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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

        

      

    

    
      I gripped the rope as my partner inched me down the dusty stone shaft, my breath tight in my chest, my heart racing harder with each passing second. I wasn’t scared of heights, the dark, or tight spaces.

      And yet, I hated this situation. Irrationally, I both wanted Denz to lower me faster and pull me back up.

      Alas, this was my only option to complete the job our boss had assigned. A ladder would be too wide to fit down such an ancient passage; plus, hauling it around would be a dead giveaway and too clunky to slip past on-site guards. 

      Suddenly, gravity took me into a free fall. I let out a yelp and squeezed the rope tighter, as if that would save my ass from plummeting to my death. The rope snapped taut a second later, and my gaze seared upward.

      “Sorry,” Denz’s baritone boomed as he peered down at me. “Thought I heard someone walking by. It was nothing, though.”

      I scowled at him. “Pay better attention, or next time, I’ll make you stuff yourself down here!”

      The threat was an empty one. Denzel, was too broad-shouldered to fit through the opening leading into the Egyptian tomb. His budding beer gut wouldn’t help either.

      Though he knew I was talking nonsense, he smartly didn’t reply, just kept lowering me into the abyss at a measured rate.

      A few minutes later, my feet touched down on sand. I exhaled my first long breath since I’d entered the shaft and released the rope. My legs wobbled from the combination of the adrenaline rush and the shifting ground.

      “You there, Stone?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I called back. “How deep?”

      A brief pause told me he was checking the measurements marked on the rope. We were thorough criminals. It was why we were the best in the biz. 

      “Sixty feet. Really deep.”

      That was deep.

      “Write it down,” I said. We might need the data later, if this site proved fruitful. “I’m going to search.” I fished around in my sack for my flashlight. 

      From our earlier reconnaissance, which had involved getting the site’s archeology team so plastered they’d talk about their dig, we’d learned there was more in the tomb than just the treasure we were after. Something strange was hidden down here. 

      On the streets, Egyptians and visiting scholars alike gossiped about an item lost since the time of the pharaohs: a magical amulet last worn around the neck of the man occupying this very tomb. The wearer had the power to make others go mad.

      The necklace had not been uncovered yet, but I had hope that I’d be the one to find it. That sort of artifact was an item our clients would pay a fortune for. As soon as my boss heard about it, the necklace became our primary target.

      Thankfully, because the lead archeologist’s right-hand man proved especially charmed while under the influence, he told me all about the dig. What they hoped to find. The eerie chill of the tomb. He even showed me—or the doe-eyed wannabe grad student he thought I was—a detailed map of the dig after we made out. The moment he’d fallen asleep, I swiped the map and ran to find Denz. 

      The young archeology professor was going to be pissed at himself for indulging in that last beer. Hopefully by the time he realized the map was missing, I’d be in Moscow or Paris, where my best buyers lived. I kinda felt bad about deceiving him . . . he’d been a good guy. But I didn’t feel bad enough to pass up a gigantic payday. 

      Of course, first I had to find the damn thing. 

      I twisted my oversized toolbelt so the bag portion lay against my rear-end, turned on my flashlight, and dropped to my knees. My search revealed only one tunnel extended out of the shaft. I lay prone on my belly and army-crawled through it, doing my best not to sneeze as dust teased my nostrils, flooding them with the stale scent of earth that hadn’t seen the light of day since the time of the pharaohs. As I moved, I prayed there weren’t any creepy-crawlies down here.

      Eventually, I climbed out of the tunnel and stood up in a larger room. Goosebumps pebbled my skin. The air was still and thick and all wrong. It lacked energy, flow, life, reminding me that I was breaking into the home of the dead.

      “Cozy thought, Stone.” I shuddered and turned to scan the area. 

      A door was set into each wall, but I knew which to take. Though, after I reached the end of the next hallway, I would have to rely less on first-hand accounts. The research team hadn’t spent much time down this way.

      That way okay. My intuition had not failed me yet, and after hearing most of the archeology team had sensed an odd, chilling presence down here, I didn’t think it would fail me now, either. 

      It couldn’t. There was too much at stake, and my boss did not tolerate losing.

      I took the door on the right and prowled down a low-ceilinged hallway. Carefully, I reached up and brushed the stone above me with my fingers. Dry. Hopefully not also brittle and prone to collapse. I puffed up my cheeks and exhaled a long breath. This tunnel was tiny, but vast compared to the previous tunnel, and that hadn’t fallen in. I had to have faith this one wouldn’t either.

