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            Praise for the Jayne Thorne, CIA Librarian series

          

        

      

    

    
      “Vivid world-building, a page-turning mystery and a smart, adventurous heroine in the process of discovering her own power and learning from her mistakes makes for another great addition to an outstanding urban fantasy series.”

      — Jayne Castle, New York Times bestselling author of the Harmony series, on Master of Shadows
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        * * *

      

      “Light-hearted books can get a bad rap, as though making readers smile is somehow a weakness on the author's part... Walker has a light touch with [her] prose, and the likable characters breeze through many of their interactions. Which isn’t to say that Tomb of the Queen lacks gravitas. No, there's a good story here with real edge-of-the-seat moments... It's fun from start to finish, and I’m going to keep my eye out for more from this “new” author.”

      —Charles de Lint, The Magazine of Mystery & Science Fiction on Tomb of the Queen
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        * * *

      

      “Writer Joss Walker brings the magic back! It will take a witch with heart, humor, and book smarts–plus some killer kick-boxing skills–to save the world, and Jayne Thorne is the witch we need now. Hold on tight, you urban fantasy fans, because once you open Tomb of the Queen, the action doesn't stop until the last thrilling page.”

      — Laura Benedict, bestselling author of the Bliss House trilogy, on Tomb of the Queen
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        * * *

      

      “A librarian gets recruited by the CIA to help track down rare and magical books... Jayne Thorne has just discovered that magic is real, and the CIA needs her help. After a crash course in Magic 101 she's sent to Ireland to investigate a rare manuscript. The start of this series is everything I love about urban fantasy: a wise-cracking heroine who diffuses tense situations with a joke, plenty of adventure, and an interesting magical world that exists alongside our own. I can't wait for more adventures with Jayne!”

      — John McDougall, Murder by the Book, on Tomb of the Queen

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Joss Walker’s debut had me completely under her spell. Part cleverly plotted fantasy and part thriller, I was drawn in by her charming bookworm of a librarian with magical powers, dashing Irish rogue, and the complicated battle between ‘good’ and evil. Addictive and utterly delightful, this is a book to treasure.”

      — Paige Crutcher, author of The Orphan Witch, on Tomb of the Queen
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        * * *

      

      “Tomb of the Queen is a relatable, fun romp of a thrill ride! The characters are lifelike and well fleshed out, and the magic is done in a unique way that I have never seen before. I loved this book, and I'm sure that I will read it over and over again!”

      — Julie L. Kramer, USA Today bestselling author of Of Curses and Scandals, on Tomb of the Queen
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        * * *

      

      “This book was just my cup of tea! Or perhaps, my slice of pie? 😉 Jayne Thorne, CIA Librarian is a relatable, lovable, and smart heroine dead set on vanquishing evil. A genius mythology twist, swoony budding romance, and gorgeous library imagery, paired with non-stop action, makes Tomb of the Queen a winner for fans of urban fantasy. Stop everything and read this book!”

      — Ashley McLeo, author of the bestselling Starseed Trilogy, on Tomb of the Queen

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Joss Walker

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jayne Thorne, CIA Librarian Series

        The Book of Spirits

        The Prophecy of Wind

        The Keeper of Flames

        Master of Shadows

        Tomb of the Queen

      

        

      
        Novellas

        A Betrayal of Magic

        The Eighth Road

      

        

      
        The Guardians Mini-Series

        Guardians of Power

        Guardians of Fury

        Guardians of Silence

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Writing as J.T. Ellison

      

        

      
        Standalone Suspense

        A Very Bad Thing

        It’s One of Us

        Her Dark Lies

        Good Girls Lie

        Tear Me Apart

        Lie to Me

        No One Knows

      

      

      
        
        The Lt. Taylor Jackson Series

        The Wolves Come at Night

        Field of Graves

        Where All the Dead Lie

        So Close the Hand of Death

        The Immortals

        The Cold Room

        Judas Kiss

        14

        All the Pretty Girls

      

        

      
        The Dr. Samantha Owens Series

        What Lies Behind

        When Shadows Fall

        Edge of Black

        A Deeper Darkness

      

        

      
        A Brit in the FBI Series,

        Cowritten with Catherine Coulter

        The Sixth Day

        The Devil’s Triangle

        The End Game

        The Lost Key

        The Final Cut

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also By R.L. Perez

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Timecaster Chronicles

        Twisted by Time

        Devoured by Darkness

        Bound by Blood

      

        

      
        Nightcaster Chronicles

        The Cursed Witch

        The Fallen Demon

        The Lost Phoenix

      

        

      
        Bloodcaster Chronicles

        The Demon’s Kiss

        The Angel’s Vow

        The Reaper’s Call

      

        

      
        Ivy & Bone series

        Ivy & Bone

        Thorn & Ash

        Oak & Ember

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Keeper of Flames

        © 2023 by J.T. Ellison

        Digital ISBN: 978-1-948967-58-7

        Trade ISBN: 978-1-948967-67-9

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover design © The Killion Group, Inc.

