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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.

        * Eyes of Darkness - one of seven portals linking the human world and Hell. All were closed until the events of History of Witches transpired.

        * 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.

        * Luxiter - an orb that allows its holder to light-travel. Few can make these items.

        * 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.

        * Volar - the spell that activates a luxiter

        * 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, one of seven magical sacred stones. 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 roomies after her ex-partner Denz breaks into the first place that she’s staying. Meredith also discovers that she has a familiar, a sassy black talking cat named Benedict. Her relationship with Tobias is more fraught. All the while, she is worried about the Ringmaster (her old boss) finding her and demanding her due.

      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 blood 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.

      
        
        History of Witches

        Five points of view - Meredith, Tobias, hans, gunner, and shay

      

      

      The Pearl of Hell and Opal of Heaven are missing.

      Meredith has been taken by the Ringmaster and Josiah. S&S sends in a team to save her. The Ringmaster and Josiah escape being caught when the coven comes for them. Afterwards, Tobias is even more protective over Meredith; especially when they journey to England to find the other person named on Meredith’s Le Bastion vault, Miriam Black. They hope finding Miriam will lead to information on the Opal of Heaven–now in Wrath’s clutches.

      Gunner and Silas remain locked up in Miriam Black’s English manor, and are only released when Meredith and Tobias arrive and Meredith is indisputably identified as a Vindix—a guardian of a lapis caelesti. A coven of witches preside over the manor and the knowledge of the Vindix, so Meredith spends time there learning about the sacred stones and her destiny.

      The Covenant, the ruling supernatural body, becomes involved with the S&S when it becomes clear that Prince Wrath is on Earth to stay, holds the Pearl of Hell and the Opal of Heaven, and has amassed many followers. 

      Hans and Shay team up, even though Shay is still clinging to her beliefs that Hellblooded are evil. They try to trap Wrath and end up forcibly taken to Italy where they witness the rising of the other six demon princes.
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        To see character art of the characters in the Coven of Shadows and Secrets go to the author’s website.

      

      

      
        
        This book is part of the Crowns of Magic universe. In this universe, characters and storylines cross over, but the series and standalone can be read independently from one another. The reader just gets a fuller picture of the world by reading all of the books.

        Other series in this expanding universe include:

      

        

      
        The Winter Court Series - start with A Kingdom of Frost and Malice

        Curse of the Fae Prince - a standalone

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          HARPER

        

      

    

    
      The stench of sulfur wafted into my room on an autumn wind, drawing a shiver up my spine. It smelled like demons and reminded me of Wrath.

      Immediately, I halted my ritual and turned away from the flickering candles atop my altar. Though I sat on a velvet floor-cushion, and could see nothing of the neighborhood outside, exploring was easy. I’d cracked the window to allow smoke outside, and my shifter sense of smell was keener than most, allowing me to monitor the area. Even so, searching for it now, I couldn’t detect the sulfur at all.

      Had I imagined it? Or was the stench really a threat?

      Goosebumps pebbled my arms, but I fought to master my fears before they got out of hand. It was the middle of the day. I’d probably just smelled a skunk. Or maybe a neighborhood kid had set off a stink-bomb. There was no evidence that the funk pointed to trouble and no need to find trouble where there wasn’t any. Matters were dire enough without me inventing new problems.

      Two of the seven lapis caelesti were on the loose, and a Prince of Hell walked free in this realm. Worse, he searched for the other five sacred stones—artifacts with the power to change the world. 

      Then, another option that explained the smell came to mind; a much better one. With the idea, my hopes lifted.

      Was my ritual working?

      I’d never successfully called the Old Ones before, but Mom had done so a handful of times. In each occurrence, she claimed the signs had differed. Perhaps because she had called different wolves—ancestors—each time. That was our working theory, though there wasn’t enough data to be certain. 

      A snort escaped me. That would be just my luck to call the most rotten smelling Old One.

      But it would still be an ancestor . . .

      I resolved to try again. Stinky or not, the lure proved impossible to resist. With a deep breath, I turned back to the altar covered in red velvet and brimming with symbolic objects. 

      Three long, slender tapers ended in wildly dancing flames. The bowl of dirt adorned with three rocks from my pack’s land in California sat before the candles, right next to a cup of water from a nearby river. Witches might consider the ritual to be elemental, but that wasn’t the intention. The inclusion of earth, water, and flame signified a wolf’s connection to their past, present, and future. Of course, they were all connected by one thing—the pack. The way of the wolf.

      I honed in on my intention, trying to achieve that perfect balance Mom always spoke of, but after two full minutes, no one appeared. I exhaled a long breath. 

      No such luck this time. 

      Disappointed, I bowed my head to finish the ritual. “For the Mother Wolf in all her nurturing and wisdom.” A breath took the life of the center candle.

      “For the Alpha Guardian.” I blew out the taper to the right.

      “And for the pack. I bleed. I love. I live.” Pursing my lips, I extinguished the last flickering flame.

      Immediately, another breeze soared in through the window, this one colder than before. A chill drew shivers up my spine. The wind was clean, with no stench, but it still felt wrong. A bad omen.

      Taking no chances this time, I stood and crossed to the window, opened it all the way, and leaned outside. 

      In the neighborhood—an upper-middle class area of New Haven—everything seemed normal. Kids recently returned from school played outside. Bikes littered the yards. If not by name, then by face, I recognized every child running amok. A middle-aged woman four houses down raked leaves into an enormous pile of reds, oranges, and yellows. I knew her, too.

      No one even vaguely resembled Prince Wrath, the Ringmaster, or any other enemy of my coven, Shadows and Secrets. 

      I frowned and slipped back inside, pulling down the glass behind me. My imagination was running away with me. 

      Too whimsical for her own good. 

