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She did not have time to dally with this handsome man…


      
      She tried to ignore Max’s muscular chest and concentrate on the task at hand.

      
      She knew how strong he was, how firm his muscles were. It was the first thing she’d noticed earlier when she’d been pressed
         against him beneath the stairs. She’d felt his arm tighten and tense beneath her hand as she’d pinched him to end his unwanted
         kiss. It mattered not that it had been a most pleasant kiss. More than pleasant, it had been world-tilting. Still, it was
         completely unwarranted and unwanted.
      

      
      “Why were you here tonight?” she asked. His gaze slowly rose to meet hers, and the full impact of his clear blue eyes nearly
         stole her breath away.
      

      
      “Perhaps I came for that kiss,” he said, his mouth tilting in a smile.
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      On the coast of Cornwall, 1873

      
      Maxwell Barrett lit his lantern, then moved into the damp cave. Behind him, he could hear the waves beating against the rock
         that surrounded the opening of the cavern. He didn’t have much time. It was that reason alone that drove him forward at this
         swift pace. Otherwise he would have meandered, investigating every nook and cranny he could reach. But he only had two hours
         before the tide rose to once again cover the entrance to the cave.
      

      
      Two hours before he would drown.

      
      Unless he had miscalculated, and then perhaps he had even less time. Either way, he needed to get in there and find the map,
         then get the hell to dry land.
      

      
      The cave appeared and disappeared with the tides, which was why it had taken him nearly four months to locate the blasted
         area, and still it remained to be seen whether he’d find what he had sought for the past two years.
      

      
      Beneath his boots, the uneven rocks—slick with moss and water—made his journey all the more harrowing. He’d slipped several
         times already, but he held firm to his lantern and kept moving forward. He knew he was right about this cave, he could feel
         it.
      

      
      Today he would find the map of Atlantis.
      

      
      He skidded across a wet stone, his weight shifted, and he fell hard upon one knee. The rock sliced through his wool trousers,
         biting into his flesh. Fortunately, he managed to avoid shattering the lantern. Max got to his feet and inhaled sharply.
      

      
      He could do this. Hell, when he was fifteen, he’d found a long-forgotten buried treasure of a pirate queen. He was seventeen
         now. He propelled himself forward, careful where he stepped. Still, it was Atlantis… finding the one and only map to the lost
         continent would certainly prove that Plato’s writings were fact and not fiction. If he did that, his parents would truly notice.
         Everyone would have to take notice.
      

      
      Long stalactites reached down to him like ancient fingers. Max bent and twisted to avoid impaling himself, but he kept moving
         forward. Always forward. Still he could hear the waves behind him, like an hourglass reminding him he had a finite amount
         of time.
      

      
      The deeper he traveled, the more constricted the air became. He sucked in a breath; his nose filled with the chalky scent
         that could only be found in earth’s little crevices. His heart beat wildly.
      

      
      The tunnel before him split. The walls of the cave pulled in and formed two paths. One was big enough for him to continue
         walking, though crouched over; the other was not even large enough for a small child to pass through. The choice was made
         for him. The Atlanteans who had ventured here before him to hide the map certainly would have used the larger passage.
      

      
      Still he hesitated.

      
      The stalactites were a reminder that flowing water could grow rocks as well as break them down. He hoped time had not changed
         the constant flowing water and narrowed the correct path, thus forcing him in the wrong direction.
      

      
      Only one way to find out. Max felt along the rock wall with one hand, and with the other, he held the lantern in front of
         him, though the pitiful amount of light made the exercise seem almost worthless. Beneath his fingers, the stone was cool and
         wet. Something slithered under his palm, and he jerked back his hand.
      

      
      Again the area narrowed, so much that, in order to continue, he had to turn sideways. Drowning would certainly be a most dreadful
         way to perish, but drowning in this constricted channel would be even worse. He picked up his pace, unable to run, but moving
         quickly through the stone passage. The rock at his back brushed through his hair as he moved, and the stones in front of him
         would skin his nose if he wasn’t careful.
      

      
      The darkness ahead of him grew thicker and blacker as he hiked farther into the cave. Finally the crevice he’d been moving
         through opened back up. He took a step, but found only air beneath his boot. His balance shifted, and he leaned forward, nearly
         falling, but he was able to grab the cavern wall to his right to steady himself.
      

      
      He found himself standing on the ledge of an underground lake. He held the lantern out and bent over to peer into the pool.
         It was difficult to see, but the water must be several feet below him, and while it was not a fall that would likely result
         in death, he’d prefer not to test the fates.
      

      
      The ledge encircled the water, and he could tell that the area to his right was far narrower than the one to his left. So
         Max moved to the left and followed the rim around. The opening he’d climbed through was the only break in the cavern’s wall
         around the lake, at least as far as he could see.
      

      
      According to his research, this cave should lead him to where the Atlanteans had hidden their map. Everything he’d read indicated
         it would be sealed, dry in the midst of water. Max looked up, trying his best to scan the ceiling of the cavern. It seemed
         highly improbable that someone had climbed to the top, because the walls were slick with moisture. And there didn’t appear
         to be any legitimate hiding places above to stash anything.
      

      
      Dim lantern light glanced off the walls, enough for him to see the shape of his own hand, but not much more. So it was possible
         more lay ahead of him. He kept moving.
      

