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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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 their first mission 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.
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        * 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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MEREDITH

        

      

    

    
      What exactly did one pack for a journey to Hell?

      I stepped back from my duffel bag, examining the contents skeptically.

      “I still think I should go with you,” Benedict, my feline familiar, drawled from where he lounged on my pillow. 

      The muscles of my jaw tightened. I’d expressly told him not to touch my pillows, or even the bed, but the cat never listened. 

      Annoyed with my familiar, and without the energy to fight where he chose to plant his rear end, I ignored him. There was no point in reiterating what I’d already said anyway.

      According to Hans, we had to fly to Romania and wouldn’t be able to slip a cat across the border. Not with our strict time constraints, anyway. If we were going to save Luca from shade poisoning, we had mere days to get to Hell and back.

      My stomach clenched. Poor Luca. The coven master had been poisoned with shade venom and currently lay dying in the infirmary . . . and it was all my fault.

      “Meredith!” Benedict hissed insistently. “I made a vow to your parents to look after you!” 

      My parents . . . If there was one thing that could get me to talk to my familiar, it was that. 

      Veering away from the carry-on, my gaze landed firmly on the cat. “Speaking of my parents. I saw a vision—a memory—with my father in it.” 

      It said a heck of a lot that I hadn’t remembered that little nugget sooner. So much had happened during the meeting at the Shadow and Secret’s tomb that it consumed me. 

      “Did you?” Benedict asked, though his tone was less interested than I would have expected, given the topic. Maybe he thought I was trying to distract him, so he’d forget that I was leaving his butt here. Not a bad tactic, actually. “What was the memory about?” 

      “Dad and I were on the Yale campus. It couldn’t have been too long before their accident.” I thought back, trying to recall every tidbit that I could of the precious memory. “We were supposed to meet Mom for lunch. They both worked on campus, didn’t they?” 

      The cat’s ears perked up. “They did.” 

      “What did they do?” 

      “I can’t tell you that.” 

      My lips parted in exasperation. “But you just confirmed they worked at Yale!” 

      “Only after you said so. Those are the rules, Meredith. You have to remember your past on your own.” 

      I glared at him, and though we hadn’t known one another for long, I could read his expression. It said that he wasn’t budging. 

      Insufferable cat.

      Rolling my eyes, I turned to the spread of clothing and supplies I’d strewn over the quilt. “Fine.”

      Silence fell between us while I tossed a few more items into the bag and finally zipped it up. I was as ready as I’d ever be for the journey. 

      “You know I would tell you more if I could,” Benedict added softly. “I don’t like keeping your past from you.” 

      A resigned sigh left me, and a teensy bit of the tension bunching up my shoulders left me. “I wish they didn’t force that promise on you. I don’t see the point.” 

      “Neither did I, to be quite frank.” His light amber eyes glowed sincerely, and in that instant, the frustration simmering between us disappeared. 

      Then the doorbell rang.

      “Rooms!” Shay hollered from downstairs, the one-two punch shattering my moment with Benedict. “Can you get that? It’s probably Hans, and I’m not decent!” 

      “Yeah!” I yelled back, since the nephilim had to be talking to me and not Harper, who she didn’t dare call ‘Rooms’. 

      If she wasn’t “decent”, that meant Shay must have been the one I heard hogging all the shower water. Harper was probably irate about that, which meant the nephilim would be avoiding the wolf.

      I left my room, jogged down the creaky, wooden steps, and opened the front door.

      All the breath left me as I came face-to-face with not Hans, but Tobias. I swallowed thickly, as stunned by his handsome features as I had been the first time I laid eyes on him in an Egyptian prison.

      The vampire’s skin glimmered in the pale moonlight and his jaw was strong, seemingly chiseled from stone. Like normal, he wore a suit jacket tailored to his compact, muscular form. The navy color of the suit brought out the evergreen in his eyes beautifully. 

      As I studied him, my blood hummed with desire. I wished it wouldn’t, but around the vampire I sometimes found it difficult to control my emotions. 

      “Stone,” Tobias said in greeting. 

      “Yeah?” I asked, trying to act normal, like I wasn’t feeling something shift between us, something I didn’t understand. 

      The vampire’s attention raked over my face, his nostrils flaring. “Is Shay packed and ready?” 

      I was sure that wasn’t what he’d been planning to say. In fact, he looked like he wanted to say something else . . .

      But he didn’t, and now I was on the verge of awkward-as-hell, so I shrugged. “Uh . . . I don’t kno⁠—” 

      “I’ll tell her you’re here.” Harper breezed out of the hall bathroom in a towel. 

      I blinked at her sudden appearance. Wait, so Shay wasn’t the one in the shower? 

      “Might I wait inside?” 

      Stepping back, I invited Tobias into Shay’s home, shutting the door behind him. Briefly, an awkward silence hung between us, and though I didn’t usually mind silence, I sought to fill it. 

      “I thought you’d be Hans.” 

      Annoyance fluttered across the vampire’s face. Or maybe I’d imagined it? The expression was there and gone so fast, that I must have. Had I said the wrong thing? And how so?

      “Are you prepared for your mission?” Tobias asked, his tone tight. “It’s rather risky, you know.” 

      Yes, some might call a journey to Hell to find an herb a touch risky . . . or stupidly dangerous. But I’d committed and I wasn’t a woman to go back on my word.

