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            Praise for the Jayne Thorne, CIA Librarian series

          

        

      

    

    
      “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
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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
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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
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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 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

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

      — Paige Crutcher, author of The Orphan Witch
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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 kickboxing 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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Joss Walker

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jayne Thorne, CIA Librarian Series

        The Book of Spirits

        The Prophecy of Wind

        The Keeper of Flames

        Master of Shadows

        Tomb of the Queen

      

        

      
        Novellas

        A Betrayal of Magic

        The Eighth Road

      

        

      
        The Guardians Mini-Series

        Guardians of Power

        Guardians of Fury

        Guardians of Silence

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Writing as J.T. Ellison

      

        

      
        Standalone Suspense

        A Very Bad Thing

        It’s One of Us

        Her Dark Lies

        Good Girls Lie

        Tear Me Apart

        Lie to Me

        No One Knows

      

      

      
        
        The Lt. Taylor Jackson Series

        The Wolves Come at Night

        Field of Graves

        Where All the Dead Lie

        So Close the Hand of Death

        The Immortals

        The Cold Room

        Judas Kiss

        14

        All the Pretty Girls

      

        

      
        The Dr. Samantha Owens Series

        What Lies Behind

        When Shadows Fall

        Edge of Black

        A Deeper Darkness

      

        

      
        A Brit in the FBI Series,

        Cowritten with Catherine Coulter

        The Sixth Day

        The Devil’s Triangle

        The End Game

        The Lost Key

        The Final Cut

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Alisha Klapheke

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Queens of Steel and Starlight Series

        Waters of Salt and Sin

        Fever of Sun and Soul

        Plains of Sand and Steel

        Forest of Silver and Secrets

        Rune Kingdom

      

      

      
        
        The Edinburgh Seer Trilogy

        The Edinburgh Seer

        The Edinburgh Heir

        The Edinburgh Fate

      

      

      
        
        Dragons Rising Series

        Fate of Dragons

        Band of Breakers

        Queen of Seas

        Sword of Oak

        Magic of Lore

      

        

      
        Kingdoms of Lore Series

        Enchanting the Elven Mage

        Enchanting the Fae Prince

        Enchanting the Dragon Lord

        Stolen by the Shadow King

        Rise of the Fire Queen

        Enchanting the Dryad Prince

      

        

      
        Realm of Dragons and Fae

        The Fae King’s Assassin

        Bound By Dragons

      

      

      
        
        Writing as Eve A. Hunt

      

        

      
        Yew Queen Series

        Fae Curse

        Fae World

        Fae Spell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Tomb of the Queen”

        © 2021 by J.T. Ellison

        ISBN: 978-1-948967-31-0

      

      

      
        
        Cover design © The Killion Group, Inc.

      

      

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

      

        

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

      

      

      
        
        For more, visit Two Tales Press.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Part One

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

        

      

      
        
          Part Two

        

        
          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

        

      

      
        
          Part Three

        

        
          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          
            Chapter 61

          

          
            Chapter 62

          

          
            Chapter 63

          

          
            Chapter 64

          

          
            Chapter 65

          

          
            Chapter 66

          

          
            Chapter 67

          

          
            Chapter 68

          

          
            Chapter 69

          

          
            Chapter 70

          

          
            Chapter 71

          

          
            Chapter 72

          

          
            Chapter 73

          

          
            Chapter 74

          

          
            Book Two - Master of Shadows

          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About Joss Walker

      

      
        About Alisha Klapheke

      

      
        About Two Tales Press

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For all the girls who are coming into their powers,

        and the extraordinary women they will become.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “I cannot go on playing like that woman

        That had but the cold blood of the sea in her veins.”

      

      

      
        
        –Deirdre, William Butler Yeats

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nashville, Tennessee

        Now

      

      

      This meeting was never going to end.

      Jayne focused hard on her boss, willing the head librarian to just stop talking. She imagined the woman’s lips becoming a zipper and pulling the tab closed from across the room. Nothing. Willed the lights to go off, to no avail. Muttered some words in Latin that roughly translated to may you be spirited away by gentle dogs, and yet the woman kept prattling on.

      Sadly, unlike the worlds in Jayne’s beloved fantasy novels, this one had no such thing as magic. That fact wouldn’t stop Jayne from longing for it.

      She checked the time on her beat-up phone, the Vandy Research Department’s logo superimposed over a shot of Hogwarts blinking across the screen. Nearly six. If they didn’t wrap this meeting soon, she was definitely going to be late for dinner with her sister.

      “Tomorrow,” Eleanor droned on, “Jayne will collate the Latin American poetry and keep tabs on the research room as needed. The rest of you…”

      Jayne’s phone lit up with a text.

      Running late, will see you at 6:30, kk?

      A smile pulled at Jayne’s lips. Sofia always ran a little behind schedule. Normally it drove her crazy, but tonight, it was a relief. Jayne hated being late almost as much as she hated nights without dessert.

      Sounds good, she replied.

      “Miss Thorne?”

      Jayne’s head snapped up. Eleanor was staring at her. “Yes?”

      “Do you have somewhere you need to be?”

      “Um…yes? No. No, I’m fine.”

      Eleanor cleared her throat and dropped her glasses, which swung across her chest on a gold chain. “If Miss Thorne can’t keep her attention on her work any longer, it seems I’ve kept you all too long. See you tomorrow.”

      Finally.

      Avoiding a one-on-one with her boss, Jayne followed the rest of the staff into the corridor. If she slipped down to the vault right now and checked the location of the Latin American poems, she’d have a head start on tomorrow’s work. She had thirty minutes. She could do this. The bar where she was meeting Sofia was right down the sidewalk.

      While everyone else said their good nights, Jayne went to her small office beside the registration desk and stripped out of her cardigan.

      “I’ll lock up,” she called to the vault manager, who waved, relieved to be able to sneak out herself.

      Jayne retrieved a book cart, then walked through the reading room to the elevator. When the doors opened, she inserted her key to access the vault level.

      The silence afforded by the vault’s thick, partially underground walls brought a smile to Jayne’s lips. If all the world could enjoy such quiet. At least once in a while. She loved a good night out with live music, but silence was her preference, especially when books were involved.

      In the vault, rare books were shelved to the right, and manuscripts, mostly contained in gray boxes, lived on the left. The hush of paper was her only companion today. Slipping down the stacks, Jayne found the three editions of the poetry manuscript and carefully brought them to the table in the center of the room.

