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Dedication




For all the sisters, both born and chosen.
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Prologue


In the Beginning





Somewhere in the Aegean Sea, ~360 B.C.E. 

The sailor raised his weary eyes to the horizon, the sea as black as ink, and the sky just as dark. Only the dappling of stars separated the two. Still, the stars shimmered in the lifting tides, blurring the sea from the sky. Timaeus knew the sky as well as he knew the sea. Both were physical. Both were eternal. 

The sailor had plenty of time to contemplate ψυχή του κόσμου, the soul of the world. It was the intricate connection between all living beings. Living creatures were endowed with a soul and a reason, a mixture of sameness and difference that formed a unified, harmonious entity that permeated the Cosmos. The soul animated the universe, ensuring its rational structure and function according to The Divine Plan. It fed the motions of the planets reflecting the deep connection between mathematics and reality. 

The Dēmiurgós, the Creator … the One, the Many … in their infinite wisdom, fashioned and maintained the Universe and its constant rhythm—the heartbeat of everything that lived and breathed, the balance between day and night, good and evil, heaven and hell … life and death. Same and different. Becoming and Being.

This fundamental concept challenged reality versus ideals, and tested the teachings of even the great Socrates himself. Plato, his pupil, understood the plurality of gods, though Timaeus was still becoming. 

He knew the Dēmiurgós fashioned and shaped the material world and was as benevolent as any of the gods might be, but he was not sure if assigning good or evil to the Dēmiurgós aligned with the thinking of his teacher. Before, there was only chaos, or chōra, until Dēmiurgós shaped it and constructed the universe as a single, living creature endowed with a World Soul, unifying all parts through proportional harmony. 

The Divine Plan was not merely an account of the physical creation, but a moral and metaphysical framework that invited human beings to mirror the order of the cosmos within their own souls. Sadly, there were those who refused. 

That was why the gods called the Council. They were summoned to discuss a fitting punishment for the arrogance and hubris of those who dwelled with the gods of Atlantis. Once the favored of Poseidon, who founded it and infused it with divine order and law, the god of the sea had been forgotten and the virtue of his people eroded and fell to ambition and greed. And so, Poseidon withdrew his divine influence and left them to their own moral corruption. 

Within hours, perhaps minutes, the people would face their judgement at the hand of Zeus, the most high. Poseidon himself had come to Timaeus in a dream and cautioned the teacher and philosopher of the most likely outcome. It had been the sea god himself who gave him the parcel he now kept tucked within his cloak, safe against his heart. 

Poseidon had given him calm seas and gentle winds as he spirited away the most sacred treasures of Atlantis. When the earth gave way beneath the island, and the sea took back what it had made, the people would be lost, but their most significant relics would not be. 

By the stars, he could tell the lands of Kemet would not be far. There, he would find a people already in communion with the Divine Order of the Universe. His hand went to the pouch containing two objects. Poseidon had warned Timaeus not to consider using either, but he could feel a humming and a heartbeat within, and the sea god’s voice had not told him he couldn’t look. 

Curiosity cursed Pandora, but surely this was not the same. Cautiously, he reached into the layers of his cloak and took out the leather pouch. The cords holding it shut had swollen in the damp air and it was a struggle for his arthritic fingers to pry them open, but when he did, a small object within fell into his hand. 

A crystal, as dark as obsidian but as red as blood, swirled with a thrumming tempo that resonated through his bones and into his core. Lub-dub. Lub-dub. 

The entire galaxy appeared within, swirling like a whirlpool of glistening beauty, as if it had fallen from the very heavens itself. He had to force his eye away. 

From the leather sack, he produced an Olivewood box, hand-carved and beautifully made. He studied the carvings, recognizing the double spiral that symbolized the journey inward. One circle for life. One for death. Then there was the star Sirius, the phases of the moon, and the flower of life, a stylized dodecagon. 

The All-Seeing Eye appeared on the top edge as he studied it. At the latch, there was a carving of a feather crossing a heart. Beautiful!

On the back of the box, carefully carved in Greek were the words:

Twelve are the trials and twelve are the truths.

The heart must bear the weight. 

The path must hold the light.

By the seas we walk the stars,

By the Compass, find our fate.

