pedestal nearby. He moved the candle to illuminate the exposed page of the ancient tome. A chill passed through him, as much from the cold of the stone chamber as from the ancient mysteries held within. The pages came alive with shifting ink, not just names and objects, but the intentions behind the objects’ creation. Every cursed artifact, lost relic, or sealed horror the Aegis Order had secured was recorded within. Things meant to be forgotten were remembered within the pages. 

With a shivering hand, he closed the cover and inscribed a final cipher along the outer edge of the binding, using a drop of his own blood as ink. The sacrificial key tied into the harmonic frequencies and starlight geometry. It was his sacred charge to protect all the relics, the Manifest included. This would be his greatest duty to the Order. 

Do you truly believe you are worthy? the book whispered to him. 

From the shadows, low voices rose in unison. “You bind what should be free.” Seven robed men stepped from the shadowed corridor, led by a woman cloaked in sable and silver. “You think architecture can keep the truth from blooming? You hide the seeds of knowledge from the sun, but you merely delay their emergence into the light, Wren.”

Christopher anticipated this day would come. The Obsidian Covenant had been on his heels for years. He moved closer to the Manifest, sensing the pulsing desire to be taken by anyone powerful enough to wield it. But Wren knew what it was capable of, and the secrets hidden within. He had witnessed what it did to the last Keeper who tried to read it cover to cover. 

“There is nothing here for you but your own destruction.” Wren placed his body between his rival and the book. 

“I hear the Manifest's call, just as you do,” she said.

“No man nor woman may claim to be its master,” Wren said, twisting the candelabra into the pedestal with a mechanical grind. The floor trembled, and the scrolls on the table began to roll toward the edge. Books on the shelves shivered, drawing inward while the stone walls groaned and began to rotate. A series of mechanical clicks echoed throughout the chamber. Chests in niches on the walls, filled with ancient relics, locked themselves tight without keys. Inner walls began to rise into the ceiling above, leaving blank stone behind.  Dust billowed from the ancient tiles, curling upward with each groan of the shifting structure. The chamber had awakened to guard what it held.

“Seize what you can!” the woman commanded her troops, lunging for the pedestal. As her hand contacted the leather bound tome, a scream erupted through the shifting chamber, an explosion of light illuminating the room with a brilliance so dazzling that the dark soldiers recoiled. 

Wren locked eyes with his mortal foe, challenging her, knowing what the Manifest was capable of. “You have no right to bind its power,” she hissed.

“The Manifest will decide for itself who may read its pages,” he answered, as the chamber door lowered. It would seal them in, and there would be no escape … as far as she knew. 

The bells of St. Paul’s Cathedral began a dissonant clanging … sound from a bell tower that had not yet been completed. She reached for the book, and her hand passed through nothingness, the Manifest having spirited itself to safety. “What is the meaning of this?”

“The Manifest has chosen its master,” he smirked. “And it was not you.”

“This isn’t over,” she snarled, and then turned to her men. “We’re out of time!” She grabbed a scroll in one hand and made a run for the exit. The foot soldiers of the Obsidian Covenant made a desperate grab for what relics they could, and, following the lead of their Mistress, scurried out the door before the concrete block could trap them within. 
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A Study in Charcoal and Blood





Present Day 

Niall Roth stumbled out of the Sevenoaks Station and ducked into a shop doorway to make sure he hadn’t been followed. There was a chill in the November air, and he was grateful for it. The early dusk and bustling crowds gave him cover. He watched the London Road exit for a couple of minutes, and once satisfied, he crossed over to Hitchen Hatch Lane and tried to look inconspicuous despite the bloody lip and emerging bruise along his left cheek. The other injuries were hidden by his coat, and he pulled it tight around him.

If he could just get to Wrens’ place, he could claim Sanctuary. Even with the semi-bad blood between them, Beatrice couldn’t deny him shelter, and he could nurse his injuries and get his prize into safer hands.

An elderly couple walking a froufrou white dog (complete with a Union Jack bow between its ears) gave him a sideways glance as he passed them on the sidewalk, and he was fairly certain he heard the woman mutter the word pub as soon as they thought they were out of earshot. He smirked, glad that they’d supplied their own explanation for his appearance and wishing that he’d gotten his arse kicked over a pint rather than at the hands of the Covenant’s thugs. 