      “I have a bit of the lucimisia herb from the healers to help with the seeking, and I’ve packed a bag,” I said. “That’s about as ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Tobias nodded, though he didn’t seem to like my answer. 

      For the second time that night, an uncomfortable silence surrounded us, but this one, I knew exactly how to fill. 

      “Hey, I wanted to thank you,” I blurted. 

      “Pardon?” 

      I drew back, remembering who I was addressing. Tobias was a vampire. I had no idea how long he’d been alive, but it could have easily been thousands of years. Though he passed as normal most of the time, sometimes the way he spoke hinted that he belonged to another era. 

      “I never thanked you for saving me that night in the museum. So . . . thanks.” I looked away, unnerved by the intensity of his stare. “I appreciate it.” 

      “You are welcome,” he replied, though conflict rippled through his words. “Giving mortals vampire blood isn’t usually a good idea, but you wouldn’t have made it back to the tomb had I not done so.” 

      That was what the healer said too. 

      Another pause prompted heat to creep up my neck and into my cheeks. What in the world was up with me? Was he feeling this weird connection between us too? What was it? I hadn’t felt it in the meeting over the stolen Opal of Heaven. Or in the infirmary. Then again, everyone had been pretty preoccupied with the theft of a lapis caelesti, and in the healing wing Luca dying in front of our eyes. Both matters made it impossible to focus on anything else.

      “Meredith,” Tobias said, in a way that focused all of my attention on him yet again. 

      “What’s up?” 

      “I believe that you should not go to Hell.”

      I blinked. That was the last thing I’d expected. Not that I’d had any clue what to expect, I never did with him, but whatever it was, it wasn’t that. “Why?”

      “You’re not ready.” 

      I snorted. “Like anyone is ready to go to Hell.” 

      “You even less so,” he replied, his tone harsher than before.

      A memory of Tobias and me training suddenly returned. The way he’d dismissed me . . .

      The skin on the back of my neck grew tight as the obvious solution presented itself. “You don’t think I can do it, do you?” 

      “Let Hans go. And Gunner, if he must. You, however, should remain here.” 

      Oh, he totally thought I couldn’t do this. I hated when people underestimated me, and always strove to prove them wrong. Even if I, too, was conflicted—which was kind of the case here. I mean, who actually wanted to travel to the underworld?!

      I was going mostly out of a sense of duty, and guilt. After all, the shade that poisoned Luca had been sent to S&S’s headquarters for me. Not the mage. 

      Still, what the heck? Tobias and I were on the same team. The vampire and the mage were friends, and I’d seen Tobias’s desire to help Luca as we stood around his bed in the infirmary.

       Most importantly, I was a seeker, a supernatural made for finding shit! I was perfectly suited for the task of finding an herb in another realm, and as Daphne had told us many times, we had to act quickly. Luca had two weeks to live—tops.

      I tilted my chin up to meet the vampire’s stare. “I’m going, Tobias. I can do this, and I have been through plenty of dangerous landscapes. Plus, we have vials of the invisibility potion. Demons won’t even see us.”

      I was still reeling from the discovery that an invisibility potion existed, but I didn’t let that show on my face. It would only make him consider me even more naïve. 

      His lips pressed together, whitening. “As you were told, the elixir can only be used once in a day, or the user suffers adverse reactions. And it lasts merely an hour. You’ll be in Hell far longer, and in that time, I fear that you’ll only endanger the others.” 

      Air escaped my lips, like he’d punched me in the gut, and I glowered at him.

      “I will not,” I ground out. “I⁠—” 

      “Oh, it’s you,” Shay interrupted, and footsteps sounded down the hall, coming closer. 

      A moment later, she appeared beside me, and immediately my frustration with Tobias shifted to confusion. I cocked my head. 

      Shay had showered, done her hair, and taken the time to put on makeup, including red lipstick. I’d never seen her wear red lipstick. 

      “Who were you expecting?” I asked. Did she plan on sneaking in a hot date before she and Tobias caught their flight to Switzerland? Who got so done up for a redeye flight?

      “No one.” The apples of Shay’s cheeks grew pink, and she held up her bag. “Anyway, I’m all packed, just have to put on my boots. You got us tickets, right, Stiff?” 

      “We leave in four hours, but traffic is bad, so we must get moving.” Tobias ignored the jab as the nephilim grabbed her boots from the hall closet and sat on the step to pull them on. 

      “I’ll wait in the car.” With that, the vampire left, his shoulders set in hard, unforgiving lines. When he reached the vehicle, he threw one look back at me, making my breath thin. 

      He looked like he wanted to say something else, like he might come back, but then he shook his head and eased himself into the vehicle.

      “What crawled up his butt?” Shay asked, coming to stand by me. 

      “He thinks I’m going to ruin the mission to Hell.” 

      She pursed her lips. “You’re not going to ruin it, but I do worry about all of you. I⁠—”

      A car screeched to a sideways stop out front, nearly slamming into the back of Tobias’s parked vehicle. The vampire shot out of his seat and glared at the offender. 

      “What the heck, Hans?” Gunner yelled, emerging from the passenger side of the second car as if he couldn’t get out fast enough. “You’re drunk, aren’t you?”

      “Only had a beer or two,” Hans shouted gruffly.