      This workstation was always a mess. Today someone had left behind a huge, brass microscope and five stacks of papers other staff members were in the middle of cataloguing. Would it kill them to put their work away at night? It was almost as if they enjoyed torturing her, she who put stock in neatness. She had her mother to blame for that trait, she supposed. “Neatness begets order,” she would say, staring into Jayne and Sofia’s bedroom and shaking her head at the chaos. Always Sofia’s. Never Jayne’s.

      Sighing loudly, though no one was around to hear her, Jayne shook her head and gently cleared a space. The edition at the top of her own stack was nothing more than simple text on parchment. Jayne’s studies in Greek and Latin weren’t very helpful with this language, nor was her experience studying Irish mythology, but, happily, she spoke decent Spanish and could therefore muddle out most of what was written. Most. Some of the lines were in a dialect spoken by African slaves and she had no idea what was being said.

      A tiny, ungrateful part of her wished once again that she’d nabbed that position at the Library of Trinity College in Dublin, where the Book of Leinster resided. She’d written her thesis comparing the manuscript’s version of the old Irish Cattle Raid of Cooley with the Iliad. But of course, she was just starting out on this bookish career. Maybe someday she’d get the chance to fully immerse herself into Irish mythology and slake her ever-present thirst for more knowledge about the great books of that culture.

      Lining up the three editions of the Latin American poems side by side, she studied them for visual differences, looking for an extra paragraph or an obvious additional page.

      When she picked up the fourth page of the first edition, a strange hum vibrated through her fingers. Her head began to swim, and something about the feeling was oddly familiar. Comforting. Then the spots started.

      She yanked her hand away from the parchment. Oh no. Not now. She had too much to do to be felled. Her ocular migraines were rare, but bothersome enough to ruin her for a few hours.

      The black spots morphed into spinning green circles, then combined into a river of stars that felt like it flowed from her neck, down her arm, to the tips of her fingers. As her doctor recommended, she did her square breathing through the episode until the circles and stars stopped spinning, then popped a tablet of ergotamine under her tongue. She always had a pack in her pocket, just in case. Within moments, the headache began to recede.

      “Oookay.” She’d had these weird migraines as long as she could remember, but seeing shapes was something new. A chill traveled down her back as she curled her tingling fingers. As quickly as the headache had come on, it was now gone, leaving behind only a faint echo of pain.

      “Might be time to go for that drink, Jayne.”

      She set the poetry back in its place, ready for the morning, then gathered her things and left the library.

      The headlights coming down the road wouldn’t let her stop thinking about those strange circles and stars. It had to be a migraine thing, but she should check with her doctor tomorrow, just in case something else was going on.

      “Hey!” Sofia spotted Jayne hurrying down the street and started to wave. At the door to the bar, Sofia hugged her, then pulled back and studied her face. “You look worn out.”

      “Nice to see you, too.” Jayne followed Sofia inside and they found spots at the bar.

      “No, you’re gorgeous as always, but you look pale.”

      Something was definitely off, but Jayne didn’t want to bring it up. Sofia would freak out. “I’m just a little tired. Headache earlier. It’s all good. How was your day?”

      “You know.”

      Jayne did know. Today was the anniversary of their parents’ death. Hence, dinner.

      No matter what city they’d moved to recently, no matter what demands on their personal lives, Jayne and Sofia always celebrated the sad anniversary the same way—a dinner full of remembrances. As they grew older, dinner was thankfully accompanied by drinks. The dirtiest of martinis for Jayne, lemon drops for Sofia. Instead of recounting the horror of the way their parents died, they shared stories, confessions, secrets, memories.

      Jayne ordered a burger, fries, and for good measure, two pieces of pie. She could already tell it was that kind of night.

      “And I’ll take the Caesar salad,” Sofia said to the bartender before turning to face Jayne, a sad smile on her pink-slicked lips. “Remember when Dad took us to the lake, and you fell out of the boat and nearly drowned?”

      “How could I remember that, Sofia? I was two. What about that time Spots dragged the cheesecake off the counter and ate the entire thing? I actually helped him. It was my birthday, after all. My rules.”

      “You loved that dog.”

      “He was the best.”

      They talked and ate. Lamented their orphanhood. Toasted their sisterhood. Promised to always stand by each other’s side, just as they did every year on this night.

      Untangling a piece of dark hair from her glasses, Jayne stared out the bar’s floor-to-ceiling windows onto busy Twenty-First Avenue, headlights streaming through the night past the Vanderbilt students’ stomping grounds. They were in an expensive restaurant, as befitted a celebration of life. So expensive Jayne was planning to use the quarterly coupon she received as an employee of the university to pay for dinner. She’d chosen this spot because she knew Sofia would love it.

      It was all so normal. As normal as two girls who’d lost their parents, two girls who’d moved every few months growing up, who’d cleaved together and supported one another above all else could be.

      And yet, tonight was different. It felt...wrong, somehow. Something was off, and Jayne couldn’t put her finger on it.

      A shiver rode down her back, and she scraped up another bite of caramel apple pie to chase away the feeling.

      And then the television burst into flames.

      Not the TV itself. The man on the screen. He was engulfed in flames. Jayne’s stomach turned and twisted in sync with the dancing fire. Orange arms of light reached away from his ruined body and twisted into black smoke. Behind the news reporter, the fire popped.

      Transfixed, Jayne squirmed in her seat. She could almost feel the heat searing her own flesh, bubbling the skin, eating away at tendon and muscle. Fighting the urge to run, she gripped the bar top and dug her nails into the wood’s heavily shellacked surface. Fire was the one constant in Jayne’s nightmares. Sofia’s, too. She was deathly afraid of fire. For good reason.

      Flames. Death. Bodies burning…

      Stop it, she told herself sternly. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t talk about this tonight.

      The man on the TV burned and burned. The flames danced over what was now a charred corpse. The reporter didn’t seem nearly as upset as she should’ve been. At last, two police officers moved the news crew away from the site, saying something about dental records and informing the family.

      Jayne sighed and looked away. This wasn’t her tragedy. Not this time. No more tragedies for her.

      Things had been going pretty well, actually. She loved Nashville. She’d nabbed the amazing gig at Vanderbilt Library’s Public Services and Reference Department a month earlier. When she was hired to work with everything from rare books about the history of Vanderbilt itself to fascinating Afro-Cuban manuscripts, she nearly broke her arm trying to do a celebratory cartwheel. The work was fascinating. And the books? Every day was nerd heaven, what she’d always wanted.

      But the flames…

      Sofia’s voice was soft in her ear. “Hey. Wanna split?”