Beatrice’s house came into view, and there were lights on in the sitting room. He imagined her sitting by the fireplace reading one of her dusty old books. The thought warmed him, but the feeling passed quickly when he considered that her husband Simon might well add another bruise to his face if he was the one to open the door.

Niall hazarded another glance behind him, and seeing no one, he made his way across the cobbled drive. He ducked behind the safety of a hedge that partially obscured the door. Then he rang the bell and waited, nervous at the reception he might get. His mission's success would override any personal vendettas, he decided, so when he heard footsteps approaching, he let his shoulders relax. The latch clicked and the door swung inward.

“Sanctu …” he began, but stopped when he saw the young woman studying him from the doorway.

“Can I help you? If you’re peddling anything, we aren’t interested.” Her sandy blond hair was draped over her shoulder in a messy braid, and she crossed her arms over her chest as he fumbled for a response. She was the perfect picture of Beatrice in her younger days, but with an edge to her that Beatrice had never had, at least not while he’d known her. One of her daughters, then, certainly.

“I … I’m looking for Beatrice and Simon Wren,” he stammered.

“They’re on holiday in Spain. You’d know that if you’d phoned first. What’s this about?” She narrowed her eyes at him, panic sinking in as his escape plan began to crumble.

“I … uh, I’m a friend of theirs from … work, and …” One would think he’d be better at making up cover stories by now.

There was a spark of recognition in the woman’s eyes and then a glare. “What were you saying when I opened the door?” 

He hesitated a moment, but her possible knowledge of the Order was his only chance. “S-sanctuary.” 

“Come inside, then, quickly.” She ushered him in and locked the door. His breath whooshed out in relief as he stood in the foyer. “This is highly irregular,” she chided him. “But I’ll help if I can. Who are you?” She indicated for him to sit on a leather loveseat in the tiny study just inside the door.

“I’m Niall Roth. I’ve been on a mission.” He couldn’t think of anything else to add since he wasn’t sure how much Simon and Beatrice had told their children. Three of them, he remembered now. It had been so long.

“My name’s Eliza,” the woman said. “Stay here and I’ll get some ice for your face.” She turned abruptly and headed down the hallway toward the kitchen. “ESME!” she yelled up the stairs. “Esme, get down here!” 

In the kitchen, Eliza fumbled with the plastic bag’s seal, silently cursing the fact that these convenient zipper seals were rarely convenient at all. After a moment’s struggle, she managed to pull the sides apart so she could fill the bag with ice. She grabbed a clean tea towel from the drawer, making sure it wasn’t one of the monogrammed ones, just in case she couldn’t get the blood stains out later.

Esme hadn’t emerged, of course. No doubt she was painting something and was far away in her imagination, unaware that Eliza had even summoned her. “Esme!” she called up the stairs again, but to no avail. She returned to the man in the study, who had opened his coat and was pressing tenderly on his ribs.

“I might need a bit more ice,” he smiled wanly. He looked to be about 60, if she had to guess. A little old for a field agent, maybe, but not unheard of. Her parents had just retired from field work a few years ago, and she suspected that they still took on low-risk missions from time to time.

“What happened to you, Niall? Shouldn’t we get you to hospital?” She handed him the ice and he placed it gingerly on his swollen lip.

“Priorities, dear girl.” He attempted to smile, but winced instead. “Are you … of the Order?”

“I know of the Aegis Order, of course, but I work with the research and development side rather than Aegis Secundus. I don’t have much inclination toward field work. I’m a physicist.”

Niall’s brows twitched. “Ah, I see. Well, I think the first business we should attend to is to reach out to the Order so I can … report on my mission.”

Eliza suspected that meant that he had an artifact in his possession which he needed to turn over to the Order for protection. “How dangerous is the artifact?” she asked. 

Startled by her directness, he paused, assessing her. Surely a daughter of the Wrens was trustworthy. “Potentially quite dangerous if someone managed to weaponize it,” he answered.