      “No way. Can’t believe you pulled this shit.” Even from where I stood in the doorway, I saw Gunner’s jaw tighten as he hovered outside the vehicle, passenger door still ajar. “Give me the keys. I’m driving.” 

      “Fine!” The wizard exited the car, hurled the keys at Gunner who caught them one-handed. 

      I watched, eyes wide as he stomped partway down the street like a toddler throwing a tantrum. Gunner shook his head, and in a shocking turn of events, Tobias was the one to follow the wizard. He forced Hans to stop, and placed both hands on his shoulders, like he was giving Hans a pep talk.

      “What’s wrong with Hans?” I eyed the pair, with furrowed brows. As a coven, we’d been out for drinks, but I’d never seen him act like this. Not even when he’d been pissed off that Tobias ditched on helping him train me. 

      “And I’m confused by this.” I gestured to the guys whispering to one another. “I thought they weren’t friends?”

      “They’re not, not really,” Shay said. “But they’re kinda Luca’s right and left-hand guys, with Gunner as a close third. They all help the coven master lead the coven, so there’s respect there—though you wouldn’t always know it.” She sighed. “I feel like Hans is hiding something. But what?” 

      I eyed her sidelong, unable to deny the yearning in her tone. The softness of her expression. 

      Does Shay have a crush on Hans? 

      Before I could ask, Harper barreled down the hallway in a robe, her hair wet and disheveled. 

      “Are you two leaving right now? Without saying goodbye?!” 

      I jerked back. She cared that we were leaving? Where was my aloof wolfy roommate? 

      “Sorry,” I said, shaking off my shock. “Hans and Gunner . . . um, arrived.” 

      She peered outside at the men, her green eyes narrowing shrewdly at Hans’s askew parking job. Tobias was still talking quietly to Hans, while Gunner had turned his back on the wizard and was now marching up the walkway toward the house. 

      “Sorry you had to see that, ladies.” His face was still pinched with anger. “Hans had a bit too much to drink. He told me it was just a beer, but now I know better.” 

      Letting out a judgmental ‘hmm’ Harper turned to me. “Something is up with Hans. I felt it in the infirmary.”

      “Same,” Shay echoed. 

      “Be careful around him, Meredith,” Harper added.

      “I will,” I promised.

       They were totally right. I didn’t know what was wrong with the wizard. Nor did I plan on digging for that answer, but I would keep my guard up. Emotions clouded reason, and where Hans, Gunner, and I were going, we couldn’t afford a single poor judgment call. 

      “Meredith, come on!” Hans yelled, twirling gracelessly out of Tobias’s grip and stomping back to the car. 

      “Let me get my bag,” I called back and spun to run up the stairs, but Shay caught me first. 

      “We need a roomie hug.” 

      Harper groaned, but it sounded forced, like she was putting on a show. Considering she’d run out here to say goodbye, I suspected that was the case. The wolf put up a tough front, but she liked the nephilim more than she wanted to admit. Me too, I liked to think.

      When the wolf threw her arm around me and Shay, my lips curled upward, touched.

      “Good luck getting into the bank,” I whispered to the nephilim and then twisted to Harper. “And don’t you get behind in your classes.” 

      The wolf snorted. “Never. I’m more concerned about you boiling to death in Hell.” 

      We hugged it out, and Shay squeezed my hand before trailing down the walkway. 

      Tobias saw her coming, and apparently having had enough of Hans—who was leaning against our car, tattooed arms crossing his chest—got in his vehicle to wait. 

      “We’re in a rush too,” Gunner reminded me gently. 

      “Be right back.” I took the stairs two at a time, but once I got to my room and grabbed my bag, I paused, taking in the area. “Benedict?” 

      No answer. My lips pressed together. Usually, he’d be lounging on his luxury cat bed, but as I searched, I noticed the window was open. 

      “That little shit!” I muttered. 

      He had left without saying goodbye. I thought we’d semi reached a truce, obviously not. If he left, he was still mad about not getting to go on the trip. 

      That cat was savage.

      “Fine.” I strode across the room to my bed. “Bye, Benedict. Not that you’ll know I cared to say goodbye!” 

      I ran out of my room, ready to begin my mission. 
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        * * *

      

      Twelve hours, three flights, and zero minutes of sleep later, I was exhausted, hungry, and more than ready to get to our destination. 

      “Stone, can you take Hans’s bag?” Gunner grunted.

      I glanced at the guys. Hans appeared to have fallen asleep while walking, and Gunner was trying to nonchalantly carry him through the Romanian airport. Behind them, the wizard’s bag dragged across the ground. 

      “Does he usually drink so much?” I snatched the backpack out of Hans’s hands and nearly passed out from the alcohol fumes wafting off him. 

      He’d downed drink after drink on each of our flights. The only time he wasn’t imbibing was when he passed out from the booze. 

      “Never seen him like this,” Gunner admitted. “But we are goin’ to Hell.” 

      While terrifying, that didn’t seem like enough of a reason to me. After all, Gunner and I were holding it together. 

      “Try to wake him up,” I urged. “I doubt that they’ll let a sleeping adult through customs. And we don’t have time for a drunk tank. Or whatever they have here.”

      Gunner snorted and shook the wizard, who awoke with a grumble. “Bro, you gotta pull it together for ten minutes.” 