      Jayne forced her gaze back to her older sister, then pushed her plates closer to the bartender, just wanting something to do with her shaking hands. “I’m okay. Poor bastard. Who would do that to themselves? That’s the third burning this week alone. They’re saying it’s organized. Like some sort of cult. What sort of message are they trying to get across?” Maybe she did need to think about it. Maybe she was being a coward. Maybe they did need to leave.

      “I don’t know. A terrible one? Let’s go, Jayne.” Sofia drained the last of her lemon drop and looked toward the exit. “Seriously, we should get home.”

      Jayne sighed. Sofia always took off at the slightest hint of discomfort. And she never explained why. Jayne had tried to pry a reasonable worry out of her sister time and time again, but Sofia’s fears were vague. You never know who might be watching. We’ve come so far, lived when we should’ve died. You don’t understand the world, Jayne. There are people out there who don’t have our best interests at heart.

      Her sister was always running. They’d moved at least three times a year until Jayne was in high school. Sofia was eleven years older and had done a good job being Jayne’s parent. But as Jayne grew up, she began to notice the depth of Sofia’s paranoia, how she constantly watched over their shoulders as if the past might chase them down and eat them whole.

      Jayne had tried to get Sofia to see a therapist, but she’d refused.

      Jayne stiffened her back and signaled to the bartender for another martini, then turned her attention to the TV. “We should watch the rest of the news. It’s good to be informed. I hate it, but we can’t put our heads in the sand, Sofia.” She tried to give her sister an encouraging pat, but Sofia was pulling away, shrinking back from a man who had approached while they were transfixed with the news story.

      “Hello, ladies.” A tourist in a cowboy hat grinned at them. He was a bit older than the guys Sofia usually liked, but not bad looking. “Bought you another of what you were having.” He handed Jayne another martini.

      Oh. He was handing it to Jayne. This was new. Sofia was all curves and lips. Usually the guys ignored super-nerd Jayne.

      “Uh. Thanks,” she said, accepting the drink, her tongue numb with nerves. She turned to watch Sofia work her man magic. Sofia always had the best lines to give back to dudes who hit on her. But instead of playfully teasing the guy, Sofia’s eyes hardened.

      “We were just leaving,” she snapped at him. She plucked the drink from Jayne’s hand, slammed it on the bar top, then pulled Jayne off her stool and toward the door.

      The guy shrugged and walked off muttering.

      “Sofia. Seriously. You have to chill. He was just hitting on us.” Sofia usually loved flirting. What had the guy done to inflame her paranoia? Was it the burning man on the TV? That actually made sense. The reminder of how their parents had died clawed at Jayne’s chest. Of course the scene would do the same to her sister.

      “Haven’t I kept you safe all these years?” Sofia whispered, fingers digging into Jayne’s arm, her thumb pressing into the freckle they used to pretend would allow them to communicate. A ridiculous thing to pretend, but it had seemed like magic as a kid. Jayne had always been obsessed with the idea of the supernatural—probably why she read so many fantasy novels. The time when she and Sofia had read The Fellowship of the Ring out loud together was one of her treasured memories.

      Jayne hugged her. “You have. And I had a great childhood thanks to you. But now we’re okay. Right? We’re adults. I have a solid job. You’re enjoying the restaurant, aren’t you?” Sofia had taken a management position at Ruth’s Chris Steak House, a laudable gig here in downtown Nashville.

      “I am. But I don’t know how long we can stay here. In Nashville, I mean, not just this restaurant. Please. Let’s go.” Sofia’s big eyes searched the bar until she locked her gaze on the cowboy hat guy, who’d taken a seat by the back door. Purple circles still ringed Sofia’s eyes, evidence of the cancer she’d fought off twice now. Two years ago, Jayne had nearly lost her. It was part of the reason she’d agreed to move to Nashville—some of the best cancer hospitals in the world were here. Just in case it came back.

      “If you want to leave, I’m down. But hey, I’ll be honest with you.” Jayne hesitated, knowing this next statement would seem impossible to Sofia. She hadn’t wanted the evening to go this way. “If you decide to move again, I’m not going. I’m staying in Nashville, unless I get a bigger opportunity. I want a career now, Sofia. Not constant relocation just for the sake of running from our tragedy.” She said the last bit softly, trying to ease the blow of the truth.

      Sofia jerked her gaze to Jayne’s face. “We’re staying together. Not up for discussion.”

      “I’m not a child. I haven’t been one for a long time now. If you feel the need to keep moving, that’s fine. But I will stay or go depending on my position at the library.”

      Jayne’s phone buzzed as she followed Sofia out of the bar.

      “Who’s messaging you?” Sofia asked sharply.

      “I would love to say it’s a tall, dark, and dreamy from the stacks, but no. It’s my boss telling me to check my inbox. I’m starting a big project tomorrow with some new manuscripts, so she’s leaving me more instructions.”

      Sofia grinned. It looked forced, but she was likely trying to extend the olive branch. “I can’t believe you like that place. You work with a bunch of old ladies.”

      “Old ladies are badass. They know all the things, and no one can control them.”

      Sofia laughed, and the sound lifted Jayne’s mind away from the tragedy they’d seen on the news and from the weird way her sister had treated the cowboy. The tension between them eased a bit, but Jayne knew there was more of a fight to come. When Sofia left Nashville, Jayne would not be going with her.

      They walked to the parking lot. “Who are the emails usually from?” Sofia asked.

      “Most are independent scholars, but a good handful come from overseas faculty and grad students who want me to research vault items for their various projects.”

      “Outstandingly boring. Perfect. Maybe we should stay here for a while longer.”
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      Sofia drove Jayne back to her apartment. It was the first time they’d ever lived separately. Jayne had insisted on it. Sofia had taken a quieter apartment outside the city. She needed more green around her than Jayne did.

      Jayne opened the car door.

      “Remember to set your security alarm,” Sofia said, patting Jayne on the leg.

      “Of course. Although I have no idea who I’m worrying about. This place is filled with people even more nerdy than me. The entire complex is probably rewatching Game of Thrones and playing Scrabble.”

      Sofia chuckled. “Again, outstandingly boring. Have fun in the stacks tomorrow, sis.”

      “I don’t work in the stacks, you know⁠—”

      “Oh, sorry. Enjoy the ancient and crotchety section where no one goes except you.”

      “And some other members on staff. And the occasional grad student. Or a researcher. But they do not get to touch anything.”

      “You are a total nerd nightmare.”

      Jayne pinched Sofia’s arm gently. “Jerk.”

      “Hmm, what is a good nerd insult? Ooh, I know. You are such a Slytherin.” Sofia looked very impressed with herself as she rubbed the spot where Jayne had pinched her.

