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      "A fast-paced, magical thrill ride that had me turning pages long into the night. Fans of female-forward urban fantasy with plenty of humor, hijinks, and heart won't want to miss it!"

      —C.J. Redwine, New York Times bestselling author of Rise of the Vicious Princess and the Ravenspire series, on Master of Shadows
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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
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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
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        * * *

      

      “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
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            Chapter One

          

          A VERY BAD PREDICAMENT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tick.

        Tick.

        Tick.

        Tick.

      

      

      

      The simple white-faced clock hung on the wall over the door, its second hand stuck in place at the number thirty, the slim metal shaking, trying to move forward, but never able to break free. The repetition was hypnotic, annoying, jarring, insistent. At times, it lulled CIA Librarian Ruger Stern into a semblance of rest. In other moments, as right now, it grated on his nerves and set his teeth on edge. He was exhausted, drained. Torture was expected; he’d known the moment the fight was lost and he was taken that things were going to get bad, fast. He didn’t realize it was going to be death by the relentless, monotonous irritation of a ticking clock. He felt like he was living inside a metronome.

      In actuality, he suspected he was stuck inside a Time Catch. Handy things, Time Catches. A kind of parallel realm in which time stood still. While the rest of the world moved on at normal speed, not even realizing he was missing, weeks, months, years could pass in a Time Catch.

      People went mad in Time Catches. Got lost in time and never came out.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      With great effort, Ruger forced his body upright, mentally cursing himself for slacking on his training. He’d been so focused on working with his new recruit, Jayne Thorne, bringing her up to speed, that he’d sacrificed his own very necessary magical homework. It had been far too long since he’d done the Time Catch simulation. If he’d practiced more often, he would’ve been better prepared. But now, his big body struggled to adapt, and each breath felt like it was saturated with water. And the ticking clock was causing him borderline panic—the TCO used that sound to indicate the simulation was about to self-destruct. With every tick, his brain was telling him that he could go up in smoke at any moment. Their enemies knew this, and were using it against him.

      He had no idea how long he’d been trapped here. They could leave him here to rot, and when his team found him, he’d be nothing more than a skeleton.

      Don’t think like that, he told himself. Remember your training. You are a powerful officer and magician. You’ve got this.

      He surveyed his surroundings for the hundredth time. The tiny room resembled a classroom, empty except for the one desk he was chained to. The door was locked from the outside. He’d already made it as far as the doorknob before some kind of magical trip wire was activated, alerting his captors to his movement. He’d lost that fight, and they’d taken no more chances after that; he’d woken handcuffed and bound to the desk. A large mirror took up the space of an entire wall. He knew enough about interrogation techniques to know it was a one-way window.

      They were watching him.

      He couldn’t access the Torrent. He’d already tried dozens of times. Judging by his sluggishness and the drained feeling tugging at his body, the room had to be lined with some kind of dampener. Maybe they’d hit him with a Suppression spell? It would explain how he couldn’t use magic.

      He was locked in this room at their mercy—whoever they were.

      “Can we get on with it?” he called.

      Hours passed, or maybe minutes—he’d stopped trying to keep track of the ticking—when the door finally opened.

      A tall, thin figure strode toward him. Recognition jolted through his body, giving him a spark of energy he desperately needed. He knew that face—the sharp cheekbones and dark, stormy eyes. Her inky black hair was tied in a knot at the top of her head.

      Gina Labelle. The Head of La Liberté, a terror organization as fanatical, if not more so, as the Kingdom.

      Not dead, as they’d heard. Very, very much alive.

      He’d suspected as much. These malicious leaders tended to disappear into the fabric of the Torrent when things got tough. He’d been investigating a sighting of her when he was ambushed.

      He’d never seen Labelle in person before—only knew her from photographs and surreptitiously obtained video. She was a dangerous magical terrorist, one of the most wanted in their systems.

      So he’d been taken by La Liberté. This could work in his favor.

      She stood before him and crossed her arms, her thin eyebrows lifting expectantly.

      “Madame Labelle.”

      “Ruger Stern. We meet at last.” A French accent laced her surprisingly vibrant voice.

      “You could do me the courtesy of uncuffing my hands from this desk. I’m hardly a threat to you in this place.”

      A brittle laugh. “Diminished you may be, but dangerous still, I believe. Do you have anything to offer me, Ruger Stern?”

      “Offer you? I was minding my own business when your thugs jumped me.”

      Labelle clicked her tongue and dropped her arms. “What do you expect? You were hunting me, and they can be very protective.”

      “Then let me go, and we’ll call it even.”

      “Oh, I think not. Your people are riding to your rescue as we speak. We’ve just received intel on the team sent to extract you.”

      Ruger made sure his face was blank, giving away nothing. Which team? he wondered. But he already knew.

      Jayne.

      Amanda wouldn’t have sent anyone else. Not when this sort of dark magic was involved.

      His heart twisted. Jayne was good, but she was still so new at this. And he wasn’t there to warn her. To protect her.

      Labelle bent over so they were at eye level. “Tell me where the grimoire is…and I’ll let them live.”

      Ruger met her gaze evenly. Though his insides roiled uncontrollably, every ounce of him taut with fear and worry, years of training kept it buried deep. His face remained impassive. Apathetic. “Grimoire? You need to narrow that down a bit, Madame Labelle. There are a lot of grimoires out there.” The bravado was costing him; his hoarse voice tore at his throat.