      
      The ledge narrowed. Nearly his entire boot hung off the edge; only a small sliver of his heel remained supported. He pressed
         his back against the cavern wall and slid himself across the small ridge. Suddenly the glow from his lantern revealed a large
         chunk of quartz, creating an eerie bluish light.
      

      
      It was here, in this angle and in that lapis glow, that his lantern reflected off something in the center of the lake. A wooden
         pedestal jutted out from the water, and sitting atop it was some sort of container.
      

      
      His heart quickened. That had to be it. The map was hidden in there. He was seconds away from slipping his feet off the ledge
         to jump into the lake when he noticed something moving in the water. He slid over to his right to position himself on a sturdier
         section of the ledge, and he once again bent forward with his lantern in hand.
      

      
      There in the water drifted a decaying body. Nearly down to the bones, the corpse wore clothes that were shredded and hung
         like an ill-fitted suit. It swayed back and forth in a macabre dance of death. Through the abdomen of the man was a wooden
         spike. Then Max noticed several other similar spikes of different sizes and heights scattered around the wooden pedestal.
      

      
      If Max had jumped, or fallen, into the water, that could be him now, skewered on a pole, waiting to bleed to death.

      
      He stood up straight. “Interesting.”

      
      Without a bridge from this ledge, how was he supposed to get to the map without skewering himself on the spikes? He looked
         around, scanning his surroundings for any material he might be able to use. Nothing.
      

      
      The sound of water falling drew his attention to the crevice he’d crawled out of. Water spilled out of it, draining into the
         lake below. He watched as the dead body continued to undulate in the dark liquid.
      

      
      Therein lay Max’s answer. The only way to get to that pedestal without impaling himself was to allow the lake to fill up until
         it reached the platform. Waiting that long, though, would significantly decrease his odds of getting back out of the cave
         alive.
      

      
      There didn’t appear to be another way. It came down to two choices: walk away from the map and therefore any proof of the
         lost continent, or risk his life in hopes of creating fact out of fiction. He inhaled slowly and straightened his shoulders.
         If there was one truth about Maxwell Barrett—it was that he was relentless in his search.
      

      
      He would get that map today or he would die trying.

      
      Max had left his pocket watch on the shore when he swam to the cave’s opening so he had no true measure of time. However,
         nearly two feet of empty space stretched from the top of the water to the pedestal. So he guessed it would take close to thirty
         minutes for the lake to fill. He was a strong swimmer. He would have enough time, and he would make it out of here alive.
      

      
      No spikes pierced the water immediately below him. Slowly he lowered himself from the ledge into the pool, the cold ocean
         water chilling him instantly. He trod water trying, in vain, to acclimate himself to the frigid water. Just a little more
         depth in the pool, and he could make his move.
      

      
      He ignored the temperature and swam toward the pedestal. Water was now pouring over the ledge more rapidly. The surge of water
         pulled the dead man into the murky depths, but he bubbled back to the surface after a moment. A handful of spikes still breached
         the surface, but the water had swallowed most of them. He did his best to navigate around them. He accidentally kicked one
         with the tip of his boot, then swam right into another one. A sharp tip scraped across his shin, tearing through his trousers
         and cutting his leg. Age had done nothing to dull the danger of the wooden spikes.
      

      
      With considerable concentration, he made his way to the center pole that held up the wooden platform. There was enough water
         in the pool now that he could heave himself up to reach the pedestal. Gazing down upon his treasure at last, shivering slightly
         in the cold, he held his breath, not quite believing his eyes. Upon closer inspection, Max could see that the container in
         the center was a glass tube. He tried to pry it off, twist it, pull it—anything to remove it from its resting place—but it
         would not budge.
      

      
      He’d come too far to give up now. With a swift movement, he slammed his fist into the side of the glass, and it shattered.
         He retrieved the leather package, tucked it inside his shirt, and then jumped into the water, ignoring the cuts on his hand.
         He came within an inch of hitting another spike. There was no time to be relieved, though; the water surged around him and
         soon the path he’d taken here would be completely submerged.
      

      
      Quickly he climbed back onto the ledge and made his way back to the thin crevice he’d followed to the pool. The elevated water
         hit him just below his waist as he slid back the way he’d come, though this time with no lantern to guide him. He’d left it
         behind when he’d jumped into the pool, and there’d been no time to retrieve it.
      

      
      Water lapped at his belt. Panic pulled at him with bony fingers of dread. He pushed the fear aside and moved forward, but
         his pace was sluggish as he fought against the water’s current. Eventually, though, he made it out of the tight crevice and
         back into the main part of the cave, just as the water reached his shoulders.
      

      
      A wave crashed against the opening to the cave, and a moment later, as water surged in past him, he nearly lost his footing.
         He sucked in a huge breath as the water surrounded and consumed him.
      

      
      Max swam.

      
      Against the current and with the waves slamming into him, he swam with every ounce of strength he had. His lungs burned and
         screamed for air as he fought the water. Salt stung his eyes as he searched for light at the surface.
      

      
      Finally he breached the surface and gasped for breath.

      
      Yes, he could have given up and let death take him in that cave, but then he’d be as nameless as the corpse back in that lake.
         Finding this map would put his name on the lips of everyone in England.
      

      
      He allowed the waves to rock into him as he floated and concentrated on breathing. A minute later, he was swimming again;
         this time to the rocks that climbed up to the shoreline above.
      