      “Whatever,” Hans mumbled, standing on his own.

      Miraculously, we got through customs by the skin of our teeth. With acting worthy of an Oscar, Hans somehow managed to pull himself together for those few minutes, and even charm the customs agent by speaking fluent Romanian. 

      Only when we got the rental car did I relax. We climbed in the tiny sedan, and Gunner took the wheel because Hans was still way too drunk to drive. The wizard rode shotgun, which left me in the cramped backseat with my bag. 

      “This is where I need to go, right?” The wolf handed his phone to Hans, who gave it a cursory glance and nodded. 

      Gunner started up the GPS, and minutes later we were off. We’d made it only five miles before Hans passed out again. Loud snores rang from his lips, suggesting that he wouldn’t awake soon. 

      I exhaled. He wasn’t being a dick to us, but something about the wizard’s vibe had me on edge.

      “You want music?” Gunner asked. 

      “Whatever you want. If it’s okay with you, I’m going to try and rest.” 

      The wolf had slept on the flight, but I hadn’t.

      “Sure thing. I won’t bug ya.” He grinned in the rearview mirror. 

      “Thanks.” I leaned my head against the car door. 

      Cold seeped through the metal and plastic as we passed snow-covered yards, then open countryside. Mountains loomed before us. Apparently, that was where we were heading. Specifically, to the Carpathian Mountains, a place associated with vampires. 

      A flash of Tobias flitted through my mind, making my heart rate accelerate. I frowned, hating the reaction and the memory of him telling me that I’d ruin everything.

      Why didn’t he believe in me? And why did he have to be such a jerk about it?

      And why do I still care?

      That, more than anything, was really bugging the hell out of me. 

      Why was I letting him, of all people, get to me? I rarely cared so highly of what others thought. I was capable and strong. I’d been in and gotten out of so many binds in my life. Who was he to judge me? And why did I⁠—?

      Next to me, my bag moved, halting all my thoughts. 

      What the heck? 

      When it moved again, I slowly reached over and unzipped the duffel. My clothes lay there, looking slightly rumpled from the hours of travel, but other than that, nothing was amiss. 

      Another shift of my luggage made me suck in a breath. 

      Okay, something was totally up here. 

      I began to dig through the bag, and soon enough, I found the cause—Benedict was curled in a ball, sleeping at the bottom.

      “Oh, hell no,” I muttered, and shook the luggage. 

      The cat awoke with a start, his amber eyes flashing to me in alarm. 

      “I told you not to come,” I scolded. “How did you even get through security?!” 

      “Is that a cat I smell?” From the driver’s seat, Gunner peered at me in the mirror. 

      “It is,” I fumed while Benedict sat up, his posture haughty as ever even though he was in deep shit. 

      “Thought I smelled one before but didn’t know it was on you. Hard to tell in airports. Lots of scents.”

      “It’s my familiar, and he stowed away. Explain, Benedict.” 

      The cat’s chin tilted up defiantly. “You said you didn’t want me to come, but I disagreed.”

      “But you’re my familiar! Doesn’t that mean you listen to me?” 

      “Again, you’re mistaking me for a normal cat. One that has little respect for itself.” 

      I cringed. That was exactly what I was doing, and he’d made it clear before that familiars and pets were two totally different things. 

      Still, would it kill him to do what I asked when I had his best interests in mind?

      “Cats don’t listen so well,” Gunner cut in from the front seat.

      Benedict ignored him. “As I said, I’m not here to be at your beck and call, Meredith. I made a vow to help you, to protect you as best I can. I came to do that.” 

      “But how did you do it?!”

      Surely, the TSA would have stopped me had they seen a cat in my carry-on! For crying out loud, they’d taken Gunner’s shampoo because it was an ounce over their precious size restrictions. 

      “Familiars have magic,” Gunner offered. “Didn’t you know?”

      “What’s your magic?” I glared at Benedict, who didn’t look at all guilty. 

      Freaking cats! 

      “I can do a few varied things. Like becoming invisible for periods of time, which was how I got through the airport. I can also call other felines to my aid. And now that your magic is free, I can find you with relative ease, which I do believe I’ve already mentioned.” 

      “I-invisibility!” I sputtered, unable to believe he’d left out his most interesting power. “Did you use a potion too? How’d you get it?”

      “No potion. My power is all natural, and quite handy when I need to be at your side. I’ve even gone to the coven with you when you failed to invite me. Rude, by the way.”

      What a sneak! He’d never been interested in my classes and led me to believe that he’d stayed home and waited for me every day. Even made me feel bad about it! 

      The balls on this cat . . . 

      “He’s here now, Stone. No going back.” Gunner shrugged, clearly not as bothered by Benedict’s appearance as me. “Maybe Hans’s dad will watch over him while we descend into the underworld.” 

      “No.” I glared at Benedict. “If he’s so determined to come, I say we let him.” 

      Benedict’s lips curled into a feline smile. “I knew you’d eventually see it my way.”
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          TOBIAS

        

      

    

    
      Snow-dusted mountains rose on either side of the vehicle as Shay and I drove a winding Swiss road. Down the hillside, not so far away, a green-blue lake glimmered in the bright sunlight.

       We were in a place of stunning beauty, but I couldn’t enjoy a second of it. One thought, one person, occupied my existence. 