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, decompiled, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the authors’ imaginations or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      For more, visit Two Tales Press.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

        All Hands on Deck

      

      
        Chapter 2

        A Master and a Frenchman Walk into a Library…

      

      
        Chapter 3

        A Dark Ally

      

      
        Chapter 4

        A Very Minor Grimoire

      

      
        Chapter 5

        An Old Friend

      

      
        Chapter 6

        The Magic of a Time Catch

      

      
        Chapter 7

        Pick a Side Already

      

      
        Chapter 8

        A Rejection

      

      
        Chapter 9

        Your Mission, Should You Choose to Accept…

      

      
        Chapter 10

        On Offense

      

      
        Chapter 11

        The Brothers Grimoire

      

      
        Chapter 12

        Tacky Tourists

      

      
        Chapter 13

        Mending Fences

      

      
        Chapter 14

        Change of Plans

      

      
        Chapter 15

        Partners and Confessions

      

      
        Chapter 16

        The Library, at Last

      

      
        Chapter 17

        I Dare You

      

      
        Chapter 18

        Biblioteca Angelica

      

      
        Chapter 19

        Ambush

      

      
        Chapter 20

        The Anti-Guardians

      

      
        Chapter 21

        The Whole Ugly Truth

      

      
        Chapter 22

        The Domdaniel

      

      
        Chapter 23

        If You Want Something Done Right…

      

      
        Chapter 24

        Howdy, Partner

      

      
        Chapter 25

        The Recruiter

      

      
        Chapter 26

        More than Meets the Eye

      

      
        Chapter 27

        Tell Me Your Secrets

      

      
        Chapter 28

        An Unexpected Development

      

      
        Chapter 29

        Caught Off Guard

      

      
        Chapter 30

        The Access Point

      

      
        Chapter 31

        A Little Bit of Rogue Magic

      

      
        Chapter 32

        Find That Grimoire!

      

      
        Chapter 33

        Chernabog

      

      
        Chapter 34

        Let’s Have Some Fun

      

      
        Chapter 35

        Behold, the Water Totem

      

      
        Chapter 36

        Beast Mode

      

      
        Chapter 37

        A Moment of Weakness

      

      
        Chapter 38

        Amanda’s Tale

      

      
        Chapter 39

        A New Ally

      

      
        Chapter 40

        The Vatican Museum

      

      
        Chapter 41

        Fancy Seeing You Again, Old Foe

      

      
        Chapter 42

        Executing the Plan

      

      
        Chapter 43

        We Could Be Heroes

      

      
        Chapter 44

        Vesta and Vivienne

      

      
        Chapter 45

        Showdown

      

      
        Chapter 46

        Betrayed

      

      
        Chapter 47

        Unwanted Bond

      

      
        Chapter 48

        Paterfamilias

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Book Four - The Prophecy of Wind

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About Joss Walker

      

      
        About R.L. Perez

      

      
        About Two Tales Press

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          LAYERS OF DARKNESS

        

      

    

    
      Rome was made of layers, ancient to modern, all stacked upon one another, waiting patiently to be found by those with a mind to search. So many treasures were hidden in those golden chambers, buried under centuries of dirt and rubble. It took money, and fortitude, and a burning desire to discover the truth of the city, to make even the tiniest dent into the past.

      The Basilica di San Clemente had a head start. The masterpiece was five minutes from the Colosseum, a beloved stop for tourists and antiquarians alike. The archeological dig burrowed into the earth and held regular tours to show fascinating layers of the city time forgot.

      It was to this place, deep under the streets of Rome, that Ruth Thorne found herself drawn. Something there, though she didn’t know what. A voice inside her pushed her to go, and so she went. She knew not what she was looking for, and it didn’t matter—whatever the voice wanted, it would show her when she arrived.

      She entered at the assigned time, hooked up with a tour group, listening to the guide’s excited patter with half an ear. Ruth followed in the tour’s footsteps through the main basilica, down a narrow flight of stairs to the second basilica, the foundation for the newer building, then down farther still. Her feet on the stone made a whisper, and she bit back a laugh.

      Of course, she was entering a tomb. It was cold. Dark. The tunnel was long, and smelled of dust and rock, minerals and mold, elemental, the very earth itself. The rock ceiling was low and sloped, cut into hand-carved archways above the chamber. A hole bored through the rock let in light from above. A pattern spilled out from the center; it looked like a five-petaled flower.

      The voice reverberated through her, so loudly she jumped, expecting heads around her to turn, but no, it was inside her; only she could hear it. It was in her mind now, her conscience, her very being. They were one creature.

      “This,” it intoned.

      She was standing in front of a stone edifice with what looked like carvings of winged Mercury on his rounds, but the guide said the word “Mithras” and Ruth felt a thrill go through her. Mithras. The hidden god. The leader of a religious movement that predated Christ himself. Some called it a cult. But what Ruth saw now—what she felt in her bones—was not a cult figure but the markings of a powerful magician. This was where he’d conducted his magic, and his followers sat on the channels of hard rock lining the chamber to gape in awe at his powers, ancient Adepts who wanted some of that dark power for themselves and worshipped the god who could bring them closer to his immaculate strength. A true Master. One of those rare creatures that the Kingdom sought.

      The god himself was gone, disappeared into the aether where all things go when no one believes in them any longer, but the power he’d left behind… Oh, the power thrummed in her veins.

      She shivered with happiness. The power emanating from the edifice made her entire body tingle.

      “Take,” the voice inside her demanded.

      With a cold, delighted smile, she did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          ALL HANDS ON DECK

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crystal City, Virginia

      

      

      

      “We have a situation. We need you to come in.”

      Amanda Newport, director of the Torrent Control Organization, pressed the red End button on her encrypted phone and frowned at the now dark screen. She never liked being summoned to the boss’s office, but especially not on a Sunday. She was in the middle of making pancakes, had just folded in the egg whites, which meant the batch would be ruined if she put the batter in the refrigerator. No help for it, though. She dumped the batter down the sink, put the blueberries and cashew milk back in the fridge—at least I hadn’t put the blueberries in yet; that would truly be a waste—and headed to her bedroom to dress. Urgent it might be, but she wouldn’t show up without at least putting her hair in a bun and pulling on some jeans.

      Her apartment in Crystal City had several advantages—one being a spectacular view of the Washington Monument and the various marble buildings that made up the DC landscape. It was also less than a fifteen-minute drive to Langley.

      She was on campus twenty minutes after the call, striding past the Kryptos sculpture with barely a glance at its magnificence. Three of the codes had been cracked, but the fourth remained a mystery. She’d often wondered if its significance was related to her division, the TCO. There was magic in codes, too, after all. Sunlight caught the edge and flashed as she passed. If she’d stopped to watch, she might have noticed how the sun’s reflection made the corner glow green for the barest of moments. But she was in a hurry, and Kryptos would have to wait for another day.

