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        * Abscondita Coven - a coven hidden in the woods of England tasked with keeping information about the Vindix and lapis caelesti safe.

        * Arcacustos - the eight members of the ultra secretive Abscondita Coven.

        * the Beinecke - a library at Yale

        * the Covenant - the supernatural ruling body of the human world. It’s made up of three individuals from each supernatural order (example: three vampires, three witches, three phoenixes and so on).

        * the Darkborn - people in the human world who follow the Princes of Hell. Some are Hellblooded, but not all.

        * Hellblooded - individuals with demon blood. They are usually born in the human world and are forced to register by the Covenant.

        * Hellborn - individuals who were born in Hell. Nearly all of these creatures are demons.

        * Isila - another realm where magical beings live. It’s comprised of nine kingdoms (four fae kingdoms, mage, dragon shifter, elf, vampire, and wolf shifter). Many characters in the Coven of Shadows and Secrets have direct ties to Isila’s courts.

        * Lapis caelesti - the sacred stones made by angels thousands of years ago and given to seven witches to protect. They are great sources of power that can defeat the darkest evil.

        * Ordo Aeternum - Also known as the OA, Ordo, or the Order. An elitist group of supernaturals who believe those of magical blood should rule the world (many believe they should enslave humans too).

        * Ouroboros - The symbol of the Coven of Shadows and Secrets. It is a snake, formed in a circle, eating its own tail.

        * Wolvea - royal wolves of Isila

        * Vindix - the chosen seven individuals who can claim and use the lapis caelesti to their highest potential. The Vindix all have witch blood in their line.

        * Vow of Intent - an vow between supernaturals where the person loses their magic if they break it

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT HAPPENED BEFORE . . .

          

          THE HIGHLIGHTS REEL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seeker of Secrets

        Two points of view - Meredith and Tobias

      

      

      Indentured thief, Meredith unearths the Pearl of Hell in a tomb, one of seven magical sacred stones, only for the stone to be stolen and Meredith arrested. She is tossed in an Egyptian jail only to be broken out by a very grumpy, very stiff vampire named Tobias. She is later introduced to the Coven of Shadows and Secrets aka S&S, learns that she’s a seeker witch, and becomes a part of the secret society. 

      Slowly, she forms relationships with Shay (nephilim) and Harper (wolf shifter), her new roommates, after her ex-partner Denz breaks into the first place she was staying. In her new home, Meredith discovers that she has a familiar, a sassy black talking cat named Benedict. All the while, she is worried about the Ringmaster (her old boss) finding her and demanding the money Meredith owes.

      Tobias is against Meredith joining S&S. Something about her rubs him the wrong way, touches something too deep inside him. So much so, that the witch incites bloodlust in him. However, they are mission partners and he takes her on her first mission which ends in disaster. He saves her by sharing his blood with Meredith, and that sparks something totally new within both of them. 

      At the end, another sacred stone is stolen from an elite bank, Le Bastion. S&S believes it is the Opal of Heaven. Tobias and Shay will be sent to investigate. Coven Master of S&S Luca falls ill from a previous attack on the coven. The only cure can be found in Hell. Meredith, as a seeker, is perfectly suited to help save Luca.

      
        
        Hunted by Darkness

        Three points of view - Meredith, Tobias, and Hans

      

      

      Meredith, Gunner (wolf), and Hans (wizard) are sent to Hell to find an herb that will save Luca’s life. Once there, chaos ensues and Hans’s biggest secret is revealed—he’s not just a wizard, he’s also part demon. Hellblooded.

      Upon their return, Hans’s secret is slowly spread. Most people are fine with his lineage, but not everyone. Shay has the hardest time with the truth, although Hans isn’t happy about his bloodline either. He battles with his inner demons and tries to sway his sister, Nicoleta, who is part of the Darkborn.

      While Meredith and Hans are in Hell, Tobias and Shay are sent to the exclusive bank, Le Bastion, where they learn Meredith is the owner of the vault that got raided in book one. She’s also, most likely, the guardian of the Opal of Heaven, the stolen lapis caelesti. A ring is found at the bank that belongs to Meredith. Shay and Tobias take the ring and give it to her. There’s another name on Meredith’s vault too, Miriam Black.

      Once back in New Haven, it’s discovered that Josiah (S&S member and necromancer) and the Ringmaster are killing the witches and also targeting Meredith for her seeker magic. In lieu of the money Meredith owes her, the Ringmaster wants Meredith’s magic so she can find valuable items like the sacred stones for herself.

      Tobias is assigned as Meredith’s guardian and as they spend more time together, romantic feelings develop.

      At the end there’s an attack on New York City that the coven believes points to the Pearl of Hell being in the city. The perpetrator is Prince Orien, aka Wrath, one of the seven Princes of Hell, and his Darkborn followers. While they’re in the city, Meredith is abducted by the Ringmaster.

      Gunner and Silas are sent to England to find out more about Miriam Black, only to be thrown in a room and locked up.
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        To see character art of the characters in the Coven of Shadows and Secrets go here.

      

      

      
        
        You can also sign up for Ashley’s newsletter, The Coven, and get insider info about S&S.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          TOBIAS

        

      

    

    
      Rage unlike any I’d ever known boiled through me, scalding, vital . . . dangerous. 