Timaeus’s hunger to know more got the better of him. His master taught him to seek the answers in all things, and curiosity was the path to knowledge. He fumbled to find the latch, and a large circular piece of metal fell into his open palm. The disc appeared to be forged of oreikhalkos—a metal so precious it was considered second only to gold in value. It came only from the mines of Atlantis itself. It reminded him of copper and gold, and it caught the starlight and flashed with the red light of the cosmos. He put the crystal back in the pouch, securing it and tucking it under his arm to protect it as he studied the metallic object.

Turning it over in his wizened hands, he discovered it was a compass, but not just any compass. It was a mariner’s compass, but it was a sundial as well. He held it up, turning to find Polaris, the North Star. He held it in that direction and for a moment until he was assured of his position. 

Timaeus tapped the Ruby at the center to ensure it was secure, then shook it, trying to make sense of the frenzy. The humming and buzzing from inside the disc increased, and it reminded him of a panicked swarm of bees. Suddenly, he was aware of the rising and falling of the sea, as it increased. Above, clouds gathered seemingly from nowhere. 

His small craft, the Nereide, shifted and yawed as the wind caught in his white hair and threatened to up-end the craft. He tucked the box back into the bag, tied it tightly and secured it to the single mast. 

The clinker-built boat, made of cedar and cypress, waterproofed with pine resin was a sturdy craft, strong enough for solo navigation. It had ample space to store supplies for the voyage. The rounded hull was narrow, but built for speed. The keel was deep enough to navigate rivers, but provided stability in most ocean swells. 

Poseidon had given it to him for the journey and it was one of the finest vessels he’d ever seen. The single square sail was made of flax, dyed deep crimson, adorned with the sigil of Atlantis. Dual steering oars were secured, one on each side at the stern, and provided only a small measure of control against the sudden maelstrom. 

A wave hit the craft along its starboard side and threatened to toss it into the murky depths. Were the gods angry? Was he not supposed to look? Surely, there could be no harm …

In a panic, Timaeus stood and lifted his arms to the heavens, spreading them out over the sea. 

“Great Poseidon, Lord of the Deep… Father of Islands, Breaker of Ships… hear me now upon your breathless tide,” he called. “I am Timaeus, son of Atlantis, lost. I am your chosen carrier of the Compass that turns not to North, but to Fate! I carry the last flame of the Temple! I ask no mercy for myself, only for what I bear. If I must vanish beneath your crown of foam, at least have mercy upon all that is to be left of your once great city, Atlantis! Take me, if you must, but remember my name!”

The sea surged at him from all sides, salt and foam blinding him as he faltered, and lost his footing, stumbling across the deck as the waves dropped out from beneath the craft. 

He fumbled the pouch in his panic to catch himself, the contents spilling to the deck as the ship heaved and rolled. The Compass rolled to starboard, the crystal to port. “Poseidon, preserve me!” he cried to the sea, and the dial of brass rolled to his feet. He clutched it into his free hand, pressing it to his chest. As the seas seemed to calm, he said,  “Thank you, Sea Father. You have saved me.”

But even as the words escaped his lips, a wave lifted, towering above the vessel, dropping atop the deck, sweeping the crystal into a tower of water that lifted it toward the swirling tempest. Lightning crashed around the squall as the clouds parted, opening void to the heavens. He was blinded from all but the brightest stars, but they were not the stars of a sky he knew. 

I am betrayed! The words came into his mind as the boards beneath his feet shattered and the craft began to break apart. 

“Mnēsthe tēn Atlantída,” he cried, as the waves consumed him, ship and all. His desperate plea, Remember Atlantis. 








  
  

1

Shades of Aubergine





East Croydon, London; Present Day 

East Croydon Station looked different at night.

Gone were the bustling crowds on the edge of London, replaced by an eerie quiet broken only by an ever-present electrical hum of the overhead lines, the muffled echo of Esme’s footsteps on the concrete concourse, and the mechanical voice from the departure board:

“This is the final service of the day to London Victoria, calling at Clapham Junction and London Victoria only. Passengers are advised that there are no further trains this evening.”

The harsh overhead lights cast the nearly-empty Thameslink station in a cold blue-white hue, and the few stragglers of the night made their way to the taxi line outside, hoping there would be a cab or two parked there waiting for a late-night fare.

Esme’s destination lay farther into the night, and she fought the urge to cross-body her shoulder bag as she turned onto George Street. She fixed her gaze on the spire of Croydon Minster, lit dimly against the night sky. The automatic station doors hissed shut behind her.