      She presented herself to Joshua’s admin, Gladys, a lovely but intimidating relic from the agency’s golden age of the Cold War, and was waved through. Joshua was the CIA director’s direct report and Amanda’s immediate boss. She spied him standing behind his desk, back to the door. What she wasn’t expecting was the director himself, long body hunched into one of the leather chairs. Joshua turned when she entered and waved Amanda to the sofa, taking the chair next to the director.

      “Amanda,” the director greeted her. “Thanks for coming in.”

      “Isaac,” she replied, just as coolly. While Joshua had always been a steady presence in her career—he wasn’t a presidential appointee but actual CIA staff—the directors changed almost as often as the country voted in new leadership. Isaac Fitzgerald was the latest in a string of directors, and she got the sense he considered her division a bunch of mumbo jumbo. Just to make him sweat, she flicked a Fire spell at the gas fireplace against the far wall, and flames rose, crackling merrily. She wasn’t above showing off a little to get her point across. Magic is real. Get used to it, buddy.

      Isaac stifled the comment she knew he wanted to make. “Sorry to drag you in on a Sunday, but there’s a problem in Rome. It seems there was an explosion and building collapse at the Basilica di San Clemente.”

      Uh-oh. Jayne…I’m gonna kill you.

      “A terror attack?” she asked, hoping against hope he said yes.

      “Unknown,” Joshua replied. “This just happened. We’ve sent a team. There are casualties. Witnesses reported seeing a blue light encompass the area before the explosion happened. Similar reports came in after the earthquake at Fontainebleau. We thought this might be your people.”

      With a sigh, Amanda nodded. “That is entirely possible. I do have a team in Rome as we speak. I will reach out immediately, and⁠—”

      The director sat forward in his crumpled-leather chair.

      “Amanda, to be frank, it feels as if your…division…is slipping. The president has expressed his desire to see these international accidents stop. It’s making his foreign policy difficult to manage. Not to mention the extreme outlay of money that it takes to clean up your messes. If you can’t get control of your people⁠—”

      Her back straightened. “Sir. With all due respect. My people are the only reason the world hasn’t collapsed into chaos. The attacks we’ve thwarted far outstrip the few that have occurred. We’re lucky to have found a very powerful magician, who we are in the midst of training. She⁠—”

      The director scoffed. “Jayne Thorne? The twenty-three-year-old librarian? You can hardly be pinning your hopes to save the world on her. I’ve seen the video feeds. She takes nothing seriously, she shows a disturbing lack of respect for authority, she only partially follows orders. Now you have her completely untrained sister and an Irish national boyfriend on this team, not to mention a French national whose allegiance has been in question more than once? I’m not sure I am comfortable telling the president things are under control.”

      Amanda grasped her necklace, running her thumb along its ridges. Agitation burned in her chest, igniting a fire within her. Careful… She cleared her throat.

      “I understand your concerns, sir. But this is an international problem, and we need an international team to combat it. Yes, the Thorne girls are young. But they are the most powerful magicians we’ve seen in years. They can do things in their sleep that officers twice their age and experience can only dream about. They are the key to our future, and to saving the people we are sworn to protect.”

      “Your people. The magical folk. Adepts.” The word sounded like a curse from his lips.

      “Everyone, sir. We would never put magical or nonmagical people first. We believe in equality. The people we are fighting, though, do not. They are committed to ferreting out every last nonmagical being on this planet and eliminating them. We are at war, sir. War for not only our way of life but our very lives.”

      “And you’re putting that responsibility on the back of a girl who’s barely out of diapers.”

      Amanda could feel her magic rising in Jayne’s defense and balled her fists so as not to unleash hell here in her boss’s office. “Sir. You’re being quite unfair to Officer Thorne. She’s shown herself to be not only talented but courageous, selfless, and dedicated to our cause. She’s growing more powerful by the day. She is the path forward.”

      “Not powerful enough to stop these attacks! And they must be stopped. These terrorists must be eliminated. We can’t chance a world war. The midterms are coming up, we’ll lose the House and the Senate, and in two years⁠—”

      “You’ll lose your job. Meanwhile, we will still be battling the forces of evil to save as many people as we can. Forgive me for saying it, sir, but this is bigger than you. Or me. Or the CIA. The fate of the free world hangs in the balance. We need more funding, more autonomy, and me in the field instead of here, pushing papers.”

      Joshua raised a brow at this last. “You need to be in the field? It’s become that bad?”

      “Yes.” She touched her necklace again; she couldn’t help herself. “I have a lead on a magical power source that will tip the scales in our favor. But I have to be the one to track down the lead. With Sofia Thorne. And as many TCO officers as we can spare.”

      Joshua was up and pacing now. “With the violent attacks and natural disasters of late, the president wants to distance us from these magical threats as quickly as possible. He believes they are escalating due to our involvement.”

      “They aren’t,” Amanda argued. “If not for our involvement, these attacks would have been far worse and far more deadly. We’re fighting three wars, gentlemen. Against the Kingdom and La Liberté and Goddess knows how many more splinter factions that are growing in their nests. Against a secret society of magicians who are seeking the power of the Torrent for themselves. And against a shadow world that we’re only beginning to understand, where mythological creatures and the gods and goddesses of old reign supreme. The necromantic texts we seek are no longer the only path forward. We need them, yes. But there are even more challenges ahead.”

      “It still sounds as if things are getting worse, Amanda. Not better,” the director said. The skepticism in his tone was impossible to miss.

      She allowed herself a chilly nod. “It’s always darkest before the dawn, sir. But trust me. If any of these factions succeed before we do, the world as we know it will end. Magicians will reign. Non-Adepts will serve, or die.”