      Gina’s eyes tightened, but her mouth spread into a smile. “Excellent. I was hoping you’d say that. Now I get to face this infamous Jayne Thorne I’ve heard so much about.”

      Ruger resisted the urge to flinch. Confirmation Jayne was coming for him.

      But how did Labelle know?

      It doesn’t matter. The mission comes first. This had been drilled into him since he joined the TCO. If even one of their agents divulged information, all their enemies would know they could be broken.

      Ruger would not be broken.

      “What, no threats?” Gina asked, sounding disappointed. “What about When I get out of here, I’ll slit your throat, or You’re no match for the powerful Jayne Thorne.” She cocked her head, her skeletal form making her appear raptor-like.

      Ruger raised an eyebrow. “If you give me a script, then I’ll know what I should say. I’d be happy to play the part. Whatever strokes your pathetic ego.”

      “Do not test me, Ruger,” she seethed, sounding more French than before—as if her anger brought out more of her native tongue. “Your darling protégé will fail. We know there are five grimoires, and we know one has already been found.”

      “Then you know it was destroyed, and is of no use to you.”

      “Magic can’t be destroyed. Controlled, perhaps. Throttled. But with the grimoires together, no matter how tattered, we will open the Torrent again. And you’ll have no one to blame but yourself. Now. Tell me where the grimoire you’re hunting is located.”

      “No.”

      The fury in her eyes almost made him wince. She had her magic, but he was bespelled, couldn’t fight back, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but try not to utter the word, the location he suspected. Pain rippled through his body as she danced around him, throwing spells, trying to force out an answer. He was bruised and hurting when she finished with him, but hadn’t broken.

      “Fine,” she panted. “D’accord. We will try something different.”

      A snarl echoed through the chamber, and pain exploded in his cheek. Bright light seared his eyes, momentarily blinding him. He sucked in ragged breaths, but he couldn’t get enough oxygen. His vision darkened before clearing once more. In front of him, Gina stood stiffly, her arm outstretched. Ruger’s dizziness gave her the appearance of a distorted reflection in a mirror.

      No…that wasn’t his dizziness. She was distorted. Her image rippled and shifted. Growing wider as if she’d put on fifty pounds, shrinking back down, then getting portly again, fully obscuring the lithe, lethal figure she’d been before.

      Alarm pressed in on Ruger. It can’t be.

      In an instant, Gina returned to normal, breathing heavily, her face splotchy and her eyes full of rage, flashing an almost unearthly red. Pressure built inside him, and the word formed unbidden on his tongue. He couldn’t help it, he couldn’t stop himself, she was pulling it out of his very being…he’d never felt magic like this before, it was terrible, awful, too much to bear…

      “Maintenant, Ruger. Tell me, now! Where is the grimoire?”

      “Fon. Taine. Bleau.”

      The pain stopped, so suddenly he nearly fainted in relief.

      Labelle stormed from the room, leaving Ruger gasping for breath, his head reeling from what he’d just experienced.

      It couldn’t be…

      But despite his injuries, despite his weakened state, he knew what this meant. He had endured years of training against hallucinogens to ensure his mind remained intact. He hadn’t been drugged. He hadn’t been seeing things.

      Gina Labelle had shifted. She was a Rogue.

      And because he had failed, she now knew where the grimoire she sought was located.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          TO BEGIN AGAIN…

        

      

    

    
      Jayne Thorne steeled herself with a deep breath and stepped into her sister’s kitchen, mouth watering at the incredible smells emanating from the oven. “Blueberry pie? Nom!”

      Sofia looked up from the cutting board, where she was chopping tomatoes. There was a smudge of flour on her cheek. “Yep. Your favorite. And lasagna, and salad, and meatballs, and spanakopita, too. I have some frozen phyllo, and I know how much you love your desserts.” She took in Jayne, and dismay crossed her delicate features. “Wait. Why do you have your purse? You can’t leave. You just got here. We haven’t even had a proper chat yet, and I made all this food… Where are you going?”

      Jayne ran her hand up Sofia’s arm. “I’m sorry, Sofia. I don’t have a choice. My boss has summoned me. There’s a problem, and they need me.”

      Sofia’s eyes narrowed. “What problem?”

      Jayne wrestled with the answer. Can I tell her? Is this a secret? Finally, she said, “It’s Ruger. He’s gone missing.”

      Cillian came through the door at that moment, hair still damp from the shower, carrying both their bags. “I’m sure he’s okay,” he reassured her.

      “They wouldn’t be asking me to come in if there wasn’t something really wrong. I’ll be back as soon as I can, Sofia.”

      But Sofia was already dusting off her hands and grabbing her purse and keys.

      “You are not leaving my sight again, Agnes Jayne Thorne. I’m going with you, like it or not.”

      “I like,” Jayne said, smiling warmly at her sister. Overbearing, protective, and downright bossy, Sofia was still the only family Jayne had left. Jayne didn’t count their mother.

      If Jayne brought Sofia to the CIA, her sister would hover, but Jayne could do with a little hovering right now. The past week had been a challenge. Her first undercover mission for the CIA’s magical branch, the Torrent Control Organization, had ended in a blaze of fire, literally. She’d been gifted an Earth totem by Queen Medb and had some seriously magical powers she had no idea how to access. And now her mentor Ruger was missing? It was a lot. “But don’t you dare call me Agnes in front of my boss, or I shall be forced to turn you into a toad forever.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Good. But you might want to get that pie out of the oven and bring it along.”