      
      The cliff bit into his hand as he struggled up to the land. His damp clothes weighed him down, and the exertion from the swim
         had wearied his legs, but still he kept pulling himself upward. Ten minutes or so later, he stood at the top, his breathing
         labored and his heart pounding. He was exhausted, but exhilarated as well. He might very well have just changed history.
      

      
      The package tucked in his shirt was coated with some waxy material that Max assumed made it water-resistant. He reached inside
         and pulled out the folded material, then slowly, reverently, opened it.
      

      
      It was beautiful—unlike any map he’d ever seen—the rings of Atlantis, alternating water and land. Hand drawn and hand colored,
         the water channels seemed as if they’d be wet to the touch, and the mountain ridges sharp beneath his finger. Poseidon’s palace
         shone brightly from the center ring of land.
      

      
      Max folded the map back and slipped it into the pouch at his side. He had done it. He had proven the existence of the lost
         continent of Atlantis.
      

      
   
      
      
Chapter One
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      London, January 1888

      
      Spencer Cole turned the pistol over in his hand, the gleaming metal shimmering beneath the moonlight. Tonight could go one
         of two ways, and he was prepared for either. He tucked the gun into the waistband of his trousers. A carriage rumbled down
         the street, so he pressed himself against the outer wall of the townhome.
      

      
      The cloying sweet smell of jasmine permeated the air. Damn garden was full of the stuff. He hated jasmine. With one finger,
         he plucked a delicate white bloom, dropped it to the dirt, and ground it beneath his boot.
      

      
      His greatcoat hugged his shoulders and helped to keep him shrouded in the near darkness. Earlier he’d changed clothes and
         removed his bright white shirt in favor of something darker—a muddy brown to better blend with the night.
      

      
      He considered the task at hand. This officer had been more challenging to find. Initially Spencer had been told the man was
         in Africa, so Spencer had decided to wait until the officer returned to London. Then two weeks ago, he had intercepted a message
         that stated otherwise. If the note was to be believed, the man sat upstairs now.
      

      
      The first target had lived alone and was known for drinking, on duty or off. He’d been loud and boisterous and disliked by
         plenty. Spencer had not even bothered offering him a choice. Killing him had been easy. Too easy. He’d been passed out from
         too much drink, and it had taken nothing more than a lit match to the curtains for the entire townhome to go up in flames.
         Worthless bastard.
      

      
      Spencer had been unable to leave a message with that body. He’d allowed his temper to get the better of him, letting his own
         personal bias distract him from his task. But it was crucial that people knew of his purpose, his destiny.
      

      
      So with the second, he’d been more precise and taken more time. First he’d offered the man a deal; a chance to be a part of
         something important. The fool had declined. Spencer had used a blade then, slicing the man from ear to ear until his blood
         had poured out and his head had nearly been severed. It had been exceptionally messy. Without a fire, he’d been able to leave
         his first message with specific instructions to print said message in the Times. Spencer had no way of knowing whether the guardians he sought read any of London’s newspapers, but Londoners did. And printing
         such notes would breed their fear. Spencer loved that. Certainly Scotland Yard was on alert now, and the townspeople would
         follow shortly.
      

      
      Which led him to number three. Spencer eyed the lit window above his head. This officer had a family, a mistress, and too
         many friends to count. And many accommodations from her majesty. The officer had much to lose. Perhaps all of those reasons
         would persuade him to accept Spencer’s generous offer. If not…
      

      
      Spencer spat.

      
      After discovering this man was in fact in London, Spencer had begun to track his movements, watching him as a hunter studies
         his prey. He’d done the same with all of the officers he was targeting.
      

      
      Spending two weeks in this sweet-smelling garden, watching and waiting, had seriously tried Spencer’s patience. But tonight
         was the night. Tonight the target was alone. His wife and two daughters had gone out to the theater followed by a late-night
         ball and would be gone for hours yet. Inside the house, the older man sat, unaware of his part in a much bigger plan.
      

      
      There were far more officers available than Spencer needed, so he’d carefully chosen his targets. Seven lives to signify the
         seven rings of Atlantis. They would fall by his hand or join him and fall from grace. Either way, they would begin the prophecy,
         leading his army. He looked down at the ring on his right hand, the one that led him directly to the elixir. This was his
         destiny, and it mattered not who got hurt in the process. A prophecy older than anything here in London, this was bigger than
         even he.
      

      
      A clock somewhere in the distance chimed the eleventh hour. It was time.

      
      He made his way to the French doors that led from the garden into a parlor. With considerable force, he was able to break
         the lock and open the door. The room was dark and uninhabited, but enough light from the hall scattered onto the floor, preventing
         him from walking into any of the furniture. The ripe scent of furniture polish tickled his nose.
      

      
      He knew that General Lancer’s study occupied the first floor, so he crept out of the parlor and down the hall. A scullery
         maid stepped into the hall, and her eyes widened as she saw him. She opened her mouth to scream just as he grabbed her by
         the throat. He pulled her close to him. Her large brown eyes teared up as she stared at him.
      

      
      “Do not scream,” he said. “If you scream, I’ll be forced to kill you. Understand?”

      
      She nodded fervently.