      The witch, Meredith. The person who was single-handedly responsible for me downing more blood in two weeks than I had in years. Since I was a newblood, to be exact. 

      Try as I might to banish thoughts of Meredith entering Hell and perishing amidst the damned, the visions had plagued me for hours. 

      “Dude, you need to chill. You’re even more stiff than normal.” From the passenger seat, Shay gestured to my knuckles, now white from gripping the steering wheel tightly. 

      I hadn’t even noticed. 

      “We’re almost there. I need you to be relaxed, charismatic, and convincing,” she reminded me.

      Much to my annoyance, the half-angel wasn’t wrong. The moment we entered Le Bastion, I had to be at my best which necessitated releasing all thoughts of the witch.

      The coven had tasked Shay and me with gaining access to the looted vault, and hopefully, the name of the owner. Ironically, the former, though considered more invasive by most, would be easier. The coven was well known in supernatural circles, and if the elite bank had not made progress on their own, they might have wanted assistance in discovering who stole the Opal of Heaven.

      Le Bastion would not, however, wish to give up the name of their clients. It was their first credo, their promise to anyone powerful enough to possess a vault inside their mountain. 

      But there was no denying that they were in a less powerful position than usual. Just the fact that the theft had been broadcasted on international television hinted that someone had tipped off the news stations. The thief? It was a distinct possibility. Whomever it was, they had forced Le Bastion to admit some of their faults. I couldn’t recall a single other instance when that had occurred. 

      “So, you’ve been researching for a while. Do you know anything about the Opal?” the nephilim asked. 

      “Nothing,” I said. “If I had, you know I would have shared it with S&S long ago. As far as I’m aware, there is no documentation on that specific sacred stone, nor its effects. Only the Pearl of Hell has stories attributed to it.” 

      “That’s what I thought too. But I hoped that after your research, you’d know more. Maybe even that you and Luca were making a quiet plan that we’d be filled in on later.” 

      “Unfortunately not,” I admitted, even though it killed me to have failed on such an important front. “Perhaps, if we can get the owner’s name, they can shed light on the stone.” 

      Shay stared out the window. “How do you know where to go, anyway?” 

      Her inquiry drew a sigh from me. The nephilim was a good partner, powerful in her angelic magic, which had the added benefit of being rare and therefore, unexpected. However, the downside to being paired with Shay was that she didn’t stay quiet for long. And she asked a lot of questions. Some of which I usually hesitated to answer. 

      Like this one. 

      “Family obligations,” I replied. 

      “Birth family or vampire?” 

      I cleared my throat. “Vampire.” 

      When not in the company of my vampire family, I went by Tobias Blake Aston. From those in the coven, only two knew my vampire bloodline—that I was a royal. Luca, the coven master, and Hans, the half-wizard. The latter discovered my secret on the same mission in which I tasted the darkness flowing in his veins. As I drank from him, his blood revealed his truth. My lineage, on the other hand, had been revealed by a vampire who met his end shortly after.

      On that same mission, we’d agreed to keep our secrets to ourselves. That had been years ago. 

      But now, in light of all that was going on in the world, I wasn’t sure secrecy was wise any longer. At least not secrecy on my end. 

      The Laurents sought the celestial stones, and it was all too likely that, in time, the Blood would call me in to help. More immediately, the head of Le Bastion might voice my secret too. It would be best if I did so first.

      “I’m a Laurent,” I confessed, and Shay’s gasp reverberated in the car. “My older brother has a vault in the bank, though I’ve not been to that one. When I visited before, it was on behalf of my maker’s family in Isila.”

      “You’re a royal vampire?” She paused. “That makes so much sense! Damn, how did I not think of it before?” 

      Why would she? There were thousands of vampires in the world, and while they were all related to the Blood of Laurent—the original vampires, those born, not made—most were very distant relations. After three generations of separation from the original born vampires, the Blood wouldn’t claim anyone, and no one would dare speak against them.

      “I don’t advertise it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Baggage comes with being part of the royal family.”

      “Hmmm.” Shay nodded, as if she understood. “You’re going to tell the bank?”

      “Le Bastion retains its employees for longer than most employers. My last trip here was twenty years ago, and I spoke to the head of the bank—La Tête. We might speak with the same person. Their positions are not exactly listed on the Internet, so I can’t be sure.”

      “That’s why you told me.”

      “It would be foolish to make you look as if you don’t have all the information.”

      Reaching a corner, we entered the town, and I turned down the snow-lined street and wound through the town. Though it had been years, I recalled the location of the bank like it was yesterday. When I got to the correct street, I drove all the way to the end of the lane, up to an old stone building abutting a mountain on the edge of a posh village. I parked in front of the building. “We’re here.”

      “How cozy.” Shay pulled her white, faux fur jacket closed around her and exited the car.

      We’d purchased the coat in a duty-free shop at the airport. Unlike myself, Shay had not come prepared to enter Le Bastion, but for a regular mission. Underneath the jacket, she wore clothing more suitable for action—S&S members often had to make quick escapes—but Le Bastion required those who crossed its threshold to dress as though they belonged there. The luxurious jacket did well to hide Shay’s attire, and had the added benefit of suiting the cold environment nicely. 

      “They built the vaults into the mountain,” I said, joining her outside. The midday light was practically blinding, reflecting off the white powder. “It’s secure.” 