The row of bus shelters was largely empty, save for the occasional sleeping tenant wrapped in a stained overcoat despite the warmth creeping into the May air. Wind whipped through the canyon of glassy office buildings and 60s-era concrete block buildings, carrying scraps of litter down the abandoned street.

She felt like she was on display—which, for all intents and purposes, she was. 

The air outside the station was cooler, damp with London night mist laced with exhaust fumes and the scent of late-night takeaway. A few buses idled in the distance, and she turned away from them, walking slowly and hesitantly, deliberately looking lost. 

She made it two blocks before a figure in a hoodie crossed the road to walk behind her. Esme took note of the stranger, but kept her stride steady. She walked past the flickering neon signs of a still-open kebab shop and a pub.

It felt like every nook and doorway could conceal another dark figure, and her heart pounded. Why had she agreed to this?

She could hear the footsteps of the stranger behind her, keeping pace, then speeding up, then falling into a matching rhythm again. She remembered the Agent training that had quite literally been pounded into her over the last six months: Don’t look back too quickly … check reflections and shadows instead … breathe …

Esme clocked the shadows cast against the buildings by the pale streetlights, confirming that her “company” was fewer than three metres behind her. She’d taken similar walks all over London for the past four nights without incident. Was this it? 

She spotted her turn ahead, a narrow road lined on either side with bins and bright splashes of graffiti on the walls between unlit doorways. If this stranger had ill intent, she’d know soon enough. She cut to her left, wondering if he—she assumed it was a he—would follow her or continue straight.

The hush of the narrow lane pressed down upon her. A distant car door slammed and she strained her ears to catch soft sounds behind her. There it was: the scrape of a shoe on pavement. If he was going to act, it would be now.

In front of her, a figure stepped out of the shadows, blocking her way. Another emerged from behind the large bin she’d just passed—a classic squeeze play.

“Phone. Wallet. Now.” 

Esme’s hand brushed her bag strap, but she didn’t hand it over. Instead, she dropped it on the ground beside her, freeing her arms. Her instructor’s mantra flashed through her mind: “Don’t fight angry. Fight efficient.” 

The man in front of her lunged, but Esme sidestepped and spun to her right, driving her elbow into his ribs and crouching low. 

The second attacker leapt forward and grabbed her wrist. She pivoted, slamming her knee into his thigh and twisting free, but not completely avoiding a glancing blow across her jaw. 

An empathic flicker drove her downward, and another fist sailed over her head close enough to ruffle her hair, and she stomped hard on the first mugger’s ankle.

He let out a string of profanity, his voice a bit higher than she’d expected. Teenagers, then? Attacker number two lunged not for Esme, but for her bag. 

“I’ve got it!” 

The first man—boy?—shoved Esme hard, sending her face first into the brick wall, and the two of them half-ran, half-limped up the alley before turning a corner out of sight. 

Esme braced herself against the wall, wincing as she wiped blood from her now-split lip. There was no reason to chase the boys; the purse had been empty except for a few sight-seeing brochures and a couple of rocks. She let out a breath, but tensed as she sensed movement back the way she’d come.

The hooded figure stepped out into the dim light.

Esme groaned. She was getting better at fighting, but she still didn’t like it. She pushed off the wall and assumed a kickboxing stance with her fists up and her body at an angle. “Come on, then. Let’s get this done.” The threatening growl in her voice sounded foreign to her ears.

“I think you’ve done enough damage here, don’t you?” A familiar voice greeted her, and the person reached up and pulled the hood back. 

“Wally?” Esme dropped her fists, relief washing through her. “What the hell?”

“I was beginning to think you were one of the least attackable targets in the city. I was afraid I’d have to have a go at you myself,” he chuckled.

“You wouldn’t have …” 

“Oh, yes, I would have, if those two gits hadn’t come at you first. The Order needed you to finish your field testing this week, and I’m tired of hoofing it around London at night.” The combat instructor stepped forward and inspected the damage to Esme’s face. “Your face is gunna look like a right rainbow tomorrow. We’d better get some wound powder and ice on that lip.”

“It hurts.” Esme’s voice was matter-of-fact, but she could feel tears burning at the edges of her eyes. She blinked hard to make sure they wouldn’t fall. “They were just kids, Wally.”

“Kids who wanted to hurt you, Esme. Don’t forget that. I know this isn’t your default setting, love. That’s why Solan insisted on a street test instead of just having me sign off on your skills. If you’re going to be an Agent, there may come a time when you have to harm an enemy to save yourself. That’s just how it works.”