      Sofia drove them back into downtown Nashville while Cillian marveled aloud at the strangeness of the car on the right side of the road. They carried all the food Sofia had made to Jayne’s small apartment, noshed on the still warm lasagna and pie, and opened a tub of Jeni’s honey vanilla bean ice cream to sustain themselves until the portal could be arranged. They were all tense, though, and Jayne couldn’t help but worry. If Ruger needed her help, the wheels really had come off the bus.

      Finally, at the appointed hour, Jayne opened the door to her small apartment and recognized the long, harshly lit corridor that signaled the portal was dumping them right into the bowels of the CIA’s headquarters.

      Jayne led them through the hallways, past curious glances of women and men in suits, feeling a tiny thrill at the sense of belonging. She was a CIA officer tasked to the Torrent Control Organization’s Library Division, a magical Master, a top-notch librarian, and damn it, she belonged here.

      Amanda Newport, Jayne’s boss—or rather, her boss’s boss—was stiff and no-nonsense as always, lips tight, spine rigid, a very tidy bun atop her head. When Jayne, Cillian, and Sofia stepped into her office, Amanda’s face registered surprise. “Jayne,” Amanda began, the familiar tone of disapproval stark in her voice.

      Jayne shrugged apologetically. “Sofia was there when I got your message and insisted on coming. After everything we’ve been through, I couldn’t say no.”

      Amanda’s lips went, if possible, even thinner. “The information in this briefing is highly classified.”

      Of course she would drop the C word. “It’s okay. Sofia is my sister, and she can be trusted with whatever information you need to share.”

      Amanda and Jayne stared each other down, tension rippling between them.

      “Jayne, really, it’s fine, I can—” Sofia said, but Jayne cut her off with a hand.

      “Seriously, Amanda, I want her here.”

      Finally, Amanda blinked and gave a curt nod. “Fine. You’re saving me a trip, Sofia. I’d like to debrief you again, personally. We’ll simply do that sooner than I’d planned.”

      Before the trumpets of victory could sound in Jayne’s brain, immediate unease spread through her. “Debrief her again? Why?”

      “I like to hear about things firsthand,” Amanda said with finality.

      When Jayne thought of Sofia, trapped and imprisoned and tortured by the people working for her own mother, she felt sick. And Sofia probably felt ten times worse.

      “She’s already been debriefed. There’s no need to put her through all of it again.”

      Jayne was more than prepared to fight Amanda with another staring contest if need be, but Sofia touched her arm.

      “It’s okay,” Sofia said gently. “I mean, it’s the CIA, right? Can’t exactly say no.”

      “I do it all the time,” Jayne muttered, and she could have sworn Amanda’s eye twitched in response.

      Cillian cleared his throat from behind Jayne and arched a single eyebrow. “Why don’t we get back to the mission?”

      “Right. Ruger.” Jayne straightened in her chair. “Lay it on us, Amanda.”

      Amanda slid a file folder across her desk to them.

      “We’ve sent several teams to find Ruger, obviously, but they haven’t had any luck. He’s simply disappeared,” Amanda said, curtly tapping an orange file folder covered in a slew of letters Jayne could barely read upside down. She squinted at them: TS//SI//TCO//HUMINT. Her training told her that was Top Secret//Special Intelligence//Torrent Control Office//Human Intelligence. The CIA’s acronym system was pretty easy once you knew what things stood for; otherwise, it looked like alphabet soup. “This is everything Ruger collected on his assignment before he stopped checking in.”

      Amanda’s eyes drifted from Jayne to Cillian and then landed on Sofia. She frowned, and Jayne knew her boss was deciding how much to reveal. While she and Cillian were trained TCO officers, Sofia was, for lack of a better word, not.

      “He was on the trail of La Liberté,” Amanda said finally, handing Jayne the folder.

      “La who?” Jayne opened it and started flipping through the reports, including pages of notes in Ruger’s untidy scrawl as well as a few photos of a tall, skeletal woman with steely eyes and a fearsome scowl that could put Amanda’s to shame. She read the first page quickly, absorbing the meager information.

      Cillian peered over Jayne’s shoulder at the file. “What is La Liberté?”

      “According to Ruger’s notes, a magical terror organization. Sheesh, another one? I thought the Kingdom…” Jayne trailed off. That was silly of her. Of course there would be other groups who would want control of the magical world. The Kingdom was simply the one Jayne was closest to.

      “Yes, Jayne. Another one. La Liberté adherents are local to France and have a propensity for dramatics and violence. Similar to the Kingdom, they believe in forcing magic back into the world, casualties be damned. But unlike the Kingdom, they don’t believe in plunging us into the Dark Ages to do so. Their methods are more…incendiary.”

      “Just what we need. More terrorist baddies,” Jayne said under her breath. “Do you have any evidence they abducted Ruger?”

      “No evidence, but he was in France on their trail, and if he crossed paths with La Liberté, I can’t imagine their not trying to take him. But that doesn’t rule out other theories. One is that Ruth is involved. She certainly has reason to want Ruger dead.”

