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      “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

      

      “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

      

      “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

      

      “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

      

      “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

      

      “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

      

      “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
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            Prologue

          

          THE TIME IS NOW

        

      

    

    
      With the power roiling inside her, sometimes Ruth Thorne couldn’t even remember her own name. This moment, this threshold she stood upon, was the rare occurrence when her mind was lucid and she recalled her purpose: acquire the Masters’ totems. Unleash the power of the Torrent.

      Free the dark master.

      She was becoming one with the monstrous presence inside her. She had been warned about the costs of dark magic, of channeling power from the Torrent. Of coveting, touching, subsuming, using the cursed magic for herself. She’d had no idea then what that would cost, but now…

      The battle lines were being drawn, and if she had any hope of winning, she had to be more aggressive. She’d started the Kingdom to rid the world of nonmagical creatures, to rule among those who were blessed with magical genes. A cleansing was needed, a return to the ways things were supposed to be, when the Torrent wasn’t trapped in a river of stars accessible to a very few powerful magicians, as it was now, but flowing in the very air they breathed, the sky they watched, the trees and the streams and the clouds and the rain. When the sun rose and set on magical creatures who did not need spells, did not need to battle amongst themselves. Harmony. That’s what she had always sought. She was willing to do whatever it took to find that peace for her people.

      And, in so doing, had unleashed a monster much worse than anything they could have conjured with the darkest necromantic texts.

      She was changed. Her mission was perverted. She was being used, a puppet unable to break free from a master so dark, so unforgiving, he would see the world burn before he let his enemies win.

      Under his rule, there would be no harmony. Only cruelty, darkness, hate. She was bringing the monster to the world, and she was helpless against it.

      There were moments of softness in her memories. Gentle smiles from the men she’d cared for. The possibilities of the children who grew inside her. The simple pleasure of a good meal, a beautiful work of art, a magnificent view.

      But her drive wiped them all away. Her quest for power trampled the realities she found herself attached to.

      She needed the grimoires. The grimoires led to the totems. The totems led to ultimate domination. For her. For the beast within.

      And time was not her friend.

      Her second, Lars, stepped to her side. “Ruth? Is all well?”

      His sharp voice made her cringe. A pinwheel of images danced through her brain. The coast of Ireland, raising Queen Medb, the death of Alarik, and the decimation of the Irish faction of the Kingdom by the very people she was about to slay—it seemed so far in the past, though it was mere months ago.

      Behind her stood the remaining followers loyal to her cause, ready to act, thirsty for blood, prepared to unleash hell on their enemies. They were powerful, yes; as the Torrent became easier to access, their powers were growing. But to win this battle, they needed her to be their amplifier. She could now boost their magic, make them true soldiers of the cause.

      Her chest swelled with lethal energy, driven by the powerful presence that grew with each passing day. She had once feared it. Feared allowing it to take over. Now, she knew it was inevitable.

      The time is now, the presence seemed to say. Find the totems. Slay our enemies. Free me. Or you will be the first to suffer.

      Ignoring the disorienting dizziness clouding her mind and the cold, clammy sweat clinging to her palms, Ruth turned to Lars and gave him one firm nod.

      “We await the signal. As soon as it happens, we must be ready to move. Prepare the troops.”

      He gestured to the soldiers behind them, and as one, they all reached for the Torrent. Magic swarmed in the air like bees buzzing against her ears. A shimmering portal appeared, and Ruth would be the first to step through.

      Her daughters and their weak TCO compatriots would feel her wrath today. They would rue the day they decided to challenge her.

      To challenge the master.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          BACK TO THE FUTURE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Geneva, Switzerland

        Henry Thorne’s Time Catch

      

      

      

      Jayne Thorne stared at her long-lost father, trying, and failing miserably, to understand the words that had just left his mouth. The time catch was going to his head. Magicians were known to go mad in Time Catches, and as far as Jayne’s limited but harrowing experiences with them, that was entirely understandable. So when her father said that there were people trapped in the Torrent, including his mother, Alexandra, and Jayne’s daughter, the only logical interpretation was he’d gone potty. Jayne had no daughter. She didn’t even have a boyfriend.

      Clearly, her father was bonkers. Along with all the emotions from the past few weeks, Jayne’s fear and frustration and joy and pain intermingled, and, no, she wasn’t proud of it, but it was inevitable. She blew a gasket.

      “You don’t get to just appear back into our lives like this and drop bombshells like I might have some daughter out there floating around the universe in a time-space continuum like some sort of Star Trek episode. No, sir. Absolutely not.”

      Sofia touched Jayne on the arm. “Jayne. Let him explain.”

      “No. We almost died finding you, Dad, and here you are, alive, and people are dead, or sucked into the Torrent according to you, and Mom has been possessed by some sort of monster, and I want an explanation!”

      Henry fiddled with his glasses. “I can’t explain properly, not without creating all sorts of conundrums for you, my dear. Just trust me. Can you do that?”