      “Usually.” 

      “Yes, usually.”

      We walked to the front door, guarded by two men who were mountains unto themselves. Judging by their scents, one was a shifter and the other one of my kind. 

      “Bonjour.” The shifter held up a hand in greeting.

      “Hello,” I replied in English for Shay’s sake. She spoke many languages, but French was not one of them.

      “Do you have an appointment?” the man asked, switching languages. 

      “We don’t,” I admitted as we stopped before the pair. “We’re from the Coven of Shadows and Secrets, here to assist Le Bastion, if La Tête will permit it.” 

      The guards didn’t appear to recognize the coven’s name, but that didn’t surprise me. The last time I arrived here, no guards stood outside. Were these two a result of the recent theft?

      “Is Oskar Accola still La Tête of Le Bastion?” I pressed. 

      “He is.” 

      “Please inform him Tobias Laurent has arrived on behalf of Shadows and Secrets.” 

      The vampire’s eyes flashed with recognition of the royal name, and he reached for his walkie talkie, murmuring into it. 

      I clasped my hands behind me and waited. 

      “Mr. Accola will wait for you in the lobby,” the vampire said, not even a full thirty seconds later. He stepped to the side and opened one of the double doors. The shifter mirrored his partner, opening the other door. 

      I cast Shay a sidelong glance. She nodded, understanding. For us, getting inside the exclusive bank was the easy part. What we had to do next, however, would take much more persuasion than a powerful name. 

      We strolled into the building, down the long hallway that led to the heart of the bank. The corridor was grand, with white marble flooring veined with gold, glittering candelabras lining the wall, and paintings of past bank heads every few feet. 

      On the way, Shay and I also passed by the office of lower-level employees. From my previous visit, I understood those who truly possessed power held offices deeper in the mountainside. 

      The corridor opened into the lobby, and a soft gasp left Shay’s lips. Though I was not as struck, I still recalled my first time here—I’d acted the same way. 

      We stood at the edge of a cavern, dripping with white marble and gold and candlelight. A chandelier the diameter of an eight-person dining table hung from the ceiling in the center, illuminating even the farthest flung edges of the circular space.

      Seven doors rounded the lobby and from the one opposite us, La Tête, Oskar Accola, emerged. 

      “Tobias! It’s been a long time!” Accola’s power, prodigious among wizards, filled the room, and a smile as wide as the Thames crossed his face as the Swiss banker swaggered our way in a refined bespoke suit. 

      I rolled my shoulders back and met him in the center. Shay followed, a half step behind me. 

      “I hear that you’re here on behalf of Shadows and Secrets?” Oskar asked. “The outside guard claims you wish to be of assistance.” 

      “If you’ll have us.” Clasping his hand, I firmly shook it. Accola’s snow and rosemary scent washed over me, somehow reminding me of Meredith, even though he smelled nothing like her. “Oskar, this is my colleague, Shay.” 

      “It would honor Le Bastion to accept the help of your coven.” He beamed, clasping hands with Shay. “I assume you’ll want to gain access to the vault that has recently been . . .” He cleared his throat, as if having to force out the next word. “Plundered.” 

      My lips compressed before I caught myself. That had been too easy. I’d believed that we’d have to talk our way down to the safes. 

      Oskar’s simple acceptance could mean only one thing. The bank had no leads on who had taken the Opal of Heaven, and though I doubted they understood the true nature of the gem that had been taken, they were desperate to retrieve the property. They needed to reinstate their reputation—as much as possible—and finding the stolen property would be a start. 

      “What are we waiting for, then?” Shay asked. “Lead the way.” 

      “As you wish, Mademoiselle. Please, remain here.” With a dip of his head, Oskar veered toward a door on the far left. He pressed his hand against the surface, and white light wreathed his body, extending five feet in each direction. 

      “Warder?” Shay whispered. 

      “Only the best for Le Bastion,” I confirmed. 

      The magic pulsed, and the door opened to reveal a room filled with hundreds of keys. Closing the door halfway behind him, Oskar slipped into the depths of the space, his footsteps growing more distant.

      “Keys, huh?” Shay mused. “How antiquated.”

      Truly, it was, but Le Bastion relied on many types of technologies and powers to keep their clients’ assets safe. Even the most archaic kinds. 

      “Did the thief use that key?” Shay asked when the wizard reappeared with a gold skeleton key in his hand. 

      “They did not.” Oskar’s pleasant expression faltered, and he gestured to the room he’d exited. “No one breeched that space.”

      Not that the security of the key-room did the bank any bloody good. 

      Oskar waved for us to follow him across the circular lobby, toward the door at a 90° angle from his office. 

      “I’m glad you came prepared.” Oskar nodded to Shay’s jacket as he reached the door. “The vaults are quite cold.” 

      “I’ve heard.” 

      Once again, Oskar placed his hand on the door he wished to open. A light pulsed, causing a hidden panel to slide out of the wall. I eyed it. Facial recognition. 

      Leaning closer, Oskar brought his face in line with the scanner. A beam of red ran over his traditionally Swiss features, then a green light blinked to life.

      As the door snicked open, frigid, stale air rushed out of the mountain’s depth. Shay shivered, pulling the jacket tighter around her. 

      “Watch your step,” Oskar said as he descended the stairs. 