      “No, dear sister. Slytherins can be noble. A better slam would be calling me a Wickham.”

      “Who is he in Harry Potter?”

      “He is in Pride and Prejudice.”

      “I can’t keep up with all of dorkdom, sis.”

      Laughing, Jayne waved as Sofia drove off.

      Jayne started up the stairs, trying to forget about the stars she’d seen in the vault and the horrible TV report and the weird reaction Sofia had to the good-looking cowboy.

      It didn’t work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        TCO Headquarters

        Washington, DC

      

      

      

      When the lights clicked off in Jayne Thorne’s humble apartment, TCO Officer Ruger Stern called his boss.

      “Nothing,” he said, rubbing a big hand against his temple. He downed his coffee, the black liquid scorching his throat and waking him up. Hopefully, it would get rid of this headache. He adjusted the encrypted phone at his ear, turning it on speaker so it wasn’t broadcasting noise straight into his brain.

      “Nothing?”

      “No. I’ve been watching for days now. There’s nothing to indicate Jayne Thorne is anything but a bookish young woman who likes a good dirty martini. She is nowhere on the register, and she’s well beyond the age of maturity. If she had any kind of magic, it would have manifested by now. We would know if she were strong. I don’t know what they want with her.”

      Amanda Newport, his superior and head of the Torrent Control Organization, exhaled, her annoyed breath loud over the speaker. She had the patience of a rookie quarterback, especially when she sensed someone might be contravening her orders. “Not everyone’s magic rises at the same time. You know that. Jayne Thorne must be powerful if the Kingdom is talking about her. They have operatives in Nashville as we speak. And you know they don’t waste time chasing dead ends.”

      Wincing at her reference to the last trainee he’d lost to the Kingdom’s machinations, Ruger tried to push from his mind the image of the young man’s nonmagical family lying in pools of blood.

      “I’m telling you. This is a simple young woman living a simple life. There is nothing special about her.”

      He didn’t need to add the rest, that the terror organization only went after Adepts who could help them pull magic from the Torrent, and killed any Adept who wouldn’t help them with their plans to enslave the nonmagic population in order to return the world to a more primitive state. Closer to natural magic, my ass, Ruger thought, gritting his teeth.

      “I disagree.”

      “Amanda, I sensed exactly zero magic coming off the girl. Who do you think is trailing her?”

      Sometimes Amanda didn’t give him as many details as he’d like, but tonight she ponied up. “There was chatter about someone named Jimmy and an unnamed bartender near Vanderbilt University where the Thorne woman works. If our intel is correct, they tried to drug her tonight. We don’t know whether they meant to incapacitate, kidnap, or kill. No matter, Ruger, I want her. She needs our protection.”

      “I don’t like this, Amanda. It smells off. Why are we just now hearing about this potential Adept if she was already on the Kingdom’s list?”

      That’s what was bothering him, he realized. The moment an Adept showed magical ability, the TCO was all over it. They had plenty of operatives in place who could sense a new Adept’s first access to the Torrent, to the dimension that held magic.

      As far as he knew, no one was sensing anything about the sweet little Nashville librarian.

      “I understand your reticence. But she’s a librarian. Even without magic, she might be exactly who we need. We’re in trouble, Ruger. The Kingdom grows stronger by the day. We can’t let them win. And if they’re seeking the grimoires…” Her professional tone slipped, and Ruger recalled the night they were snowed in at Boston’s Logan International, the night they shared a few too many tequilas and the heartbreak that came with the unique world and classified information they had access to. He’d seen a little too deeply into his boss’s mind, and though he tried not to let it affect him, he couldn’t help it. Amanda had such darkness, such sadness, in her. She felt so responsible for every death, every mistake. He hated to disappoint her, ever.

      “You really think the Kingdom are chasing the grimoires’ trail?” He pressed his fingers against his closed eyelids, the headache growing. “The story has no backup. We’ve never seen a thing to prove it’s true. And why now?”

      “But what if it is true? What if they have identified their locations? Even with only one, the power they could wield will tip the scales in this war. We must find them first, Ruger. This directive is coming from the top.”

      Ruger shot the rest of his coffee. “The top” was the nonmagical head of the CIA. The TCO was a small, quiet, and little-known branch of that monster organization. Only the top and his direct report knew of the organization’s existence. No one else in the government was aware of them. And Ruger wanted to keep it that way. If the Kingdom gained access to the grimoires, the whole world would find out about the TCO, and the magic they’d tried to contain for centuries.

      That is, if the grimoires had the power the legends claimed they did. According to the lore, the five grimoires, hidden in historical texts, could raise dead Masters—the most powerful magicians to exist.

      With power like that on their side, the Kingdom would be unstoppable.

      The TCO had to get to these books first, and Ruger’s division, the Library, would need to lead that investigation and retrieval.

      Come to think of it, a human librarian might not be the worst idea.

      “If it’s true, we might be screwed.”

      “Ever the optimist. I trust you, Ruger. You can ferret out this information. Find her. Talk to her. See what she knows, and what she doesn’t.” Amanda’s voice sounded younger now, and he could imagine her tucking a lock of coppery hair behind her ear and touching the necklace her husband had given her on their fifteenth anniversary. A Kingdom operative had killed the man ten years ago, but she never once removed that necklace or the wedding ring. Nor had she dated. She was very alone, and while it made her a good officer, it also made her a sharp and sometimes difficult friend.

      Ruger blinked, trying to shove away the headache so he could focus on what Amanda had brought up, the story about the necromancers’ spells.

      Too bad they had absolutely no idea where to start.

      Maybe this young woman knew more than she realized. Regardless, if the Kingdom was after her, he had to see what he could do to help, because Jayne Thorne’s world was about to go up in flames.

      “Fine. I’ll go to Nashville.”

      “Good. And Ruger?”

      “Yes, Amanda?”

      “Go now.”
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      Since the move to Nashville, Fridays had become Jayne’s complete and total favorite day.

      And no, it was not because it was the start of a weekend. It was the Friday work hours she adored. Long, and quiet. She got more work done on Fridays than the rest of the week combined. As such, she had a ritual. Two cups of tea rather than one. A stack of pancakes the size of her head. And a wonderful day alone in Special Collections to focus on her assigned projects. During the week, grad students would be working in the reading room with its Chihuly glass sculpture and the windows that let in a very tinted edition of sunlight from the terrace, and her fellow librarians would be scooting around, joking and laughing. But Fridays didn’t see many researchers and only permitted the occasional meeting.