      He looked so earnest she took a breath and thought about it.

      “Nope. Are you saying you’ve met my daughter from the future?” Jayne asked, trying not to shout the words. Her father couldn’t be serious. After years and years of believing this man was dead, she got this instead of a teary-eyed reunion full of hugs and kisses and murmured words of affection. Henry Thorne was raving mad. It was heartbreaking, really.

      “Erm, yes.”

      “Bonkers,” Jayne said, stalking off. She bumped immediately into a metal shelf, knocking a hundred small glass jars from their resting places. With a flick of his hand, Henry tossed a Repair spell at the mess, which uprighted the shelves and caught the jars, setting them back in precise rows. It was pretty cool magic, but Jayne was too incensed to appreciate it fully.

      “Dad,” Sofia said, her voice eerily calm. “Back up a bit. What happened to you? We thought you died. Have you just been…here, this whole time?” She gestured to the chaotic science lab around them, the makings of the Time Catch Henry had been hiding in. Her voice broke, betraying what she wasn’t saying: Why didn’t you come find us? Why did you abandon us?

      Henry scratched his head, ruffling his brown curls. He dropped his arms, then crossed them, as if unsure where to position his hands. “I, uh…” He pinched the bridge of his nose and huffed out a huge sigh. “I’m so sorry, loves. I would never have left you if I had a choice. Surely you know that. But your mother—Ruth—held me prisoner for years. I was in a Time Catch, unable to do much of anything but think. It happened during the fire in Yosemite, do you remember that?”

      “Yes, we remember,” Sofia said carefully.

      “Well, that burst of power trapped us both behind the lines, and the only recourse was a very hastily created Time Catch. Your mother understood that I was not going to willingly be separated from you for long, so when she conjured it, she added a lovely little loophole—she could leave, but I couldn’t.

      “I was stuck there for years, my darlings. All I could do was watch you from afar and hope you’d find the clues I’d left behind in the notebook. A…friend finally discovered where I was and helped me escape. But I couldn’t exactly march back into your lives, not without making you both targets.”

      He adjusted his glasses, his voice growing thick.

      “I would do anything for you girls. You must know that. Once I got out…I only wanted to keep you safe. I thought by staying away, I could protect you. I knew Ruth would eventually find out about the Guardian magic in your blood and try to use you, too. I couldn’t risk it. She was too volatile, still is, and you—you were both too precious to me.” Tears sparkled in his eyes.

      Jayne felt her own eyes grow hot, and she glanced at Sofia, who was weeping openly. Her white-blond hair fell in a curtain around her face. Jayne could only imagine what she was thinking. Ruth had tried siphoning Jayne’s powers when she was only six years old, and Sofia had witnessed the attempt. Though Jayne didn’t remember most of the event, it was still traumatizing for Sofia—it had triggered her defensive nature toward Jayne, bringing out the protective lioness inside her.

      They both knew what Ruth was willing to do for more power.

      “We needed you,” Sofia whispered, the tears streaming down her face. “God, we needed you so much, Dad. We had no one.”

      “You had each other,” Henry said. “I know things were hard for you both, but I knew you were together. I’m so sorry for what you had to go through on your own. Truly sorry.”

      Sofia heaved a shuddering breath, crossing her arms over her chest. She looked like she wanted to dive into Henry’s arms and squeeze him into the tightest hug but was restraining herself.

      Sensing the need for a subject change, Jayne cleared her throat. “So, uh, daughter from the future? Can we circle back to that, please?”

      Henry pressed his palms together, focusing on Jayne like a professor would turn attention to a responsive pupil. “Right. Well. Unfortunately, I can’t answer that. There just isn’t time⁠—”

      Jayne huffed a laugh. “We’re in a Time Catch. There’s time.”

      “Ah. Yes. But it’s fairly complicated, and⁠—”

      Jayne took a step closer to him. “We didn’t wait seventeen years to track you down just for you to say it’s complicated. We’re adults now. It’s been long enough. Please, Dad. We deserve to know.” Her blood thrummed with impatience and anticipation, and she had to fight the urge to bounce on the balls of her feet or grab her father by the collar and shake him for answers.

      Henry rubbed his forehead and groaned. With a sigh, he let his hand drop against his thigh. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. I, uh… Lord, where to begin…” He straightened, then cleared his throat. Jayne was once again reminded of a professor about to dive into a lecture. Everything about Henry Thorne was just so scholarly, from his thin, wiry frame to the glasses he left on the table to his quirky mannerisms.

      “My mother—your grandmother—Alexandra Thorne was sucked into the Torrent thirty years ago,” Henry began. “It was an accident. She got too close to a powerful source of Torrent energy, and it sensed her Guardian magic and pulled her in, then shut, disappearing entirely. I’ve been trying to find a backdoor access point to the Torrent. I need something more powerful than the Guardian pockets, but not volatile enough to break the Torrent itself, to let her out.”