      My father’s words rushed back as if he’d just uttered them, but it had been years since he accused me of being whimsical or soft. To Alpha Mace Ferenz, the most cunning alpha on the West Coast, those qualities equated to weakness.  

      I didn’t agree. More than that, I wasn’t weak. Dad had trained me to fight in my wolf and human forms since I was thirteen. I was intelligent—as cunning and calculating as my father. Everyone agreed I was a fine replacement for him and would one day be Alpha of the Midnight Pack. As Dad required, I’d trained, what he referred to as, ‘the fluff’ out of me. 

      Mostly, anyway.

      I crossed the room to the door, only to stop at the threshold and turned to look at the altar once more. Growing up, my quiet meditations with Mom were a treasured part of our secret life. A softer part. Dad always looked down on them, but it was one thing I hadn’t been willing to give up. As ever, I wished my father understood my pull toward the past, to the mystical side of the wolves. 

      “No point asking for miracles,” I muttered. “The world needs those for Wrath. And Mer needs them⁠—”

      A loud rumble from my stomach cut me off, and I looked down at my belly, astonished by how much noise it could make. 

      So, I was hungry. Finally. I’d barely been able to eat since the battle in New York, so the fact that I was hungry now had to be a good sign. I’d grab a snack and then get to studying. 

      The floorboards creaked beneath my slippered feet, the sound of home, though it didn’t feel that way with my nephilim and witch roomies gone. Hell, I even missed Meredith’s feline familiar. 

      Actually, no. I didn’t miss the talking fleabag for a minute, but I did miss knowing that if Benedict traipsed about, then Meredith was home, too. The house was full. Alive. Wolves, even more introverted ones such as myself, enjoyed having others around. We didn’t go on about it like more sociable wolves, but it was still true. 

      The stink of Shay’s forgotten Thai leftovers assaulted me when I opened the refrigerator. That girl was the worst at throwing out old food. After a few minutes of perusing, I settled on a strawberry yogurt and string cheese when my phone rang. 

      I gasped and bolted out of the kitchen, back to my room. Was it Shay? Meredith? Would they call me before Luca? 

      It might even be a spam call, but I hadn’t been able to completely shake off my alertness. Something deep inside told me it wasn’t spam, that I had to answer, that something in the world had shifted, and this was important. 

      I threw open my bedroom door. The wood cracked against the wall and the sound of it echoed through the empty house. My phone lay charging on the nightstand, and I rushed over, sucking in a breath when I saw the name on the screen. 

      Mom.

      I snatched up the phone and answered. “Mom?” 

      My mother exhaled. “Harper. You’re okay.”

      A chill dashed down my spine. “Why wouldn’t I be? You called me. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, baby.” She exhaled. “I just felt wrong.”

      My fist tightened, and only then did I notice I still held my snacks awkwardly between my fingers. Thank the Old Ones the yogurt was sealed, else I’d have had a hell of a mess to clean up in the hallway. I set the food down and perched on the edge of the bed.

      “Mom, have you communed recently?”

      “Actually, I was just in the Moon Room.” She paused. “Why, baby? Were you?”

      The tone in her voice told me that this was why she called. Something was up and, all the way across the country, tucked up against the Santa Cruz Mountains, Mom had felt it too.

      “I’ve been stressed and needed to calm down, but it didn’t work. I felt something too, Mom. Smelled sulfur.”

      “I did too.”

      My heart rate kicked up. “What does it mean?”

      “I’m not sure, but it can’t be a coincidence.”

      I squirmed because I agreed and had a hint that it had to do with Wrath, but I couldn’t tell my mother that a Prince of Hell was Earthside. That he’d been the one to attack New York. 

      The attack was common knowledge among supernaturals, but the person behind it was not. Most put the blame on the Ordo Aeternum, which, from their history, was believable. What the OA wanted and what the Darkborn and the demons wanted were not so different.

      Only once the Covenant was sure they had things under control in New York would they release more information to covens, packs, clans, and any other gathering of supernatural creatures. Until that happened, I was bound not to speak of the Prince of Wrath, nor his followers, the Darkborn. At least not to anyone outside of my dark artifact hunting coven, Shadows and Secrets.

      “You know something,” Mom said slowly.

      “Lots of things.”

      “Don’t be sassy with me, Harper Mace Ferenz.”

      I cleared my throat. “I can’t say anything, but I can tell you that the pack needs to be on the lookout for outsiders.” The demons and every creature serving Prince Wrath were certainly that. 

      “We rarely welcome visitors.” 

      No. My pack didn’t, and that was by design. My father controlled large swathes of California, but he kept his pack, those he protected, tucked away in a safe community. When they had business to do, he traveled with his betas and a few other trusted wolves. 

      “Stay safe, Mom. I know you’ll keep a watch on Henley, but tell the twins to chill.” The thought of my younger identical twin brothers, Ethan and Elijah, caught in the crosshairs of demons or Darkborn, made me want to punch something. But they were nineteen and, unlike my thirteen-year-old sister, the twins would have a harder time staying in and keeping calm. Male wolves of that age were usually itching to show their dominance. I worried that if a demon or Darkborn challenged them, they’d rise to the occasion. “People shouldn’t travel right now. Even Dad and the betas, if you can stop them. You’ll learn why soon.” 

      “From you?” 

      “I can’t be sure.” 

      A pregnant pause filled the miles between us.

      “The Covenant,” she stated finally.

      “Yeah.” 

      “It’s bad?”

      “It’s not great.” 

      By the moon above, what an understatement. The entire planet was in mortal danger. 

      “I’ll tell your father.”

      “I’m guessing Elijah is at school in LA, but Ethan is still at home, right?” 

      I had half a mind to demand that Elijah leave UCLA and drive home to be with the pack. That would look pretty two-faced of me, so I kept that to myself for now.