“So we need to get you to London, then,” she decided. “Let me find my sister. I can’t take off without letting her know what’s happening. Then we’ll get you to the Chapter House.”

Niall nodded, his shoulders unknotting. He’d really dodged danger this time. Probably he should retire and leave this stuff to the young ones. Field work wasn’t as fun as it used to be.



Esme pinched the charcoal between her fingers as she pictured her mother’s face. She often sketched Mother, and she’d recently seen a photo of her parents on their wedding day. It was an over-the-shoulder shot of her father, but the look on her mother’s face was one she’d never seen before. The pure adoration of the young and hopeful, Esme thought, their whole lives ahead of them. 

Mother and Father still loved each other, of course, but this face … this young woman had existed before Esme had been born. She wondered if this bride still lived somewhere inside of Beatrice. 

She drew the familiar curve of her mother’s face as meditation music flowed through her earbuds. That first line was always her favorite.

Her mother was the most beautiful woman in the world.

She lifted the charcoal to draw the hairline when the feeling seized her. She gasped as her vision became obscured by phantasmic black cloth. She could feel the charcoal’s downward motion, increasingly frenetic and sharp. A sense of despair filled her and whispering voices moaned in her ears, drowning out the gentle tones of the music. Her left hand clutched the sketchpad and her right moved of its own volition, even as tears coursed down her cheeks.

Esme was overwhelmed with emotions that did not belong to her. The agony of it poured through her into the art her blinded hand was creating. Then, as suddenly as it began, the wave passed, and the charcoal slipped from her fingers. She began trembling, sliding from the chair in the moonlit garden, collapsing in a heap on the lawn.

She awakened to the sense of being shaken. “Esme! Dammit, Esme!” Eliza’s voice pierced the darkness as the earbuds fell out of Esme’s ears. She opened her eyes to see her older sister’s face, brows knitted with concern.

“I .. I’m alright,” Esme sputtered. “It was just … you know …”

“You haven’t had one of these episodes in a while.” Eliza breathed a sigh of relief. “Here, sit up slowly till the dizziness passes.”

These artistic episodes, as Eliza called them, happened from time to time, and at first their parents had taken Esme to have a full neurological examination. It was only after they were assured that there was nothing medically wrong with her that they’d begun writing the spells off to her artistic temperament. 

“Really, Liza, I’m fine. Sorry to have worried you.”

“I was calling and couldn’t find you. You sure you’re alright?”

“Aces.” The younger sister smiled, her blue-gray eyes crinkling up at the corners.

“Okay then. Listen, there’s an Order agent in the study.”

Esme sat up straighter. “Here? Why? Are Mother and Father okay?”

Eliza patted her sister’s hand. “Nothing like that. He came for Sanctuary.”

“Here?” Esme repeated.

“Yeah, I guess he knows our parents. Anyhow, I need to get him into the city, and …”

“I’m coming with you,” Esme declared, making a wobbly attempt at standing.

“I’m not sure you should, Ez. You were just …”

“Nonsense. That’s more reason not to leave me alone than it is not to take me. I’m coming.”

“Okay, okay, come on, then.” Eliza put her hand under Esme’s right elbow and led her inside.

From the front of the house, they heard a door slam. “What in the world?” Eliza began, leaning Esme against the sliding glass door frame and rushing toward the study.

The sight that met her eyes was a horror. A dark stain spread across Niall’s shirt and he spasmed, choking up blood.

Eliza cried out and leapt into action, trying to staunch the bleeding in the chest wound with direct pressure, but as Niall’s life ran through her fingers, she realized it was futile. She wouldn’t be able to save him.

“The Veil …” he choked. “They took it …” Niall grabbed Eliza’s hand and pressed a scrap of black lace into her bloody palm. “You must …” His body seized and then went still.

Eliza’s eyes filled with tears, and she fought back the panic, knowing that there were immediate actions she needed to take. A gasp from behind her told her that Esme had made her way to the study.

“We need to … the Order …” Eliza couldn’t get the words to come out coherently as she turned toward her sister.

“They told me,” Esme sobbed. “They said …” 

“Who did?” Eliza stared at Esme’s haunted expression.