      
      Of course, he would kill her regardless. However, he preferred to do so quietly as to not alert his true target to his presence.
         Quickly he withdrew the knife he kept secured to his boot and shoved the blade into her throat. Her scream was caught as the
         knife went through, and the hissing sound of air oozed from the wound. She fell to the floor in a crumpled heap, her brown
         gaze frozen with fear.
      

      
      She’d given him no option. It was better for him to make his way through the house undetected.

      
      Step by step, he crept through the hallway, peering into the rooms flanking the corridor. He nearly walked in on a couple
         of servants pressed up against a large buffet in a darkened dining room, but their muted sounds of passion covered the slight
         squeak of the door.
      

      
      Finally he found the correct room. A soft glow filtered beneath the doorjamb, and as he pushed the door open, he came face
         to face with the man he sought.
      

      
      The older man sat behind his desk, white shirt open, no cravat, with books and journals piled on the desktop.

      
      “Who the devil are you?” he asked. He came to his feet.

      
      “It matters not who I am,” Spencer said evenly. “Sit down.”

      
      “I will do no such thing.” His hair, though white, was still full and wavy, and his eyes still sparked with intelligence.
         “Wait a moment”—those eyes narrowed—“I do know you. What do you want?”
      

      
      Spencer could not deny the slight thrill that shot through him. He reveled in being recognized. But that was not his purpose
         tonight. He deliberately slowed his breathing.
      

      
      “I have a proposition for you,” he said evenly.

      
      The man’s nostrils flared. “Did she send you?”

      
      “A great war is coming,” Spencer said, ignoring the man’s question. “England is not prepared.”

      
      “We have the greatest military in the world,” the man sputtered. Deep lines creased his already wrinkled forehead. “You have
         some nerve.”
      

      
      He wouldn’t be one of the select, Spencer could see that, but he had a duty to fulfill. Slowly, he withdrew the tiny vial.
         “I have the solution here. One tiny drop and you would become cleverer, stronger, more alert. The best general you could be.”
         Spencer nearly rolled his eyes. Were it up to him, he would simply dispose of all of them and start fresh with men of his
         own choosing. But his specific instructions were to invite them to join his cause first, and should they decline, only then
         could he kill them.
      

      
      “I don’t know what you’re trying to imply, but I can assure you, I take great offense. I am already the best general I can
         be or most any other man could be.” He braced both arms on his desk. “I think it is time you should leave. Tomorrow I shall
         send up a report of this event. Intruding into my home, insulting me, and then offering me some sort of magical potion that
         is probably nothing more than opium. I won’t have it,” he growled.
      

      
      Spencer allowed the man to rant; in truth he found the whole display rather entertaining. Especially in light of what was
         shortly to come.
      

      
      “If that is the case, then I’m afraid your skills are no longer needed,” he told him. With one swift movement, he withdrew
         the pistol from his waistband. “I believe I told you to sit down.”
      

      
      Resignation showed clearly in the target’s face, and he slowly lowered himself into his chair. Despite the years the general
         had spent in the upper reaches of the military, his battle instincts had not dulled. He had the sense to know when he faced
         a superior opponent.
      

      
      “I have plenty of money,” Lancer said. “And I can have my wife’s jewels brought down to you. Whatever you want, I can provide.”
         He held out his hand. “Here, I accept your offer. I’ll take the vial.”
      

      
      Briefly Spencer considered the general’s offer. His military skills could prove useful, but it was too late now. The man’s
         loyalty would always be in question. Pity.
      

      
      “If only it were that simple,” Spencer told the man. “I’m certain I could use a man of your stature and skills. But you should
         have accepted my offer when you had the chance.” He swiped a decorative cushion from the chair behind him, then walked to
         the desk and aimed the gun directly at the man. “But it was not to be.”
      

      
      “All I have to do is call, and I’ll have a room full of men coming to my aid,” Lancer warned, though the deep swallow suggested
         more fear than threat.
      

      
      If that were true, the man would already have called for assistance. Spencer stepped around the desk to stand behind the man.
         He slid the pistol against the thick, white hair. “Go ahead.” Spencer shrugged. “Call for help if you must, but then I will
         be forced to kill them as well. I would prefer not to do that.”
      

      
      “Did she send you?” His voice wavered. Then he shook his head as if answering his own question. “Surely not.”

      
      Enough playing. As much as he enjoyed the torment for his own personal enjoyment, he had a task to accomplish. “No more talking,”
         he whispered. Then he placed the cushion between the pistol and the man’s temple and pulled the trigger.
      

      
      Only four more to go.

      
      Sabine Tobias turned over in bed and stared at the dark ceiling above her. She hadn’t been sleeping well since they moved
         to London seven months before. After living in a country village for the first twenty-four years of her life, she hadn’t yet
         grown accustomed to the sounds of the city. Tonight she would have sworn she’d heard something or rather someone rustling
         down below her window. Inhaling, she held her breath and attuned her ears, listening. There, she heard it again. Perhaps merely
         the wind, or an alley cat, but there was definitely a noise.
      

      
      Her ears seemed to pick up every stray sound. It was probably nothing, but what if it was more? A thief, perhaps. Or a murderer?
         Sweat beaded down the center of her back. Her stomach roiled with nerves.
      

      
      She swung her legs to the floor and padded out of her tiny room and into the hallway. There she nearly ran into her eldest
         aunt, Lydia.
      

      
      “Did you hear it, too?” the older woman asked.

      
      “I did,” Sabine whispered.