      “I’ll tell everyone, baby girl. Now, it’s your turn to promise. Will you stay tucked away, too?” 

      My silence was all the answer she needed, and Mom sighed. “Call me daily, okay? To check in? At least until this is over?” 

      “I will. And when I get the go-ahead from S&S that I can talk to you about it, I’ll call.” My stomach rumbled again, and this time, Mom heard it. 

      She laughed, and the sound eased the tension I carried in my shoulders. “You’d better eat. I wouldn’t want you lunging at poor Shay.” 

      I didn’t say that ‘poor Shay’ wasn’t home. Rather, she had left for DC with Hans to be used as bait for Hans’s insane sister. I hadn’t heard a word from her and was worried about how the mission had gone. 

      In a practiced manner, I forced a smile into my tone. “Yeah, I’m starving. Talk to you later, Mom. I love you.” 

      “Love you too, baby.” 

      We hung up and, grabbing the yogurt once more, I went to get a spoon. I didn’t even make it to my door when another whiff of sulfur drifted through my room. 

      My mouth dried up, and I ran to the window. Again, nothing obvious was amiss. 

      But I didn’t buy it. A wolf shifter knew that appearances deceived. Out there, in the vast world, something waited to pounce: a hunter, a predator, a breaker of worlds. 

      I couldn’t see them, but I could read the signs. Trouble was coming for us again, and I would be ready for the next attack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          MEREDITH

        

      

    

    
      A chill hung in the evening air, but adrenaline shot through me, keeping me warm. On my finger, the moonstone ring marking me as a Vindix was a touch hotter, like it did not want to be ignored. Although the piece was largely unpredictable, at that moment, I understood what it was saying. The ring was warning me.  

      If that was true, then there was only one possible explanation. The Ringmaster, my old boss, had to have been the one to set off the wards surrounding the Abscondita Coven’s land in rural England. She was finally coming after me—demanding that I pay my debts with blood and magic. 

      “Breathe,” Tobias whispered, and only then did I realize that I had stopped breathing.

      “Nothing is nearby,” Benedict said. The cat was climbing a tree and peering into the English woods with intense amber eyes, ready for anything.

      I should have taken comfort that my vampire mate and my familiar could see, hear, and smell far better than me. They’d anticipate my enemy before she got close to me, but I felt anything but comforted. The woods were dense and the Ringmaster had already abducted me once. That time had been in a city, and I’d had far greater visibility. I shivered, but repressed any more emotion. I tried not to think about it, but I suffered PTSD from that night in New York City. 

      “Gloria says that Jon-Jon saw nothing!” Miriam Black, leader of the Abscondita Coven—a group that protected information on the lapis caelesti—cried out from my right, visible only by the glow of the moon in the dark woods. “He’s on alert now, though and will give the signal should he find anyone.”

      “Nor did Rygor. He’s searching too,” Stuart called from my left.

      So, the resident giant and wyvern hadn’t seen the Ringmaster arrive. How? She wasn’t coming alone. Why go to the Ordo Aeternum and strike a deal, if she would not use their might? 

      The OA was a radical faction that believed supernaturals should rule the humans, and my old boss had information on the lapis caelesti that the organization desperately wanted. Normally, the OA might balk at dealing with a human, but the Ringmaster was powerful in her own way and persuasive as hell. Plus, once she absorbed my magic—her goal—she’d be one of them, and the OA wouldn’t have to compromise their screwed-up morals. The alliance was a win-win for both parties, even if I had a hunch that the Ringmaster would ultimately screw the OA over later. 

      Prince Orien—Wrath—was much more powerful than the OA, and my old boss would want to be in his good graces.

      “Stay close, Meredith,” Tobias growled at my side.

      “Do you scent anyone yet?”

      “I don’t smell the Ringmaster,” he assured me. “Nor Josiah, or my maker. I would be able to scent Giselle first.”

      For the first time, I worried about what would happen if Giselle had to go up against Tobias. We both knew his sire would have to make the fight look real. She was spying on the OA and couldn’t blow her cover. As his maker, I guessed she’d be even stronger than Tobias.

      “But,” Tobias’s voice yanked me from my growing dread over what might happen to him. “There is something different out here. Hot.”

      “Hot? Like fire?”

      “The OA has fire elementals. Witches certainly, and perhaps those of other orders too.”

      Another type of fear gripped me. Fire in a forest as vast and remote as this one would be devastating.

      “Let’s keep going,” I said. We needed to stop this fight before it could begin. 

      Side-by-side, we trudged forward. Occasionally, Tobias would glance left or right, and I suspected the guardian witches of the Abscondita Coven searched in the distance. No one had released magic to give away their position.

      I swallowed. Ten of us prowled the woods. Not counting Jon-Jon, Rygor, and Benedict. How could an army of OA be hiding so well? Was it possible that they’d run after they set off the wards? 

      I wished my seeking powers worked on finding people, not just things. But no, all I had was a sense of dread and a warm ring around my finger. The heat it gave off was steady and pleasant, unlike when it had tried to burn me in the Beinecke library a few days ago.

      “Hey! You!” a raspy voice screamed in the distance. I pivoted in time to see fireballs streaming through the trees. “Arggh!” 

      “Gloria!” Claire’s Irish lilt rang out as the sounds of thundering footsteps tramped through the thick underbrush. 

      Tobias, Benedict, and I broke out into a sprint too—but toward the attacker—now weaving through the trees to get away from Gloria. I could just see the person’s outline, small and curvy, through the moonlight.

      The stout, iron-haired witch seemed indestructible, even at seventy-something, but judging by the stream of colorful curses ripping from her lips, something had happened to her.

      “This way.” Tobias herded me to the right.

      “How many?” I asked Tobias.