      “Okay, let’s see.” I closed my eyes and allowed my senses to take over.

      The best way I could describe my intuition was it felt like I was a ghost, walking ahead of my body. A trusted force guiding me, pulling me forward. I trailed my hand along the wall, collecting even more information. When it warmed some twenty feet ahead of me, I knew my intuition had worked like a charm. 

      “What have we here?” 

      I eased forward, careful of the uneven ground. I was not about to trip and knock out a tooth. Or stumble across a nasty snake or scorpion. Those suckers could live anywhere!

      Still, I walked a tightrope of caution and speed. Night guards patrolled the dig area, so the longer we stayed here, the greater our chance of being caught. All they’d have to do was apprehend Denz and wait for me to reemerge at the surface.

      I followed my instincts, and continued until I reached the warmer portion of the blank wall. The moment I stopped in front of it, heat blasted from the stone, making my skin tingle. My intuition was telling me I’d discover a secret door somewhere along this stretch.

      “Where are you?” I whispered, flashing my light along the wall. 

      I found something of interest high above my head. Hieroglyphics. I squinted, but I was unable to make them out because it was so dim, so I reached into my toolbelt to pull out a headlamp. 

      Once the band ringed my head, I turned it on and smirked. Thanks to the additional illumination, my vision improved tenfold.

      I could read hieroglyphics, kinda. My boss, an enigmatic masked man who called himself the Ringmaster, had suggested I learn a few different ancient writings because, well, my job took me to weird places. I’d been studying for years, and while I wasn’t a scholar, I could get by in a tomb. 

      It was amazing the sort of things people taught on the Internet these days. I could probably find instructions to perform surgery.

      I stood on my tiptoes and squinted harder, as if it would enhance my hieroglyphic-reading abilities. When I reached a specific grouping of images, I paused.

      “Is that for Isis?” I muttered, checking the arrangement against those I’d learned before concluding yes, it had to be the depiction of Isis. 

      If I was translating correctly, the tomb housed one of her possessions.

      A thrill ran through me. Somewhere in this tomb an object—or objects—waited to be plundered. Something having to do with the queen of the underworld, a goddess of magic. 

      Of course, it was a bit much to believe I’d find an item actually owned by a goddess, but whoever was buried down here had surely made such a claim to elevate his own status. Braggarts existed in every age of history.  

      Taking a chance, I pressed my hand to the wall, searching for a crack. I’d barely moved an inch when a portion of the wall shifted. I pressed harder, and it swung inward to reveal that the whole slab was, in fact, a door.

      “Hells to the yes,” I whispered, gliding into the new tunnel—only to be stopped by a viper dropping from the ceiling.

      I jumped back and screamed bloody murder as the snake hissed and retreated into the darkness.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I whisper-yelled. “Why’d you do me that way?!” 

      It took a few seconds for my heart rate to slow, and when it did, I thought of something that made me cringe: my scream had been loud. Hopefully Denz hadn’t heard it. Or the guards.

      “I need to get in and out fast,” I muttered, not wanting my partner to do anything stupid, like call our boss. 

      Not that the Ringmaster would come help—he had peons like us for that. Still, I didn’t want him to know I’d screamed. I had a rep to protect.

      “Stay around the corner, snake. I have a knife.” I patted the blade against my hip. “And I’m not afraid to use it.”

      Headlamp shining on the ground, I inched forward. Soon enough, I’d made it so deep into the hallway, the door I’d entered through was but a dream. All along the wall, more hieroglyphics leapt out at me, the paint on them more vibrant than those in the first corridor. Many of them featured Isis too.

      “Girl power,” I whispered, trying to ignore the growing hunch that this might not just be a dead, rich guy’s tomb, but some type of shrine. 

      Had the archeologists gotten it wrong?

      The hallway led deeper into the earth, and I walked with even more care as the downward tilt grew steeper. I couldn’t be sure how long I’d been going when I found myself in a large, open, square room.

      Both headlamp and flashlight blazing, I scanned the area. A door graced each wall, and as I was trying to decide which to go through a distinct urge to turn around rushed over me.

      Yeah, not gonna happen.