      
      “I think someone is outside.” Lydia held her candle out in front of her as she walked to the staircase, her pale yellow nightdress
         billowing behind her.
      

      
      They hadn’t even gotten halfway down the stairs before her other two aunts left their rooms, and together they all crept to
         the first floor to investigate. Lydia stopped at the base of the stairs.
      

      
      “The noise,” Lydia whispered. “It’s inside now.”

      
      Sabine’s heart seized with panic. Slowly the four of them tiptoed into the storeroom at the back of their little shop. There,
         sitting at a small table, was a man. It was an intruder!
      

      
      “I’m sorry to wake you,” the man said, his voice wispy and full of breath.

      
      “Madigan?” Lydia asked. She rushed forward.

      
      Relief washed over Sabine so quickly she nearly fell over. At least her aunts knew this intruder.

      
      “ ’Tis me,” he said.

      
      “You scared the devil out of us,” Agnes said. Her fading red hair hung loose in a braid down her back. It flipped over her
         shoulder as she chastised the man.
      

      
      He shook his head, then coughed. “I don’t have much time. I’ve come to warn the child.”

      
      Lydia placed her candle on the table, then lowered herself into the chair next to him. “Calliope,” she said to her youngest
         sister. “Let us get some more light in here.”
      

      
      Soft light spread through the room as Sabine helped Calliope light the wall sconces. They hadn’t yet been able to afford the
         new electric lights, but the old lamps shone brightly.
      

      
      Madigan, as Lydia had called him, crouched in the wooden chair, looking pale and in pain. At the first complete sight of him,
         Sabine’s aunts gasped.
      

      
      “What has happened to you?” Agnes asked, moving closer to him.

      
      Calliope withdrew a bottle of homemade liquor from behind a cabinet and poured him a glass. “You don’t look well, old friend.”

      
      All three of her aunts knew this man and yet she had never seen him, nor heard them speak of him. And she had lived with them
         her entire life. Even when her parents were alive, her aunts had always been there. Sabine knew he was not from their village,
         of that she was certain. Nor had she seen him here in London, and they had been here with their little shop for nearly a year.
      

      
      He drank the whiskey, then nodded toward Sabine. “Come here, all of you.”

      
      It was on her tongue to give him a tart reply, because she did not know this man, but Lydia shook her head. “Sabine, now is
         not the time,” she said.
      

      
      Sabine nodded, then drew closer and sat in the chair Lydia had abandoned. Agnes sat next to her, and Calliope hovered with
         her bottle of whiskey.
      

      
      Madigan was a tall man and nearly as broad. His thick, dark curly hair and full beard covered much of his face, but could
         not disguise his kind brown eyes.
      

      
      “I have much to tell you in very little time,” he said in a gravelly voice, then coughed again. He winced in pain.

      
      “May I get you anything?” Sabine asked. “We are healers of sorts. Calliope”—she turned to her aunt—“could you fetch my kit?
         It’s right behind you on that shelf.”
      

      
      He reached a hand out and stilled Calliope. “There is nothing any of you can do to help me.” He took a ragged breath. “I came
         to warn the guardian.”
      

      
      Sabine’s stomach twisted. They had never, not once, revealed the identity of the guardian outside their village. She eyed
         her aunts, trying to gauge their reaction, but their expressions revealed nothing. She turned back to the man.
      

      
      “There are three of us,” he said. He shifted in his seat and his face contorted with another wave of internal pain. He fell
         into a coughing fit.
      

      
      “Us,” he had said. So this was one of the other guardians. She, of course, knew of the existence of the other two guardians,
         the Seer and the Sage. But as each of the three guardians lived separately in their own villages, she had never met either
         of them. They kept to their own, as it were. She knew only that they were both men.
      

      
      Historically all of the guardians had been men. Until her mother, then Agnes. And her aunts believed Sabine would be next.
         Though Sabine knew that would not be the case. If she were meant to be guardian, she would have been selected when her mother
         died. She used to argue that point with her aunts, but her protests had fallen on deaf ears, so now she didn’t bother.
      

      
      It had been a shock to all of her people when her mother had been born. Every Atlantean family up until then had always had
         at least one male child. Never before had an Atlantean fathered a female first and then three subsequent females. So when
         Sabine’s grandfather had passed, the people had no choice but to accept her mother as the first female guardian. And the ancient
         ceremony had confirmed that choice. They had all believed she would fail, and when she did, they had mocked her name.
      

      
      “But very soon,” Madigan continued once his coughing eased, “only two will remain.” He placed a warm hand on Sabine’s shoulder.
         “The prophecy has begun,” he said.
      

      
      “Phinneas warned us months ago,” Agnes said quietly.

      
      Madigan nodded. “Yes, Phinneas saw the signs sometime last year. Warning signs, but this—” He looked up at them, his eyes
         filled with such sorrow. “It has started. The Chosen One has arrived.”
      

      
      “Are you certain?” Calliope asked.

      
      Sabine knew that Agnes had received a warning, but she’d never known from whom. This must mean Phinneas was the Seer, which
         meant Madigan was the Sage. The warning was why they had moved here to London, why they had opened this little shop in Piccadilly.
      

      
      “The prophecy,” Sabine repeated. She’d been warned of the prophecy her entire life. What Atlantean hadn’t heard tell of it?
         Though none had ever seen it, at least none that she knew. Perhaps this Phinneas knew the specifics, though everyone knew
         that the prophecy had been torn from the Seer’s book.
      