      “I’d think you’d want that.”

      She narrowed her eyes, again tamping down the surge of power coursing through her. “Quite the contrary. The Torrent freed would cause the level of destruction we might see from a bilateral nuclear war. Mutually assured destruction. That is not in anyone’s best interest. We want to control it, not unleash it.”

      Fitzgerald steepled his meaty fingers, and Joshua watched them both. This was more than a battle of wills. Amanda had to get the director on board. She needed the resources the CIA provided.

      “What can I do to convince you, sir?” she asked, more softly now.

      He glanced at the fireplace. She snapped her fingers, and it turned off.

      “Parlor tricks,” he muttered, standing. “You have our full support, Amanda. Money, officers, whatever you need.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “But.”

      Ah. There was always a but.

      “You get that loose-cannon Thorne girl under control. Get in the field. Deal with Rome. Clean up your messes. Stop these fools from hurting anyone else. Or else I will.”

      

      A few minutes later, Amanda blew past a shocked Pierce into her office, calling him as she went. “Get in here.”

      Chipper as always, he scurried in behind her. “What’s wrong? Why are you here today? It’s your day off.”

      She whirled, holding her necklace. “Later. Where is Jayne Thorne right now?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          A MASTER AND A FRENCHMAN WALK INTO A LIBRARY…

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rome, Italy

      

      

      

      Nothing like falling flat on your face to ruin the peaceful ambience of a beautiful library.

      But Jayne Thorne, CIA Librarian, was nothing if not resilient. If she got knocked down, then she’d get back up again, just like in the Chumbawamba song. Jayne hummed it to herself, using the beat to time her moves as she staggered to her feet, narrowly missing another spell in the face. She teetered, her back colliding with the steel railing that caught her just before she tumbled off the balcony and crashed into the innocent and studious civilians below. Jayne needed to get out of there, pronto—before any books were damaged!

      Yet this opponent was different. Not like the usual clueless goons Jayne could fight off in her sleep. No, it seemed the Kingdom, the terrorist organization that had sent the thugs after her, had upped its game; this guy had a glowing lasso rope like Wonder Woman herself. That same lasso had just snagged Jayne’s foot, leading her to fall on her face. Unhelpfully, the goon in question guffawed at her wipeout, his voice loud and boisterous.

      “Oh, ma poupée, did you smear your makeup?” jeered the Frenchman to her right, nimbly dodging spells Matrix-style by arching backward with flawless grace.

      Her nose and jaw still throbbing from the clumsy impact, Jayne gritted her teeth from the gibe of her partner. “If anyone wears makeup, it’s you, Captain Guy-Liner.”

      Tristan Lowell, her aggravating partner, shot her a bemused look, arching a single eyebrow, before facing his assailant once more.

      Jayne rolled her eyes. It was a pitiful insult, to be sure. She’d have to work harder next time. Tristan didn’t actually wear any makeup; she was merely drawing attention to his luscious black lashes that any girl would envy. Of course the fates would decide to bestow them on a douchebag like Tristan instead of someone more worthy.

      “You still have the grimoire?” Tristan called over his shoulder as he edged closer to the staircase.

      “What do you take me for?” Jayne cried, pulling an Attack spell and flinging it toward the Wonder Woman wannabe, but the man jerked out of the way just in time. “Of course I have it!”

      “Then follow my lead!” Without waiting for her response, Tristan ducked down low as a shower of sparks burst just above his head, narrowly missing his scalp. He rolled and jumped to his feet before dashing down the stairs, his lithe figure quickly sprinting the length of the reading room before he disappeared from view.

      “Follow your lead,” Jayne grumbled, straightening her blouse and climbing to her feet. “Easy for you to say, when you move like a damn acrobat.”

      The lasso snaked toward her feet once more, but Jayne hopped out of reach, reaching for the Torrent to find something new, something different. She pictured an ice cube with the lasso trapped inside, and the Torrent presented her with the Freeze spell.

      Perfect.

      She grabbed it, the pale blue light shimmering in her hands before tossing it on the lasso, effectively freezing it in place. The Wonder Woman thug grunted, his beefy hands tugging fruitlessly at the rope to pull it free, but it was useless. A glistening blue glow encased the lasso and it was stiff as a board, no longer the flexible whip of death he’d been using. Slowly, the icy magic began to climb up his hand, spreading along his skin. The man’s eyes widened in alarm as he struggled more intensely against the spell.

      Jayne smiled and blew him a kiss before hurrying down the staircase after Tristan. The reading room was roughly the size of a large cathedral, with towering bookshelves neatly lining each wall. She said a silent prayer to any gods and goddesses watching that every single shelf would remain intact during this fight. Thankfully, the civilians in the reading room were none the wiser, though they did look up occasionally as Tristan or Jayne shouted. It seemed the Torrent’s knack for masking spells did not extend to carefully barbed insults. Pity.

      A burst of heat seared past Jayne’s left ear, so she started bobbing and weaving, knowing her Wonder Woman assailant had decided to ditch the frozen rope and come after her. She rushed out of the reading room and clambered down another set of stairs, muttering a quick “Later, Giro!” to the statue of Cardinal Girolamo Casanate that stood sentinel in the next room.

      She quickly caught up with Tristan, who hissed, “What took you so long?” before they bolted out the door.

      The Biblioteca Casanatense was tucked away in a side street, concealed from view—the perfect hiding spot for a magical grimoire. Jayne dodged the bikeshares and Vespas parked on the narrow street, following Tristan up the road toward the Piazza di San Macuto. While it was advantageous for them to steal a grimoire from an inconspicuous location, it did make them easy targets. The streets were far too quiet.

      Sure enough, the two goons burst out the door after them, and it took no time at all before more spells were launched in their direction.