“The whispers. They said …” Esme found herself unable to finish. Instead, she held up her left hand, still clutching her sketchbook.

Unlike Esme’s usual flowing style, the charcoal lines were sharp, deliberate, almost violent in their intensity. 

Lines forming the unmistakable image of a woman’s face veiled in black, screaming.
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Murder in the Nest





“We have to call the police,” Eliza said, checking dark corners, looking to make sure whoever had entered and violated the sanctuary of the Wren’s Nest didn’t linger, waiting to strike again. 

Esme paced the length of the carpet runner behind the sofa, her arms crossed, a thumbnail between her teeth as she fretted about what to do. “We can’t call the police,” she said. “Father said to contact Aegis Secundus if there was a problem.”

“I work for the Order, albeit just the R&D branch,” Eliza snapped, then softened her tone, seeing the worry in her sister’s face. “I’ll call the Proctor. I have his number.” She took out her phone and dialed the number, putting the phone on speaker.

A rumble of thunder shook the house at the same moment the phone clicked. “Proctor Services.”

“My name is Eliza Wren,” she began, trying to formulate a rational thought in her mind. “We need assistance. An agent came to the house seeking Sanctuary.”

“Dr. Wren, you’re not authorized to provide …”

“Eliza …” Esme called her name, but Eliza turned her back on the room, trying to get through this phone call. 

“I know,” she said. “He came looking for my parents, but they’re on holiday in Spain.”

“Dr. Wren, you are not authorized to …”

“Someone came into our house and killed him,” she said. “He had an artifact, something he said was potentially dangerous in the wrong hands.”

“Eliza…”

“In a minute, Esme …”

There was a long silence on the other end of the phone. “One moment.” The line clicked. 

“Dr. Wren, this is Father Thomas Whittaker. Is the Sanctuary secure?”

“I …” she glanced over at the front door that stood ajar. Rain fell in sheets beyond the covered portico. Across the expansive lawn, the wrought iron gates that allowed access to the drive were thrown open. Lightning flashed across the tops of the trees and the rain intensified. “No.”

“Eliza…”

“Then you are not safe there,” he said. “Take pictures of the area where he was killed. Multiple pictures, Dr. Wren. Collect your sister, and bring anything that you find in Niall Roth’s possession to the Sanctum Sangrael.”

“What? Where is that?”

“Your father hasn’t told you the emergency plans?”

“No,” she said. “I knew enough to call the Proctor. That’s it.”

“Can you get to Canterbury Cathedral?”

“Eliza!” Esme finally had enough. She stomped her foot on the hardwood and raised her pitch, knowing her sister was sensitive to such noises. Eliza turned, her attention going to the mirror over the mantel. 

“We can be there in an hour.” She hung up the phone and stuck it in her pocket as she came back into the living room. The mirror was cracked, and a symbol had been sketched by a hurried hand. The glyph was one Eliza recognized. The Covenant. “Esme, go pack a bag. Gather only what you need. We have to leave. We’re not safe here.”

“What about Faraday?”

“Don’t worry about the cat!” Eliza snapped, studying the room with a trained eye. She took her phone back out and began snapping a series of pictures, including the mirror. She went to the man laying on the floor and snapped a few pictures of him before taking a pen from her jacket pocket and using it to probe into his pockets to see if he carried anything that might explain what had happened here. She spotted the glint of lightning reflected on something beneath the edge of his vest. Using the pen, she lifted the gold chain, and the pendant of Saint Christopher dangled from it. 

Eliza’s heart sank. “O Lord of Mercy, receive the soul of our fallen brother. Receive his soul for he was Your faithful servant and our brave companion. Saint Christopher, guide him across the threshold to glory, as You once bore Christ upon Your shoulders,” Eliza prayed. “Deliver him safely to his rest. Let light perpetual shine upon him and grant him peace.”

“Amen.” Esme came in carrying her overnight bag. It was full to overflowing, her sketch pads and chalks not forgotten in her panic.