      
      All Sabine knew was there would be a battle and the guardians would protect the elixir from the Chosen One.

      
      Agnes was in danger.

      
      Fear took root in Sabine’s stomach. She took a steadying breath. She refused to get distracted by anxiety. She would not make
         the same mistakes her mother had. Sabine had every intention of redeeming her family name by preventing the prophecy from
         being fulfilled.
      

      
      When she and her aunts had received that warning those months ago, they’d developed a plan.

      
      “We’ve prepared ourselves as best we could,” she spoke up. “ ’Tis why we moved to London. We are on alert, but certainly we
         should not live in fear.” She said it aloud to remind herself, to squelch the remnants of fear tingling inside her.
      

      
      Madigan smiled. “She is a brave one.”

      
      “Yes,” Agnes agreed.

      
      “Tell me about this scheme of yours, child,” Madigan said.

      
      “Since we know very little of the prophecy,” Sabine began, “it has been challenging to prepare. But we know the Chosen One
         will rise and attempt to steal the elixir, thus destroying the guardians.” Sabine sat forward. “And, of course, we know the
         dangers of misusing the elixir.”
      

      
      Sabine paused while Madigan nearly collapsed in a coughing fit. He took a large gulp of whiskey, then nodded for her to continue.

      
      “Are you certain there is nothing we can offer you?” Sabine asked. “Surely you must know that Agnes is the Healer.” Perhaps
         he did not trust their abilities. No doubt word had spread about what had happened to Sabine’s father. It had taken years
         before anyone in her village had trusted the Healer again.
      

      
      “No, please continue,” he said.

      
      “We know that the Chosen One has a way to detect our presence, somehow sensing those who have used the elixir. So as a precaution,
         I came up with a way for us to hide in plain sight,” Sabine said. “Obviously, we can do nothing to hide ourselves or the fact
         that we’re exposed to the elixir. But we can change those around us. We’re selling the elixir,” Sabine said.
      

      
      Madigan straightened as best he could; a deep frown creased his brow. “Have you gone mad? That’s an invitation for danger,”
         Madigan said, then turned to her aunts. “How could you let her do this? You’ll lead him right to your door.”
      

      
      “We are not fools,” Sabine said. She reached over to Calliope, who handed her one of the glass jars. “It is no different than
         the healing concoctions, and we are very careful with the measurements.” She set it on the table in front of him.
      

      
      “‘Tobias Miracle Crème for the Face,’” Madigan read. “Are you quite serious?”

      
      She said nothing more, but sat quietly while he thought on what she’d told him. So far her aunts had said nothing. This had
         been her idea, a plan to protect Agnes. They had thought long and hard before agreeing and setting the plan in motion. Now,
         several months later, their products were successful, and the elixir was slowly being spread across London.
      

      
      He uncorked the lid, then held the jar of crème to his nose and inhaled. With the tip of one finger, he withdrew a small amount
         and rubbed it onto his arm. “It absorbs into their skin,” he muttered. His brown gaze lifted to meet hers. “So to him, we
         all look the same.”
      

      
      She nodded. “We also have other products. In fact, we’ve become somewhat of a sensation in the last few weeks. Society, it
         would seem, has taken notice.”
      

      
      “How much elixir do you use in each jar?” Madigan asked.

      
      “One single drop,” Agnes said.

      
      “I suppose the women in town are loving how well it dispels their wrinkles,” Madigan said.

      
      “Precisely,” Agnes said. “The more they use it, the more it throws him off our scent, so to speak.”

      
      Madigan was quiet for a few moments, then he nodded. “That’s brilliant. I had wondered why you’d relocated to London. It’s
         rather unorthodox for guardians to abandon their village.”
      

      
      “For their protection,” Sabine said. She’d known it was a risk to move Agnes away from their people, but it would have been
         an even greater risk to stay. They’d made arrangements for their people to come and retrieve the healing ointments and tonics
         and bring them back to the village.
      

      
      “Madigan, I don’t understand how you know the prophecy has begun. Have you spoken with Phinneas recently?” Agnes asked. “He
         has not mentioned it in his letters.”
      

      
      “No, not in the last month or two,” he said.

      
      Lydia stepped forward. “Did you find the map?”

      
      Generations of their people had searched for the map of Atlantis, as it was the only remaining place to find the prophecy
         in its entirety. But their hunts had been futile.
      

      
      “Not precisely found it, but I have located it,” Madigan said, then he coughed, a chest-rattling, body-racking cough that
         resulted in his wiping blood from his mouth.
      

      
      “Madigan, why have you not taken some of your elixir to clear your lungs?” Sabine asked. “Or allowed Agnes to assist you;
         she’s a wonderful healer.”
      

      
      “I told you, it is far too late for me.” He shook his head and was quiet for a moment before he spoke again. “I couldn’t stop
         him. He hit me over the head, knocked me out. He took it.”
      

      
      “The elixir?” Lydia said.

      
      Madigan simply nodded.

      
      “How long have you been without it?” Agnes asked.

      
      “More than a day,” he said. Then shook his head. “I don’t know how long I was out, so I’m really not certain how long. I was
         so careful.” He gripped Agnes’s hand. “I’m so sorry.”
      