      “Just the fire elemental still.” He shoved a branch out of his way as we ran by. “The scent grows stronger. They’re⁠—”

      Twenty feet ahead, a short figure leapt out from behind a robust tree, their hands ablaze, fire shooting erratically from their torso in a way that resembled wings. 

      “Stay back!” The person, a young woman, maybe a year or two younger than me, shouted at us in a Scottish accent. Her arms trembled violently in the orange glow of the flames. “I don’t want to hurt you!” 

      I blinked. “Y-you don’t? Then, why are you here?” 

      “Are you alone?” Tobias demanded, and the woman shifted her attention to him; the bigger, more obvious threat. 

      “Who else would coom all the way oot here?” Fire fanned around her hourglass figure, brighter than a second ago. She glanced down at the flames spreading and fleeting fear dashed across her face. 

      She couldn’t control her magic, but she was trying to hide it. I needed to proceed with caution.

      Stepping forward slowly, I held out my hand, creating a barrier between this woman and Tobias. “We thought you were someone else. You haven’t seen anyone in these woods?” 

      “No.” She inched backward. “That old hag leapt out at me. Scared the piss out of me.” 

      Gloria had probably taken joy in it, too. The caster of the Abscondita Coven had spunk. 

      “She lives here,” I said, barely aware of the rustle in the trees. Benedict continued to watch from above in case something went wrong. “Clearly, you have magic. Did you feel the wards when you walked through?” I had to be certain that she had been the one to break them.

      “I think so.” The girl shuddered. “It was like walking through a fridge.” 

      My shoulders loosened, and I dropped my arm so that it fell at my side. In response, the other woman seemed to relax a touch, but when Tobias shifted slightly, she tightened once more.

      “Tobias.” I looked at him and took in the rough edge of his jaw and the coldness of his emerald eyes. “Maybe take a step back?” 

      “You’re my mate and you’re requesting I stand down when she looks like a bloody phoenix? Their kind can ignite an opponent in seconds, my love.” 

      “I’m no’ a phoenix!” the young woman spat out, as if the idea offended her, though I couldn’t say why. Being a phoenix sounded pretty cool to me. “I’m a witch.” 

      A witch. And a fire elemental.

      My gaze swept over the young woman. When I spotted a bracelet on her wrist and quickly counted the stones, my knees buckled. Tobias caught me a second before I would have saved myself. 

      “You’re trembling.” he growled, tightening his grip on me as if his touch could calm me down.

      “Look at her wrist.” I whispered, righting myself. It wasn’t exactly like my ring, but the piece was close enough. Miriam had mentioned offhandedly just days ago that each Vindix would have a talisman, and I was certain the bracelet was such an item. 

      “What are you two talking aboot?” The girl narrowed her eyes and the flames around her fanned higher. 

      “Sorry,” I said, walking closer to her. “Your bracelet. Is it old?”

      “What?”

      “I’m Meredith,” I said. This girl didn’t know me, perhaps didn’t know what I believed her jewelry meant. “And I can’t help but notice your bracelet. It reminds me of my ring.” I extended my hand to show her. We were still about fifteen feet apart, so she had to lean closer to view it. 

      She shrugged. “Don’t see how.”

      “There’s a large moonstone and seven other stones. Yours are just all red.”

      “My Mum gave it ta me as a graduation gift.” She shook her head. “But what’s yer point? Yer freaking me oot and I’ve already had a hard couple o’ days.” At the end of her sentence her voice broke, and sorrow flitted across her face before she buried it. 

      “Is the bracelet warm?” I  softened my tone. It should have been. Her bracelet and my ring were made to tell us that we were one and the same.

      “A wee bit, but I was playin’ with fire—in case ye hadn’t noticed.” 

      “Has it been warm this whole time? When you were walking through the woods looking for . . . ” I trailed off, leading her to what I hoped would be an answer. 

      She gaped before she caught herself and her features rearranged into one that gave away little. “A feelin’ brough’ me here ‘n then my bracelet, my da’s mum’s, got warm. I dinnae know wha’ it was doin’.”

      I exhaled and lowered my hands. “I do. There’s a reason you’re here. What’s your name?” 

      “Tana.”

      “Fire or star goddess,” Tobias whispered, making me whirl on him. 

      “What?”

      “Her name.” The vampire looked to Tana, studied her dark hair, amber eyes that caught the firelight, and olive skin tone. “You’re Greek?” 

      “By birth. My family moved to Scotland when I was a wee girl. Da got a job at the uni.”

      “No other reason?” I asked. 

      She shrugged. “They said coming ‘ere felt like coming home, but th’ job instigated th’ shift.” 

      No. Fate had done that. I looked at Tana in wonder, almost certain a Vindix stood before me. This young woman had to be the keeper of the Ruby of Flames.

      She had a bracelet that acted like my ring—a sort of talisman, she had the right type of magic, and she had the pull to be here, to seek us—me. 

      Had my appearance on this island prompted her arrival?

      All those things swayed in her favor, but there was only one way to know for certain if she was a Vindix. 

      “We need to find Miriam.” I turned to Tobias. “Or someone else who can take us to the pool.” 

      “A pool?” Tana asked. 

      “This is going to sound weird,” I started, “But I’m going to ask you to submerge yourself in a small pool of water.” 

      Her nose wrinkled. “I don’t like water.” 

      Of course not. Fire and water didn’t mix.

      “Well, if you want to know why something brought you here, you’re taking a dip, nonetheless.” Out of the dense foliage, Miriam Black approached with a stern tone. Her blue eyes narrowed as she took in Tana. As always, she reminded me of an iron-haired, strict English Headmistress. 

      “I did it,” I offered, when Tana glared at the woman and her eyes seemed to burn from within. “It’s magical. And, more importantly, it’s the only way for us to know for sure why you’re here.” 