      “Down!” Jayne shouted, and she and Tristan dropped to the ground to avoid getting hit. When she heard the spells explode against the concrete in front of them, Jayne jumped up, arms raised, palms out as she conjured a massive Block spell. A transparent dome surrounded her and Tristan, and the incoming spells ricocheted, bouncing off the shield and flying in different directions. Jayne sliced her hands through the air, layering an Attack spell with a Cloaking spell as she launched an offensive attack. The Cloaking spells masked the spells from view, so the goons stared, wide-eyed and clueless, as the invisible Attack spells smacked them in the face.

      “Taste of your own medicine, bastards,” Jayne said, rubbing her nose in memory of her own face-plant.

      She and Tristan bolted, taking advantage of their enemies’ momentary lapse in concentration. They reached the Piazza and turned, winding down Via del Seminario, the crowd thickening as they drew closer to the Pantheon. After a few minutes of sprinting, they easily blended in with the horde of pedestrians swarming the streets of Rome, chattering away as if there weren’t two magical baddies lurking nearby.

      Jayne honestly couldn’t believe tourists were still out and about after the explosion at the Basilica di San Clemente. Then again, it wasn’t like they had any idea that magic was behind it; as far as they knew, it was just some freakish natural disaster. The blue light in the sky was so clearly magical, any Adept in the area would know immediately. Jayne was only slightly relieved that she was across town at the moment it happened. She’d been tempted to leave her post, but had resisted. Tristan wouldn’t have played along, anyway.

      Because everything about the basilica collapse felt like a Ruth Thorne/Kingdom attack. Distract the masses with some huge, violent act of terror so the minions could get to this library undetected. It was meant to distract Jayne and Tristan from their mission. She was sure of it.

      And that she hadn’t run off to help showed how much she had grown. She’d stayed focused on the grimoire they’d been sent to retrieve, like she was supposed to. See, Amanda? I can listen to orders.

      A tourist in a gray baseball cap shot her a look as she darted past him. They were drawing the nonmagicals’ attention.

      “Okay, okay. When in Rome, do as the clueless nonmagic folk do,” Jayne muttered, slowing her stride to catch her breath—and so she didn’t stick out. She nudged Tristan’s elbow to indicate he do the same.

      “We need to reach the safe house,” Tristan panted, his brows lowering.

      “We need to blend in and play it cool,” Jayne shot back. “If we run, we’ll draw their attention. They don’t care about casualties, and they’ll shoot down anyone in their way.”

      “Exactly. Which means we should be putting distance between us and these innocent civilians.”

      Jayne gave him her most withering glare, refusing to back down. She put a hand on his shoulder, perhaps digging in her fingernails a bit too much as she swept a Cloaking spell over him. His clothes and skin glimmered like a sparkly vampire, and he blinked at her.

      “Should help us stay invisible,” Jayne said before mimicking the same spell over her own body.

      “You call yourself a Master magician?” Tristan scoffed. “Cloaking spells don’t make a person invisible. It only adds camouflage.”

      “While this is a lovely time to learn all the specifics about the inner workings of Cloaking spells, can we do a rain check?” This wasn’t the first time Tristan had lectured her about her inexperience, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. Her patience was already wearing thin.

      “You shouldn’t wait until you’re in the field to learn the inner working of spells,” Tristan said, his tone laced with irritation.

      Jayne ignored him, though she balled her hands into fists, if only to keep herself from punching him in the face. The air behind them crackled with energy, and warmth tickled Jayne’s brow in the same spot her totem glowed when Medb, the dead Master magician, was speaking to her.

      The Earth goddess. She was trying to warn her.

      Jayne stopped in her tracks, going perfectly still, her eyes closing as she opened her senses and listened. The chatter of the surrounding crowd died away, and her consciousness plunged into the earth, searching, seeking out the energies the totem gave her.

      Then she heard it. Someone was whispering an enchantment, and a familiar ashy smell tickled Jayne’s nose.

      “Shit,” she muttered, her mind crashing back to the present where Tristan was waving a hand in front of her face. She smacked his hand away and said, “They’re casting a Tracking spell. They’ll find us in the crowd in minutes.”

      Tristan’s brow furrowed. He searched his pockets before withdrawing a spray canister. Without warning, he spritzed Jayne up and down her body before doing the same to himself. Gagging, Jayne coughed and wheezed, trying to get the nasty sharp cologne smell out of her mouth. “God, what is that, Axe?”

      “The foulest body spray I could find,” Tristan said, wrinkling his own nose. “But the most pungent of aromas will mask a Tracking spell.”

      Jayne scowled. “You can’t be serious. That sounds more like an old wives’ tale.”

      “I am serious. A Tracking spell is like putting a bloodhound on someone’s trail. If you mask the scent of the target, they are harder to track.” He glanced over her shoulder. “Come on. We should keep moving.”

      As much as Jayne didn’t trust his judgment, she knew he was right. The longer they stood still, the more attention they would draw to themselves. Besides, those Kingdom thugs were getting closer.

      “If you’re wrong, you’re buying dinner,” Jayne said, resisting the urge to look over her shoulder. “And dessert. Which will be lots of pie.”

      Tristan shot her a lopsided grin. “Deal. But I’m not wrong.”

      Oh, the male ego, Jayne thought to herself. Such a fragile, stubborn thing.

      The hairs on the back of Jayne’s neck stood on end, and she suppressed a shiver. Without thinking, she muttered, “Take off your jacket.”

      Tristan raised an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t you take me to dinner first? You know, since you’ll be losing the bet?”

      Jayne elbowed him in the ribs. “If your old wives’ tale proves correct, then removing our scent and tossing it somewhere else will throw them off our trail, right?”

      Pride glimmered in Tristan’s eyes. “That’s…very smart.”

      “Did you just compliment me? Good Lord, the sky must be falling.”