“I don’t like it,” Esme grumped, resisting the urge to pout. Her lip was bleeding enough as it was. 

“And that’s exactly why it had to be this way. Come on. I’ve got a car and a first aid kit waiting. I grabbed your bag and tossed it in the boot. Let’s get you home.”

“I will never like it.” She said the words with conviction, but doubt picked at her. Over the last six months, a new version of Esme had awakened. Not fragile, not gentle. Tough. Daring. Dangerous.

By the time Esme dragged herself through the door of her flat in Westerham, it was nearly one a.m. She paused by the entryway mirror and dropped her purse—her real one this time—on the bench underneath. Her lip had swollen up like a cranberry despite having held ice on it all the way home. She groaned. The crimson and purple bruise blooming along her jawline was a sight, too.

She’d have to cancel lunch with her family tomorrow … there was just nothing for it. If her sister saw the damage done, it’d do her head in. Eliza knew Esme was in training, but she’d have a proper fit if she knew what the final assessment for that training involved. This would be the third time in a month and, even as flighty as Esme could be, surely her family had to realize by now that she was avoiding them. 

She groaned. She turned about-face into the galley-style kitchen and grabbed a bag of frozen vegetables out of the freezer before kicking her shoes off and hauling her sore body into the bedroom. Before she collapsed onto the giant beanbag she called a bed, she made a detour into the bathroom and popped a couple of ibuprofen. 

She stripped off her blood-stained shirt and plopped onto the giant cushion. 

“You should’ve seen the other guy,” she muttered to the empty room. She pulled the fluffy blanket over her skin, mottled from neck to navel with bruises in various states of healing. She leaned back, gingerly placing the frozen bag against her jaw and lip as she curled up. It would leave a big wet spot on the beanbag by morning, and she’d certainly have to throw the veggies out, but at the moment she didn’t care.

Noises from far away, possibly the M25, hummed at the back of her consciousness, but she was exhausted in mind, body, and spirit and chose to ignore them.

Peck, peck, peck. A little bird was pecking at the window. Or was it the door? It was hard to tell. 

Oh, but it brought a gift! A shiny ring of keys jingle-jangled, but she couldn’t see it because her eyes were closed. 

Clever little bird. It let itself inside to bring her the gift. She could hear it hopping across the living room toward her door.

She should probably open her eyes. It was rude not to look at someone or something when it brought you a gift. She should—

“Esme, for God’s sake! You were supposed to meet us for lunch an hour ago!”

Eliza’s voice jolted Esme out of her dream and she sat bolt upright, forgetting both the state of her undress and the state of her face.

“Bloody hell!” It was her father’s voice, harmonized with cries of despair from Eliza and Beatrice. “Esme, what happened? Eliza, grab her a shirt. We’re taking her to hospital …”

“No, no, I’m fine …” Esme began, but her lip hurt, and the words came out funny. 

Eliza was at her side in an instant. “Ez, who did this to you?” 

Beatrice picked up the discarded shirt with its crimson stains. “Simon, call the police …”

“No, no, NO!” Esme insisted. “I’m FINE!”

“You may be many things, young lady,” her father began, “but fine is not one of them right now! We need to …”

“We don’t need to do anything!” She winced at her own forcefulness and hoped she hadn’t reopened the cut on her lip. “I had my final combat training yesterday!”

The other Wrens fell silent for a moment, and the soup of emotions swirling in the air made Esme cringe. Fear, rage, confusion … too much all at once! Too much! She flopped back on the beanbag and pulled her blanket over her head.

She closed out the sounds of Simon’s blustering and Beatrice’s questions and focused on the sensation of Eliza’s hand on her arm. Esme pictured herself putting her family’s emotions in separate drawers, closing and locking each one. When she peeked out from under the blanket, she focused her eyes on Eliza’s face.

The Order had been training her mind, too, so that the visions and waves of other people’s emotions couldn’t wash her out to sea. Eliza was calm. Focus on Eliza.

“Esme,” Eliza’s eyes were full of concern as she spoke softly, “take a breath and tell us what happened.” If she spoke carefully, she could speak in full sentences without coughing. Her progress in voice therapy had been slow but steady.

Esme nodded. “My novice Agent training is pretty much finished now. Last night was my physical test for combat.”

“Why weren’t we informed?” Simon’s voice was low, vibrating with anger.