      When he paused, Jayne found herself nodding. “Okay. We’re with you so far.” She still had no idea what this had to do with her future daughter.

      “I’ve made several scientific breakthroughs.” Henry’s face brightened with excitement. “So many discoveries! I can’t wait to share them all with you.” His expression smoothed, and he cleared his throat again. “Right. Another time. One of those discoveries is something I’ve been working on since college. It’s a way to manipulate time. I’ve developed a capacitor that theoretically will temporarily allow someone to reach through the time vortex with a specific destination in mind. Now, it’s very sensitive, and there are strict rules, inviolable rules. This is an alternate reality we’re talking about. Just like the Time Catches exist in another plane, the Torrent does, as well.”

      Jayne’s brow furrowed. Time vortex? Capacitor? She felt like she was talking to Doc Brown from Back to the Future.

      Oblivious to her confusion, Henry plowed on. “I didn’t test it as thoroughly as I should have. I—I was just too excited! I thought I’d found the key to rescuing my mother at last. But when I turned on the capacitor and entered the time vortex, I used the coordinates calculated based on my blood type and the Guardian magic inside me. I input the destination to thirty years in the past, but something must have malfunctioned, or I calculated wrong, because the vortex took me to thirty years into the future. I believe it recognized the signature of your daughter’s magic, Jayne. It matched my blood type and Guardian magic to something closer to your grandmother’s.” He grimaced sheepishly as if admitting he’d committed some small offense like finishing the last bit of milk from the carton instead of accidentally yanking Jayne’s daughter through time and space. “Once I realized my mistake, I tried to release her, to send her back, but my capacitor short-circuited and didn’t have the power to complete the cycle, and the Torrent was already open, and she—fell in.”

      “Fell in…the Torrent,” Jayne repeated numbly.

      Henry nodded.

      Jayne’s brain hurt. Was this man serious? Or was this some lunatic dressed like her father, spewing nonsense just to mess with her?

      Sofia raised a hand, her face contorted with part incredulity, part bewilderment. “I’m sorry, are you saying you’ve unlocked the secret to time travel, and you were using it to find your mom, but instead you trapped Jayne’s daughter in the Torrent?”

      Henry’s eyes lit up, clearly pleased Sofia had caught on. “Yes! Exactly.”

      “What does that even mean?” Sofia sputtered. “I—you—Jayne doesn’t have a daughter! What if telling us changes everything? What if she doesn’t even end up having a daughter now? Will this random woman in the Torrent be erased from existence?”

      “I think we’re missing the bigger picture here,” Jayne said. “Time travel? There’s no way.” She glanced over her father’s malnourished body and wondered if he had just been on some strange drug trip and concocted this whole story in his head. “Someone would have discovered it by now. The TCO, the CIA, the worldwide Adept community… Are you telling me that you alone have discovered time travel and no one else knows about it? I just—find that very hard to believe. No offense,” she added quickly. “We love you, Dad, but we haven’t seen you in seventeen years. It’s a little difficult to swallow.”

      After all, when Ruth had shown up after being presumed dead for so long, things hadn’t turned out so great. Jayne wanted to believe her father was the same man she’d known as a child, but her experience with Ruth made her overly cautious.

      Henry rubbed his eyes, suddenly looking very tired. “You’re right. And I—I don’t blame you at all. I’ve had to keep this secret locked up tight. Ruth, the Guardians, everyone would use this for the wrong reasons.”

      “What are the right reasons?” Sofia asked. “Who gets to decide what those reasons are? Aren’t you trying to use time travel to get your mother back? Instead of, I don’t know, changing the world for the better?”

      “This is changing the world for the better,” Henry insisted. “There is something powerful living inside the Torrent, and the longer those two are in there, the more it will feed off their energy and grow into something monstrous, something unstoppable!”

      This lined up with what Vesta had told Jayne. The white-haired fire goddess had implored her to stop this darkness from spreading, to use the power of the totems she had received to set things right.

      “Show me,” Jayne said.

      Henry shrank away from her as if recoiling from her demand. “What?”

      “Show me your capacitor. Show me your discoveries. I want to see them. It will help me understand.” What she didn’t say was Prove it. Prove to me you aren’t insane.

      She was willing to listen. She was willing to entertain the notion that time travel was real. After all, just last year, hadn’t she believed magic to be nothing more than a myth? How far-fetched could time travel be, by comparison?

      But what had solidified her belief in magic was actually experiencing it. She needed a measure of proof to help her rational brain understand it. Quantum physics was just scientific magic, right? But provable. Definable.

      “I can’t,” Henry said, wringing his hands together, a look of helpless frustration on his face. “The capacitor is too unstable. I had to dismantle it, just to be safe.”

      “Well, can you at least tell me about this daughter of mine?” Jayne asked. “Who is she? What’s her name? When will she be born? Who’s the father?”