      Meredith had just vanished, clutched in the talons of a hideous, bull-faced demon. I stared at the spot where she’d soared over the top of a New York City skyscraper and began to vibrate, the need to find her, to hunt the demon who’d taken her, overcoming me in a way I’d never experienced. Even someone like me, a vampire with superhuman strength and speed, couldn’t reach her now. 

       I roared, my hands digging into my hair. 

      “Tobias!” Luca’s voice, normally calm and smooth and lilting like the Mediterranean Sea on a sunny day, called out. Fast footsteps followed as the mage sought me out. “What’s wrong?” 

      I tried to reply, but words wouldn’t form. My hands remained stuck in my hair, my nails digging into my scalp and drawing blood. Unexpectedly, a growl worked its way up and out of my throat to rumble through Central Park. 

      The violent noise should have acted as a warning to others, an alert to stay away. Luca, however, wasn’t like most people. It did not surprise me when he appeared around the corner, brown eyes wide as he took in my crazed state. 

      “Tobias? Where’s Meredith?” 

      Her name hit me like an adrenaline shot straight to the heart, snapping me out of the all-consuming fury. I turned to Luca, staring him in the eye. 

      The mage jerked back. 

      Bloody hell. I must look like a madman.

      “Tobias? Is Meredith okay? Did you . . .?” he trailed off, unable to finish the question of if I’d drained her dry. 

      Just days ago, that concern would have been insulting yet valid. But since I’d shared my blood with the witch, everything had changed. 

      Me. 

      Her. 

      The air between us, which often crackled with energy, potential, desire. 

      The way I saw her and wanted to be near her, to protect her but no longer dominate.

      “They took Meredith,” I ground out with effort.

      “Who?” Luca barked, shoulders stiffening. 

      “The demons.” 

      “Was it the prince? Did he return?” Tension laced his voice as he scanned the area.

      “Not him.” I considered the winged monster who’d clutched our coven’s seeker in its talons. I had no name for such a beast, but he was certainly not a Prince of Darkness. Those vile royals looked all too human, but also somehow more, much like vampires.

      “But the creature must work for him,” I added. “I don’t know what kind of demon it was, but it had gray skin, wings, and horns. Looked like a bull. She went that way.” I pointed and noticed that my entire arm was shaking. “Over the buildings. I lost sight of her within seconds.” 

      I swallowed, the worst part not having been said yet. “Luca, they know what she is.”

      “Merda,” Luca swore in his native tongue. “Veni con me.” 

      He took off, and though my body hadn’t seemed to work properly before, just the knowledge that I wasn’t alone in finding her, was enough to set me in motion. As the coven master requested, I followed. 

      The mage stormed through the park, calling out names, magical messages flying from him as balls of light that would deliver his directives. He led me to the edge of the greenspace, and one by one, members of our coven appeared from where they’d been looking for humans caught in Prince Wrath’s reign of terror on the city. 

      Harper was among the last to join us. Her gaze landed on me and then scanned the area for Meredith. 

      My jaw tightened, my teeth grinding together so hard that, if I were human, they’d surely crack. 

      “Meredith was abducted,” Luca announced. “Half of us will search for her, the other half will remain here and continue to assist any injured humans you find.”

      “But how?!” Harper cried, her face crumpling. 

      “A demon grabbed her and soared above the buildings,” I spat out. “Took her away.”

      “Likely one of the prince’s peons,” Luca added.

      “I’ll help search for her,” Harper stepped forward. 

      Luca nodded, pointed out a few others, and then repeated his order for the rest to continue helping the humans. The coven master’s choices went unchallenged, and those who would remain near the Park were dispersing to fulfill our duties, when Shay and Hans rounded the corner, sweat beading their faces. 

      “We saw the texts about the prince and got here as soon as we could!” Hans shouted. “What’s happening? Where is he?” 

      I closed my eyes, ignoring the way my muscles trembled with the need to act. The last thing I wanted to do was go over the issue again. I’d stood here long enough and needed to move. Meredith might be miles from the city by now. The Prince of Darkness might have⁠— 

      No . . . A lump lodged in my throat. 

      Prince Orien had seemed far too smug before we fought, even for a prat of a prince. He’d offered us a place in the Darkborn, but when Meredith denied him, the saucy minx, he’d snapped.  

      “We’ll use your power, whether you are with us or not, and when we’re done with you . . . Well, then you’ll learn what Hell is really like.” 

      Those words, coupled with the fact that Josiah was gone, sent my usually still heart racing.

      “They have a necromancer,” I blurted out, the pieces coming together, pummeling rage through me so hard that, again, I found myself immobilized. 

      What the bleeding hell? I didn’t freeze! I was a vampire. A royal. Once a sailor and a fighter. A hunter of the highest order. Freezing like prey was not in my nature.

      What was going on with me?

      “How can you be sure?” Shay asked. 

      “Nicoleta told Prince Orien about Meredith,” I said for the benefit of everyone save Luca, “and he threatened that they’d use her power whether she joined them or not. Clearly, they have a human in play to absorb her magic. And if they transfer her power to someone they can control, the Darkborn can find the other lapis caelesti with greater ease.”

      “How so?” Shay’s eyebrows pinched. “Meredith didn’t know where the stones were when she found the Pearl. And she hasn’t known where they are since then either. Seeing as she’s touched one, more than almost anyone else, she’d know how to find them. But she hasn’t.” 