      Sofia stiffened, and Jayne took her hand, squeezing it in comfort while Amanda continued the briefing. Unlike Jayne, Sofia wasn’t accustomed to the directness with which Amanda conducted her meetings.

      “Ruger was investigating Alarik’s contacts in Paris and discovered Ruth had been inquiring about grimoires, but the trail went cold after that. While it’s possible La Liberté was unnerved by his presence and sought to thwart him, it’s also possible he stumbled on some important information about the Kingdom, and Ruth retaliated. He went off-grid before he could share what he discovered. That was three days ago.”

      Jayne suppressed a shiver. Retaliated could mean abducted, tortured, or even killed. She didn’t want to think about Ruger’s mangled body, and pinpricks of worry dotted all over her skin. “What can we do? You want me to go in after him? I’m ready. Get me a portal to Paris, and let’s do this.” She shifted forward in her seat, ready to spring into action Rambo-style.

      “You can train with your Rogue.”

      Jayne blinked. “Come again?”

      Amanda lifted her phone and said into the mouthpiece, “Pierce, send him in.”

      A few seconds later, the door opened, and a broad-shouldered man with graying hair and light brown skin stepped in. He looked like the perfectly polished CIA agent he was, complete with elegant suit, shiny shoes, and short, slicked-back hair. He even wore the signature stern expression of pretty much everyone in this building.

      “Jayne, meet your new mentor, Hector Ortolan,” Amanda said, waving her hand at the newcomer. “He’ll be training you and Cillian for this mission.”

      Jayne eyed Hector uncertainly. “I don’t want a new mentor.”

      “Most officers feel this way when they’re just starting out. It’s completely normal.” Hector smiled kindly, and it made Jayne want to smack him.

      “I mean,” she said, struggling to reel it in, “I already have a mentor. Remember, his name’s Ruger? Big guy? Goatee? Saved my bacon a few times in Dublin? Taught me everything I know?”

      Amanda sighed. “Don’t get lost in the semantics, Jayne. Though Ruger will be pleased to hear your defense of his place in your world.” She gave Jayne a rare smile. “This is exactly why we need you in order to find him. Your connection to Ruger is strong enough that the Locator spells you’ll be taught could work where the rest of the TCO teams have failed.”

      “Cool,” Jayne said.

      “Yes. So, mentor, trainer, whatever you want to call Hector, feel free. He’ll provide the specialized training for this particular mission. And you and Cillian have only recently bonded. You need supervision in order to establish a secure magical connection between you two. Hector’s right—you are still new to the TCO, and to your powers. We just need to hone the knife a bit more.”

      Jayne drummed her fingers against the arm of her chair. The idea that Amanda thought she could succeed where the powerful TCO officers had failed was both nerve-wracking and exciting. “Okay…so where will we be training? Quantico again?”

      “There isn’t time for that. You’ll use the training facility here at the TCO.”

      “And then what?” Jayne prompted, eyebrows raised.

      “When Hector agrees you’re ready, then we’ll send you to Paris to track down Ruger.”

      Jayne resisted the urge to pump her fist in the air and shout, Hell yes! She was ready to dive in, to kick some La Liberté ass and get Ruger back. Assuming they had taken him. If Ruth was behind it, well, all the more reason to kick some ass. She and Jayne had some unfinished business.

      To Jayne’s surprise, Sofia blurted out, “No!” Her blue eyes were blazing, her crimson-stained lips tugged in a fearsome scowl. Jayne recognized the fierceness of her expression. There were three modes to Sofia: the Lioness, the Flirt, and the Paranoiac. Right now, she had activated Lioness Mode.

      “Sofia, it’s all good,” Jayne started, but Sofia’s venomous gaze was fixed on Amanda.

      “She is not going to Paris.”

      “The heck, Sofia? This is my job.”

      Sofia finally turned to look at her. “You want to go after some random homicidal maniac who abducted Ruger? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      “I find your lack of faith disturbing,” Jayne said, but she could tell Sofia wasn’t in the mood for Star Wars jokes. “Look, this is what I’m meant to do. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “Right, like I had nothing to worry about when our mother raised Queen Medb from the dead and almost killed you?”

      “Point taken. But I don’t have a choice here, Sofia. I’ve been marked. Chosen. Whatever the hell you want to call it. I didn’t ask for this, for any of it. But I won’t just sit around and do nothing while Ruth tries to destroy the world. And you wouldn’t want me to.”

      “Yes!” Sofia’s arms flailed like a lunatic. “Yes, that’s exactly what I want you to do. Do nothing—and stay alive.”

      The old Jayne might have liked that option. But now? Jayne couldn’t believe Sofia was saying this. It was patently unfair. “Hiding from trouble might have been your mantra, but it’s certainly not mine. Have you seen my magic? I can help. I know what I’m doing.”

      “Or you can watch yourself become just as twisted as Ruth is.”

      Shock jolted through Jayne. “Do you really think I’m capable of becoming like her? Seriously, Sofia?”

      Sofia closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. “Yes—no. It’s just…I’ve seen what powerful magic does to people, Jayne. Once upon a time, Mom used to be good. But her thirst for power changed her. I don’t want the same thing to happen to you.”

      “Nothing is going to happen to me. And I do not have a thirst for power.”

      “Oh really? You are not the same person you were a month ago. My fun-loving, silly, all-I-think-about-is-books-and-pie sister is gone, and I don’t even recognize you anymore. You’re different, and that terrifies me.”