      Tristan chuckled. “I know. But don’t get used to it. I’ll be back to insulting you in no time.”

      Despite his promise, Jayne found herself laughing as she yanked off her scarf and cardigan, leaving her in just a tank top. Thankfully, the air was warm, so it didn’t bother her; if anything, it helped her fit in with the gaggle of college girls alongside them.

      “Where to?” she asked, holding up her bundle of Jayne-scented clothes.

      Tristan eyed her up and down, whether in disapproval or satisfaction, she couldn’t tell. Then he gestured to the gelateria around the corner. “Fancy some gelato?”

      Jayne’s mouth watered at the sight of the delicious cones the other tourists were enjoying, but she quashed down her desire for sweets and nodded. Without further ado, Tristan took her cardigan and scarf and casually dropped it on the bench outside the gelateria, alongside his jacket. He strode nonchalantly down the street, a hand in his pocket, his face the picture of innocence.

      Jayne didn’t realize she was staring at him until he raised his eyebrows at her. “What?” he asked.

      She shook her head, part annoyed and part impressed. Not for the first time, she imagined him as a model for a French perfume commercial. Flawless. Smooth. Masculine. “I don’t know how you do that.”

      “Do what, exactly?”

      “The whole confident Frenchman thing.”

      “Well, I am a confident Frenchman.”

      “Yes, yes. Confident. Irritating. Condescending…”

      “Come now, don’t be mean.”

      “Pompous. Difficult. Conceited.”

      “Please stop.” Despite his request, Tristan was laughing.

      They approached the Pantheon, and Jayne’s breath caught in her throat as she gazed up at the magnificent architecture. Even from behind, it was awe-inspiring: the ancient concrete that spoke of hundreds of years of history, the domed rotunda on top, the half-circle windows that reminded her of a dungeon…

      Before her yearning could blossom into a full-blown obsession, Jayne shut it down, remembering from her research that there was a strict dress code for entering the Pantheon, and her tank top simply wouldn’t cut it. Even if she had the time to go inside and drink everything in, she wouldn’t be allowed.

      “You finished drooling yet?” Tristan asked.

      “You uncultured swine. How can you not drool over something as breathtaking as this?”

      “Because I have some semblance of self-control and focus. We’re on a mission, remember?”

      “Right.” She shot one last parting glance at the Pantheon. “Another time,” she promised.

      “Stop making romantic promises to a building.”

      “You can’t tell me who to love. I’ll proposition whomever—or whatever—I please, thank you very much.”

      Tristan opened his mouth to reply, his eyes glimmering with the promise of another insult, when he stopped, his gaze snagging on something over Jayne’s shoulder. “They took the bait,” he muttered.

      Jayne followed his gaze and found the two Kingdom operatives lingering by the bench outside the gelateria. One of them lifted up Jayne’s cardigan and spouted something in loud, rapid-fire Welsh.

      “Time’s up.” Jayne grabbed Tristan’s elbow, and they burst into motion, weaving between tourists and civilians until they reached the front of the Pantheon, heading toward the Piazza della Rotonda. They passed the Macuteo Obelisk and a vendor shouting something about purchasing tickets to the Pantheon. Jayne shot one last look behind them, ensuring the goons hadn’t spotted them, before she followed Tristan down a side street, away from the crowd and out of sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          A DARK ALLY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London

      

      

      

      Ruth Thorne rubbed her forehead for the fourteenth time that day, the spot marking her totem irritating her profusely. If her clueless daughter could handle the weight of a totem, surely she, the Head of the Kingdom, could manage it just fine.

      But the dark and persistent voice rumbled inside her, clawing at her insides, struggling to get out. It had consumed her in Rome just before the explosion at the basilica, and it was trying its damnedest to take her once more.

      Ruth gritted her teeth so hard her head began to throb. The raging fire inside her was incessant.

      And she knew exactly why. Before she’d even begun seeking out the Master magicians and their totems, she had unleashed something from within the Torrent. A presence she could not—would not—name. This presence had been her ally. Her ace in the hole. Her secret confidant. A voice so vibrant she could do nothing but acquiesce to its every demand.

      At first, she’d thought it was the Master of Shadows. But no, her daughter Jayne had quite thoroughly banished the Master, sending him back into his resting place.

      This was something different. Something that had been lurking in Ruth’s mind since she first discovered her powers.

      When she’d struck a bargain with it, she hadn’t thought very far ahead. All she knew then was she needed to locate the Master magicians and their totems before the TCO did. By any means necessary.

      And for that, she needed to locate the remaining necromantic grimoires. They were the keys to locating the totems.

      But now, her dark ally was calling in its debts. And Ruth had no choice but to pay them herself. She couldn’t very well introduce this powerful presence to others within the Kingdom; they would want that power for themselves, and Ruth couldn’t risk it. She had to be in control. She had to be the most powerful. The most feared.

      A cold sweat broke out on her skin, making her feel clammy and feverish. Her mouth turned dry, and she swallowed down another bout of nausea. It felt like her body was literally at war with itself, trying to combat the foreign presence inside her.

      Because there was no doubt about it. The thing she’d unleashed from the Torrent…was now living inside her.

      Not even the peaceful ambience of her flat in London could soothe the beast writhing within. Ordinarily, this place was a haven, a sanctuary for her to escape to. Something separate from the world, from the Kingdom, from her enemies. Her eyes went over the expensive paintings she’d acquired over the years—some illegally, of course, but that was part of her trade as an art dealer. After all, the Kingdom’s efforts had to be funded somehow, and she couldn’t exactly acquire the funds by bussing tables or selling appliances door-to-door.

      Ordinarily, the Monet, Van Gogh, and Renoir paintings on the living room wall provided her comfort, reminding her of her status in life. She was elegant and wealthy. Powerful. Feared. The Head of an organization whose power grew day by day.

      But today, gazing at these paintings brought her no peace. Only a sense of foreboding.