      I didn’t need it. I recognized my bond with Tana in my heart—my blood, my bones—but the pool would be confirmation for others. It would also make Tana believe. She, perhaps, was the most important person to convince because, while Tana knew how to use fire magic, I got the sense that that was all she knew. 

      Had all the stone-guardian families lost the knowledge of the Vindix? Of the incredible power and responsibility that ran through their lines? 

      “Dinnae hurt, did it?”

      “It’s cold, but it wasn’t painful. I promise.” 

      She studied me and, for a moment, I was certain that she’d turn tail and run again. If she did, what would I do? Chase her? That might result in disaster. Though she’d been drawn here, she seemed scared . . . and not great about containing her magic, especially in such a thick forest.

      After a minute that seemed to stretch into a decade, her arms dropped and the fire wreathing her body disappeared on a phantom wind. “Fine.” Her tone said it all; she wasn’t happy about this, even if she had agreed.

      “We can show you to it now.” I kept my voice soft and gentle, so as not to offend her further. 

      “I would hope so. I dinnae have a bloody week.” 

      An unexpected snort escaped me. “Follow us.” 

      Miriam didn’t have to be asked to lead the way. The coven leader turned and strode through the woods, around the vast manor that her coven called home. All the while, Tobias walked at my side, closer than necessary. Benedict rustled through the foliage, apparently still unsure about the girl and unwilling to reveal himself.

       Tana trailed us as we passed by other coven members, each throwing intrigued looks our way. I didn’t speak to her. If I were her, in this odd place, watched by so many strangers, I’d want a moment to mull things over. 

      When Miriam reached the crypt-like entrance to the underground enchanted pool, Tana sucked in a loud breath. 

      “That’s it? Why is it a door ‘n a wee room? We cannae even all fit ‘n ther’!”

      I’d asked a similar question when I’d been shown this place. The door that popped up from the ground only to lead down a set of stairs into a cavern was creepy. 

      “The pool is underground. That’s the entrance to the stairwell, so it doesn’t need to be large,” I explained, watching fear tighten her features. “When I first saw it, I thought it looked like a crypt.” 

      “Why is the pool underground?” Tana peered at the door skeptically.

      “I—I’m not sure. It’s natural, so I guess it was just there? Miriam?” 

      “Aye, that’s the measure of the pool,” Miriam nodded stiffly. “Now, I’d like to get moving. It’s getting cold out and my old bones don’t take to the chill as well as they used to.” 

      “Tobias, will you wait up here?” I turned to face my mate. He wouldn’t like the request, but Tana didn’t seem comfortable at all. 

      “Yell if you need anything,” he said firmly. 

      “Why’s he staying?” Tana asked, clearly not trusting my motives.

      “You’ll have to undress to get in the water,” I answered. “I thought it might make things more comfortable for you.” 

      She paled. “Get naked?” 

      “Something will happen on your body and your skin will need to be bare for you to see it. That’s how we’ll know for certain that you are who we think you are.” 

      Tana stared at me for a moment. The girl was practiced as hell at intense eye contact. “Only ye, then. The auld lady kin bade up here too. Save her knees.” 

      Miriam scoffed. “I’m coming, girl.” 

      “I only want her.” Tana pointed to me. “She’s done it, so she kin come. I dinnae trust anyone else.” She cast me a suspicious glance. “Nae even sure why I trust ye a little. But I do.” 

      At that, I laughed. “I’m flattered. Miriam, I can tell you what happens. It will be the same thing that happened to me, right?”

      “It will be.” The elder’s lips pursed, and I sought to soften the blow. 

      Gently, I touched her arm. “Trust me. You’re going to have to do so for much larger matters soon.”

      Her expression softened ever so slightly. “That I will.” She opened the door wide. “Go on, then.”

      I nodded to Tana. “There’s a railing. The staircase is steep.” 

      Without another glance back, I descended the steep steps. One. Two. Three. Four. Finally, a creak of wood behind me told me that Tana followed. I exhaled.

      I understood Tana’s resistance to trusting others. As far as I was concerned, trust needed to be earned—especially with a demon prince on the loose.

      “Why is it so . . . musty?” Tana asked after a moment.

      “That’s the water.” I waved my hand in the direction we were going, taking care on the narrow steps. “The cavern isn’t very large and I don’t think there’s much ventilation.” 

      “I don’t see it.” 

      “Just wait,” I glanced back at her as the rock ceiling lifted enough for her to see the pool, and Tana’s footsteps faltered. 

      “That’s the pool. It looks⁠—” 

      “Like magic.” When I got to the bottom, I turned to her with a smile. “It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?”

      The small blue pool of water spread before me, tranquil yet cloudy. The cavern took my breath away. We stood beneath a dome ceiling embellished with natural yellow crystals. Mica shimmered in the walls, reflecting the glow from the larger gems. 

      “Tis,” Tana said, eyes raking over the space. “But dae I really have to get in tha’? I dinnae like tha’ I cannae see the bottom.” 

      I wasn’t about to tell her I wasn’t sure about the depth. The pool might have been ten feet deep or a thousand. I suspected neither of us wished to find out.

      “You do.”

      She huffed. “You lot are quite secretive.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” I said, thinking about the manor’s library, all the mysteries hidden there, secrets that the Abscondita Coven had been guarding for thousands of years. “Can I ask you something?”

      “I guess.” Tana moved closer to the water and undressed. 

      “How exactly did you know to come here? Did an event instigate it? Or have you been feeling the need to move this way for a while?”

      She turned white as a sheet. “I—I felt a pull ‘n started driving.” As she spoke, her eyes darted from the water, to the ground, and the crystal-crusted walls. They lingered anywhere but at me.

      Whatever had happened hadn’t been good, but I didn’t need to learn about her past yet. I’d learn, in time.