      No one wanted to work on Fridays.

      No one but Jayne.

      This morning, fighting down the teensiest of headaches from her debauchery with Sofia the night before, she set to the task she started the evening before, collating every edition of a set of poems written by a slave in Latin America during the eighteenth century. A student at Berkeley was researching the topic and needed a hand. She had to figure out which editions had missing or additional pages, scan those, then send them off to the student.

      In the silence of the vault, she found the poems she’d prepped yesterday. She refused to worry about the shapes she’d seen and the possibility of an ocular migraine. This would be a lovely day. Other than the remnants of last night’s drinks, she felt just fine.

      But she did decide to use gloves this time.

      Vanderbilt, like most modern American libraries, didn’t encourage staff or students to use gloves anymore—they only led to more page tearing. Jayne defied her bosses and went to the mostly empty box on the wall, chose a set of smalls, broke them out of the plastic and slipped them on.

      “There. Going back in. You are mine, weird manuscript.”

      She turned to make sure no one had come into the vault after her. It would not be fabulous to have the other staff see her freaking out about nothing during her very first month on the job, not to mention talking to herself. Well, maybe they’d gotten used to that.

      After using the back of her hand to push her glasses higher on her nose, she pulled the manuscript closer and started over. Her fingers touched the words…

      It happened again. Stars, and shapes, and this time, a sense of purpose. Of power. Of pain.

      When she came back to herself, she realized she’d ripped off the glove and had her palm flat on the page. She yanked her hand away, and a chill like cold water flowed down her body. Her scalp. Neck. All the way to her toes inside her vintage mules. A scent—something like roses and woodsmoke—curled through the air to overwhelm the more familiar smells. What in the world?

      She was breathing too quickly, couldn’t get a full breath. Her vision blurred again, and tiny lights, lime and grass green, floated around her face in a scattered array of stars. Pressing her palms against her thighs, she took three very slow, deep breaths. The bizarre hum in her fingers was nothing to worry about. She’d probably just pinched a nerve trying to read in an awkward position last night. It was already fading. But the stars floating around her head? They weren’t in her line of vision—not internal, an effect of her own brain. She clutched the edge of the table. The stars circled her like birds. What. The. Heck?

      As a librarian, she was also essentially a scientist, albeit one who trained with paper and binding instead of test tubes and lab rats. Scientists were honor-bound to re-create their experiments to prove their theses, right? Only through trial and error could she figure this out.

      She reached for the page, and as her thumb brushed the ancient calligraphy, the lights spun gracefully around her head. She assessed her body carefully. That strange coldness slid through her, making her remarkably alert. Was she going to pass out? Should she call for help? No. She was fine. If seeing a river of stars flowing around her head could be called fine. But she wasn’t dizzy anymore. She wasn’t sliding off her stool onto the cold floor.

      It was...glorious, really. Almost as if she had control of the magnificent swirl.

      Heart pounding in her ears, Jayne finally let her curiosity defeat her fear. She reached for those tiny specks of light.

      They threw her into another world.

      The lights expanded to fill her field of vision, and Jayne tried to rationalize what was happening. Nothing lay behind them or beside. She glanced at her feet. Nothing below her either, just this fantastic, and altogether frightening, river of light.

      Okay. Break it down.

      Green spots, check. River of stars, check. All had happened before. River of light? This was new. And she was standing in this…plane, that’s the only word she could think of. The plane that existed somewhere inside the Vanderbilt vault that was a river of light.

      “Yep, you’ve gone ’round the bend, sister.”

      At the words, her body tensed and sweat bloomed along her back. Before she could form another thought, the stars fled, and the walls of the library’s very tangible vault reappeared.

      Jayne fell hard to the ground with an audible oof.

      She got to her knees, glancing around. Had she fainted? No. It was as if the river of light had kicked her out when she doubted that it was real. Like it was...alive, in some way. Cognizant. Sentient.

      The manuscript was still on the table, acting like it hadn’t done a thing. She felt betrayed.

      Books, you have always been so good to me!

      Sucking air, she ran the past five minutes through her brain. What she’d done. What she’d seen. Scientist, remember? Repeat the findings, and take notes, this time. Getting to her feet, she hurried to read the words she’d touched.

      …ver el torrente…

      “To see the torrent.” What was the torrent?

      A cough made Jayne leap like she’d never leapt before. She cried out in fright, almost amused at the shrill “eeeee” she made. Almost.

      A dark-skinned man as old as her father would have been if he were still alive stood on the far side of the vault. A very, very large man, with a face that had been through too much, judging from the scar running down the side of his wide, crooked nose and the two shiny patches of skin on his jaw and cheek that showed evidence of serious burns above his tightly trimmed black beard. Along with a tidy leather satchel slung over one shoulder, he wore an immaculate suit, and for that reason alone, she didn’t immediately get into her fighting stance or simply flee. Men in suits didn’t usually accost librarians. Did they? Maybe she was wrong. She raised her shaking hands, but kept them open instead of making fists, her kickboxing training flashing through her head.

      Push kick to throw off his balance on approach. Flying knee to the face.

      What if he too was a hallucination? She decided to play along, to humor her hallucination.

      “What are you doing here? You aren’t allowed.” Her trembling fingers lifted the edge of her laminated ID. “You need one of these to get in here.”

      The man didn’t smile. “Jayne Thorne. Will you come with me? I’m with the US government, and I’d like to buy you a cup of coffee.”

      Yep, she was definitely passed out and dreaming. Next there would be little green men to go along with the stars. Sofia was going to have a field day with this.

      But she kept playing along. “You’re with the government?”

      He nodded. “My name is Ruger Stern. This is a matter of urgency. I have spoken with one of your fellow staff members to ensure you won’t be bothered about leaving during your workday. So, coffee?”

      Jayne was still reeling about what she’d seen. She couldn’t take another surprise. Who was this guy and how the heck was he in the vault?

      “How did you get down here without a key?”

      A brief smile flashed across the craggy face. “In my line of work, there are very few keys I can’t manage to get my hands on.”

      Jayne didn’t like the sound of that. “Oh.”

      “It is very important that we speak, Jayne, and quickly. Please, will you come with me? If you don’t like coffee, tea. Water. Maybe a dirty martini? It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

      He was talking like she was a toddler, and she felt about as reasonable as one at the moment. Kicking her feet and demanding to know what had just happened didn’t seem too far-fetched. Did this man know somehow? Was that why he was here? She wanted to ask him, she wanted to scream, but all that came out of her mouth was “Tea?”

      “Whatever you wish.”