      Please, for the love of God, don’t say Tristan Lowell…

      Henry spread his hands in a placating gesture, his face crumpling with regret. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      Jayne sighed. “You’ve got to meet us halfway, Dad. We can’t help you if you can’t give us any more information.”

      “You don’t understand,” Henry said. “The time vortex is a living, breathing entity. Anything I tell you about the future could jeopardize the timeline and unravel everything that holds the universe together. Even the smallest change can cause massive disasters over time.”

      “Chaos theory. The butterfly effect,” Jayne said.

      Henry pointed to her, wagging his finger in the air. “Yes. Exactly.”

      “Then can you at least come with us to the TCO?” Sofia asked. “Show them your findings. Let their research team work with you. You clearly can’t do this alone.” She gestured to the lab.

      Henry shook his head so forcefully Jayne worried it might fall right off his neck. “No. No. I absolutely cannot include anyone else.”

      “Dad, if what you’re saying is true, then you singlehandedly managed to tamper with the future all on your own,” Jayne said. “Sofia’s right. You’re in no position to tackle this by yourself. You need help.”

      Henry ran a shaking hand through his brown curls again. He really had the crazed scientist motif down pat. It would be comical if it weren’t so horrible.

      “No. I can’t bring in strangers. I don’t trust them. I don’t trust anyone except you two.”

      Even after seventeen years apart? Jayne had been six years old when he’d left. He hadn’t seen her grow up. He had no idea what kind of woman she’d turned out to be.

      She wished she could say she had the same level of trust in him.

      “They’re the good guys, Dad,” Sofia said, inching closer to Henry and taking one of his trembling hands in hers. “I can introduce you, one at a time, to only the most trusted officers. I’ve worked with them myself and can vouch for them.”

      Jayne immediately thought of the mole within the TCO. Now would not be a good time to bring that up. But if they started by introducing Henry to Ruger and Amanda—who were both rock-solid in the trust department—then Henry’s secrets would be safe.

      Baby steps. That was what her father needed.

      “Just meet my handler,” Jayne offered. “And my boss. You don’t have to unload all your secrets at once. They need to know you’re alive, though. There’s a war brewing out there, Dad. And we need you on our side.”

      Henry was silent, his body restless. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Rubbed his nose. Scratched the inside of his wrist. Chewed on the edges of his fingernails. Overall, he was quite a fidgety person. But Jayne supposed if she’d been cooped up in this lab on her own for Lord knows how long, she would be a little kooky, too.

      After a groan of frustration, Henry said, “Fine. All right. I’ll go with you to the TCO.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          I SMELL A RAT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TCO Headquarters, CIA

        Langley, Virginia

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mother needs eggs, but we can’t afford them.

      

      

      

      

      

      Amanda read the text over once more. Even after putting it through several cipher keys, she couldn’t make sense of it.

      It was the latest message her assistant, Pierce, had received. His response:

      
        
          
            
              
        Doc has no eggs at the moment. If Mother purchases some, this would be a good time for a visit.

      

      

      

      

      

      The messages were clearly coded, but it wasn’t a standard encryption that could be cracked. Whatever code they had was already established. Mother and eggs represented something, but Amanda didn’t know what. She needed more context.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      Amanda looked up, hastily pulling up a document to cover the video feed of Pierce’s apartment. She’d only just finished having Ruger bug his home and phone lines. She thought she’d been discreet enough for Pierce to be none the wiser, but he’d been covering his tracks for so long that she couldn’t be sure. So far, nothing incriminating had popped up, except for that strange exchange of messages. She couldn’t take chances, though. If Pierce figured out she’d made him as the mole, that his former chipper, do-anything-for-his-boss nature now seemed smug and cruel and she recoiled from him, she’d never find out who he was working for.

      “Enter,” Amanda said.

      Ruger stepped into her office, his massive frame vibrating with agitation. “They found him.”

      “Found whom?” She sat back in her chair, surveying Ruger’s wary expression, his dark brows knitting together and his lips turning down into a disapproving scowl.

      “Henry Thorne.”

      Goddess, had Jayne and Sofia actually done it? Had they truly tracked him down? Amanda had begun to believe the man was dead—as they’d all thought for so long.

      “Alive?” she asked. Her heart shuddered at the thought of what the girls would go through if they found nothing but a corpse.

      “Yes. He’s been in a Time Catch, working in some sort of lab.” Ruger’s scowl deepened, the old burn scars on his face twisting. Amanda heard what he wasn’t saying: The coward has been hiding.

      But she wasn’t one to pass judgment. Not until she had more information.

      Ruger went on, “They’ve just brought him in.”

      “Willingly? I never envisioned him offering himself up to the TCO.”

      “Apparently the girls talked him into it.”