      I needed to find what I’d been sent here to find. If I couldn’t do that, I had to surface with something else of great value. 

      That was how this gig worked. If I came back empty-handed, the Ringmaster would be angry. And when the Ringmaster was angry, people tended to get hurt. The long scars along my spine tingled, a reminder of when I’d screwed up before. In the days after my caning, they’d hurt like hell, now the ugly lines were just a reminder. And to be honest, I counted myself as lucky that was all I got. Some people who disappointed the Ringmaster just disappeared off the face of the planet.

      Sure, if I was dead, I wouldn’t be a lackey to a psychopath anymore, but I’d rather live under the Ringmaster’s thumb just a year or two longer and save up from my payouts to buy my freedom the right way. The only way that wouldn’t result with him hunting me down.

      Something—I’d bet a creepy, crawly snake—moved in the darkness, shifting rocks as it slithered ever closer. I scooted to my right, goosebumps erupting on my arms as the serpent loosed a long hiss.

      “Pick a damn door, Mer.” I double-checked that the snake was far away before I closed my eyes. All around, heat flared, but my intuition pulled me in one clear direction.

      Straight.

      So I crossed the room—or I tried to. I made it only halfway before a tile clicked beneath my feet and a side panel to my right groaned open. 

      My heart leapt into my throat, and I spun in time to see a flurry of daggers zooming toward me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          MEREDITH

        

      

    

    
      My knees buckled. Rolling with it, I let my body go slack. When I hit the cool dirt, the flashlight flew out of my hand and spun across the room. A split second later, the air shifted, and the projectiles zoomed overhead, narrowly missing me to rebound against the far wall and clatter to the floor.

      I exhaled and pressed my forehead to the ground. “Too close.”

      Sssssssss! Ssssssss!

      Oh, hells no.

      Slowly, I lifted my head to find another freaking snake only inches away. I pushed off the ground and rolled to the side, abandoning all thought of retrieving my flashlight as the snake sprang at me, fangs exposed.

      “I hate snakes!” I yelled, allowing the momentum of the roll to take me.

      When I was out of the little monster’s reach, I stopped myself and scrambled to stand, not sparing a glance backward as I sprinted for the door. 

      When I burst into the adjoining room, my heart, which had been pounding a mile a minute, halted.

      Sssss. Sssss. Sssss.

      “Whyyyy?” I wailed. “Next time, Denz is doing this shit.”

      Snakes straight up infested this room, there were hundreds of them. I shuddered as they hissed and slithered over the dusty stone floor. Normally, it would be enough to make me run, but something else kept me there.

      On the other side of the chamber, illuminated by my headlamp, stood a dais. A box sat atop it.

      “Jackpot.”

      I yearned to rush forward, but experience stopped me. The snakes mostly kept to the sides of the room, so for now, they weren’t too dangerous. But daggers had appeared from the walls, so I fully suspected there were booby traps in this chamber, too. I had to be careful.

      Briefly, I considered going back to get my dropped flashlight, but dismissed the idea almost as quickly as it came to me. I might trigger more traps, and that meant staying down here longer than necessary. Or death. I cringed. 

      Put that way, I was tempted to leave the tool but that too would be foolish. Short-sighted. The flashlight had my fingerprints on it, and I had a record back in the States that would make me easy to identify. I had to get the light on my way out, and risk setting off another trap, but for now, the headlamp would have to do.

      The box on top of the dais looked nothing like what some movies would have people think. It wasn’t illuminated treasure, or pure gold. From my vantage, it just looked plain and black.

      And yet, I was sure it held something valuable.

      Eager to find out what was inside, I scanned the room one last time before easing across the serpent-riddled space. Unlike in the antechamber, I didn’t stumble across a rigged tile—a minor win. Although, the damned snakes still had me on edge.

      They hissed from the sides of the room, their chorus sending shivers down my spine. One lingered alone near the center of the floor, watching me with dark, dangerous eyes, warning me to stay away.

      Don’t worry, buddy, I plan to. 

      I gave the serpent a wide berth. 

      How did they live down here, anyway? Ick!

      I reached the platform and loomed over the box. For a moment, I considered grabbing the whole thing and running, but if there was nothing in it, I would have wasted all this time. Denz would be pissed. 