      She didn’t start toward the door just yet. If he was with the government and wanted to speak to her, it had to be because she’d done something wrong. She could talk her way out of this, surely.

      “Is this…is this about me touching the manuscript? I followed all the protocols. I know what I’m doing. I love poetry. I respect books!”

      “No need to yell.”

      “Sorry.” Had he seen the strange stars? She had the overwhelming urge to ask him even though he would probably just think she was cracked. Did the government take crazy people away? Yes, they did.

      “Jayne. Truly. We’re running out of time.”

      Her throat felt dry and swollen. What could she do? Say no? That would be rude. Besides, he was from the government. Was she even allowed to say no?

      “Am I allowed to say no?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll go.”

      “All right, then.”

      He led the way out of the vault. She locked the door, then accompanied him up the elevator and outside onto Twenty-First Avenue. No one in the library looked their way. Strange.

      Next door to Mellow Mushroom, they stopped at a caffeine cart, where he ordered black coffee for himself and asked what she would like. She ordered chamomile. This was a time for calming beverages, not more caffeine.

      They walked under a magnolia, then past a sycamore whose leaves were turning brown a bit too early. A beat-up Honda zipped by. A Prius. Two Teslas in a row. A roaring motorcycle, followed by three very annoyed-looking joggers. A typical Vanderbilt afternoon.

      They found a bench.

      “All right, strange man from my hallucination named Ruger Stern. Talk.”

      “We would like to recruit you,” the man said, unfazed by her blabbering. “For the Agency.”

      The Agency. Beads of sweat rose on her upper lip. “The CIA? That agency?” she whispered, eyeing a family wearing Vandy sweatshirts.

      “Yes.”

      She started to laugh, hysterical. “No way. This can’t be happening.”

      The giant man lowered his sunglasses and watched the road. He was just so big. Like a dark-skinned, middle-aged version of The Mountain from Game of Thrones if The Mountain was a handsome Black man with a trim goatee and a five-thousand-dollar suit. Really, her entire head could fit into his palm.

      “I’m not sure I’m really the spy type, sir. I’m a bit clumsy, and I am terrible at secrets. I can’t be in the…in the Agency. I’m just…I’m Agnes Jayne Thorne, book nerd. I don’t know a thing about politics or international security.”

      It was his turn to stifle a laugh. “We have a position open in the Library, a research division in the Torrent Control Organization.”

      The world blurred around them as his words sunk in. “The CIA has librarians?”

      “Yes, we do. Worldwide,” the man said. “Your position with the Agency would involve libraries. And books. Ancient books. You do know a thing or two about those topics.” He smiled. “We believe you would be perfect for the job.”

      She had to wipe the drool from her mouth. Not because of the man—he was twice her age—but because of the books. Libraries around the world? Secret spy government libraries? She could find out so many things. Roswell. Area 51. The genesis of Sharknado. A sudden thought pierced through the insanity, and her breath caught. Would she get the chance to be in the same room with the Book of Leinster? To finally study the book she’d pored over digitally for so long?

      But this was the real CIA. No way. Insanity. She pinched herself to wake up, but nothing happened. She was awake. She was having this conversation. She’d been seeing stars for two days. Okay. Roll with it, Jayne.

      “What could possibly happen in a library that would require the CIA?”

      Ruger raised a heavy eyebrow, and she nodded. “Of course. Silly of me. It’s a secret.”

      She took a deep sip of the tea, scorching her mouth, but she swallowed, not wanting to look like an idiot. Ruger the CIA man just watched, that eyebrow hiked.

      Why was he here? Why did they really want her? Was she that good at her job? Had Eleanor recommended her or something? No way. Not this quickly. She’d barely been in the position for a month. Maybe this was about the stars, after all. She had to ask, but how? How could she couch the question in a way that seemed not crazy, just in case it hadn’t even happened and/or he had no idea what she was talking about?

      “Wait,” a deep, mildly concerned voice called.

      Jayne realized she’d stood and was walking. She did that sometimes when her mind went on overdrive. She had to move, or she’d explode. The CIA man caught up.

      “Jayne—”

      “How did you find me, anyway?” she asked. “I haven’t applied for any government positions. Did Vanderbilt submit my name or something?”

      The side of Ruger’s lips lifted. “I can’t give you details until you decide to join us. If you are interested…” He pulled a giant packet of paper and a business card out of his satchel and handed them over. “Fill this out, and bring them, and yourself, to this address, tonight. At midnight.” He pointed at the black lettering on the card.

      The packet weighed about eleventy billion pounds. “Midnight? That’s so cliché.”

      “We try.” A grin pulled at his mouth. “Don’t be late. And Jayne? Best not mention this to anyone. Oh, and watch your back.” With a nod, Ruger ducked into the shade of the trees. And in a feat of impossibility, he disappeared behind a half-wall, leaving Jayne standing open-mouthed and even more confused.

      Oh-ho, hallucination man. Like I’d be dumb enough to tell anyone. They’d take me straight to the eighth floor of the hospital across the street.

      But the package he’d handed over was heavy in her hands. Was this a part of the hallucination?

      She had seen stars, and a river of light. A man had appeared. He’d offered her a job with the CIA, then disappeared into a hedge. Four bizarre happenings in less than an hour. They had to be connected somehow.

      Watch my back. Great. Like she needed more paranoid people in her life.

      Her tea was finally at a consumable temperature. Holding the packet and card to her chest, she sipped and drew in the floral scent to calm her nerves and stop her hands from shaking.

      When she felt like she could keep it together, she headed back to the library. CIA or not, those Latin American texts weren’t going to scan themselves.
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      Jayne went home early, citing a headache, ignoring the kind look of concern from Eleanor. She sat on her couch with the last bottle of wine she’d bought to share with Sofia and perused the elephant-sized questionnaire the man had given to her. The questions were numerous and strange. Some were basic, qualification stuff—high school, college courses, job history—but others were outlandish: Have you ever dreamed of going to space? Could you live alone in a lighthouse for an extended period of time? Are you frightened of animals with wings?

      Personality questions, obviously. She answered as honestly as she could—space would be cool; lighthouse must come with properly stocked bookshelves; the only flying things she feared were angry dragons, but birds and bats and dragonflies were fine by her.

      The clock on her mantel ticked. She took a break, poured a fresh glass of wine, and tried not to think about what Sofia would say to all of this. Her sister would completely freak. She’d insist they move again, that this was some sort of trap, that someone had drugged Jayne in the library, that they were coming. Jayne sighed. The Bordeaux slid down her throat easier than the memories of today’s shenanigans. Note to self. Make appointment with Dr. Mortimer. Maybe he could scan her brain.