      She gestured to the chair in front of her desk, and Ruger took a seat. “I’m remarkably impressed. Those two are quite a team. Good. Bring him in. We’ll debrief him. Find out what he knows and how he can be of use to us. But first, I need to discuss something highly sensitive with you.” She took a breath, rapping her knuckles on the polished surface of her desk as she deliberated how best to approach it. Because he wasn’t going to love this.

      “I want you to handle Henry Thorne while I deal with Pierce.”

      “Babysitting, Amanda? Seriously?”

      “Not babysitting. Protecting. And watching. We don’t know where his loyalties lie, and I don’t know who Pierce is working for. I must ensure that Thorne isn’t a massive Trojan horse from our many enemies. Especially now that we know who the mole is.”

      “You think Henry could really be working for Ruth and the Kingdom after all? Or La Liberté?”

      “Unknown. Which is why I need you to gather as much information as possible on what he’s really been up to.” She sat back in the chair. “We’re in uncharted waters, Ruger. Knowing who to trust is everything right now.”

      “I agree we need to use this information to our advantage, and the fewer people who know, the less likely it is Pierce will suspect his cover’s been blown. But you need me watching him, not Thorne. I need to protect you, Amanda. That’s my job.”

      She smiled at her old friend to soften her next words. “Your job is what I tell you it is. And I have a feeling about Henry Thorne. Besides, I do have safety precautions in place. Every six hours, I deactivate a scheduled encrypted message before it’s sent out. If something should happen to me, and I’m unable to deactivate it, all the information I’ve acquired will go straight to you. You will step into this role, assuming you’re willing, and carry on the mission. Am I clear?”

      Ruger’s jaw worked back and forth. The frustration in his eyes told Amanda he didn’t approve of this.

      Too bad.

      Ruger exhaled through his teeth. “Very well. Please keep me informed. And let me know if there’s anything else you need me to do.” His eyes took on a lethal edge, and Amanda could once again read the violent intent on his face.

      She couldn’t blame him. Pierce had been a seemingly loyal employee for seven years. That he would betray them so callously was a heavy blow. She’d grown to care for the man, and he’d seemed genuinely eager to help their cause.

      All of that had been a lie. A deception. A cold-hearted manipulation.

      And Amanda had fallen for it.

      Shame warred with anger in her chest, and she took a steadying breath. “See that a portal is set up for Thorne. Make sure Tristan and Vivienne are on deck if we need them. I’ll send you my notes and you can prepare some questions. Hopefully, he’ll have the answers we’re looking for.”

      Ruger shot her a doubtful look that she ignored. He rose from his chair and lumbered to the door. As he opened it, he turned back to face her.

      “Be careful, Amanda. I don’t relish sitting behind your desk anytime soon. Understand?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          NEGOTIATIONS

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t share anything with you unless I have your word you’ll help me,” Henry said.

      Jayne sat across from her father at a table in a small room within the TCO. Next to her was Sofia, and pacing the length of the room like a rabid animal was Ruger. They had been arguing for the better part of an hour, trying to convince Henry to turn over his equipment and research to the TCO.

      “Help you break open the Torrent and rescue two people supposedly trapped inside?” Ruger said, incredulous. “Even if I believed you, our entire mission is to protect the Torrent and ensure its power doesn’t cause destruction or chaos. What you are suggesting could have catastrophic consequences.”

      “There will be catastrophic consequences if we do nothing!” Henry insisted.

      “According to whom? What research? What proof? All I have is your word. We have decades of studies and experiments that tell us tampering with that amount of power is deadly and could end thousands of lives. Possibly millions. My superiors would never agree to it.”

      “Well, I’m afraid that means we are at an impasse.” Henry sat back in his chair, crossing his arms like a petulant child.

      Jayne rubbed her temples. “This is getting us nowhere, Ruger. What if we agree to work with him, to test if his theories and claims are valid? If the TCO acquires proof of their own, maybe that would be enough.”

      “I still can’t guarantee the director will sanction a rescue mission within the Torrent, even if we do have proof,” Ruger said, scratching his chin. “No matter how important they are to you, Thorne, the CIA would never jeopardize so much just to save two people.”

      Jayne’s insides squirmed. This was one thing about the CIA she disagreed with. They were sometimes too willing to sacrifice a few in order to save the many. To Jayne, everyone was important. Everyone deserved saving. Why else had she been gifted with this power, with these totems, if not to save people?

      And if her father was correct, this was her family they were talking about. How long had Jayne waited before finally getting permission to track down her father? Would she have to wait for this, too? If her grandmother and daughter—God, she still couldn’t wrap her head around that—were trapped and suffering, every moment counted. While the CIA twiddled their thumbs and deliberated over this, actual human beings were stuck in the Torrent, enduring any number of horrors while some dark, sentient being was feeding off their energy.

      Jayne shuddered, yanking on her hair tie, letting the dark mass spill down, then putting it back up into a bun. Beside her, Sofia squeezed her shoulder, trying to alleviate her distress.