“Because they didn’t test me at the training center.” She couldn’t bring herself to look at her father’s face. If he was angry now, the full truth would put him over the edge.

“Am I to understand that you were given a … a … field combat test?”

Esme nodded, still unable to look him in the eye. Eliza wedged herself into the beanbag beside her sister and pulled Esme close, essentially placing herself between Simon and his younger daughter. Esme set her jaw, not because she didn’t appreciate the gesture but because being squeezed was painful. 

“Simon, your blood pressure,” Beatrice cautioned. “Don’t blow your stack at Esme. She’s not a child.”

Simon made a noise that sounded a bit like a growl.

“Enough.” Beatrice’s tone was hard. “There are words to be had, but not with Esme. There’s a senior leadership meeting coming up tomorrow afternoon at HQ. I do believe we should invite ourselves to attend.”








  
  

2

Iron and Advocate





Eliza stood at the altar, her pulse throbbing in her ears. The perfume of ash and flame burned in her nostrils. The flames of braziers flickered in the periphery of her vision. The blade lay on the table before her, and blood stained the velvet cloth beneath it. 

Umbrae vocem audite … anima fracta, redi ad nos … Umbrae vocem audite … Mortui te exspectant.

The translated words rolled off her tongue, muttered in a whisper as dread washed over her. “Hear the voices of the shadows … broken soul, return to us. Hear the voices of the shadows … the dead await you.”

The din grew louder with every passing day. The voices were a constant presence in her life. When she could keep herself busy, she could ignore them. But in the off moments of calm, when her mind wandered, she could do nothing to drown them out. The same was true for the extremely rare moments when she actually fell asleep. 

After two weeks of intense Team Coordination and Leadership training, Eliza was exhausted. It was everything she could do not to fall asleep during supper. As soon as her plate was cleared, she excused herself and retired to her room. Unsure if sleep would find her, she’d  picked up the latest Frank Abernathy novel and cracked open the spine. She barely got through the prologue.

She knew she was dreaming. She’d taken Dream Defense and Lucid Awareness training last semester, hoping it would help, but she had yet to master any defense against this particular nightmare. 

In the dream, she stood in the last place she wanted to be. The underground temple of the Obsidian Covenant in Dover. It was the stuff of nightmares. Eliza had died here. 

Since the real-life encounter with Maelis, she’d died here more than once. She suspected she’d face the same fate tonight. It had become a predictable theme in her dreams. Her nightmares. 

“I didn’t know this was going to happen,” Elias’s voice came from behind her. He always said that. Like he hadn’t seen it coming. He’d been blind to the powers of the witch who’d seduced him. Their mother always said he wore his heart on his sleeve. It made him vulnerable to the wiles of a seductress like Maelis Varrow. 

“You could have stopped it,” Eliza said, her voice deep, but strong.  She’d wrongly depended upon him to do the right thing when Esme’s and Eliza’s lives had been in peril. He hadn’t. 

“No.” His voice trembled. “I couldn’t.”

“You made your choice,” Eliza retorted. 

“I’d never do anything to hurt you, Eliza. You have to know that.”

“But you didn’t do anything to save me,” she snapped. 

“I helped Esme get you to safety, and you know it.”

“The only thing I know is betrayal.”

She turned around to face him, but Elias wasn’t there. She could sense his shadow as it faded, then felt a hand reach over her, grab her by the hair, and tilt her head back. Before she could respond—use the new self-defense tactics she’d been practicing—the blade lifted into her vision, then came down across her throat. 

She had visions of Jack the Ripper, but knew it was Maelis Varrow who held the knife. “Eliza Wren, my love.” She could hear it speak her name as it broke flesh and hummed with hunger. “We are bound by Death’s kiss.” It fed on her blood and soul without mercy. Her vision went red. 

“This is how it will end,” Maelis whispered into her ear as Eliza struggled against her grasp. “Not much longer now.” 

Others may think you survived, but we know the truth, my darling, the blade seethed in her ears as Maelis lifted it over her head, this time plunging into her chest, scraping against her ribs as it punctured her lung. The blood spurted from her neck, gushing from her chest as the blade came down again and again, piercing her abdomen, tearing her flesh as she fought to block the blows, only to have her arms slashed. Over and over, Maelis ran her through.

Eliza’s knees buckled, and she could hear the Chorus laughing. Elias laughing. Maelis laughing. Faces mocked her as her vision blurred. Multiple knives came down on her, piercing her flesh over and over. “Stop!” she cried, pleading. “Stop! Elias! Help me!”