      “We don’t know much about the stones, but some lore tells us that the stones wish to be together,” I reminded her. “Now, the Darkborn have two lapis caelesti, that could make it easier to find the others. Particularly, if they can control a seeker’s magic.” 

      It was all theoretical, of course, but from the looks of horror on the others’ faces, my idea made sense to them too.

      “And Josiah did just escape from the coven dungeons and disappeared. I hate to say this, but it could be him.” A muscle in Luca’s jaw twitched.

      One of our own, against us.

      “Time is of the essence,” Luca said. “Josiah still hasn’t been found guilty of the murders of those in The Night Circle, but if he is guilty, and determined to take Meredith’s magic too, her life is on the line.” 

      Supernaturals rarely survived the barbaric process of necromancers for hire stealing their magic to place it within another being. Usually a human who wanted power. But Luca was referring to something even more horrific. For whatever reason, the murderous necromancer ripped the heart clean from their victims’ chests. Using those methods survival went from rare to impossible.

      The gaping hole in Lola’s chest would haunt me for the rest of my life. If Josiah was guilty—which I was quickly coming to terms with as a genuine possibility—Meredith might meet that fate. 

      The urge to attack and dominate the necromancer burned so hot through me, I could barely breathe.

      “How can we track her, though?” Harper asked, and I wrangled my attention back to the group, watched her sniff the air, trying to catch the scent of her roommate. “She flew.” 

      “Shay?” Luca twisted. 

      Shay normally did not fly, in order to avoid human attention, but who would care now? The city was already in shambles. No humans walked the streets of New York. They were too busy hiding and fearing for their lives, and rightfully so. Before the humans retreated, Wrath had targeted their kind, terrorized them. Used his peons to possess them.

       The Covenant would already have a hell of a time covering up the events of the day—erasing memories, cleaning up the prodigious damage. Why not add a half-angel soaring about? 

      Shay clearly agreed, as she leapt into the air and took flight. 

      Her white wings gleamed as she flew above the skyscrapers, and only then did I realize the sun was setting. This day, one that had started with an undercurrent of fear that had exploded into sheer mayhem, was slipping away. 

      Would Meredith vanish with it? 

      We all watched the nephilim with hope, though mine was mixed with that same pulsing fury that had gripped me since I’d watched the demon fly away with Meredith. 

      Shay soared from side to side, seemingly examining all angles of the sprawling metropolis, before descending. She landed lightly on the cracked cement. 

      “I didn’t spot her. Or anyone in the air,” Shay said, tone tight. “When exactly was she taken?” 

      “No more than ten minutes ago,” I growled, sure of my estimate, though I had not glanced at my watch when she’d disappeared—hadn’t thought to do such a thing in my panic. 

      “That probably means they didn’t take her too far, right?” Harper piped up. “What if they’re hiding away in a building? So many places nearby look like they’ve been ransacked. What if they’re using one?” 

      “It makes more sense than traveling a great distance for the procedure,” Luca admitted. “And I still think the Prince of Wrath would love to place a permanent headquarters somewhere like the city. There’s prestige here.” 

      “But we can’t search all of New York,” Hans said. “We need a lead.” 

      “And you can’t sense anything?” Luca asked him, his bushy eyebrows arched. 

      “No!” Hans shouted, his face turning red. “I’m Hellblooded but not a fucking demon detector.” 

      At that, the tide of rage that had been sloshing through me broke. 

      I stepped forward, fists clenched. “I don’t bloody well care how we find her, but we have to move! Now!” 

      The others backed up. Luca’s magic flared, Harper flinched, and even Hans blinked in fear. 

      Shockingly, though, Shay did not respond to my aggression. Instead, the nephilim moved closer, her blue eyes searching me. She cocked her head, like a dog listening, but I didn’t know what for. I had excellent hearing, and no unusual sounds met my ears. 

      “Tobias,” she breathed, “can you sense her?” 

      “What?” I gritted out, sweat dripping down my face from stress. 

      “Meredith. Can you sense her?”

      “She flew, Shay. I can’t hunt in the air.” 

      What sort of idiotic nonsense was this?

      “I don’t mean can you scent her.” The nephilim swallowed, and her hand moved slowly to her heart before falling away. It might have been an innocent gesture, but the look in Shay’s eyes was too intense for that. “She drank your blood.” 

      Pursed lips hinted that the half-angel suspected what I’d been feeling for days now. That the exchange of blood had changed things between Meredith and me. That, though I’d not been the one to take the witch’s blood, it had changed things inside me too. 

      From the moment I’d met her, the witch had rubbed me the wrong way—she felt off. Too hard. Too opinionated. Most of all, too close for comfort, despite not knowing me at all. After Luca freed her magic, that sensation mounted to the point where, if I didn’t drink liters of blood a day, I could not stand to be around her.

      But since that fateful night in the New Haven Museum, when the witch drank my blood, I hadn’t so much as needed the blood I drank as I had used it. A precaution for her and for me. Perhaps even for everyone around me. I didn’t know. Bloodlust hadn’t affected me for many years, but I knew one couldn’t be too careful.

      After all, Meredith was part of the coven now. I’d vowed to protect and assist those of my coven, which included not sucking blood from their veins. 

      Had there been more to the blood exchange, though? Something that tied us together in a way I hadn’t expected? Or had that tie already been there?