      “Turn around,” she said, already in her bra and underwear.

      Unlike how Miriam had refused me, I did. Only after a splash telling me she’d jumped in and the sound of her sputtering for air did I turn again. Her back was to me, and the moment I laid eyes on her, I smiled. 

      The glowing white swirls were there. Gleaming otherworldly tattoos climbed her arms to cover her shoulders and plunged down her back. Most prominent was the glowing white full moon on her back.

      And there was more, too. It was difficult to see her bracelet in the water, but I swore I spotted a flash of green and purple that had not previously been present in the circlet of rubies. Just like my ring had changed when it became whole in the Beinecke, this water had washed away whatever enchantment was on her bracelet, revealing its truth. Tana’s destiny.

      “What th’ hell is all this?” She shrieked and stared down at her arms, her hands, and her chest.

      “Get out,” I answered, heart thundering in my chest at the implications of what had happened.

      The glowing white swirls and symbols were proof, marking Tana as a Vindix. Most likely, the keeper of the Ruby of Flames. “I hope you’re not tired, because girl, do I have a story to tell you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          HANS

        

      

    

    
      Miles of sleepy Italian countryside flashed beneath me so fast that the trees blurred. And yet, we were still not flying swiftly enough for my liking. 

      The problem was, I couldn’t speed up. My midnight black wings, born just hours ago, ached from use. They were already being pushed to their limits, and I feared that soon, they’d fail me. 

      For the millionth time, I glanced behind, but as before, only the starry night sky stared back. So far, no one had followed us. I released the breath I’d been holding and turned to the other distracting feature of my travels.

      Archangel Uriel currently still passed out in my arms.

      Since Shay, her father, and I had escaped Lake Como, I’d had hours to notice that Shay did not resemble her father. Instead, she favored her mother, Angelina Ramos, Covenant Seat, Mexican smoke-show, and business tycoon. However, the magic rolling off the unconscious Uriel resembled his daughter’s. Strong. Radiant. Unmistakably angelic.

      That last quality was quickly becoming an issue. Because Uriel was a large being, I couldn’t see my forearms, but where the archangel touched me, my skin felt irritated.

      “Hans!” Shay called out. “Are you okay?”

      I looked up from her father to find her flying backward, watching me. I envied the graceful way she soared.

      “I’m tired,” I admitted.

      “I can try to take him?” Shay offered, sizing up her father, all two-hundred and fifty pounds of muscle.

      I wasn’t doubting that Shay was strong, I’d seen her athleticism plenty of times. But, like me, Uriel was a big guy and even though I worked out religiously I was having trouble holding him. Had we not been fleeing for our lives, I would have stopped to reposition him a long time ago.

      “Or we could rest?” I arched an eyebrow, hoping she would agree. “Perhaps you can try to wake him?”

      Shay looked down. Quiet forestland spread below us, and Lake Como had disappeared hours ago, but I understood her hesitation. Wrath had wings, as did many of his minions. Technically, they could appear at any moment. And yet, I really needed a break.

      “We don’t have to stay in one place for long,” I added, desperate to touch the ground, to stop flying.

      “You’re right.” Shay nodded. “I bet they would have already come for us if they were going to do it. We have a little time.”

      They were the seven Princes of Hell: Orien, Lucifer, Bale, Asmodev, Belhor, Levi, and Mon. All, save for Orien, the Prince of Wrath, had recently exploded from a newly opened gateway linking our world to Hell.

      A shiver ran through me at the memory of last night, of how the waters had parted and the earth had fallen away to reveal fire and evil before the princes rose. If someone would have told me that I’d watch an Eye of Darkness open, I would not have believed them. But I had, and there were six more such portals somewhere in the world. 

      I hoped that only one Eye of Darkness had burst open and not all seven.

      I swallowed, trying to banish the image of those dark figures rising from the usually quiet water, but it was impossible. When I thought of the princes, specifically Lucifer, another person came to mind.

      Lilith. My mother.

      Had she risen with them?

      “Whatever you did to Orien must have them thinking twice.” Shay’s tone sounded nonchalant. Fishing.

      But I wasn’t ready to go into what I’d done to Prince Orien to stop him from tormenting her father. Nor what I had done to those spectators on the lakeside who had watched the demons battle Shay, Archangel Uriel, and me. I’d ignored my vile Hellblooded gifts for so long, but now, with my wizarding magic bound to fucking Richard Brons, the blackest of powers were all I had at my disposal. 

      “How about there?” Shay added when I didn’t reply. She pointed below. “There’s a stream to wash in and get water from.” 

      I followed Shay as she descended into the thick trees. Touching down was new to me and it showed as I stumbled on legs that hadn’t been used in hours. Lunging forward, I lost control of the archangel, but Shay was there, ready to catch her father. 

      In doing so, her hands landed on mine, skin-on-skin. Demon on nephilim. She sucked in a breath and jerked back ever so slightly before she realized I might not yet be stable, that I might drop the archangel. Stiffening, she maintained our connection.

      “I’ve got him,” I assured her, hating that I made her uncomfortable. “I’ll set him over there.” I gestured under the trees. 

      “Thanks.” Shay dropped her arms to her sides and clasped her hands behind her back, as if she didn’t know what to do with them now that she was sullied. 

      I edged to the side of the woods and, finding a softer stretch of ground, laid down the archangel. My arms thanked me, but the relief proved short-lived. 

      My forearms were worse off than I’d imagined. The rare stretches of uninked skin glared back at me, red and irritated. Some parts blistered from where strong angel magic met more sinister powers. Deeper still, gray veins so dark that they were almost black taunted me. How long would this take to fade?

      My heart raced, and for the first time, I became aware of how the back of my shirt had split open to accommodate my wings. Were the veins back there gray, too? I ran a trembling hand through my hair.