      “Down?” Shay whispered. “Isn’t it enough that the vaults are in a mountain?” 

      “Recent events would dictate not,” Oskar’s tone turned sour. 

      We followed him, every step taking us deeper into the belly of the mountain. Though it should have been dark, with each step, lights illuminated a few feet in front and behind us, lining the walls. 

      On the way down, we passed three barriers made of lasers crisscrossing at random. At each barrier, Oskar waved the key in front of us and the lasers disappeared, only to reappear once we’d passed. 

      Those had not been in use during my last visit. Had they been in place before the theft? After a moment of thought, I decided it was likely. Even Le Bastion couldn’t implement new protections so quickly. So the thief had somehow rendered a key obsolete and gotten past the lasers. Intriguing. 

      After descending what had to be five floors, we reached the bottom and found ourselves in another circular landing. Ten heavy, iron doors lined the walls. 

      “How many clients does Le Bastion have?” Shay asked, her gaze sweeping over the doors. 

      “I cannot say.” Oskar arched an eyebrow at her before walking to the one across from us. Again, an electronic panel appeared, and he placed his finger on it to open the door. 

      “How the hell did they get in?” Shay whispered. 

      To that, I shrugged. The feat did seem incredible. 

      “This way,” Oskar guided. 

      The moment we were on the other side of the doorway, my heart gave a single hard beat as a person vanished into a wall. I blinked, but no, they were gone. Had I really even seen them?

      “Oskar . . . Am I seeing things?” 

      In answer, a smirk tilted his lips. “They weren’t quick enough to hide this time.” 

      “And they are?” 

      “Specters. Only the oldest vaults have them guarding their possessions.” He eyed me as if to say not even my family was worthy of specters. 

      Now that was of note. If the Laurents were not elite enough to possess ghostly guards, then who was? The desire to learn who this vault belonged to burned within me. 

      Eight vaults lined this corridor, and Oskar took us to the one at the very end—labeled 004. 

      “We’re here,” Oskar announced.

      Shay shot me a look that plainly said ‘finally’, as Oskar placed the key in the old-fashioned lock, and the door clicked open. 

      “After all that, you use a normal key?” She gestured back the way we’d come. “Actually, worse, a skeleton key?” 

      “We enchant each key to work for certain people. Only the vault holder, certain Le Bastion employees, such as myself, and those in the vault owner’s bloodline—should they perish before passing on the vault—be able to use the keys.” He frowned. “Which makes it all the more infuriating that someone didn’t even need the key to break in.” 

      Oskar pressed the door open, and before us, a cavernous space filled with gold and gems was revealed. My eyes widened. I’d seen wealth. Possessed it too. I’d also stood in vaults larger than this one, brimming with treasure, but the fact that this wealth remained here only hammered home a single fact, the thief had known what they were looking for. 

      They’d passed up gold, easy money, for one gemstone. 

      Not just any gem, though, the Opal of Heaven. 

      “Take a look around for clues,” Oskar urged. “I’ll be right here.” 

      I motioned for Shay to enter before me, which she did, her lips parting in awe. 

      Narrow paths cut through mounds of gold coins, and as we walked deeper into the vault, more treasures emerged. There were staffs that appeared Isila-crafted. A crown encrusted with red rubies, and a crystal ball that gleamed as bright as the moon on a starless night. The last item gave me pause. Few supernatural orders could use crystal balls.

      Does a witch own this vault? 

      Dividing to conquer, Shay and I wound our way down the paths, scrutinizing the contents of the vault with each step. We were searching for any clues that might lead us to learn who the owner, or the thief, was. After we’d traveled the last pathway through the riches and come up blank, we turned to one another. 

      “I found nothing enlightening,” I admitted. “Then again, I’m not sure we’d realize if they left something or not, considering how packed this place is.” I gestured to the gold climbing from floor-to-ceiling.

      “Agreed. Overall, this was a bust,” Shay said. “Next stop, try to get a name from Oskar?”

      “Let’s wait until we get to the top.” 

      “Duh. I’m not about to be stuck down here!”

      We made our way back to the vault’s door, to where Oskar was waiting. Hope glinted, plain in his eyes. “Anything?”

      I shook my head. “No luck, my fri⁠—”

      Shay’s loud gasp interrupted me. “Tobias!” 

      She darted to the door, and knelt by the threshold. One trembling finger showed me what we’d previously missed. Etched into the wall of the vault, and illuminated by a patch of light seeping in from the hallway, was the Sigil of Lucifer. 

      “The same group,” I muttered, kneeling next to her. 

      “What is that?” Oskar positioned himself behind us. 

      “The sign we were looking for. We found this same symbol at the site of another plundered location.” I stood. 

      “Who is it? Can you apprehend them?” Oskar’s tone rose with excitement. 

      “Actually, we’re not sure yet,” Shay replied, and I turned in time to see the wizard’s hopeful expression fall. 

      “Why ever not?” Accola pressed.  

      “We don’t know exactly who they are, but the fact that they stole an opal out of this bank and another stone from elsewhere,” I side-stepped giving him the stones’ true names, “is telling.” 

      “That’s all they took, right?” Shay pressed. “An opal?”

      Oskar’s face grew red. “Are you telling me you truly have no idea who these people are? That I let you down here for nothing?” Spit flew from his mouth and his professional composure cracked. “You led me on . . . allowed me to believe . . . Get out!” 