      Shay had hinted that she thought so. More than once, in fact. Giselle, my sire, had hinted too—that a bond was already in place. How were these women sensing these things? Oftentimes, where Meredith was concerned, I was too confused to discern one emotion from the next. 

      “Tobias?” Shay prodded, head tilted as if she was listening to words on the wind. “Meredith drank your blood. Can you sense it in her?” 

      “I—” My mouth slammed shut. Where only anger had boiled through me before, now something else took over. 

      My blood, so hot, so dangerous mere seconds before, was vibrating, just like the rest of me. No—not just vibrating. I blinked as the rage took a turn and stark realization sailed through me.

      My blood is singing. 

      The song keened low, a chorus of hums that sometimes sounded like words, but most often not. Shay arched an eyebrow.

      Had the nephilim heard it? But how? 

      “There’s something inside you, isn’t there?” Shay asked. 

      I didn’t know what she was doing—if she was using angel magic, which her kind kept very secret, or if this was all in my imagination—but without a doubt she knew something had shifted. 

      My rage was broken, and the song of my blood, a vibration I did not understand but that had to mean something, took over. The force washed through me like a tsunami, significant, undeniable. 

      And it pulled me in one direction. 

      “North,” I said, though that wasn’t the precise direction the demon had gone. “I think, somehow, my blood bonded to her. Or maybe I do sense my own blood in her. I don’t know, but we have to go north.” 

      Shay exhaled. “I think you’d know best.” 

      My brows knitted together, but this was no time to ask questions. Ask what made her feel this way. Instead, I took off. 

      I ran slower than my vampiric speed would allow, but only because I was focusing on the pull, the song inside me. We did not have time for errors, so I needed to make sure I made none.

      I’d gone two blocks when something yanked deep inside me, veering me right. A soft breath left me. Was the sensation growing stronger? The odd humming of the song louder?

      I turned the corner, focused on my body. 

      Yes, the hum had amplified. I was on the right track. 

      “This way!” I yelled, aware that the others chased me, and Shay flew above. 

      We’re coming, Meredith. Just hold on.
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          MEREDITH

        

      

    

    
      The Ringmaster’s peon, a gangly wizard with a rat-like face, tightened the straps around my wrists for the third time. 

      As if relishing my captivity, ravens cawed from where they perched on the open windowsills of the abandoned office building my captors had set up shop in.

      The wizard moved down to my ankles, tightening the straps there with such force that it shook my body. I grunted, the straps digging in painfully. “If you’re going to kill me, why not just knock me out?” 

      He sneered, “I suggested the same, but your old boss was against it.” His eyes flashed to the side of the room, where Josiah and the Ringmaster spoke in hushed tones. They stood next to a table by the windows. The surface of the table was littered with bottles and other items, some sharp and glinting in the room’s faint light.  “Not so bright of you to work for her.”

      “Looks like you’re doing the same thing,” I spat back.

      “Fuck no. I’m just on loan.” He shook his head. “She’s the type to enjoy the screaming as life drains from a person.” 

      Ice slithered over my skin. He spoke like he’d heard that sound firsthand. 

      I wouldn’t be surprised if he had. Unmasked, the Ringmaster might not be at all like I’d imagined her. Thanks to the hired bodies she’d sent to discipline me and the ominous black-silver mask and voice synthesizer she’d used when we spoke online, I’d always thought the Ringmaster was actually a man. As it turned out, I had never been face-to-face with the real Ringmaster. Still, I knew how she ticked. 

      She was brutal. Power-hungry. Sadistic. A woman who took revenge on those who had slighted her, with zero shits given. The person who’d owned me for years did not allow herself to be made a fool of . . . which was exactly what I’d done when I’d walked out on my debt. 

      Now that she’d found me, she had one aim. The Ringmaster intended to make me pay, with my magic and my life.

      The wizard, done with me, turned and crossed over to the door, where the sulfur-reeking demon who’d lifted me off the streets stood guard. 

      Taking my chance, I pulled at the binds restraining me, trying to slip my slender wrists from them. They didn’t budge, so carefully, I called on my hedge magic. That didn’t work either. My teeth ground together. Of course, I wasn’t great with my hedge magic yet—hell, I’d only known I had it for a couple of weeks—but I was sure it should have done something. There had to be magic on the restraints, nullifying my power. 

      Footsteps sounded, and I turned my neck to find the necromancer walking toward me, the Ringmaster at his side. The ravens by the window stayed put, watching Josiah, their master. A dozen more soared outside. 

      Maybe someone would see the birds and realize who controlled them, but that hope was only a sliver. We’d flown here, and I did not know where I was being held in the city. Far from Central Park, where the demon had swept me off the sidewalk, that was for sure. How would the coven track me in the air? Was that even possible?

      “How about you let me handle this?” Josiah said in response to a whisper from the Ringmaster. Tension riddled his tone, as if my old boss had been trying to push him to do things her way. 

      She frowned. “It would be faster if I assisted.” 

      At her words, the scars on my back tightened and my heart rate spiked.

      For a long time, I believed she’d been the one to give them to me. Though, now that I learned she’d used a decoy to hide her identity, I knew that wasn’t true, but I remained certain she was to blame. The marks I’d lived with for years, the lines made by a cane, were ordered there by her. 