“Lock the doors,” Eliza stood, crossing herself.  She took a few more pictures as Esme obeyed her instructions. “Grab his bag and any belongings you can see, but don’t touch anything else. I’ll go grab a few things and meet you in the garage. We’ll take the Bentley.”

Esme’s eyes flashed like she might protest. 

“Father will understand.”

Eliza watched her rearview mirrors as she drove through the blinding rain. It was as dark as any November night could ever be, except for the infrequent flashes of lightning. Esme sat in the seat next to her, clutching the cat she refused to leave behind. Faraday was Eliza’s cat, but Esme loved him just as much as her sister did. The old silver-taupe tabby cat had dusty charcoal stripes and bright amber eyes. The light from the dashboard made his fur shimmer like stardust. Eliza noticed the cat gazing up at her, watching her. He was always two steps ahead of her, and sensed what she was thinking. Esme petted him absent mindedly, and he slow-blinked, as if none of this upset him. 

“Should we call Father?” Esme said, startling Eliza as she drove.

“No,” Eliza said. “Father Whittaker will know what to do.”

“But can we trust him?”

“He’s the Proctor. Why shouldn’t we trust him?”

“Have you ever met him?”

“Not that I recall,” Eliza said. “But that doesn’t mean anything.”

“I don’t like it,” Esme rocked the cat with renewed vigor. “Not one bit.”

“We’ll have to trust him,” Eliza said. “We have nothing to go on but faith.”

“Do you suppose that poor man in the living room had faith in us to protect him?”

“He had enough faith to come to the Wren Manor. He didn’t know our parents were on holiday.”

“And we failed him,” Esme said, her voice faint. 

Those words resounded in Eliza’s ears for the remainder of the drive. Her phone chirped, startling her. Esme took it and read the message, allowing her sister to keep her attention on the road. “It’s an address.”

“Who is it from?”

“The caller ID says, The Proctor.”

“Pull it up on the GPS,” Eliza said. 

The address led them to Canterbury Cathedral Lodge Hotel. The priest stood on the curb by the valet station when they pulled up, his umbrella protecting him from the deluge that buffeted the area. The heavy fog blocked the cathedral from view, but Eliza knew it was behind the guest house. The priest held the umbrella for Esme, then came around and collected Eliza. Once under the protection of the building, he went to the valet and instructed him to park the car out of sight. 

“Why the change of venue?” Eliza asked as they stood inside the lobby. Her braid was soaked and rain water dripped over her shoulder, darkening the front of her jumper. 

“Not here,” he said, fishing an electronic key card from the pocket of his hassock. “Upstairs.” The girls fell in behind him and no one spoke until they were safely behind a locked door on the second floor. 

The room smelled musty and damp. The ghosts of old cigarettes found their way to Eliza’s sensitive pallet. The priest scuttled about, checking for wiretaps and hidden monitoring devices while the girls watched him. Esme reached over and took her sister’s hand as the priest came back and looked up at Eliza. She wasn’t overly tall for a woman, but then, he wasn’t overly tall for a man either. “Show me the pictures,” he commanded with a gentle tone.

Eliza took out her phone and pulled up the camera roll, handing it to him. He scrolled through them, and Eliza was certain she saw him blanch and knew which picture had gotten to him. “No, not Niall …” the cry from his throat was so faint it was almost imperceptive.

“Was he a friend?” Eliza asked.

“I recruited him,” Father Whittaker said. “As his father recruited me.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Esme muttered, glancing at Eliza, swallowing hard. 

“I’ve left a message for your parents,” the priest told them, scrolling to the next photo. “There’s no need for them to come home. We’ll take care of everything, of course.”

“We’re both adults,” Eliza pointed out. “We can manage …”

“You’ll stay here,” the priest said. “Until the Order can arrange for your arrival to the Grand Aegis.”

“Excuse me?” Eliza’s eyelid twitched. She reached up and pushed her glasses back up the bridge of her nose. 

“You’ve been working for our R&D Department for how long, Dr. Wren?”

“Almost a year,” Eliza said. 

“I’ve seen your papers,” he said. “Brilliant work. You’ve passed every test we’ve given you. Both of you. It’s time.” 

“For what?” Esme asked.

“For you to learn your true identity.”
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