      She downed the rest of the glass and raised her favorite pen to answer question number 232. Do you believe in unicorns?

      Seriously, CIA? And what had the man meant by the Torrent Control Organization? What was the torrent, and why did it require a research division run by librarians?

      There was no chance she was actually going to become a CIA officer, but she had a feeling Ruger might be her best chance at finding out what had happened in the library. She would string him along and answer their questions, then wait for the right moment to ask about the river of stars. The words from the manuscript came back to her.

      …ver el torrente… To see the torrent…

      She closed her eyes, remembering the place full of green lights and starry emptiness. When she’d fallen into…whatever that was, the river of light, of stars, she’d felt fear, for sure, but also something else. Familiarity. A sensation in her fingertips and heart that the other place was real, and right. Which was just impossible.

      And…cue the seriously creepy déjà vu. That was enough for now. She needed a break.

      Giving up on the packet for the moment, she picked up her battered and beloved copy of Robin Hobb’s Assassin’s Apprentice. She tried to lose herself in the world of the Six Duchies, but the words merely streamed over her brain like water over rocks.

      Throat tight, she went to the kitchen for some ice water. Her dinner dishes sat in the sink. Her mind was in such a twist she hadn’t even cleaned up. Unheard of. The microwave clock glowed at her. Only an hour until midnight. She never stayed up this late. Normally, it was dinner at 6:30 p.m., clean the kitchen, iron tomorrow’s clothes (her favorite chore), and book and bed by 9 p.m. on the dot. Sofia always said Nothing good happens after ten. Jayne figured, why push it?

      Well, Jayne, you are either starting down the road to being a wine-guzzling slattern or you are planning on meeting The Mountain for a quick chat about joining the Central Intelligence Agency. Which is it?

      The glimmer of stars in her peripheral vision made the decision for her. Not again…

      She set the wineglass beside her dirty plate, popped a pill to keep the migraine at bay, and rushed through the rest of the packet. When she finished, it was time to go. She grabbed her keys off the hook by the door.

      There was no way she could join the CIA—no matter how radically awesome that book gig sounded—but maybe this Ruger fellow could tell her something about what she’d experienced. After all, if the CIA didn’t know about it, who would?
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      A jazz band that sounded like a garbage truck running over numerous geese attacked Jayne’s ears as she entered the bar indicated on Ruger’s CIA calling card.

      She found the huge officer at a table in the back. He smiled when he saw her, or was that a grimace? She couldn’t tell. He was so serious. A woman in her early 50s with copper-colored hair sat beside him, mouth pinched. Ruger rose and shook Jayne’s hand; the woman only sat, glaring almost curiously, arms crossed.

      “Agnes,” Ruger said, his palm warm. “So glad you decided to meet us.”

      Heat spread up Jayne’s neck, and memories of long-ago playground taunting filled her head.

      “No. Not Agnes. Never again, or I’m out of here.” Gods, how she hated her real first name. Hideous. Even when she was young, Sofia had supported Jayne’s desire to steer clear of the moniker.

      “Pardon me,” Ruger said, raising an eyebrow. “Jayne. This is Amanda Newport.”

      The woman’s polite smile was there and gone faster than Vandy’s best sprinter. “Come with us, please,” Amanda said, leaving the table in one graceful move.

      Great, now Jayne was being kidnapped. Or perhaps she already had Stockholm syndrome, because she followed compliantly as the two officers walked her through the bar’s back door, across the cracked asphalt parking lot, then up a set of metal stairs leading into what appeared to be a really crappy motel. They entered room 244. It was less than delightful.

      “Nice digs,” Jayne said, allowing fear to color her words with snark.

      Amanda switched on the TV and a rerun of Friends started to blare. “Cover noise,” she explained, which explained nothing.

      Cover noise? Why was Amanda waving her hands in the air? Was the air around her…shimmering?

      Jayne shook her head. She was seeing things again.

      They took seats around a battered table topped with questionable laminate disguised as wood. There was just enough room for the three of them to squeeze in next to the double beds. Now that they were all seated and being serenaded by “Smelly Cat” and shimmering air, Amanda relaxed enough to at least stick out her hand. “It is nice to meet you, Jayne.”

      Jayne set her packet on the table. “Yeah, you too. Listen, the only reason I’m here is because I had a very weird experience today.” Way to go the subtle route, me.

      Ruger said, “We know.”

      Jayne froze. “You do?”

      The two officers exchanged a glance, then Ruger said, “I’d like Amanda to hear everything in your own words. If you would, Jayne, please tell us what happened today.”

      There was something about him that made Jayne want to trust that sharing her story wasn’t going to get her in trouble or kicked out of consideration. He reminded her of her father, she realized. Only vague memories of her father sifted through Jayne’s mind now and then. Soft, brown eyes. A deep, gruff voice with a singular kindness threaded into its gravelly tone. Jayne was quite good at reading people, and she would have bet her collector’s edition of Tolkien’s complete works that Ruger was good people.

      Heart beating at a quick clip, she gave in to Ruger’s request and explained all to Amanda.

      “I thought I was having an ocular migraine. But the book…”

      They inclined their heads politely as she explained about the medieval book and the green cosmos into which she’d been pitched.

      The officers weren’t surprised. And that surprised the hell out of Jayne.

      Amanda—touching the strange necklace hanging around her neck—nodded curtly, looking vaguely excited. Ruger just smiled.

      The. Heck?

      “Jayne. This is why you need to work with us,” Ruger said.

      Jayne clenched her fists in an attempt to keep her voice from heading into some crazed, wineglass-breaking octave. “So you know what that was? You honestly know what happened to me? I’m not actually going bananas?”

      “We know exactly what you went through.” Amanda’s eyes shuttered halfway as she ran a fingertip over her necklace. The gold piece of jewelry was made of three triangles set across one another like a Venn diagram. Touching this talisman of hers made her shoulders drop but also brought the flame of courage into her eyes. “But we aren’t going to talk until you sign this.” She pushed a sheet of paper across the wooden table.

      It was a strict nondisclosure agreement. By signing, Jayne was promising never to reveal the conversation she was about to have. Okay. If this meant she could get some answers…

      She signed her name with a flourish.

      “And now this,” Amanda said, pushing a second set of papers her way.

      These spoke about joining the CIA. It was similar to her employment paperwork for the Vanderbilt Library, but with a few rather significant differences.

      One, it mentioned death.

      Her own.

      Two, the form talked about extreme secrecy and classified material.