      She was responsible for so much of my pain.

      “Remember what happened before? I couldn’t work with those witches if I wanted to.” He arched an eyebrow and lifted a feather he’d been clutching, pointing it to his heart.

      She shrugged. “I wanted to ensure the women were ready for you when you arrived.” 

      My tongue went dry. I hadn’t seen Lola or the other witch after they’d died, but I had seen the way Tobias and Luca reacted to finding Lola’s body. 

      A shiver ran through me as I recalled Tobias’s tense jaw, his roaming gaze as he assessed each person at the party as a threat or non-threat. He’d been handsome as ever, but there was no denying that Lola’s death freaked him the hell out. 

      Rightfully so. Who expected to discover a body with a cavernous hole in her chest at a birthday party? 

      From what she’d just said and what I recalled from the party’s timeline, I gathered that the Ringmaster had torn open their chests before Josiah arrived. Perhaps she’d even pulled out the witches’ hearts too. Apparently, she’d straight up murdered them under the guise of preparing their bodies for Josiah to do magic. 

      That woman was insane. I bet she relished slaying those witches. 

      “Like I said,” Josiah replied after a prickly pause. “Let me handle it.” He broke eye contact with the Ringmaster and caught me watching him. “Actually, I forgot something. Can you grab the bottle of sage oil?” 

      “Why?” the Ringmaster asked, lips pursed. “You never asked for me to have that on hand before. What’s its purpose? Are you hiding things from me?”

      My jaw tightened, an old, fearful reflex. If there was one way to piss off my old boss, it was to withhold information.  

      “Not intentionally. I told you I’m still learning about this,” Josiah replied, annoyance lacing his tone. “Using sage oil is something I’ve heard about before and think we should try it. Some say it clarifies the area where magic is being performed.”

      “Which does what?” 

      “Ensures no power escapes.” He paused. “You understand that even when you hold her magic, none of what I do will apply to you, right? You won’t be a necromancer, you’ll have seeker magic and that’s it. We made a deal. I won’t do this again. Not to anyone else.” 

      She glared at him, glacial eyes seeming to glow dangerously. I had no idea what she was pissed about, but clearly Josiah had struck a nerve. “Don’t put your limitations on me.”

      “I won’t do this to anyone else,” Josiah repeated. “One type of magic is enough.” 

      She scowled. “I’ll get your damned oil.” She turned and marched back to the table. 

      The moment he was free of her, Josiah rushed over to my side. 

      “Meredith,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.” 

      I scoffed. “Screw you.” 

      “I’m going to keep you alive,” he added.

      My eyes narrowed. “Is that possible?” 

      “If the necromancer is very careful. And skilled.” 

      Well, I was screwed. 

      “You killed Lola and that other witch,” I growled. “Forgive me if I doubt your skill as much as I doubt your word.” 

      He cringed. “She did that. They were both dead before I could even touch them. She was sure all I needed was the heart—the seed of power—but that’s not true.” 

      He checked that the Ringmaster was still at the table, searching for the vial. “I have to do this, but I can spare your life.” 

      Maybe. 

      The word hung in the air between us, unsaid, light as the black feather in the necromancer’s hand. 

      “Meredith,” Josiah whispered. “She has Sara, the love of my life . . .” his voice cracked when he spoke his girlfriend’s name. 

      A bigger person might have felt sorry for him, but I couldn’t muster such pity. I’d barely had a chance to experience my own life, to know who I could become, and now it was all being taken away.

      He’s a weak-ass douche-canoe. 

       Josiah had the power of an elite coven behind him. Yes, the Ringmaster had, somehow, taken Sara and was threatening her. Perhaps the psycho was even threatening to try to steal Sara’s magic, in addition to my own. That would track with what I’d just heard, though how she expected to convince Josiah to do that for her was beyond the limits of what I could fathom. 

      Truly, I felt for Sara. She was sweet and innocent—a necromancer by birth and a healer at heart.

      But the question remained: why the hell hadn’t Josiah asked S&S for help? The option was there. As it had been when the coven offered to pay my debts to the Ringmaster. 

      Of course, I’d declined that help, but the circumstances were different. I’d only been gambling with my own welfare. Josiah, on the other hand, was gambling my magic. In all likelihood, my life too.

      “She’s crazy, you know that, right?” I said. “If you give her my magic, there’s no telling what she’ll do.” 

      “I know,” Josiah gulped. “But I have to. I⁠—”

      His excuse died on the back of a breath, as the Ringmaster appeared at his side, a brown bottle in her hand. 

      “Saying your goodbyes, Meredith?” My boss smirked down at me. 

      “As if I would waste my breath on him.” 

      A wounded expression crossed Josiah’s face, but no remorse cut through me. 

      We all made choices. His decision had been to screw me over. Now he had to live with it.

      “Even as a girl, you had a sharp tongue. Let’s hope your power is just as biting.” The Ringmaster held up a bottle. “The sage oil.”

      Josiah took it. “Do you have the scalpel?” 

      “You didn’t ask for that.” The Ringmaster glared at him, and damn, if looks could kill, he’d be a goner. 

      It was so clear to me that, while she needed the necromancer, she did not enjoy being bossed around. After all, she was usually the one commanding others, most with deadly skillsets.