      My intuition screamed I was on the right track, but I had to be sure this was worth taking. So slowly, I lifted the lid. My headlamp shone down on the contents, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

      A gold necklace lay inside. Nestled on a bed of black fabric, it featured a pendant of Isis. Her wingspan was approximately the length of my hand, making the necklace a chunker. On her head, she wore a crown made of many gleaming jewels. The one in the center was circular and shone dark as night with hints of blue and purple. It was beautiful and luminous as a pearl. 

      “Come here, pretty.”

      My fingers trembled as I reached for the necklace, and suddenly, the air in the room began to circulate. The snakes hissed louder, making my heart race faster. 

      I glanced up, expecting to find more daggers zinging toward me, but there was nothing. Still, goosebumps rose along my arms.

      I was a practical woman, concerned with real matters in the world, but I’d also seen some crazy stuff in my twenty-one years. Unexplainable things. Was this tomb filled with ancient Egyptian magic or something? And down here, I was getting the sense I wasn’t alone. Were ghosts floating around me?

      I shuddered. Ghosts and hauntings were terrifying. I did not screw around with those—even if I couldn’t prove they existed.

      “If this tomb is haunted, let me know,” I said warily. “I’d rather find out now before I piss you off. I don’t want to be haunted for the rest of my life if I take this.”

      The shifting of the air ceased, and I exhaled. 

      “Okay, I’m gonna take that as permission granted.”

      I picked up the necklace. It was surprisingly clean for being hidden away for thousands of years. But my skin tingled and burned slightly where I touched the artifact.

      “So beautiful,” I whispered. My headlamp illuminated the glittering necklace. “It⁠—”

      I stopped. Save for my voice, the room had fallen silent.

      What happened to the hissing?

      My head snapped up, and a strangled yell flew up my throat. A glittering, silver mist inched inward from the sides of the room, engulfing the snakes and leaving them lifeless in its wake. And it was twisting, heading straight for me. Suddenly, the scars running the length of my back tightened and itched.

      “I should have asked about curses too!”

      I shoved the necklace into my toolbelt and took off at a dead sprint. The silver mist rolled closer to me, but I was fast. A girl who once lived on the streets had to be—it was the only way to survive. 

      Light-footed, I rushed out of the chamber into the antechamber. As I darted across the first room, I sent up a prayer. There might be more moving tiles, but I didn’t have time to test for them. The sensation of the mist pressed at my back, tingling my skin, like when I’d touched the necklace.

      The single snake that had tried to bite me before hissed again. I leapt over him in time to once more avoid being bitten. Dude was out for blood!

      “Bastard!” 

      I continued to bust ass down the hall. I’d made it halfway to where I found the hidden door before I remembered I still had to grab the flashlight. 

      I worried at my bottom lip before chancing a glance back.

      Oh my God. The mist hadn’t just seeped out of the chamber . . . it was following me. Actually, it wasn’t following, it was chasing! The silver cloud had expanded and taken on the form of a monstrous, three-headed dog—one that was alive and snarling and dead set on hunting me.

      I put on another burst of speed. Sweat beaded down my face, and my heart rate spiked, but I would be damned if I gave up and let mist—even if it was in the shape of a three-headed dog—take me down.

      I was Meredith Stone, and I never gave up without a fight, dammit.

      The tunnel ended, and I took a sharp turn into the main hallway where the archeologists had been working, not bothering to close the door behind me. Between the flashlight and my newly found portal, after tonight, the crew would know someone slipped down here without permission.

      But with the deadly mist chasing me, I found it pretty hard to care.

      My heart hammering in my throat, I shot another look over my shoulder.

      The mist is gaining! It—oh crap! 

      I stumbled over loose rock and slammed into the side wall, bracing myself with my hands to keep from falling to the ground. Suddenly, my skin burned, and the necklace sizzled inside my bag, as if someone had tossed it straight into a firepit.

      What’s up with this necklace? 

      I pushed off the wall and picked up steam again.

      I didn’t dare look around or behind me, in case I tripped a second time. The mist didn’t need another advantage, it was already too close for comfort. 

      Still, from the corners of my eyes, I caught some of the hieroglyphics on the walls lighting up. Terror blazed through me. The tomb had lied. It was totally haunted!

      Are Denz and I in over our heads? 

      Even as I considered the idea, I realized it was way too late to say I was sorry to whatever force controlled the mist. I was on the run, and I would either make it out of here with the necklace, or I wouldn’t make it out at all.