      Nearing a breakdown, I forcibly pulled myself together and turned to my S&S partner. Shay was already on her knees, checking her father for injuries. 

      “Uh,” I started, feeling shitty and useless and about a million other negative emotions. “Let me know if I can help.” 

      “Thanks,” she replied, and this time she gave me a small smile. “I think he’s okay. He just⁠—” 

      The archangel jolted up, his sword of fire and light flaring in his hand, his chest heaving. 

      “Dad! You’re okay!” Shay placed her hand on the sword’s hilt, steadying the weapon before it could cause harm. “I’m here. You’re safe.” 

      Uriel’s gaze traveled between his daughter and me, running momentarily over my black wings, which hadn’t been a thing when he saw me last, before Wrath wrapped him in a cocoon of darkness. “How did we survive Wrath’s attack?” 

      “Uh, well . . .” Shay swallowed.

      “You, tell me.” Uriel gazed at me again, his expression serious. “Leave nothing out.”

      Fuck me. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about what had happened. How, not only was Wrath walking the Earth, but now six more Princes of Darkness were too.

      But people don’t deny archangels, not even Hellblooded souls like me, so I began the tale. When I got to the part when Shay gave me her sword of fire and light, her father blinked and turned to her. “You did that?”

      “There was no other way,” she said. “I don’t give it out all the time though. Almost never.” Her cheeks flushed and her eyes dropped.

      “You misunderstand.” Her father cupped her shoulder with his large hand. “I’m pleased you did so. And proud, daughter. I’ll admit, I wouldn’t have guessed you would give it up, but . . . ” Uriel’s penetrating stare caught mine, “you chose a worthy soul to hand it to.”

      A faint breeze could have knocked me over, I was so stunned. I wasn’t the only one. Shay looked as if someone had slapped her, which both hurt me and made me feel somewhat vindicated. Not enough to say it out loud. My self-worth issues had not disappeared at the angel’s word, but it helped. His belief in me made a difference.

      Would it last, though? When he learned what I’d done? How I’d gotten us out of there? 

      “Now, please continue with your story . . . What is your name?” Uriel spoke as if he and his daughter hadn’t just had a moment.

      “Hans.” I glanced at Shay as I spoke. She dragged her eyes from her father and nodded. 

      “Once I had Shay’s sword, and learned how to fly with these,” my aching wings rustled at my command, “I used the weapon to cut you free from Wrath’s bindings and caught you before you fell.” I paused.

      He wouldn’t have fallen into the lake. No, the archangel would have plummeted much farther. But did he know?

      “Before I fell into Hell,” Uriel said. “I’m aware. I can feel them. The seven princes are all here.” He rose, the movements fluid, as if he hadn’t just been attacked by a dark equal and unconscious for two hours. “That is what you mean, correct?” 

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Why did Wrath not stop you?” 

      My muscles tensed with dread. “I used magic against him.” 

      The archangel studied me. “I sense a bind within you. If I were able, I would cut you loose, but that is not within my scope. I can only assume you did not use wizarding magic but your Hellblooded powers? Those of Lilith?” 

      An exhale parted my lips. “How did you know she’s my mother?” 

      “Her power signature is unmistakable. Now, answer me.” Uriel raised his head to stare at me.

      “I did,” I admitted. “I used my demon magic for the first time in a very long time.” 

      “And what is your black gift?” 

      Gift? I shuddered. That was something Nicoleta would say.

      Uriel came closer, his sword vanishing into the aether. “The Princes of Hell were once angels.” 

      “Yes,” I replied, uncertain where he was going with this.

      Behind her father, Shay watched us quietly. 

      “You might disagree,” Uriel said, “but that means we are not all that different. Our shades of power vary. The intensity of our magics. But what really divides us, even myself and the dark princes, is choice. They made a choice and paid for it. However, your mother is different. She was never an angel, never had a choice in what she is, and yet, I sense she has stronger, more heavenly morals than the princes.” He paused. “I sense that you differ from the fallen, too.” 

      “I do,” I blurted. “But my dark gift, as you call it, is to cause others pain. I can torture them if I want to.” 

      A soft gasp came from Shay, and I forced myself not to meet her eyes. It wasn’t the first time I’d revealed my demon magic to non-family members, and I knew the look of horror she’d wear. I’d rather not see it.

      “And that is what you did to Wrath?”

      I gulped. “It was.”

      “He did not expect it, though certainly, he deserves it.”

      “Father!”

      “Angels are not perfect, Shaylina.” Uriel looked at his daughter with love in his eyes, but his jaw was firmly set, as if he knew what she needed to hear. “No matter what your lovely mother says.” 

      Her shoulders loosened, and I felt her relief swelling. Angelina Ramos was a real piece of work. She placed heavy expectations on her daughter’s shoulders. Not that Shay couldn’t accomplish whatever she set her mind to, but I’d seen how Angelina pushed and pushed and pushed. Most would break under such pressure. Shay’s mother also, notably, hated Hellblooded people.

      “You should learn to harness that gift.” Uriel caught my eye. “Do you possess other dark gifts?”

      I shook my head, struck by how this conversation was taking a turn. “No. That’s the one I had before I stopped using my demon magic.”

      “At what age?”

      It was hard to say. Officially, I stopped at thirteen when I’d decided I was done terrorizing others. But for a few years after, there were still moments when I slipped. And when I’d taught Nicoleta about her power, I’d accessed my wellspring of magic too. 

      “I haven’t used it for a decade,” I settled on.

      “Things might have changed.” 

      I hoped not. I didn’t wish to have more demonic powers. 

      “Don’t discount what you have, Hans.” His stare, much like his daughter’s, penetrated me before dropping to his arms and hands. “I am covered in blood and wish to wash. Would you two mind giving me a moment?” The archangel gestured to the stream. 