      As if her thoughts were in line with mine, instead of moving to retrieve the blade, the Ringmaster snapped her fingers. “Jazco! Get the instruments!” 

      The wizard detached himself from where he’d been lingering at the doorway with the winged demon and walked to the table the Ringmaster had been perusing. The way he moved was cat-like, loping, but not nearly as graceful as most felines. He was too tall, too gangly for grace. 

      “What do you need?” 

      “The scalpel,” the Ringmaster barked at him. Then she turned to Josiah again. “Anything else, necromancer? A saw, perhaps?”

      I tensed, and the corners of her lips pulled upward, the word having hit its intended mark.

      “I told you, we don’t need to cut deep,” Josiah murmured.

      “But it’s so much more fun.” 

      “Psycho,” I snarled. 

      “Revolutionary,” the Ringmaster corrected me, and for the first time, I glimpsed what might motivate her. 

      I’d assumed she wanted power, but did she want to use that power for something she really believed in? Had she been doing so behind the scenes while I worked for her? 

      As Jazco’s slender fingers plucked up the scalpel, and he came our way, my questions disintegrated. 

      What did it matter what her motivations were or that she was working with the Darkborn to fulfill them? Josiah might hope to spare my life, but even if he could—which I doubted—the Ringmaster wouldn’t allow me to keep breathing. 

      I owed her, and I didn’t believe my magic would be enough to cover my debt. For the Ringmaster, blood would be the only suitable payment for my betrayal. 

      “Here you are.” Jazco offered the blade to the Ringmaster. 

      Before she could take it and plunge it into me, Josiah snatched it from the wizard’s hand so that the implement joined the black feather he carried. 

      The Ringmaster snorted delicately. “Any last words, Meredith? Messages you’d like us to pass on to your loved ones?” 

      What a bitch. She knew I had no one in my life. Why would I sign on to do her dirty work if I had even a single fallback?

      But I couldn’t let her know she got under my skin.

      “As if you would.” 

      “I’ve always been a monster to you, child, but I’m not without my reasons. Nor humanity.” Ice-blue eyes I’d seen a million times behind a black-silver mask glinted down at me. “I’m making the offer. Don’t stomp on it with that defiant little heel of yours. People you love might need closure.” 

      Tobias’s face—the way he watched me as I’d woken in the coven’s infirmary—flashed in my mind’s eye. I blinked, and a strange vibration trilled through me. Before it could latch on, though, I shook the sensation away. 

      I’d known Tobias for little more than two weeks. Though we stood on more solid ground than before, and I was certainly attracted to him, the vampire wasn’t what I’d call a loved one. Hell, he was barely a friend—more like someone I was starting to trust. 

      For me, trust took a long time to grow. The only exceptions to that rule remained Harper and Shay. Probably because the latter wouldn’t take no for an answer when it came to being friends. The nephilim had shoved her way into my heart and pulled the more serious wolf along with her.

      Besides, even if Tobias was someone I’d consider family, why have the Ringmaster send whatever macabre note she had in mind? What would be the point? 

      Knowing who murdered me would only torture anyone who loved me. 

       “I don’t want that,” I said. “It’s kinder to let them think I vanished.” 

      The Ringmaster smirked. “Spoken like a true shadow in the night. Get to work, necromancer.” 

      A bead of sweat trailed down Josiah’s face as he lifted first the feather and then the scalpel, the latter aimed at my heart.
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      Deep in the rainy woods of England, Silas and I followed three witches toward a house in the distance.

      These witches were connected to a lapis caelesti, the Opal of Heaven specifically. Did they know more of the other sacred gems too?  They were largely a mystery but one thing was plain as day; these ladies reeked of magic.

      They also had to be at least seventy, and the elders in my pack were the ones with the most information. Wise Ones we called them. Those wolves were revered, though they could no longer run far and fast or fight, and were just below the alpha in importance. 

      Pa, the Alpha of the Blood Moon Pack, had two primary betas who he trusted with his life, and he’d shown me time and time again that he trusted the Wise Ones just as much. 

      I hoped that when I became alpha, I’d have the same strong relationship with the Wise Ones. 

      “How many live out here?” Silas asked, peering about. It was dark and rainy, though the fae was protected from the water by a magical shield. The witches were too, actually. I, the shifter of the bunch, was the only one soakin’ wet. 

      But I didn’t care ‘bout that. There were more important things. Like was he asking for numbers because the fae sense more magic around us? A potential attack? 

      I scanned the women. I’d been trained to assess threats since I was a pup. Far as I could tell, there was no scent of magic in the air. Just the smell of rain and greenery, ferns and damp bark. These ladies were doin’ just as they said—showing us to their home. They’d claimed we might be able to help, and seein’ as we’d come here for their help too, I was pleased as moon punch to oblige. 

      “At all times, eight wardens exist to protect lost knowledge,” Miriam Black, the very woman with access to Meredith’s vault in Le Bastion, replied. 

      My ears perked up. She hadn’t quite answered my partner’s question. Did more live here? Or just the eight? 

      Time to dig. 

      “Do you all live here, though?” I asked. “It’s a big place. Could fit more.” 

      Then again, my family’s home was just as large and our plantation home didn’t seem near big enough for five. When my Ma or my brother went on a tear, it was all Pa, my sister, and I could do to stay outta their way. No need to talk about that though.

      “It suits our needs,” Miriam replied, not bothering to look back at me. 