      Jayne tried to stow away the hurt at that remark. She hadn’t gone searching for ways to become a Master magician, would have been quite content with her life before. But to be rare and unique and brilliant at something? To acknowledge that the freaking CIA had hired her to protect the world? To have magic, formidable magic, with powers as yet untapped? Yes, Jayne had changed. She’d killed in battle. She’d gone undercover in a terror organization and survived. She’d fought their mother head to head, and healed the mortal wound Ruth had inflicted on Cillian. She’d been chosen by the Earth goddess herself, carried the Earth totem in her body.

      There was no going back. And perhaps the strangest part? She didn’t really want to.

      But the idea that Sofia thought she would turn into the same sort of monster as Ruth Thorne? That ticked her off.

      “So what, I quit the TCO, and we run for the rest of our lives, constantly shoving our heads in the sand? We did that for long enough, Sofia. It’s not living.”

      “It’s the only way to stay safe.”

      “I don’t want to stay safe anymore. I’m done hiding. This is worth the risk.”

      “Maybe to you.”

      “Yes, because I’m not a coward like you are!”

      Jayne wasn’t sure when she’d risen from her chair, but she towered over Sofia, her hands balled into tight fists. Sofia was standing, too, mouth quivering. They were shouting now, nose to nose, spitting and hissing like a couple of alley cats.

      “You don’t understand anything, Jayne. You were too young.”

      “Then enlighten me! I’m not too young anymore. Or will you just keep hiding the truth from me like you always did?”

      “That’s not fair. It was for your own protection!”

      “How is ignorance protecting me? You should have been honest with me so I would know how to take care of myself.”

      “And look where that’s gotten you.” Sofia waved a hand to Amanda, who was looking deeply uncomfortable. “You’re diving headfirst into danger that will get you killed.”

      “Come on, like your plan was any better? Forcing me to live a life of lies? Controlling me? Manipulating me?” Jayne huffed a bitter laugh. “Which one of us is more like Mom now, huh, sis?”

      Sofia was seething, her expression so full of anger it made her unrecognizable. No…it made her look more like Ruth. And the sight terrified Jayne more than she cared to admit. Anger roiled inside her like a monstrous beast, lashing out. Her magic rose to the surface, and she felt her forehead glow with heat. White sparks ignited between them, but Jayne couldn’t tell who summoned them, and that set her off all over again. That’s right. Sofia has magic. She’s known about the Torrent this whole time.

      And she never told me.

      Though Jayne would never admit it in a million years, a teeny tiny part of her felt like Sofia was a stranger to her now. It was ridiculous, of course. Jayne hadn’t even known magic existed outside of books until a few weeks ago, much less that she was a powerful magician in her own right.

      But this was different. Sofia had known about everything—their mother, Ruth, and her magic, which was the same power that flowed through both sisters’ veins.

      Jayne and Sofia had always shared everything, laid bare every secret. Or so Jayne had thought. She was sick of being lied to. She was sick of the secrets and betrayal. She was sick of it all. And if Sofia thought that Jayne would just sit back and do nothing, she was sorely mistaken.

      She started to tell Sofia exactly what she was thinking, but Cillian was there, stepping between them, arms raised, blue eyes firm and unyielding. “All right, you two, settle down,” he said, his Irish accent broadening in his distress. “We need no more of this fighting.”

      They ignored him. More white sparks danced in the air, and Jayne felt Cillian tense beside her. The sparks grew brighter, one flickering onto Amanda’s desk, where it quickly burned a hole in the mission file and made the room smell of brimstone.

      “Enough!” Amanda shouted, shocking them both into silence. She slapped her hand onto the tiny spire of flame shooting up from her desk. “Stop this, both of you.”

      “Fine, Jayne,” Sofia said. “You want to fight for this? Die for this? Go ahead. But I won’t be around to watch.” She stormed out of Amanda’s office, slamming the door behind her.

      Jayne blinked fiercely to ward off the heat stinging her eyes, letting what just happened sink in. Sofia wasn’t going to stand by her as she fought for the magical world. She had chosen to walk away instead of help.

      The realization hurt more than she wanted to admit. But Jayne didn’t need her sister for this mission. She could take care of herself. She learned that in Dublin when she’d embraced her magic without Sofia’s help.

      Jayne turned to a clearly annoyed Amanda, who was busy putting the contents of the file in a new, unburned folder. She was embarrassed, and hurt, but she tried to hide it. She was not going to fall apart in front of her sharp-as-a-razor boss, of all people.

      “Glad we got that squared away,” she said. “We good here, Amanda? We need to train. I want to get on Ruger’s trail as quickly as possible.”

      Amanda fingered the charm on her necklace, a tiny muscle in her jaw leaping. Oh no. Was she going to take Jayne off the case? No, no, no. Not now. Not when she knew she could help.

      “It was just a stupid fight, Amanda. It has no bearing on my ability to do my job. My sister has always been overprotective of me. I apologize for losing my cool like that. I swear it won’t happen again.” She was babbling. Damn it, why did Sofia have to pick a fight in front of the one person Jayne actually wanted to impress?

      Amanda set the file down and nodded. “Yes, Jayne. I understand. You and your sister have been through a lot these past few weeks. You’re dismissed. Hector? You know what to do.”