      “We have to start somewhere,” Sofia said, adopting her reasonable big-sister voice. “The TCO should explore these theories to see if there is any validity to them. If something dark and powerful is living and feeding in the Torrent, it affects us all. It’s worth looking into.”

      Ruger ran a hand down his face. He had scars, burns, from his many battles, and Jayne was reminded again that he’d been doing this far longer than the rest of them.

      “With all the threats we are facing, all the work we have to do, it will be hard to convince anyone to make this a priority.”

      “Ruger,” Jayne said firmly, “we owe it to my dad to at least investigate. If the TCO wants my help with future missions, they have to prove they can make my family a priority. This isn’t just some side mission that’s unrelated to our work. It’s important. For months, I’ve worked my ass off using my powers to help the TCO. This is the least they can do in return.”

      Ruger dropped his hand with a sigh and paced to the end of the small room. After a moment, he said, “I have to ask—why now? Why come to us now?” He turned, his dark eyes fixed on Henry.

      Henry straightened in his seat. “My daughters.” He said it like the answer was obvious.

      “What about them?” Ruger asked.

      “I left a trail for them to follow,” Henry explained. “I needed to know they could piece the clues together on their own, that they could read between the lines in ways that Ruth never could. If they managed to track me down, I knew they would be able to help me with this, too. That they would die on the right side of this war.”

      “So it was all some elaborate test?” Jayne asked. “We were looking for our missing father, who was presumed dead, and you were just concocting these series of hoops for us to jump through?”

      “Yes. Well, no. I mean—” Henry exhaled and drummed his fingers on the table. “You have to understand, Jayne, that I couldn’t reach out to you through conventional methods. I was being watched on all sides. I did want to be reunited with you both. More than anything. But I had to be certain you were trustworthy. That you wouldn’t follow in Ruth’s footsteps. There is too much at stake for me to risk that.”

      That was…reasonable. How long had Ruth tried to convert Jayne and Sofia to her way of thinking? To draw them to her side? If she had succeeded, Henry’s worst fears would have been confirmed.

      “The journal,” Sofia said suddenly, her eyes lighting up. “You left the journal to us on purpose.”

      Henry nodded vigorously. “I infused it with my Guardian powers, ensuring only someone with my blood could access it.”

      It had taken both Jayne’s and Sofia’s blood to crack open the code encrypted in his journal—a code Ruth had tried and failed to unlock.

      As Jayne thought of the journal, she recalled something Sofia had shown her. “What did you mean about Ruth’s secret?”

      “Pardon?” Henry asked.

      “In your journal, you mentioned a contingency plan—a way to end her. What is it?”

      Deadly silence filled the room. Ruger stopped his pacing, and Jayne felt every pair of eyes on her. But she stared at her father, waiting, holding her breath.

      “You didn’t finish decoding the page?” Henry asked at last, his voice a low murmur.

      “Not that one,” Sofia said. “The ink was badly smudged. We couldn’t piece it together.”

      Henry chewed on one of his fingernails, his gaze growing distant. “I—I can’t say.”

      Jayne kept herself from groaning loudly. “Dad… You haven’t seen her recently. She’s dabbled in something dark. Something unnatural. It’s frightening. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. We need that contingency plan.” She resisted the urge to scratch at the patch of skin on her arm that was dark and leathery, just like the skin of the strange gargoyle creature that had possessed Ruth. Jayne was always careful to wear jackets or long sleeves to cover it up, but even without seeing it, she still knew it was there, festering like an open wound. A tangible promise of how things could go badly for her if she weren’t very, very careful. As a Master, she wouldn’t burn if she overstepped her powers, like a regular Adept. No, her power meant she would be transformed. She had to ensure this poison didn’t turn her into something dark like it had her mother.

      “I won’t reveal it until we are certain there’s no way to bring her in peacefully,” Henry insisted. “I knew her when she was good, back when she hadn’t been corrupted by darkness and power. I won’t give up hope that we can bring that woman back.”

      “You’re an idiot, Thorne,” Ruger spit out. “She’s not worth your loyalty. She’s evil.”

      “She’s the mother of my children,” Henry said softly. “She wasn’t always bad. I know in my heart I can reach that woman.”

      Jayne exchanged an exasperated look with Sofia, whose eyes swam with sympathy. They couldn’t fault their father for his loyalties. It was admirable, really. But if he’d been in hiding this whole time, desperate not to draw Ruth’s attention, then he had no idea what she was like. What she was capable of.

      Jayne knew firsthand there was no coming back from that.

      Baby steps, she reminded herself. Perhaps, after working with the TCO, Henry would see sense. He would give them the answers they needed.

      “All right, fine,” Ruger said, harnessing his anger. “First things first. We’ll set up a team to work with Thorne and analyze his research to determine the threat to the Torrent. Thorne, you agree to comply? To cooperate with our people if we cooperate with you?”