      Her cell phone rang, an obnoxious trilling that made her jump. Her skin crawled as if she expected the foreign presence inside her to leap out if startled. But of course, it remained inside her, hiding away, biding its time…

      Ruth brought the phone to her ear and snapped, “What?” Her usual phone was silenced; this one was only to be used in emergencies.

      “You asked for us to send word when we tracked down the Guardian,” came Lars’s gruff voice. “We found her.”

      Ruth’s mind was abuzz. For the moment, the presence inside her was silenced as plans took root, spreading and growing with fervor. The opportunity she’d waited for was hers for the taking. At last.

      A cruel smile crept across her face. “Where?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          A VERY MINOR GRIMOIRE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rome

      

      

      

      Tristan Lowell stood in the safe house, waiting for Jayne to open the sibylline texts they’d just acquired from the Biblioteca Casanatense. The infuriating woman was sitting there, eyes closed in concentration. She was taking far too long to just open the damn book. Tristan would have done it himself, confident in his magical prowess that he could fight off whatever dark influence might be contained within. But orders were orders. And Jayne was his superior. Much as he disliked the thought.

      Ruger Stern, Jayne’s mentor and superior, stood next to the sofa, his eyes on Jayne as he, too, waited—much more patiently than Tristan.

      A full minute passed, and Tristan tried his very best not to snap at the powerful Master magician. Knowing how much she disliked him, it would probably only delay things further.

      Besides, Jayne had no way of knowing just how desperate he was to open the grimoire and see what was contained within. She didn’t know what was at stake.

      And he couldn’t tell her.

      He was already uneasy with the idea of working with a Master magician—the first one the world had seen in decades. Never mind the fact that Jayne had just discovered her powers mere months ago. The girl was a bomb set to go off at any moment. Without the years of training most Adepts underwent, there was no way she could handle such volatile power. It was bound to burn her up, along with anyone else standing too close to the flames.

      She was a means to an end. No matter how charming or quirky or witty her comebacks were. Once Tristan got what he needed, he intended to leave her far, far behind to avoid whatever disaster was sure to find her.

      So, Tristan stood on the opposite end of the living room of the safe house, arms crossed as he waited for her to assess what was inside the grimoire. Though his head was spinning with anticipation and anxiety, his body remained perfectly composed. Years of shielding his true intentions from his power-hungry mother had taught him well.

      It wasn’t until Tristan felt a powerful magical presence permeate the air that he realized what Jayne was doing. The Earth totem from Queen Medb gleamed brightly on her forehead, and her brows were knitted in concentration.

      She was summoning her Earth magic instead of relying on the Torrent. How interesting.

      Jayne straightened on the sofa, her eyes opening and fixing on the grimoire sitting on the coffee table in front of her. The book looked quite innocent. Almost insignificant. Its leather bindings were worn with age, the edges frayed and tattered. The pages contained within were stained and weathered. It looked like it might fall apart from a single touch.

      “Brace yourselves,” Jayne said, her gaze never straying from the grimoire. “Last time I opened a powerful grimoire, it tried to eat me.”

      Tristan’s brow furrowed. He was unsure if she was being serious or not. He could never tell with this woman.

      “I’m not sensing too much power from it,” Tristan said. “We should be fine.” The words were meant to be reassuring, but he couldn’t help the disappointment lacing his tone. He could already tell there wasn’t nearly enough power contained in this book, despite what he’d originally thought. Which meant this wasn’t the grimoire he was looking for.

      Even so, he had to be sure.

      “Whenever you’re ready, Jayne,” Ruger said in a soft voice.

      Jayne took a long, steadying breath and puffed out an exhale with a resolved nod. Then, the motion quick as if she feared the book would burn her, she flipped open the cover. Gold light shimmered from the pages, casting a warm glow on her skin. Her face was ethereal in the light, and as the Earth totem brightened on her forehead, she almost looked like a goddess herself. Despite his reservations about her, Tristan couldn’t keep his breath from hitching.

      Just as suddenly as it appeared, the gold light faded, leaving the air cold and dim in its wake.

      Tristan blinked, and Jayne reared back with a bewildered “What the hell?”

      He took a wary step closer. “What’s on the pages?”

      Jayne extended a hand and pressed it against the parchment. She closed her eyes, and magic hummed in the air. The marking on her forehead burned brighter.

      “There is…magic in here,” she said, her voice distant. “But not a lot. As you said.” She frowned. “Damn it. Really?” She yanked her hand back, her eyes opening as she leaned forward to inspect the pages. “It’s just an anthology of prophecies.”

      Tristan could hold back no longer. He strode forward, his heart leaping in his throat as his senses confirmed what she had said. There’s not very much magic here. He took the seat opposite Jayne, leaning forward with his arms propped on his knees. Careful not to touch the pages directly, he inhaled, focusing on the particular scent of the magic.

      “Are you…sniffing it?” Jayne asked.

      Tristan ignored her.

      “I mean, no judgment. I sniff books all the time. It’s kind of a thing among the bookish community.”

      Again, he said nothing. Each individual strand of magic had a signature flavor. He took another breath, isolating each odor, each aura the magic had left behind.

      At long last, he sat back in defeat. “It’s a minor grimoire.”

      “A what?”

      Tristan rubbed the bridge of his nose. He didn’t have the patience for this. Not when his only lead had turned out to be a dead end. “A minor grimoire.”

      “Yes, I heard you,” Jayne snapped. “What is that?”

      “Most of the grimoires you’ve encountered have been major ones,” Ruger provided. “A couple were necromantic, full of the powerful, dark magic that can raise the dead. But not all magic is that powerful. Some lesser magics can still bewitch a book and grant it magical properties.”

      Jayne’s eyes lit up. “Fascinating.” She gazed at the book, her fingers hovering over its pages. “It’s a cute little baby grimoire.”