      “Oskar,” I interjected, my tone firm, “we said we would try to discover the thief. Not that we had a hunch.” 

      “I said, get out!” 

      Exchanging glances, Shay and I exited the vault which Oskar promptly shut and locked behind us. Once it was secure, he marched down the corridor. Keeping our distance, Shay and I followed, biding our time until our next ask. 

      La Tête didn’t say a word as he climbed the stairs, breaking each defense with a glower or a punch of his finger into the fingerprint pad. When we reached the top floor, he was still furious, and whirled around to face us. 

      “I must request that you leave Le Bastion.” 

      “Actually.” Shay stepped forward, a sheepish look on her face. She was trying the innocent act, a good idea. “We wondered if you wouldn’t be able to give us the name of the vault holder? We hoped to question him or her. Maybe they will recognize the symbol?”

      Oskar’s face turned three shades redder and he drew himself up until he appeared six inches taller. “Absolutely not. Our clients’ identities are sacred to us! Now, I must insist that you leave Le Bastion!”

      This would not do. 

      I placed a hand on Shay’s shoulder, and she let out a sigh. She wasn’t keen on compelling Oskar and making enemies with Le Bastion. Truth be told, I wasn’t either, but we needed the information.

      What must be done, must be done.

      “Oskar,” I whispered, making eye contact with him. “We know it’s against the rules, but be reasonable. Your client might know what the symbol means. It’s imperative that Shadows and Secrets discover this information, not just for Le Bastion’s benefit. For the world.” 

      “Leave,” Oskar simmered. 

      “Not until we get what we came here for.” I closed in until our noses hovered inches from each other. I accessed my power of compulsion, looking straight into his eyes. “Tell me the vault holder’s name.” 

      But instead of spitting out a name, Oskar did not give into my compulsion. Rather, he smirked derisively. “You think I’d allow you on the premises, down into the looted vault, without defending myself against your powers of compulsion, Tobias? I drank an elixir to negate your ability the moment the guards announced a Laurent’s presence. We keep it on hand.” 

      Bloody hell. 

      “Oskar,” I tried again. “See sense.”

      “I’ve already broken one rule in hopes that you two would find a clue we missed, Tobias. I won’t tell you the name of one of Le Bastion’s most exclusive clients. That information is for me to know, and me alone.” He clapped his hands right in my face and footsteps filled the lobby. “In fact, I won’t do a damned thing more for you.”

      I twisted to find six armed guards closing in on us. 

      “Oskar!” I turned back to try again. “I—” The rest of my plea stuck in my throat as a sharp point dug into my back. A stake.

      “You’re coming with us, Laurent,” a man growled.

      Eyes narrowed, I glared at Oskar. “So, it appears I am.”
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      My eyes fluttered open to reveal a land I knew in my blood and my bones. A rough and rugged country so different from the place I currently called home. 

      Snow spread before me, only a couple of inches deep in this part of the mountain range, but it expanded as far as the eyes could see, intensifying the pounding at my temples. 

      I groaned. Why had I gone on a bender? It wasn’t going to change the inevitable—my return to my village. 

      And now I felt like a donkey’s asshole. 

      My eyes closed. How many times had I heard my father utter those same words, when Domnul Balan pressed him to have one too many ales at the tavern down the road? Only a few hours in Romania and I was already sinking back into village-speak. 

      “Need an aspirin?” Meredith asked from the backseat. 

      “Got a bottle?” Slowly, because moving hurt, I twisted toward her. “And water? Anyone—what the hell?” 

      Meredith’s familiar sat on top of her duffel bag, blinking at me with his large, light amber eyes. 

      “How did he get here?” 

      Meredith huffed. “Stowaway. He can go invisible, so he hid in the car and then traipsed through the airport until he could sneak into my bag. Walked right past security! I need to pay better attention to my stuff. What if someone put a bomb in there?!”

      I blinked. “That’s a stretch. The drugs?” 

      Pulling a bottle of aspirin from a side pocket in the bag, she gave me two. 

      “Don’t skimp.” I thrust my hand out again. “Two more.” 

      “That’s not good for you.” 

      “What are you, my doctor?”

      “Give it to him, Stone,” Gunner drawled. “The man’s having a rough go. Judgin’ by the drinking, I betcha’ he’s preparing to meet some demons. A couple of extra aspirin ain’t gonna kill him.” 

      Gunner had no idea how on point he really was. 

      “Don’t blame me if your liver gives out.” Meredith plucked two more pills from the bottle and placed them in my palm. 

      Down the hatch went the drugs, and I resumed my earlier position—cheek pressed against the cold window. These pills needed to kick in quickly, because we were less than an hour from my village. 

      Part of me felt bad for leaving it up to Gunner and Meredith to find their way there. We’d been traveling for nearly a full day, and they looked exhausted. Despite that, and them not reading Romanian, they’d figured it out though. 

      Thank the Goddess, because I hadn’t been prepared to help anyone. 

      Coming home wasn’t something I’d ever planned on doing. My village, idyllic though it may seem on the surface, changed when the moon grazed the sky. Under the light of lună, the village of Minim was the stuff of nightmares. Of course, some of those nightmares were only in my memories, but that didn’t
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