      Another non-answer. 

      I shot Silas a warning look. The fae nodded, his silver-white hair shining in the moonlight. 

      In less than a week, that same moon would be full as a summer peach and calling to me. By then I’d be home, runnin’ through the forests of New England, singing her praises. 

      The only thing that could be better would be being back in North Carolina, with my own pack, racin’ my sister through our land and scarfin’ down Pa’s beta’s famous barbecue and homemade vinegar sauce the day after our full moon fun. 

      A pang ripped through my heart. I loved being surrounded by other wolves, loved the camaraderie and how we understood the others’ need to be together. But as much as I missed those days, I didn’t go home too often. What I did was important, and I wanted to make a name for myself before I inherited the honor of alpha. 

      I needed something apart from the Bryant name to show others I deserved the power bestowed on my family. Something to make Ma believe I was worthy of followin’ in Pa’s footsteps. 

      “Touch nothing,” the short witch with the raspy voice said as we approached the door to the home. “And say nothing.” 

      “You hidin’ us from your roomies or something?” I gave the witches a cheeky grin.  

      “The others are sleeping,” Miriam replied, twisting so we could feel the full effect of her steely blue stare. “We do not wish to disturb them.” 

      “Oh, right.” 

      I guessed it was late, though I didn’t know exactly what time. We’d traveled so long to get here, and I hadn’t been concerned with the time when we’d been searching for this place. 

      I patted my pocket, hopin’ to peek at my phone. It wasn’t there. Aw, hell. I’d left the damned thing in the car so it wouldn’t give away our approach. 

      A frown pulled at my lips. What if Luca was trying to contact me? 

      My questions fell away as the witches led us inside their manor, and the stoutest witch with the smoker’s voice motioned for me to stop. 

      “We don’t want water all over our floors. You need drying off.” She extended her hand, whispered a spell, and warm air blasted me, drying my clothes. 

      As the magic worked, I locked away the fact that this woman was probably a caster, like Hans. His type of witch used spells to work anything more than basic magic. The more spells a caster knew, the more powerful they were. I’d bet, given her age, that this woman had learned a whole heck of a lot of spells.

      Once I was dry, the spell fell away, and I could focus on gettin’ the lay of the land. I sniffed. Scents of their craft—honey, sage, rosemary, and the faintest hint of something darker—filled the air. My eyebrows screwed together as I tried to discern what that last aroma might be, but I couldn’t focus for long before the crones took off down the corridor. 

      “Follow us closely,” Miriam barked, as if that wasn’t the very damned thing we’d been doin’ all along. 

      “Bossy like my sister,” I muttered low enough the grannies couldn’t hear. 

      Silas let out a dry laugh. “Don’t go mistaking them for family.” 

      In other words, don’t let the wolves into the henhouse. 

      And this time, I ain’t the wolf. 

      I smirked at the private joke, but nodded to the fae. Silas and I were ideal partners, as we balanced one another well. Where I was more the wheelin’ and dealin’ type, he was careful, calculating. 

      The witches led us to a room dominated by a circular table ringed with eight chairs. In the center of the table, a small tree grew, and on it gems gleamed. I took them in, recognizing the colors and deciphering a pattern. 

      “Are those meant to represent the lapis caelesti?” Silas asked, beating me to the punch. 

      “They are,” Miriam replied, pushing a lock of short gray hair out of her glittering blue eyes. “How much do you know of the sacred stones?” 

      “Others in our coven research them, and I have basic knowledge, but nothin’ too deep,” I admitted.

      “I can’t imagine that those researchers find information readily,” Miriam replied, arching a gray eyebrow. 

      “No,” I answered, thinking of how many times I’d heard Toby cussin’ a blue storm about the lapis caelesti. 

      Sure, he’d found information, but most of it was basic. Toby was used to knowing everything and getting what he wanted. The fact that so much about the stones evaded him, pissed the vampire off. 

      “That’s as designed,” said the witch with long gray hair. She had an accent but it was faint and I couldn’t tell what it was. “We’re the keepers of the most important knowledge surrounding the lapis caelesti. It’s our job to ensure that little is known on the subject.” 

      “But people know about the Pearl of Hell,” Silas pointed out. “So why are there tales of that stone?” 

      “Sometimes, secrets simply cannot be kept, no matter how hard we try. Now, take a seat.” Miriam gestured to the table and then nodded at the long-haired witch. “Can you get the wine?” 

      Miriam and the shortest crone swept to the table as the other witch poured two glasses of wine. My partner and I took up seats, waiting for the niceties to be over so we could get down to business. 

      Once the goblets were good and full, she handed them to me and Silas with a smile. “I’m Claire. If you want water, we have that too.” 

      “How ‘bout a beer?” I asked, hopeful.

      “Afraid not.” 

      “This’ll do.” I toasted her and sipped the wine, which was actually pretty darn good. For wine. 

      “And I’m Gloria,” the third said, her voice deep and raspy, fitting her stout frame and stern gaze. 

      Claire settled into her seat, the wood creaking beneath her. “We were on watch tonight.” 

      “Do you have a watch every night?” Silas asked carefully, taking a sip of his wine as he leaned back in his chair.

      “Perhaps you’ll find out,” Miriam replied. “But first, what are your names? Unless you prefer us to continue calling you Wolf and Fae? Or the intruders?” 