      Tristan scowled. “Which means it’s not the necromantic grimoire we were searching for.”

      “Hey, the Kingdom was after this, too. So if we don’t know what it is, neither do they. It’s still a win in my book. No pun intended.”

      “Still, this doesn’t warrant something as drastic as blowing up the basilica,” Ruger said thoughtfully. “If they went to such great lengths to cause a disturbance, I would think they would’ve made certain this was the right grimoire first.”

      Tristan ran a shaky hand through his hair, rising from the sofa. He needed to escape before he bit this woman’s head off.

      All he could think of was his utter and complete failure. Years of searching, and he had failed again.

      He would never find it. He was doomed to spend the rest of his life searching for what couldn’t be found.

      “Tristan?”

      Tristan realized he’d been pacing and stopped abruptly, looking at Jayne’s concerned blue eyes. He felt Ruger watching him as well.

      “Setbacks happen.” Jayne’s voice was gentle. “We’ll find the real one. It’s not like we have a list of lost necromantic grimoires we can pick and choose from. We have to discover them, one by one, using rumor and innuendo and⁠—”

      Her patronizing tone only incensed him further. “I’ve been doing this for years, and you started what, two days ago? Spare me your lecture.”

      “Tristan,” Ruger growled in warning.

      Jayne’s eyebrows shot up. She lifted her hands, palms out. “Ooooookay,” she said, drawing out the word. “I get the feeling you need to blow off some steam. I’ll leave you to…brood.” She huffed in exasperation and stood, not bothering to glance at him once before she left the room.

      Tristan buried his face in his hands. He regretted snapping at Jayne; she was kind and didn’t deserve that. But he couldn’t be around her right now.

      He sensed movement and looked up. Ruger was approaching, his face unreadable.

      “Amanda says you asked for this assignment,” the burly man said.

      “I did.”

      Ruger watched him, unblinking. “Why?”

      “Rumor and innuendo, remember?” Tristan said automatically. When Ruger didn’t rise to the bait, he continued. “I’ve heard there’s a necromantic grimoire hidden in Rome just like you have. I thought this grimoire might be the key to stopping the Kingdom. If they’re after it, too, it looks like I was right.”

      Ruger’s dark eyes continued to scrutinize him, and Tristan resisted the urge to avert his gaze. After a long moment, Ruger only hummed thoughtfully before leaving the room.

      Damn that man and his sixth sense. Ruger always had a way of reading people. He’d been the only one who could see through Tristan’s facade—the very mask that fooled his own mother.

      But Ruger had good reason to be suspicious. In all his years of working for the TCO, Tristan had never deviated from or questioned a direct order. It had been Tristan who’d proposed an alternative plan to head off the Kingdom. He told them he’d received intelligence from one of his people in the splinter group of former La Liberté members he was in charge of, that one of the powerful necromantic grimoires they were seeking had surfaced in Rome and they couldn’t pass up the opportunity to investigate. Thankfully, Amanda had jumped on the idea, but Ruger must have known something was up, especially now that the grimoire turned out to be worthless.

      He ran a frustrated hand through his hair. His real mission was too important and too delicate to risk sharing with anyone else in the TCO, especially when there was a supposed mole in their midst. If Ruger started sniffing around, he could expose Tristan’s entire plan.

      He’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this. But this was taking too long.

      Desperate times called for desperate measures. And he was out of options.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          AN OLD FRIEND

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Patagonia

      

      

      
      Sofia had the strangest sense of déjà vu as she knocked on the door of a teal-roofed house halfway down the narrow street in Ushuaia, Argentina. This wasn’t the first time she’d gone to great lengths to track down the powerful Adept named Xiomara de la Vega. Not only was the air saturated with power and magic—it thrummed along Sofia’s skin, reverberating down to her bones—but the streets here looked similar to those in Miami’s Little Havana. The climate, however, was quite different. Sofia still couldn’t get over the vast mountain backdrop or the kaleidoscope of various-colored houses in the area.

      Not to mention the temperature. Good Lord, it was freezing. Even with her sweater and scarf to keep her warm, Sofia couldn’t keep her teeth from chattering. The chilly wind did nothing to help the situation. Though her blonde hair was tied back into a bun, several strands had pulled free and were whipping about her face with all the energy of those inflatable balloon-man things usually found at car dealerships.

      Generally, when Sofia thought of Argentina, she thought of warm climes. But this place was nicknamed “The End of the World” for a reason. It was one of the closest cities to Antarctica.

      Of course Xiomara would be hiding out here. Because it would be too much to ask for her to hide herself away in a quaint, pleasant city like Bismarck, North Dakota.

      “You scent anything off?” she asked Cillian, who stood next to her. Though he wasn’t shivering as severely as she was, his body was still tensed, indicating his discomfort.

      His blue eyes grew distant as he inhaled deeply. As a Rogue who could shift into wolf form, Cillian had an impressive sense of smell. After a moment, he frowned and shook his head. “It’s strange. I smell…nothing. Normally I can get a whiff of something, whether it be food or dust or traces of magic. But this place has an eerie absence of scents.”

      Sofia nodded. “It’s probably warded.” Xiomara was smart. With as much magic as she possessed, she would have likely taken precautions. Sofia resisted the urge to wrap her arms around herself. She still wasn’t accustomed to so much magic pulsing through her body. Every hair seemed to stand on end in response to the potent presence of all that otherworldly energy. In Little Havana, her powers had been buried so deeply she had barely noticed the change in the air. But here and now, it was as intense as someone screaming in her ear.

      Sofia rapped on the orange door once again, her knuckles brushing against the peeling paint. She resisted the urge to glance over her shoulder at the TCO officers lying in wait in case things went awry. Amanda had thought it best not to draw too much attention to themselves in case the Kingdom or La Liberté were nearby. And since Sofia
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