      Henry said nothing for a long moment, and Jayne resisted the urge to groan. Please, Dad. Extend the olive branch.

      Finally, he nodded. “Yes, I will supply all pertinent research and information. Anything sensitive, I reserve the right to keep to myself until I have your word you’ll give me the assistance I need.”

      Ruger grumbled something unintelligible. Jayne forced a smile, knowing it was the best they were going to get. “Thank you, Dad. You won’t regret this. I know working together is the right thing to do.”

      Henry nodded, dropping his gaze and scratching absently at his chin. Jayne couldn’t imagine what he was going through right now. He had been a loner for the past seventeen years, and now he was being asked to turn over everything he sacrificed so much to protect.

      Jayne stretched out her arm and took his hand in hers, ignoring the twitch that signaled his discomfort at being touched.

      “Sofia and I are with you, Dad,” Jayne said earnestly. “We aren’t going anywhere.”

      Sofia placed her long delicate fingers atop Jayne and Henry’s, offering a gentle and reassuring smile.

      Henry’s shoulders slumped, and he relaxed slightly. “I know. It’s wonderful to be with you girls again, to see the strong women you’ve become. I just feel⁠—”

      A low boom shook the ground. The walls trembled, and the lights in the ceiling flickered. A blaring alarm began to echo through the room.

      Jayne shot to her feet. Those alarms could only mean one thing: the TCO was under attack.
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          AMBUSHED

        

      

    

    
      With a grunt, Tristan Lowell found himself flat on his back on the mats in the training room. Again.

      Standing over him with a satisfied smirk on her face was his sister, Vivienne. Seeing her like this, her dark curls floating, smug and proud, and here in the flesh, Tristan couldn’t find the strength to be frustrated. Even if she had just bested him for the tenth time that morning.

      “I didn’t realize being stuck in a magical grimoire allowed for much sparring,” Tristan said in French, their native tongue. His ribs ached, and he knew he’d have bruises after today. But he’d wanted to see what Vivienne had learned under the tutelage of the fire goddess, Vesta.

      A lot, as it turned out.

      Vivienne’s grin widened as she stuck out her hand to hoist him up. Tristan winced, clutching at his side as he stood beside her.

      “Vesta was a wonderful teacher. But maybe you’re just rusty,” Vivienne replied in her charmingly accented English, nudging his shoulder.

      Tristan barked out a laugh. Between his missions with La Liberté and working undercover for the TCO, he would hardly call himself rusty. “You must teach me what Vesta’s shown you. I’m sure we could all benefit from the training of a goddess.” He still couldn’t quite wrap his head around the concept. His own sister had been mentored by the bringer of fire.

      Then again, Jayne had bonded with Medb, the earth goddess. And she’d received both the goddesses’ totems, Earth and Fire. Surely, this shouldn’t be too far-fetched by comparison.

      Vivienne wound up her hair, which had come down during their last bit of sparring. “En Anglais, s’il vous plait. In English, Tristan. I told you I want to practice the words for the bond with Jayne so we can easily slip between languages. She still thinks—and dreams—in English. Under duress, I assume she will do the same. I cannot be a detriment to her if the language spell fails at the wrong time.”

      Jayne dreams in English. Vivienne could see Jayne’s dreams, and that made him feel weird. His mind immediately closed off any further thoughts of Jayne. Since their kiss—and her blatant refusal to acknowledge that anything had happened between them—he hadn’t allowed himself to dwell. They were partners. Nothing more. She made it clear how much she detested him.

      Even so, his chest tightened and his stomach clenched as he remembered that burning heat between them. She’d felt it, too, surely. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have responded as she had, pressing her body against his…

      “Your face is redder than a tomato,” Vivienne said, arching an eyebrow at him. “Did I hurt your feelings that much?”

      Tristan cleared his throat, feeling his cheeks grow even hotter. In deference to his sister’s wishes, he replied in English. “Of course not. I’m just flushed from the exertion. I think I need a break before you snap my bones in half.”

      Vivienne laughed. “Are you truly that fragile?”

      “Like a delicate rose. You must handle me with care.”

      He smiled at the sound of her chuckles as he strode to the benches that lined the training room, taking several gulps of water from his bottle.

      Vivienne trailed after him. “Vesta taught me a lot more than just fighting tactics, you know.” She unscrewed the lid on her own water bottle and took a long sip before continuing. “There were certain things she was forbidden to discuss with me, but over the years, I was able to piece together a few tidbits.”

      Tristan frowned. “You’re being quite vague.”

      Vivienne huffed a short laugh. “Yes, well, so was Vesta. I think she is bound by a powerful spell that seals her lips when she gets too close to revealing the truth.”

      “The truth about what?” Tristan was growing impatient. It was clear Vivienne took pleasure in drawing out the suspense. That much hadn’t changed about her.

      Vivienne took another infuriatingly long gulp of water. “The truth about Vesta. And the other goddesses who—” She broke off, her spine straightening as she whirled toward the door, her body suddenly on full alert.