      Hector’s dark gaze hadn’t changed at all, as if he witnessed sisterly drama on a regular basis. Heck, Jayne didn’t know—maybe he did. Maybe he had a huge family and they were all screamers.

      “Follow me. I’ll show you to the training center.” He strode out the door without bothering to see if Jayne listened.

      Before Amanda could change her mind, Jayne grabbed Cillian’s elbow and guided him from the room, barely pausing at the sight of Sofia standing in the antechamber, her back to them, shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          A FORCE FROM WITHIN

        

      

    

    
      The moment Cillian stepped between the two arguing Thorne sisters, a sizzle of energy crackled along his skin as if the hairs on his arms had been set on fire.

      White sparks ignited in the air, and something otherworldly called to the Rogue magic within Cillian, summoning it to life. A shifting, quivering sensation rippled outward, spreading to the tips of his fingers and toes. The powerful urge to change forms made his very bones rattle.

      What the bloody hell is wrong with me? The last time he’d felt magic this powerful had been at Medb’s tomb. But here in Amanda’s office? Why the hell would he get the urge to shift right here?

      No one seemed to notice. The girls were still arguing. Hector and Amanda still watched in uncomfortable silence. No one seemed to realize that Cillian was fighting a very primal need to shift into a different form—whether that be a wolf or a goddamn tarantula, he had no idea. He clenched his teeth, his hands curling into tight fists as he suppressed the call, shoving it so deeply inside himself that his vision almost blackened completely. His mind shut down, and for a second, he forgot who he was and why he was here.

      Only seconds had passed, but it felt like an eternity. When Cillian could finally breathe, when his vision cleared and the insane magical presence had left him, Jayne was practically dragging him after Hector, while Sofia kept her back to them. A murky haze clouded his mind, as if he’d spent all afternoon in the pub and was hammered.

      “Hey,” Jayne said, elbowing him gently. “You all right? You seemed like you were on another planet just now.”

      Cillian’s brain finally came back into focus, his attention returning to the hallway in front of them as they followed Hector’s brisk pace. “Yeah, it’s just—are you all right? That wasn’t pretty back there.”

      “Oh, you ain’t seen nothing. We Thorne women can be cutthroat, let me tell you.”

      Although Jayne was trying to laugh it off, Cillian could read the unease in her tense posture, the anger and sorrow mingling in her eyes. Cillian wasn’t one to push, though, so he played along. “I’ve seen you angry before, love. I know how the sparks fly. Though maybe you can avoid setting our boss’s desk on fire next briefing.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” Jayne winked at him, and he grinned. “I did think Amanda was going to explode for a minute there.”

      Hector led them up a winding flight of stairs to a set of double doors. Without preamble, he pushed open the doors, revealing a large gymnasium, complete with padded mats, weights and dumbbells, and a punching bag that Cillian yearned to get acquainted with immediately.

      “I’ve reserved the training facilities for our specific purposes,” Hector said, whirling to face them. “I suggest you use the most of your time while you have access to this place. It isn’t Quantico, but it still provides a safe, contained environment to practice spells.”

      “Great.” Jayne clapped her hands and jogged in place. “Let’s get started.”

      “Very well,” said Hector. “I’d like to get a sense of your range, Miss Thorne. Show me a basic Block spell.”

      Jayne’s eagerness visibly dimmed. “Dude. A Block spell? That’s child’s play. Ruger and I were doing way more complex stuff.”

      “Then a Block spell should be no problem for you.”

      Cillian’s eyebrows shot up. This guy had balls, or no brains, to be pushing Jayne when she was still on simmer. Cillian estimated it would take less than half a minute before Jayne knocked him on his ass. He wished he had popcorn for the show.

      “All right.” Jayne lifted her chin, her eyes alight with a fire Cillian knew all too well. He found himself backing up a few paces.

      Magic rippled in the air, tickling Cillian’s skin. The spell spiraled toward Hector, knocking him off his feet so he spun backward, landing hard on the mat across the gymnasium.

      Cillian snorted loudly, then covered it with a cough. Yep. Fifteen seconds to downed trainer.

      “How was that?” Jayne shouted across the room as Hector stumbled to his feet, his hair askew and his suit a bit wrinkled from the hard landing.

      “That was no ordinary Block spell, Jayne,” Hector chided, striding toward them as he adjusted his necktie. “What did you do?”

      “Oh, I just layered a Block spell with an Attack spell. Super easy.” Jayne grinned broadly, the picture of innocence.

      Cillian gestured to the man’s suit. “You might want to change, mate. Before she rips into you again.”

      Hector ignored Cillian’s advice.

      “Block again.”

      “I already showed you a Block spell!”

      “Do it again.”

      “Damn it, Hector, how is this going to help me find Ruger?”

      “Your magic is no different from any muscle. You need to stretch it first before you move on to the more difficult training. Now, Block.”

      Hector flew across the room again, crashing hard against the wall.

      “Um, sorry?” Jayne said, fighting back a laugh. Cillian loved seeing her like this. Saucy and sarcastic. Much better than being crushed by Sofia’s concern and worry.

      “Again,” Hector said, this time putting up his hands.

      But Jayne didn’t comply. “Amanda said I needed specialized training for this mission. Let’s get to that. Pretty please?” she added when Hector scowled.

      “You don’t want to push yourself, Jayne. Trust me. It’s my job to make sure you don’t burn out.”