“You’re going to die, Eliza,” Elias whispered. “Nothing can save you.”

“Elias, no,” she whimpered. “No.”

“You can’t escape your fate,” he said. “The Shadow of Death is coming for you, and there’s nothing you can do.”

“Help me …” she cried. “Elias! HELP ME!” She screamed with a fury and force she hadn’t been able to exert over the past year. “Esme! Elias! HELP ME!” 


      [image: ]Beatrice raced up the stairs, but was overtaken by Simon, who forced the door to their daughter’s room. Faraday was already at Eliza’s side, nuzzling against his mistress despite the screaming and flailing. 

“Eliza,” Simon said, scooping her into his arms, pulling her to him tightly. “Darling girl, you’re safe. It’s just a dream.”

“Mummy’s here, darling,” Beatrice took over as the screaming dissipated, smoothing down her mousy blonde hair, just as she had when Eliza was a little girl. “Sweet girl, it’s okay.”

Eliza came out of the nightmare slowly, at a loss for where she was or why her parents were in her room, her cat in her lap. Her hand went to Faraday’s head, stroking him as her focus was restored. “What’s wrong?” Eliza croaked, her throat sore.

“You were screaming,” Simon said. “Was it a nightmare again?”

Eliza didn’t answer. Her mother held her at arm’s length. “The same one, wasn’t it?” Beatrice hazarded a guess, but it was accurate. 

“Don’t touch me!” Eliza shoved their hands away defensively, her eyes pinched shut, her hair wild about her head. 

“I’ve never heard you scream like that, Eliza Jane.” Simon stood and moved to the foot of the four-poster bed. “What does your therapist think about all this?”

“I’m more worried about what her voice therapist is going to say about all the screaming. Did you hurt your voice, darling?”

“Go away! Leave me alone!”

“Oh, dear,” Beatrice looked to her husband. “Should I give her one of my valium?”

“Eliza, you need to calm down. You’ve just undone eighteen months of healing,” he snapped, but Eliza wept and bawled even harder until a coughing fit overtook her, turning her face red. Tears rolled off her cheeks, creating damp puddles on her clothes. 

“Simon!” Beatrice pulled her daughter into her arms and stroked her hair as tears poured down Eliza’s cheeks. “It’s not her fault. You shouldn’t lash out at her.”

“No, but I know who to take this out on,” Simon stewed. “Solan should know better than to send untested agents into the field. He's put them through weeks of training. It can’t be good for either of our girls. First Esme and now this!? Where does it stop?”

“I’m fine,” Eliza grunted, pushing her mother away, sending Faraday scampering. She rolled over and pulled her pillow over her head, her chest heaving beneath the covers. 

“No, you’re not,” Simon snarled. “Both my daughters have been affected by his … aggressive training tactics! Neither of you has been the same since that whole fiasco with the Veil. I never argued when he hired you for R&D, but this … this is intolerable! It has to stop!”

“Simon, please,” Beatrice scolded him. “You’re upsetting her even more than is necessary.”

“You think she’s upset?” Simon balled up his fists. “This is me upset!”


      [image: ]Solan Virell never saw it coming. The staff meeting was supposed to be a group discussion with the Board of Directors for the Order, known as the Regents, regarding operations and expansion of the Order’s reach into the Americas. The fury of the Wrens was the last thing he expected. 

Hell truly hath no fury like Beatrice Wren scorned. She laid into him, her words slicing to the bone. Solan was not someone to cross, but neither were the elder Wrens. Solan sat stock straight, his face a mask of calm contrition as he allowed her fury to burn. “Did you see the bruises on Esme?” Beatrice demanded, her tone razor sharp. She commanded the floor like a barrister.

“It’s training, Bea. You remember what it’s like,” Solan tried to placate her.

“You call it training, I call it negligence. My daughters were thrown into trials that seasoned operatives would hesitate to endure. Eliza left with her throat cut, and Esme left bloodied and bruised like a prizefighter. You think you’re tempering them, Solan, but what you’ve done is broken faith with this family. A family that trusted you. A family that has served by your side for well over thirty-five years.”

“We didn’t ask any more of them than they could endure,” Solan spoke in a tone much lower than his normal, as if raising his voice would only anger her. 

“Eliza died, Solan! She may never speak normally again. You took her life and her voice, and I will not allow it. I will be her voice when she has none. We will be her voice.”