      “What is it?” Tristan tensed as well, sensing her Rogue magic flaring.

      “Something’s wrong. I can sense Jayne. She⁠—”

      Alarms began to blare, and a heartbeat later, the doors burst open, and several unfamiliar figures surged toward them, all wielding various weapons from daggers to handguns. Real weapons.

      Tristan summoned a Shield spell, draping it over him and Vivienne just as a gunshot rang out, ricocheting off his barrier. Another invader invoked an Attack spell. Jets of green light speared toward Tristan, cracking through his Shield.

      Real and magical weapons. Merde.

      But Vivienne was ready. She gathered a ball of fire in each hand and shot one after another toward the enemy. An attacker fell, his chest taking the full impact of the flames. Another dived out of the way, narrowly avoiding getting burned. Vivienne weaved her hands together and crouched, slamming her fists into the floor. The ground rumbled, and fire shot upward like a geyser, burning the assailants closest to them to ashes. The weapons in their hands melted from the extreme heat, and their screams echoed in the vast training room as they disappeared.

      Tristan could only stare, stunned at this magic he’d never seen before.

      “Come on! I need to get to Jayne,” Vivienne said urgently, snapping Tristan out of his shocked stupor. “I can’t shift without her yet.”

      An attacker reached them, and Vivienne slammed her fist into his jaw. The man was twice her size, and the blow barely fazed him. She elbowed him in the chest, then the gut, then kneed him hard in the thigh, as Jayne had taught her. As he crumpled, she twisted and thrust, the bottom of her foot connecting with his skull in a vicious side kick. He went motionless, hitting the floor with an audible thud.

      “Jayne’s teaching you Krav Maga, I see,” Tristan said, flaring an Attack spell layered with a magical kick of his own into the chest of the last man standing. He went down in a heap.

      “And she’s teaching you layered spells. This is good. More power.”

      Three more strangers appeared in the doorway, and Tristan swore under his breath. What the hell was happening? How had these people breached the TCO headquarters?

      They couldn’t get to Jayne if the enemies kept pouring in. Tristan grabbed Vivienne’s elbow and jerked her against him. “On my mark, summon your flames as high as they’ll go.”

      Vivienne nodded, her sharp gaze pinned on the newcomers. Tristan reached for the Torrent, snatching the spell he needed. When one of the attackers conjured magic, Tristan unleashed his own and shouted, “Now!”

      Vivienne released jets of fire from her fingertips, spearing them toward the attackers like liquid flames. Tristan clenched his fingers into a fist and punched the air. Just in time, he flung another Shield over himself and his sister as gasoline poured from the ceiling.

      The flames roared, igniting, spreading along the floor as the gasoline continued to rain down on them. The attackers were drenched in it, the fire consuming them completely.

      “Damn,” Vivienne whispered, clutching Tristan’s arm tightly. “Impressive.”

      Tristan’s mouth spread in a thin line as he watched their enemies go up in flames. The screams were dreadful, echoing in his mind. To be burned alive was a terrible fate.

      Above them, the fire-suppression system shuddered to life and tried to deluge them in foam. It was too late.

      But it was either them or us, Tristan reminded himself. It was something he often thought of during his time working undercover within La Liberté. Some choices were difficult, but they had to be made.

      This was the exact type of thinking that made Jayne hate him.

      Gritting his teeth, Tristan reinforced the Shield protecting him and his sister as he steered her around the flames and foamy residue and out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          TIME AFTER TIME

        

      

    

    
      Ruger, Sofia, Jayne, and Henry burst out of the interrogation room. Down the hall, Adepts and other officers hurried past, some shouting panicked orders.

      Ruger grabbed the arm of one officer Sofia recognized. “Secure Thorne. Immediately.”

      “No,” Henry protested. “I’m fully trained.”

      “That’s an order,” Ruger said, his tone lethal.

      “I’m staying with my daughters.” Henry threw his shoulders back, and though Ruger dwarfed him by nearly a foot, he managed to hold his own in a staring contest. Jayne couldn’t deny there was something formidable about her father with that steely, determined glint in his eye, all the mad-scientist quirkiness gone. In this moment, he was a powerful Guardian, the golden power of their ancestors flowing through his veins. Looking at his resolve, Jayne saw only a magician tasked with protecting the Torrent at all costs, a true member of the magical secret society passed genetically from magician to magician. Sofia and Jayne had gotten their Guardian blood from Henry—and Ruth had tried everything in her power to take it from all three of them.

      Ruger seemed to sense it would only waste time to argue. “Stay close and don’t fall behind.”

      Henry nodded as they continued onward, breaking into a run. In the distance, sounds of shouting and gunfire peppered the air. Jayne didn’t know if it was La Liberté or the Kingdom or some other foe, but she was ready. Already, her magic thrummed in her veins, eager to be
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