      I maintained my lead on the mist, and dove into the tunnel that snaked its way toward the shaft. I army-crawled faster than I had on the way in, screaming for my partner with each inch gained.

      “Denz! Be ready! Do you hear me? Be ready to pull me up!”

      I had a feeling that once I got out of here, the smoke would stop following me. Or I hoped it would.

      Up ahead, my partner’s deep baritone responded to my cries. “Stone? You hurt?”

      “I’m coming! Almost there!” 

      I repeated those phrases over and over, so when I burst out of the tunnel and grabbed the rope, there was barely any hesitation.

      “Stone?”

      “Pull me up!”

      “I—”

      A garbled sound came from topside, and the rope went slack.

      “Denz!” 

      The first tendrils of smoke seeped into the shaft, slower than before, but only inches from my feet. 

      “Denz! I⁠—”

      I shot up the shaft, gasping and clenching the rope tight, my gaze locked on the ground. 

      The smoke curled out of the tunnel, filling the space where I’d just stood. Glittering, silver tendrils drifted upward, but they seemed to be losing momentum.

      Hope flickered. Maybe I’d been right and the mist couldn’t leave its home.

      With superhuman strength, Denzel yanked me up so fast, it was hard to breathe. When I reached the top, lights blazed into my retinas.

      I whipped my hand up to cover my eyes. “Owwww! Can you turn those off?!”

      No answer.

      “Denz?” I blinked to dispel the light. “Turn that off. And check the shaft. Is there smoke coming up? If so, we need to run.”

      Still no answer.

      As my vision returned, I learned why. My partner was sprawled on the ground in front of me, and his sunglasses, which were always perched on his head, lay across the room, as if someone had hit them off. 

      I looked closer and gasped. Blood pooled from his head. 

      What had happened? Had he fallen backward while pulling me up? Dude would have had to seriously put his back into it for that to happen.

      I moved to check on him. “Denz . . . are you⁠—”

      “I’ll be taking that,” a male voice said. “Thanks for extracting the Pearl of Hell for me.”

      Something hit me in the back of my head. I yelped and fell to the floor, narrowly missing a collision with a rock. Once I was down, a knife slashed the strap of my toolbelt and the weight of the bag lifted from my hip.

      No! We need that!

      “Hey! Come back here!” I pushed myself off the ground and spun, only to find no one there. “Come back here!”

      Of course, the thief didn’t make a peep.

      On the ground, Denz groaned. I was about to go to him when another sound rang in my ears: footsteps, fast and purposeful.

      A male voice shouted something in Arabic, and another answered. 

      Oh shit. 

      I sighed as guards rushed around the corner and pointed their guns straight at us.
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      The clanging of a metal door woke me.

      “What time is it?” I groaned, uncomfortable on the stiff bench they called a bed.

      No one answered. 

      Freaking typical.

      I peered outside the bars, hoping to catch the guard’s eye. I wasn’t going anywhere, so I supposed it didn’t matter, but it was the principle of the thing. Was it night? Day? Too early for any sane person to be awake? I had no freaking idea. My body was so screwed up from the jet lag, and now I hadn’t seen the sun for what I suspected was three days.

      It was inhumane, but the Egyptian authorities didn’t seem to care.

      And though I felt like I was in the twilight zone, I was sharp enough to deduce patterns. A guard was making the rounds, so it had to be the top of an hour. What hour was yet to be decided.

      I slid my hand outside of the bars and waved. The uniformed man down the way saw me and scowled.

      What a friendly guy. We would soon become besties for life. I was sure of it.

      “What’s the time?” I asked.

      The guard snorted, but came closer. “Morning.”

      “I need to make a call.”

      “No.”

      Most of the guards spoke a little English. Not that I expected them to speak any English, when I was in Egypt. If anything, I should learn more Arabic. All that aside, I was sure I had the right to talk to someone.

      “I’m pretty sure I deserve a phone call. In my country, it’s the law.”

      “You stole from us,” the guard barked back.

      Yes, I was a tomb-raider, which meant I stole his culture and sold it to the highest bidder. I understood I was in the wrong. But I was between a rock and a hard place. If I didn’t do as my boss said, I’d likely end up dead. If I had to rob a few graves to stay alive, then so be it.

      “I demand my phone privileges.”