      So, as Uriel washed up, Shay and I entered the woods, silent as the grave for a few paces before she turned to me. 

      “Thank you so much, Hans.” 

      “For what?” I asked. “Bringing you to DC and getting us both abducted and used by Wrath? You should be furious with me. With my family.” 

      I hadn’t forgotten that my sister was responsible for so much of this pain. For luring me and Shay into her trap so Prince Wrath might use Shay to release his brothers from Hell. 

      “I don’t blame you for your sister’s mistakes.” She released a long breath. “I mean, do I think you need to stop redeeming her? Hell yes, I do. But she’s making her own choices, and anyone can see you don’t agree with them.” Her lips pursed. 

      Though she was right about Nicoleta, I wasn’t sure I deserved any trust. Anytime I’d been presented with my sibling, I’d made the wrong choice. That had to stop. 

      The girl who’d loved running wild in the woods, the girl who made me play tea party with her dolls and who adored the ground our father walked on, was gone. When I saw Nic next, I didn’t think I’d be able to forgive her. Or save her.

      Once, Luca had offered my sister salvation, a place in S&S, but no longer did I consider it a real option. She did not care to choose the right path. My little sister wanted power and a place in the pantheon of dark gods. If she wed Wrath’s son and heir, Rikel, then she’d likely get it, too. As if being Lilith’s daughter wasn’t impressive enough; once she produced Rikel an heir, Nicoleta would cement her place among Hell’s royalty.

      “But you saved my father,” Shay continued slowly. “I was failing. Without you, he’d be gone and . . . that’s something I can never repay. So, thank you.”

      “I would do it again,” I said.

      Shay’s gaze strayed back to the stream, before she looked at me again. “You flew well enough to escape, but as a token of my gratitude, what do you say I teach you a few tricks? We don’t have passports or anything on us, so we might have a long journey home. Flying would be easiest, if you can manage.”

      I hadn’t considered that issue, but Shay was correct. We hadn’t had our passports on us when Wrath had smoke-traveled us from DC to Italy. The idea of flying from wherever we were in Italy to New Haven, Connecticut with my new wings exhausted me all over again. 

      “Luca can overnight our passports,” I said. We didn’t have our phones either, but I had the coven master’s number memorized for emergencies.

      “Sure, but he can’t send them here.” Shay gestured to the woods. “We’ll have to get to a major city, and flying is better than walking. Plus, I don’t know how quickly you’ll learn how to hide your wings. If you can’t, the passports won’t help, anyway.” She bit her lower lip.

      For fuck’s sake. My demon side caused more issues by the second.

      “Can you show me how you do it? Maybe it’s the same way you do it?” I suggested.

      She blinked, taken aback that anything about us would be the same, but I didn’t take offense. I hated my demon magic too.

      “Sure. We can try,” Shay recovered with a small smile. “I can’t guarantee it will work, but if it doesn’t, maybe my dad has tips?” She beat her white feathered wings and lifted into the air. “What do you say we begin by you trying to catch me?”

      “I followed you here.” I stretched my wings and tried to shake the ache from them. “With your father in my arms.”

      Shay’s lips curled up in a genuine smile. “As much as I wanted to, I wasn’t going anywhere close to my full speed. Not with you and Dad behind me. Someone had to be prepared to defend you.” She winked. “But I will go faster while we’re putting those bad boys to the test.” With that, she took off and zipped away, showing me that she spoke the truth.

      I watched, stunned by this turn of events, before soaring after her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          SHAY

        

      

    

    
      I pulled back my hair, doing my best to tame the disaster that had resulted from flying lessons. 

      “You did well,” I said as Hans landed next to me, his pale cheeks pink from the wind. The color made the white scar running the length of his jaw stand out against his skin. “You need some work on your barrel rolls,” I added teasingly, only to realize I might sound like I was hitting on him. “Still . . . ” I infused more seriousness into my tone so he didn’t get the wrong idea. “For a newbie, I’m impressed.”

      “I had a good teacher.” He smiled. 

      Maybe. He’d made progress in a short amount of time. We had been at it only for about a half hour, when my father sent up a gold spark—a signal that he’d finished bathing, and doing whatever else he’d been up to—and I’d ended the lesson. More than anything, even getting out of the ridiculous white dress Prince Orien had put me in to ridicule the nephilim order, I wanted to get back to Dad. To talk to him. I didn’t get that chance often, and he’d have to return to Heaven soon to tell those above what had happened. Thankfully, Hans had understood why I wanted to cut the lesson short.

      “The stream is this way.” I set off through the trees toward where the water cut through the woods. 

      I spotted my father through the trees minutes later. Angels, even ones who are trying to dampen their essence, give off a golden glow. Humans could not see it, but all supernaturals possessed the ability, and as a nephilim, I was extra sensitive to the glow. 

      He turned to greet us as we exited the trees. “Good, you’re back. We must talk.”

      “For sure,” I said, elated that he was making the time for me. “Let me wash my hands.” 

      “Of course.” He leaned against a tree, white wings spread to an impressive twenty-feet, wingtip to wingtip.

      Hans joined me and we washed in the cool stream. As we did so, I tried not to stare at the gray veins etched onto his red skin. They were a symbol of dark magic. That he’d used it, that he’d been at the mercy of it. Hours ago, that would have sent me into a total tailspin, but now . . . Well, I still didn’t feel 100% right about it, but he’d done it to save my father. To save me.

      Once I felt clean, or at least as clean as I could get, I rose and turned. Dad was still there, just watching and waiting. He held his arms out. I beamed, darted to him, and embraced him.

      “It’s been too long, little light,” he said in my ear, his powerful arms wrapped around me. “Are you well, Shaylina?” 

      Though he’d used my given name, it didn’t rub me the wrong way
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