      
      “It has begun then,” Calliope said.

      
      That was why Madigan looked so ill. If a guardian lost his elixir and did not recover it within two days’ time, he would perish.
         She had seen it happen before with her own mother. It was a mystical connection that even Sabine did not understand, but there
         were some facts that you simply did not question.
      

      
      “Give him some of your elixir,” Sabine suggested.

      
      He shook his head. “Elixir won’t work for me now, at least none but my own. Besides, she needs her own.” He met Sabine’s eyes.
         “She’s the important one.” His breathing was labored and raspy. “I used my time getting here to warn you. Phinneas can look
         after himself. Though I did send him a message to warn him.”
      

      
      “What do we need to do?” Sabine asked. Whatever it took, she would do it to ensure Agnes and the rest of her aunts were safe.
         She would not lose anyone else. Madigan had used precious time to come and warn them instead of pursuing his own elixir. She
         owed him her gratitude.
      

      
      “You need the entire prophecy,” Madigan said. “You must have it to have any hope of destroying the Chosen One.”

      
      “The map,” Sabine said. “You said you located it.”

      
      He coughed again, took another sip of the whiskey, then released a weary breath. “A man, an Englishman, found it many years
         ago. He still has it now.”
      

      
      “Phinneas’s vision was right,” Agnes said. “He said a great one would find the map and lead the way to our salvation.”

      
      Madigan reached into his coat and withdrew a folded piece of parchment. “I’ve given you his name and address. Unfortunately
         that is all the information I have on him.” He placed his hand over Sabine’s. “It is imperative that you get that prophecy.
         Without the map, you have no hope of surviving the Chosen One.”
      

      
      Sabine made no move to unfold the paper once he’d placed it in her hand. He’d given her this task. He was trusting her to
         retrieve the one thing her people had sought for years. She kept her eyes on the man in front of her. He was a few breaths
         away from dying.
      

      
      “How long have you known about this?” she asked. “About the man who has possession of our map?”

      
      “Not long. Initially I only knew it was an Englishman. It took me awhile to uncover his identity,” Madigan said.

      
      “Will he sell it to us?” she asked.

      
      “No. I already tried that a couple of months ago,” Madigan said. He grabbed her hand. “You can do this. We must have the prophecy.”

      
      Sabine swallowed.

      
      He eyed her aunts. “We have no other choice.”

      
      Madigan had died that night in their storeroom, a most painful and terrible death. As a girl, Sabine had watched her mother
         die and now another guardian had perished. She would do whatever was necessary to keep Agnes safe.
      

      
      So she did what any lady in need would do. She hid in a darkened carriage outside the gentleman’s home and waited for him
         to go out for the evening. She knew he planned to go out, as he’d readied a carriage for himself an hour earlier.
      

      
      Madigan’s note had not given her much information about the Englishman in question, one Maxwell Barrett, Marquess of Lindberg.
         She knew where he lived and she knew that he had in his possession the legendary map of Atlantis. Madigan had been studying
         Mr. Barrett for a couple of months, but as it turned out the man was rather mysterious.
      

      
      Madigan had said the man would not entertain bids to purchase the map, which left her with two choices—she could break into
         the man’s home and, in effect, steal the map. Technically she could make an argument that the map belonged to her and her
         people, yet she doubted that she would make much headway with the authorities should she get pinched.
      

      
      Or she could try to persuade him to allow her a peek. The latter seemed infinitely preferable to a small prison cell. One
         could not protect the world from a prophesied disaster if one were trapped in prison. But if tonight’s efforts proved to be
         a complete failure, then she would certainly reconsider the theft. A woman had to do what a woman had to do.
      

      
      He was a member of London’s illustrious Society; certainly that meant he was a reasonable fellow. She simply needed to make
         the gentleman’s acquaintance. Tonight seemed as good a night as any, plus she didn’t appear to have the luxury of time on
         her hands. If the ancient prophecy had already begun, then the hourglass had been turned, and the grains of sand were swiftly
         falling around her. Without the prophecy in its entirety, Madigan was right, they were basically fighting blindfolded.
      

      
      If she were to persuade a man to do her bidding, she knew there were certain distractions she could use to her advantage.
         One was beauty. Though she had never been particularly comfortable playing the role of seductress, she had done her best to
         dress the part tonight. She’d donned a gown the English would deem appropriately attractive, an ivory gown sewn of the most
         luxurious of silks. It fit her perfectly, which in itself was remarkable considering she’d purchased it from the display in
         the shop’s window. The cap sleeves edged with delicate lace revealed her upper arms. Then from fingertip to elbow, she wore
         matching satin gloves. The gown’s plunging neckline lifted and squeezed her breasts until they were practically bursting through
         the material.
      

      
      She’d also had Calliope do her hair up in light wispy curls that barely brushed her shoulders, just hinting at their softness.
         She very much looked the part of a proper English lady. She fidgeted with the necklace hanging around her neck. To others,
         it would appear to be a simple gold chain, but hanging from the necklace, and hidden beneath the bodice of her gown, was a
         crystal vial with a small amount of elixir. Agnes had given it to her months ago and instructed her to keep it with her always.
      

      
      From her vantage point, she saw a man in a greatcoat, the black wool stretched across his broad shoulders. He put on a top
         hat as he stepped off the last stair and into the waiting coach. Then it rolled out of the driveway. She instructed her driver
         to follow.
      