      “What are you going to do if we don’t give it to you?” He smirked. 

      What an asshole.

      My jaw tightened. “Eventually, I will get out of here, and I’ll go public. I’ll do my damndest to make it go viral. Hell, if I have to show some tit to do it, I will. You’ll be famous for all the wrong reasons.”

      “That’s assuming she ever gets out of here, isn’t it, officer?” A new voice, one with a rumbly, panty-melting English accent with just a hint of posh, rang from the depths of the station. 

      I peered around the guard.

      A man approached. He wore a suit, all black and perfectly tailored and crisp, though not buttoned up. He was tall and pale with longish gleaming raven hair that would cover his ears if it weren’t styled, and the most vibrant green eyes I had ever seen in my life.

      Total smokeshow.

      “Who are you?” the guard asked.

      “I am here on behalf of Miss Stone.”

      What?

      I didn’t hire this guy. Had the Ringmaster hired him to be my lawyer?

      “Who let you back here?” The guard dropped a hand to his hip, ready to grab his weapon.

      “Your compatriot,” the man replied smoothly. He didn’t look at all worried that the guard would pull a weapon on him. In fact, he walked unlike any man I’d ever seen, his motions smooth and graceful, but with a distinct undercurrent of danger.

      My brow furrowed. The new guy reminded me of a predator, closing in on prey.

      “You’re not allowed back here. Leave,” the guard demanded.

      Instead, the newcomer continued approaching, his swagger and assurance astounding. When he reached the guard, he placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. Green eyes seared into dark brown ones, and the new man gave the guard a small smile.

      “I insist that you release Miss Stone right away.” The rumble in his voice developed more grit. “I have spoken with those in your office, and they agree.”

      “She’s charged with stealing antiquities,” the guard said. His voice remained level, though very different from before. Dreamy, almost.

      “Yes,” Suit Guy said. “She has been a terrible person. But I think she’ll soon be working to rectify her past.” For the briefest second, his eyes met mine. 

      I took a wary step back. I swore they had been green before, but now they looked black as night.

      The events in the tomb came rushing back. I’d spent a few days considering what I’d seen; after much rumination, I could think of only one explanation.

      Whatever had been in the tomb had to have been magical. A true curse. The mist had killed the snakes, and if it had touched me, I would have gone the same way.

      Why did this guy remind me of the mist?

      “Release Miss Stone.”

      What tightness remained in the guard’s shoulders went slack, and he turned toward me. 

      Again, confusion washed through me. Not only were the dapper gentleman’s eyes odd, but the guard seemed dazed.

      What was going on?

      The guard approached me. A moment later, the door swung open. He stepped aside, waiting.

      I arched an eyebrow. “You sure about this?”

      The guard waved me on, his expression still dazed.

      “Most people don’t ask to be locked up again,” the man mused. “You are different.” His gaze latched onto me, and his eyes resembled emeralds once again, even brighter and more hypnotic than before. 

      I shuddered. Suit Guy was different, possibly dangerous, and he knew more about me than I liked others to know.

      But how? And why come to collect me?

      “Come with me,” Suit Guy demanded.

      I stepped out of the cell, arms crossed over my chest. “Thanks for getting me out. But I don’t have to go anywhere with you.”

      “In that case, I’ll tell the officers in front we’re not actually working together.” He nodded to the guard still standing there like a puppet. “As you can see, I can be very persuasive.”

      Dammit. I did want out of the cell. Out of the country. Once I left, I wouldn’t be coming back, either—not without a convincing false passport.

      I believed this guy when he said he would toss me under the bus, so I needed to go along with this charade. At least until we were far away from the building and I could lose him.

      “Fine. I’ll go with you.”

      “Good choice.”

      I followed the man out of the jailhouse. Although the authorities saw me leave, no one tried to stop me. All of their eyes were dazed, like the other guard’s.

      What did Suit Guy do to them?

      When I stepped outside, warm Egyptian sunshine washed over my face. I sighed and instantly wished I had sunglasses. I’d even take the ugly Terminator-style ones Denz favored.

      Oh my God! Denz!

      “Did you get my partner out too?”

      “He’s not my concern,” Suit Guy replied. “I was told to retrieve you. He’ll have to make his own way. Come on. We need to get well clear of the jail before my influence wears off.”

      Influence . . .