      “You haven’t called us anything,” Silas said.

      “Not that you can hear,” Gloria laughed dryly. “This coven, though small, has very particular gifts.” 

      So, they could speak mind-to-mind, like my kind could do in wolf form. I’d not heard of a group of witches who could do that before. It set me on edge. 

      Silas leaned forward, propping his elbows on the table. “How did you manage that feat?” 

      “We’ve been around a long time, boy,” Gloria grunted. 

      “As have I,” Silas retorted. “Three hundred years.” 

      The stout witch arched an eyebrow. “Well, if we learned how to mind-link, you certainly should have figured it out by now. You’re positively ancient!” 

      A roar of laughter burst out of me, which earned me a glower so fierce from my partner it could peel paint off a barn. 

      Gloria softened a touch, but my laughter didn’t do anything to loosen up the other women. Actually, Miriam seemed mighty inclined to pretend things were business as usual. 

      Kinda like an English vamp I know. Must be a redcoat thing. 

      “Sorry,” I whispered to Silas as my mirth faded. “She caught me off guard.” 

      “You and me both,” Silas muttered beneath his breath. “But a show of solidarity is appreciated.”

      “I know, man. Got carried away.” 

      “If you’re quite done,” Miriam’s voice rang out, “perhaps you can finally tell us your names. Then we can proceed?” 

      “Sure thing, Miss,” I said, momentarily returning to my schoolboy days, when I’d been reprimanded for talking outta turn too much. “I’m Gunner Ray Bryant.” 

      “Silas Aztraca,” my partner said tersely.

      “Do you live here now, Silas?” Claire asked. 

      “I do.” 

      “Which Court? The fae often cross over in my homeland. I’m always curious as to where they came from.” 

      The Irish lilt in Claire’s voice grew a little stronger, maybe cause talkin’ about her home brought it out of her. She musta lived in England a long time for it to fade that much. I’d been outta North Carolina for nearly five years, and most of the time I still sounded like I just came back from a fish fry.

      “I relocated from the Winter Court two hundred years ago.” 

      I listened with interest. I hadn’t known all that about Si.

      The witches’ eyes widened. 

      “How?” Claire asked. “From what we’ve learned, no one has entered or left that court in nearly five hundred years.” 

      “That’s untrue,” Silas said. “The royals travel, though not much. My mother and father worked for them, and traveled too. On one trip, they took me with them and paid someone to smuggle me into this world. They wanted a fair chance for me, one I wouldn’t get in the Winter Court. I’ve observed parents doing the same here.” 

      “Of course,” Gloria said. “But why not remain in Faerie, or at least Isila? Why come to the human realm?” 

      She sounded like so many mortals from this world did when they spoke of the other realm. Awed. Wistful. To me, Isila didn’t deserve that, but witches and many other supernaturals never visited Isila.

      I’d only been on one trip to the other realm, and never wanted to go back. It was a hard place. Dog eat dog. Or on the island I’d visited wolf eat wolf.

      “If you lived in the Winter Court, you’d understand.” Silas folded his hands on the table, hintin’ that the matter was closed. 

      Gesturing to the tree in front of us, I chimed in, ready to change up the topic. “So, we know these represent the sacred stones, but why?”  

      Miriam’s expression softened as it fell upon the centerpiece. “That is a reminder of our wee coven’s purpose.” 

      “I’m a simple man, so I gotta say, I’d love to be enlightened a bit more about that.” 

      Miriam’s lips quirked upward. “As Claire said, we’re keepers of knowledge of the lapis caelesti. We are also responsible for training the seven chosen to hold and protect the stones when they’re ready.” 

      I blinked. “You’re tellin’ me there’s been a coven of women like you around for . . .” I trailed off. I had no idea when the lapis caelesti had been hidden away; that was much more a Toby fact. 

      “Thousands of years, yes,” Miriam supplied. “Women of my bloodline have always served. The same can be said of Claire and Gloria.”

      “Is it always the ladies who do this?” 

      “No, but it is in my family. We have one male Arcacusto in our coven right now.” 

      “Aracac—”  The word got stuck in my throat.

      “We are Arcacusto,” Gloria hissed. “Derived from ‘secret-keeper.’ Is everyone in your organization such a simpleton?” 

      “‘Fraid not. Just me.” I shrugged, used to such talk. Toby, Luca, and Hans were the scholars in S&S and they often had to enlighten this old Southern Boy. 

      “It’s been the same families? Always?” Silas looked intrigued by the idea.

       “Yes,” Claire answered. 

      “Might I ask . . .” Silas interjected. “Does your rather unique coven have a name?” 

      “The Abscondita,” Claire answered. 

      “The Hidden,” Silas translated.

      “Precisely. We are tasked to wait here for when the seven arrive.” 

      “Do they have a fancy name too?” I asked, ‘cause it seemed like they must. Wolves in this world preferred more straightforward names, but mages, vampires, fae, and witches liked puffed up titles. 

      Like Abscondita. What a mouthful. 

      “Of course they do,” Miriam scoffed. “The seven to whom the stones are entrusted, can wield the stones in times of danger. They are the most important people on the planet.”

      “We call them the Vindix,” Claire added.

      “Champions,” Silas told me.

      “Now you’re just showin’ off,” I muttered.

      “You live by Yale,” the
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