      
      She hadn’t yet figured out how she would sneak into the ball or soiree, or wherever he was going, without a proper invitation.
         Perhaps her lovely dress and a well-placed smile would grant her admission. She kept her eye on the carriage so she did not
         lose her man. But her driver stayed close. She wished she’d seen his face, though, as it seemed unlikely she would recognize
         him in a crowd. All men of wealth wore similar coats and hats.
      

      
      It took less than twenty minutes for them to pull up outside a three-story redbrick building. The man walked up to the black
         door and entered. Sabine noted there were no identifying markers indicating the type of establishment, though she assumed
         from the neighborhood that this was a business and not a residence.
      

      
      The street was quiet as she stepped down from her rig. Nerves fluttered wildly in her abdomen, and she pressed a gloved hand
         against her stomach to calm herself. Now was not the time for her to feel anxious.
      

      
      She had a job to do; it was plain and simple. With a pinch of her cheeks and a tight nibble at her lips to pinken them, she
         made her way to the door. She would mill about, watch for a while, then find the gentleman in question. The heavy door opened,
         and Sabine found herself standing in a smoke-filled gaming establishment.
      

      
      She nearly scoffed. The most prized artifact of Atlantis was in the hands of a gambler. She had half a mind to be utterly
         incensed, but perhaps this could work to her favor. With that thought, she went in search of the marquess.
      

      
   
      
      
Chapter Two
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      Max picked up his hand and glanced at the cards, a lousy combination that on its own would win nothing. It was why he loved
         this American game—for the bluffing. Even with a mediocre hand of cards, he could win.
      

      
      His table mates were a motley crew, and he had very little difficulty deciphering when they held good hands or when they knew
         they would lose. Two of the older gentlemen had made excuses and left the table when the betting had increased. Now only four
         remained. A grizzled man with a full shock of white hair and a voice deep and cracked. A young man, perhaps one could even
         consider him still a boy, as not even a hint of whiskers appeared on his chin. And the Earl of Chilton sat across from Max,
         a fine opponent when he wasn’t drinking. Tonight, though, the man had had one too many sips.
      

      
      The fourth player was, by far, the most interesting. A woman, dressed in a cream-colored confection with a plunging neckline
         that left very little to his well-developed imagination. She was the kind of woman one expected to see across a candlelit
         ballroom surrounded by suitors, not in a smoke-filled gaming hell surrounded by drunken fools. With her lustrous, mahogany-colored
         hair and her warm caramel eyes, she was nothing short of stunning. Though her darker complexion led him to believe she wasn’t
         originally from England, she had no accent to give him a hint of her homeland.
      

      
      Though he’d never seen her before, she certainly looked like a refined lady, but he wasn’t completely convinced. While she
         had the mannerisms down and the look just right, something was different about her. And he knew he had never seen her before,
         as she was not the sort of woman a man forgot.
      

      
      Initially Max had found her distracting, but after losing to her two hands in a row, he’d straightened his seat and kept his
         eyes off her tempting cleavage.
      

      
      Though she had won more hands than most of the men at the table that night, she was not an accomplished player. However, she
         proved, at times, difficult to read, almost as if she were an actress slipping into a role, and while in character, she became
         charming, flirtatious, and daring. But every now and then a veil would slip over her eyes, and Max would catch a glimpse of
         insecurity. He had yet to decide whether that was from the cards she held or something else.
      

      
      “I raise,” she said, her voice a warm, fluid honey. She arched a perfect eyebrow in his direction. “My lord,” she said.

      
      Max glanced around the table. He knew from Chilton’s smug expression that the man had a good hand. The old man had already
         laid down his hand, as had the young one. But what cards did the pretty miss hold?
      

      
      “Such a temptress,” Max said, never taking his eyes off her as he dropped his coins into the betting pool. “I’ll call your
         wager.”
      

      
      Chilton’s brow furrowed, and he grumbled something incoherent, then backed out of the game. Evidently his hand, as good as
         it may have been, did not give the inebriated man enough confidence.
      

      
      They had another quick round of betting before the dealer called for their hands, and Max flipped over his cards. Two pair
         to her three of a kind.
      

      
      “The lady wins,” the man said.

      
      With delicate gloved fingers, she scooped the coins in her direction, then stacked them neatly.

      
      Chilton stood. “Enough of this foolish game for me.” He eyed the lady at the table, then looked at Max. “You’ve got a lovely
         playmate tonight, Lindberg. I believe I’ll retire for the evening,” he said as he slipped away, though Max spotted him finding
         a new chair at a different game four tables over.
      

      
      Max collected his new hand and eyed the cards. As if they had been dealt by a deity, Max looked down on four kings.

      
      Again the other two gentlemen folded, leaving the hand down to Max and the lady, the mysterious and lovely woman with the
         caramel-colored eyes. This time, though, he could not lose. He had a brilliant hand.
      

      
      She picked up a few coins, then paused over the center pot, glancing at her cards before slowly raising her gaze to his. “A
         different wager, perhaps.”
      

      
      Intrigued, Max nodded. “What did you have in mind?” Immediately his mind conjured images of all the sinful acts he could do
         to her body upon this very table. It would take hours for him to explore every delectable curve. He’d start at that sweet
         spot directly below her ear along the column of her neck. Then he’d work his way down.
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