      So that’s what he was calling what he did to the guards. I was pretty damn sure it was magic, but I would go with ‘influence’ for now. And I, too, wanted to get further away from the police station. Then I’d make a run for it. 

      Once I was free of Suit Guy, I’d figure out how to get Denz out of jail.

      I followed the man down the street and around the block. He was eerily silent, and seemingly fine with it, but I needed to fill the quiet.

      “What’s your name?” I asked. “You already know mine, so it only seems right to reciprocate.”

      “Tobias.”

      “Nice to meet you. You told the guard someone sent you to get me out. Was it my boss?” 

      I didn’t use the Ringmaster’s moniker. If Tobias worked for him, he’d know why. 

      I’d met my boss only once, the day he pulled me off the street, and I’d never seen his face. He always wore a mask, black with a silver sheen. The mask was all elegant planes, as if pounded from metal by a master metal-worker. No one who worked for him had seen the visage beneath. Not even those who claimed to have taken in-person meetings with him, which was practically nobody.

      “Not your boss,” Tobias said. “Come in here.” He opened a door. 

      I peered past it, into a dark, dank, narrow hallway. My gaze flashed up at Tobias. His suit, his accent, his entire demeanor, didn’t scream serial killer, but what if he was trying to traffic me or something?

      “No way. Do you think I’m an idi—Hey! Let me go!”

      He’d snatched me up and darted into the hallway. I kicked, and a scream tipped my tongue, when he set me on the floor and took three steps back.

      “What the hell?!” I looked around, in case someone else lurked in the shadows, waiting to jump me.

      “We need to be out of sight,” Tobias said, his tone so smooth it calmed me. “I have something to give you.”

      “What?”

      “This.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out an envelope. 

      The sender had sealed it with wax, like a king would have done in the old days. In the wax, an image of a snake eating its own tail stared back at me. 

      I took the letter. As I did so, our skin touched, and a waterfall of cold washed down my backside. 

      No way. 

      Tobias was attractive, but this was so not the time.

      “What is it?” I asked, brushing off the spark I’d just felt. “And why the snake?”

      “It’s an ouroboros. Open the letter.”

      “What else would I do with it?” I replied, pretending to know what the hell an ouroboros was as I pried off the wax, and pulled the message from the envelope.

      It was thicker than normal paper, creamy too. Expensive stuff. 

      I unfolded the note and read the spiky, EKG-like scrawl. When I finished reading, my gaze lifted. “There’s a safehouse waiting for me?” I asked Tobias. “In New Haven, Connecticut? But why?”

      The Ringmaster clearly had nothing to do with this. As a minor he provided me housing, which was part of the reason I was in debt to him. Now, that privilege was gone. My boss paid me to get my jobs done, and nothing more.

      “We need to make sure you’re safe.”

      “From what? And who is we?”

      Tobias leaned in close. The heady scent of him, fresh but with a hint of leather and spice, filled my nostrils, making me dizzy. Why did he have to smell so damn good? “Did you memorize the address like they asked? And where they hid the key?”

      I nodded.

      “Good.” 

      Tobias pulled a lighter from his pocket and plucked the letter from my hand. In a flash, he set the page aflame and dropped it to the ground. The spiky scrawl disappeared, eaten up by an orange glow.

      He reached into his suit pocket and pulled out something else. “Do not return to the rooms you were renting. Go to the airport. This is your new identity until we say otherwise.”

      I took the item: a passport. Upon opening it, I saw that this was an excellent fake, one with money tucked in the center—both U.S. dollars and Egyptian currency. 

      Tobias might look proper, like an upstanding citizen, but he wasn’t legit. Then again, neither was I.

      “You’ll find a ticket has already been purchased in your name at the Air Egypt counter,” he continued. “Get on the plane, go to the house, and wait quietly. Do not leave. Do not make a ruckus.”

      “What if I don’t want to get on the plane?” I challenged. 

      I hated when people told me what to do. It was the Taurus in me.

      “The choice is yours.” His shined leather shoe stomped on the letter, now blackened beyond recognition. The flames snuffed out, and he kicked the ashes around. “But if you don’t, you’re going to wish you had.”

      He turned toward the door and opened it. “The person who took the Pearl will hunt you, and you’re not prepared to fend them off. If I were you, I’d take the deal.”

      Then he left me standing in the dank hallway, alone and utterly confused.
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