Simon took her hand. “You gamble with our daughters’ lives like you own them.” He spoke in a measured tone, an iron-willed presence that would not be ignored. His words were few, but heavy as stone.

Solan, for all his charisma, found himself cornered. Still, he didn’t flinch. “Don’t I?” Solan lifted a brow. “They’ve each taken their Oath to the Order. They serve at the pleasure of the Grand Aegis. What good will come from coddling them?” 

Beatrice’s eyes narrowed. Simon’s hands tightened around hers. 

“My daughters are not your pawns,” Beatrice stated. “If the Order cannot protect its own from within, then … what hope do we have against the Covenant?” 

Together the elder Wrens stood, staring down the Council, and Solan in particular. 

Solan glanced at Charmaine and the Minor Aegis to his left. He gathered his thoughts and stood. “I understand your anger, Simon. Beatrice. But you must know that we would never put your daughters into a situation they could not handle. They’re strong and they are resilient, and we are doing everything to support them both and prepare them for anything they may face in this job. I seem to remember Beatrice having a rough go during her training. Or am I mistaken? Was that another agent-in-training?”

“You’ve missed her entire point, Solan,” Simon stated flatly. “Have you learned nothing in the past thirty years? Our girls were not ready and yet you rushed their training. Esme hadn’t even completed her final tests before you sent her into the field. Eliza died before she even went through the most basic of training. I’ve hardly seen them these past six months because they continue to go through training after training, when they are clearly still recovering from everything that happened in Romania, and Dover as well. Where does it stop, Solan?”

“Simon, I understand …” Solan started. The rest of the Council sat watching the exchange. 

“Do you?”

Solan moved from his chair and walked over to Simon, putting an arm out. “This is not the time nor the place for this discussion. Ladies and gentlemen, allow us a moment of recess and we’ll continue our business at hand. Let me settle this with Simon and Beatrice.”

The Wrens didn’t want to be removed from the room. They wanted the Council to understand their displeasure. Beatrice knew that Simon only allowed Solan to escort them into his private office because he felt that their mission had been accomplished. While he and Beatrice were more or less retired, they occasionally helped with recon and training when called upon. They also had strong connections to the Regents. Sway, if it was needed. They hoped it would not.


      [image: ]“Simon, Beatrice. Please allow me to offer my utmost regret for the events that have befallen your daughters. As you well know, every mission, every challenge is intended to help a new recruit grow as an Agent. The harder the trial, the stronger the Agent.” 

“Is that why my Esme is battered? Why her face is bruised and she’s moving like an eighty-year-old woman?”

The image made Solan smile. “Your Esme performed most admirably in her trial. You should be proud of her.”

“And what about Eliza?” Beatrice asked. “She wakes up screaming from the nightmares that continue to haunt her. All the work to get her voice back has most likely been undone. What about Eliza, Solan?”

Solan’s smile faded and his face went stern. “First I’ve heard of it, Bea. I’ll have her dispatched to medical first thing.” He picked up his cell phone from his desk and typed orders into the device. 

“The girls need a break,” Simon stated, sternly. “We’re taking them to the manor in Glen Ross as soon as Eliza is cleared to travel.”

“Glen Ross? Don’t be ridiculous, Simon.” Solan rose. “The Amalfi Coast is lovely this time of year. You can have use of my yacht for a couple of weeks. The sunshine and sea air will do more for either of them than some stuffy old manor house in the Highlands.”

If Simon was offended, he didn’t show it. Instead, he nodded. “That will do.”

“I’ll have Charmaine make all the arrangements,” he said. “You can leave before the week is out.”

Simon and Beatrice both nodded and started to turn. 

“Eh, Simon, there is one other thing,” Solan began, hesitation in his tone. The Wrens paused. “We’ve tracked down a possible Artifact in Malta…”

“And you want us to see if we can acquire it?” Beatrice snapped.

“What is it?” Simon asked, patiently.

“Il Sevizio di Mezzanotte.”

“The Midnight Tea Set?” Simon’s brow lifted.

“It’s said to have been a wedding gift for a noblewoman, the Contessa Livia Belladonna di Monreale, but she never married. Instead, she hosted many midnight tea parties in the salon of her home, often with ghosts.” Simon made no expression. “It’s said when two cups are filled with tea, the third is magically filled for whichever lost soul is in attendance.” 
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