      Three, it mentioned the Torrent Control Organization branch and the Library, their research division.

      “I can’t ask a single question about anything before signing this?” she asked.

      Ruger and Amanda traded a look, and Jayne suddenly felt twelve instead of twenty-three. But that was stupid. This was crazy. This was the freaking CIA. This was a time for any and all questions, damn it.

      “Ask your questions quickly, and we will see,” Ruger said.

      Jayne gave them a flat stare, refusing to be cowed. “If I join…you, I will travel to libraries around the world and do what, exactly? Can you tell me about the actual job?” Was she actually considering this? No. No, you’re not, Jayne. You’re here for answers. That’s all.

      Ruger leaned on his forearms, his face close to hers. “You will have access to every book, that we know of, on the entire planet. Every scroll. Every manuscript. Every single written record the human race has produced and saved in its museums, collections, and libraries from Egypt to Ireland to the far reaches of the Arctic Circle.”

      Jayne’s stomach flipped. Every book. Every. Book. Even the Book of Leinster. Her fingers tingled. “And I’ll be doing research.”

      “Yes.” Amanda said. “Among other things.”

      “I won’t have to, like, kill anyone, right?” Gals named Agnes Jayne didn’t go around becoming government assassins. Librarians, yes. Killers? Hardly.

      Ruger shook his head. “Jayne. If you don’t want to sign, we won’t force you. You want answers, answers we’re willing to give. I understand this is difficult for you. You’re naturally curious, you’ve had a scare, and suddenly, the CIA is knocking on your door. But we won’t coddle you. Make your decision.” He looked as though he half wished she’d deny them.

      Amanda crossed her arms on her chest and acted like the giant questionnaire Jayne had set on the table wasn’t even there. She looked like she was ready to leave. She looked…disappointed. The sadness in her eyes reminded her of the way Sofia looked when they talked about their mom and dad.

      “Well, if that’s all…” Ruger motioned toward the door.

      Jayne was about to lose the chance at finding out what that beautiful, scary, oddly familiar plane of green stars was, as well as a job that involved every single book on the planet. Her heart tapped against her chest as if saying Helloooo. You can’t just go back to regular life without some answers, without at least seeing where this goes. C’mon, Jayne! She pressed her fingers against her temples, torn.

      This job would surely get her into trouble.

      It might mess up everything she’d worked for.

      But after seeing Sofia nearly die two years ago, Jayne had a different view on life. You had to grab it by the balls, or it might just pass you up. She held the form high.

      “‘All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us,’” she said, quoting Gandalf.

      Ruger gave her a puzzled look, and Amanda just stared. Guess they weren’t big Lord of the Rings fans.

      Throttle back the nerddom, Jayne. “I mean, all right. Yes. I’ll join the CIA.”

      Jayne snatched up Amanda’s blue pen and scratched her name on the signature line at the bottom of the second, smaller packet. What would Sofia say when Jayne told her about getting a new job?

      Shoving aside worry about Sofia’s response, Jayne pressed the form and the packet she’d completed into Ruger’s large hands. “When do I report and where?”

      He and Amanda traded a look that she could swear was tinged with…relief.

      “Tomorrow morning. This address.” Amanda handed Jayne another business card. “If your answers”—she waved the packet—“fit the bill, and the wards let you in, we will begin training immediately. This job has been open for a long, long time, Jayne. Work is piling up.”

      “I understand. What are the wards?”

      Amanda ignored the question. “Jayne, this goes without saying, but in case you didn’t read the fine print, I will reiterate: Do not tell anyone, not even your sister. If pressed, simply say you’ve taken a position with the Federal Library and Information Network, which operates worldwide, and leave it at that. That will be your cover, anyway.”

      “And my current position?”

      “We will take care of that.”

      Jayne’s hands went cold. She rubbed them together and tried to muster her courage. She hated lying, but if the lie protected books, then surely it was justified. It wouldn’t be easy to sell this lie to Sofia, though. She knew Jayne through and through.

      “Um, before you go…what did happen to me?”

      This time, it was Amanda who smiled, and the transformation made her luminous. “Magic, Jayne. It was magic.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “Magic,” Jayne said. “Like wave-a-magic-wand magic.”

      Amanda sniffed. “Yes. Without the wand, naturally. Wands are the stuff of fiction.”

      “Did I hit my head when I fell? I mean, I love fantasy as much as the next girl, but⁠—”

      Amanda tossed her a last grin and disappeared.

      “What?” Jayne whipped her head toward Ruger. He stared impassively. “Um…”

      “Tomorrow, Jayne. All will be revealed. I only ask that you trust me. Trust us. And you don’t talk to anyone else about what happened today. This is of great importance.”

      “Let me guess. There are bad guys out there who would like to recruit me, too. The anti-CIA or something?”

      “Yes, there are. It’s not a joke, Jayne. Magic is real. It’s been asleep for a long time, a very long time. What happened today… We think it’s waking up. We think you woke it up.”

      “Me. Agnes Jayne Thorne, book nerd, turned on the magic in the world. You might need help.”

      His face moved into an approximation of a smile. “Jayne, I do need help. I need your help, specifically. Very badly. But I can’t tell you anything more until we’ve processed your paperwork. So go home. Have a glass of wine. Pack a bag. Tell your sister you’ll be out of touch for a few days. And don’t talk to any strangers. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “You know, technically, you are a stranger, Ruger.”

      “I am very strange,” he said, a sad chuckle coming from him. “But I believe in you, Jayne. I think you’re the key to”—he waved his hands in the air, and she saw that strange shimmer again, small sparks of green and gold—“all of this.

      And, like Amanda before him, he took a step into the shimmering air and was gone.

      “Why not?” Jayne said aloud, and took a step after him.

      But it was like walking into an invisible wall. She fell back. Her nose was scraped, and she’d stubbed her toe; it was throbbing like she’d dropped a brick on it.

      At least your hallucinations have rules, Jayne. Go home. Pack a bag. Wait to wake up. Because apparently, you’ve just signed on to join the CIA.

      The bar’s overhead lights flashed as she walked back through the door.

      The cowboy guy from last night at the Vandy bar sat on a stool beside a table under a Coors Light sign. It was odd that he’d ended up here. It was such a different sort of joint.

      “Whoa,” he said, smiling kindly. “I saw you yesterday, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah. Weird.” Jayne wanted to get out of there, but she hated being rude to people. Plus, Sofia was the paranoid one, not her. She actually gave people the benefit of the doubt.

      “Must be fate,” he said. “Hey, it’s last call.” He jabbed a finger at the bartender, who was drying a
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