      Jayne stopped moving, and her face shifted. “Oh. I see what you’re saying. The Adepts who try higher magic have a tendency to light themselves on fire. I’m not like that. I have a lot more control. I won’t spontaneously combust. Promise.”

      Hector scratched his chin. “You need to build up your magic over time to avoid catastrophe. That’s what Amanda wants me to do for you, fine-tune your magic so it’s at the ready.”

      “But Ruger’s life is at stake,” Jayne said, softer this time. “If he’s been captured, you know what he might be going through. I’ll practice like mad all day, cross my heart and hope to die. But let’s get to the spells I’ll need to rescue him. The spells we’ll need.”

      Cillian stepped to her side. “I agree with Officer Thorne, mate. I’ve seen her in action, and she’s not going to burn out.”

      Hector shot a look at Cillian. “Very well. We’ll bring in the Rogue.”

      “The Rogue has a name,” Jayne said. “It’s Cillian Pine. And he’s way more Cillian than Rogue, so you might remember that as we train.”

      Cillian again felt the spark of happiness he was becoming accustomed to when she spoke of him to others. Their connection must be enhancing his emotions today, he thought. He was feeling loose and ready, and very protective. He’d enjoyed watching her kick this guy’s ass. Now they could do it together.

      Hector looked mildly amused by Jayne’s scolding. “Pardon me, Officer Pine.”

      “No worries, mate. All good. Crack on.”

      “You probably already know that the TCO has little information about Rogues,” Hector said, hands clasped in front of him as if he were a distinguished professor giving a lecture at Oxford. “But many of us were trained in the basics just in case we encountered one. Rogues are drawn in by powerful magic. Not just the presence of someone’s magic, like yours, Jayne, but powerful spells, too. It’s a siren’s call to them.”

      Cillian nodded. This explained how he was able to shift so easily at Medb’s tomb. The necromancy spell had been the most powerful feeling he’d ever experienced.

      “A Rogue’s magic is like the tide,” Hector went on. “It has highs and lows. During the highs, the Rogue cannot resist the transformation. The call is too strong.”

      “The call?” At the words, Cillian’s body went taut, the veins in his arms and neck standing out. Something about that term unsettled him. Hell, all of this unsettled him. It wasn’t easy to find out you had some sort of weird magical monster living inside you, ready to be brought to life at a moment’s notice. He had to force himself to ask politely, “What does that mean?”

      “The call of magic,” Hector said. “Whether that be your Master’s magic or someone else’s. A Rogue’s power is always meant to be malleable. Transformed by someone else. You are a tool to be utilized. Don’t ever forget that.”

      “Hey,” Jayne said, jabbing a finger at Hector. “Cillian isn’t a tool. He just sometimes becomes a really big wolf.”

      “Which is exactly what we need to work on. Cillian, can you shift on your own?”

      “What, like now?”

      “By all means.”

      Cillian went deep inside, imagining himself growing, the fur tickling his legs and belly, the sense of power and strength.

      Nothing. His eyes shot open to find both Jayne and Hector watching him.

      “Now you understand,” Hector said, not unkindly. “Rogues don’t perform their own magic. You are dependent on Miss Thorne. You must feed off her power to access your own.”

      Hector smacked his hands together and bounced on his toes, obviously excited to be getting to the good stuff. “Training you two together will be quite different from training you alone. You need to adjust your mindsets. Instead of simply pulling from the Torrent, Jayne will also need to feed that magic to you, Cillian. And, in turn, you need to learn to draw on your entwined magic, to identify the way it looks and sounds, the way it smells. Because in a high-stakes battle with other Adepts, there won’t be time for you to figure out which magic belongs to you and which belongs to the enemy. You wouldn’t want to bond with the wrong Adept.”

      Cillian blanched, glancing over at Jayne, whose mouth was open in a small O of surprise. “Can that happen?”

      “There are no documented instances of it. But my job is to think about the possibilities no one else has considered. We also thought Rogues extinct, but Mr. Pine has shown us the folly of our ways. Anything is possible.”

      “But I thought Rogues could only bond with Masters. That’s what Ruger told us.”

      “Again, we simply don’t know, because no one here has seen this in action except for you two. You’re the first Master we’ve seen in a long time, Jayne. And your magic accelerated far quicker than anything we’ve come across in the history of Adepts. Magic is changing. It is unleashed, in many ways. I wouldn’t be surprised if more Masters pop up in the future. And because of that, more Rogues. We need to be prepared for anything.”

      Jayne touched Cillian’s hand. “Okay. No pressure, right? Easy peasy.”

      Hector nodded. “To begin, I will be on the attack, and Jayne, I want you to cast the Block spell and call on Cillian to shift at the same time.”

      Jayne shifted into a fighting stance, then froze, her mouth twisting in a confused grimace. “Uh, how exactly do we do that?”

      “Just as Cillian needs to focus on your particular brand of magic, you need to focus on his. You’ve seen him shift before, right? Remember everything you can about that moment, and seek out his magic within the Torrent. As if it’s a spell you’re summoning. Cillian, you need to focus on it, too. Channel the same energy you felt when you’ve shifted before.”

      Cillian was feeling more nervous by the minute. Jayne’s cocky attitude had vanished, and she was turning inward, getting that look she did before she blew up in frustration.

      “We can do this,” he said, giving her a smile. “We’ve done it loads of times.”

      “Whenever you’re ready.” Hector raised his arms, glancing between them expectantly. When Jayne and Cillian both nodded, Hector pulled a sphere of blue energy and twisted it between his fingers before launching it at Jayne.

      Cillian jumped to her side only to get hit smack in the face with the trainer’s magic and go down onto the mat in a heap.

      Jayne was cursing up a storm, and he was decidedly not a wolf. He hadn’t felt her pull on him at all.

      “Damn it,” she hissed. “Sorry. Okay. Let’s try again.”

      They set up side by side again. Cillian focused on what he remembered about his first shift. The bright white light. The intoxicatingly sensual feel of Jayne’s magic. The smell of the cool night air. The way his body rippled and stretched, elongating as it changed forms. Nothing.

      Hector’s magic crashed into Jayne this time, sending her flying backward. She collided with a padded wall and crumpled, hitting her shoulder hard. Though every ounce of instinct in him said rush to her side, pick her up, protect her, he stayed in place. Jayne was not the kind of woman who wanted to be rescued, especially in front of a superior.

      With a groan, she sat up, weaving a bit before hauling herself to her feet. Her eyes were blazing. “You okay to go again? I think I almost had it that time.”

      He grinned, stepping closer to wipe a little blood from the corner of her mouth. “I am if you are.”

      This time, when Jayne shut her eyes, he felt it. The call. He could smell her magic intensely, the heady scent of fresh roses, the comfort of woodsmoke. She drew on his power and he felt her access the Torrent, felt his body tighten in response, so similar to when they were together…

      Jayne threw up a Block spell just in time. Hector’s blue magic fizzled, and Cillian felt himself pop as he transformed into a large silver wolf, blinking slowly at the scene as if bored.

      “By the goddess,” Hector breathed. “You’re magnificent.”

      Jayne whooped, pumping her fist in the air. “Skadoosh!” she said triumphantly. When Hector and Cillian only stared at her, her smile faded. “Kung Fu Panda? Really? Oh, come on, you two are no fun.”

      Hector was circling Cillian like he was a mint-condition used car. “How do you feel?” Hector asked. To his credit, he didn’t look the least bit uncomfortable being in the presence of a massive wolf. More like entranced.

      “I feel weird, to be honest,” Cillian said.

      “Can you hear him?” Jayne asked Hector. When Hector shook his head, Jayne ruffled Cillian’s neck, making shivers go down his spine. He felt things more in this form; his senses were on high alert.

      “I’m going to have to translate for him.”

      “No problem. I hope you won’t mind, but this is the first time I’ve seen a Rogue shift.” Hector whipped out a notebook and started peppering them with questions.

      “Is this how he always transforms?”

      Yes.

      “Is he bigger or smaller than the last time?”

      Same.

      “Did it hurt to shift?”

      No.

      “Did you feel the call?”

      Yes.

      “Can you feel Jayne’s magic now?” Hector asked.

      Could he ever. Yes. It’s surrounding me, like I’m inside some sort of bubble of energy. It smells like roses. And…something earthy.

      “Woodsmoke,” Jayne added with a small, private smile.

      Yeah, that’s there, too, but there’s something else. Something like…the woods on a wet day⁠—

      “Moss?” Jayne suggested.

      That’s it.

      “I think that’s your magic, Cillian. To me, your magic smells like moss and sage.”

      “It could be a combination of both of you,” Hector suggested, clearly able to piece together their conversation even without hearing Cillian’s side. “A Rogue-Master relationship would produce its own particular kind of magic. It would make sense that your connection would be merging the two scents. That’s good, Cillian. You should focus on those smells. It will help to ground your abilities. Well.”

      Hector put away his notebook, loosened his tie, and rolled up his sleeves. Gone was the skeptical Adept, replaced by a man who finally understood Jayne’s power.

      “This is simply wonderful. What an experience. Okay, Jayne. Shift Cillian back to his human form, and we can go again. It is vital, for you both, that this shift is seamless every single time.”
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          ICE, ICE, BABY

        

      

    

    
      Jayne concentrated on Cillian, mentally willing him to shift back to himself, but nothing happened. Okay. This isn’t just wiggling my nose. I need the Torrent.

      To explain the Torrent to a nonmagical creature was challenging, even to someone with as broad a vocabulary as Jayne’s. The first time she’d accessed it, by total accident, she’d thought she was losing her mind. She’d touched a minor grimoire in the Vanderbilt archives vault and a bioluminescent river of stars had flowed around her, glowing green and undulating as if driven by a breeze. Now, only a few weeks later, she was marked as a Master magician and had control over the fate of the magical world, along with the lives of too many to count, because of her ability to access this starry otherworld.

      At least accessing the Torrent wasn’t hard anymore. She reached for the river of stars and sought out Cillian’s familiar mossy scent.

      It wasn’t there. All she found was the flowing Torrent, open and welcoming. Myriad spells floated past her, but nothing resembling Cillian or his magic.

      “Shit.” Jayne searched and searched but found nothing familiar. She didn’t like this. It felt like her magic was misbehaving. She’d had such easy control throughout the training session, but the second she and Cillian started to work on his shifting, it had all fallen apart.

      She searched deeper, looking for anything that felt Cillian-like. You can do this, Jayne
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