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      Cold spray blew across the shingled beach stones, dampening my hair and plastering stray strands to my cheek where they escaped the hood of my raincoat. I suppressed a shiver and used a little of my precious magical mana to cast a charm against the chill coming off the North Sea.

      As my eyes pierced the foggy night’s gloom, my Fae sight cut through the darkness. I stared at the stone seawall and the path behind it, tracking the shadowed figure coming toward the small patio where I crouched behind a picnic table. I pulled at the shadows around the back of the metal table. I didn’t want to be seen.

      The approaching person was taller than I’d expected. My sources said they were a fairy or low Fae. Unlike the high Fae, who were sometimes named elves in the misguided lore of humans, the simpler fairy folk tended to be smaller and slight of build. If the information I had was correct, this particular fairy was a giant among their kind.

      I shifted my crouched position to the side and caught the corner of the metal bench with my kneecap. Pain shot through my left knee and down my leg. Before I could stop myself, I drew in a hissing breath.

      The figure paused only a dozen yards away, and the darkened shadows of their hood turned in my direction. A man’s voice, thick with a highland Scottish brogue, said, “Who’s there? Come out and show yourself.”

      I held still, hoping my hold on the surrounding shadows was enough to keep me hidden. I wanted to follow this person, not challenge them on the beach of this coastal Scottish town.

      The man pulled his right hand from his pocket and raised it up, palm outward in my direction. He snapped his fingers, and a glowing globe of white light about the size of a softball floated toward me. The magical energy of his casting pressed hard against my cloak of shadows, giving me a taste of his dark power. His mystical strength might have outmatched my own. On the plus side, at least it illuminated him so I could see better. The trimmed salt-and-pepper beard and mustache framed an older man’s face creased with age and concern.

      The shadows around me melted back as the globe drifted closer and closer. Beads of sweat popped up on my forehead despite the cold sea winds blowing on my face. I was losing my hold on the magical shadows. Light magic almost always overpowered shadow magic, and his strength with the dark forces made it even easier for him.

      I released the spell and stood, my hand gripping the hilt of my sword beneath my long, gray raincoat.

      “Who are you?” the man asked. His floating light stopped six feet away from me, lighting up my face in the gloom. “What are you doing lurking out here in the night?”

      “I’m waiting for you, actually.” Sometimes, simple honesty could disarm an opponent.

      “You’re an American? I don’t know anyone from your country.” He paused and tilted his head back while he sniffed at the air. A wry grin twisted the corners of his mouth upward. “You’re Fae, not a human witch. What do you want with me?”

      “I traced you from your posts on a dark web chatroom. You talked about having a vision that revealed the new Fae Queen to you.”

      “Bah, that? I was just messing with the conspiracy types who hang out there. It wasn’t real.”

      He was lying. Warren, my investigator, had a series of search queries scraping the web for keywords. This guy’s posts had come too close to be accidental. He’d either actually had a vision of my niece, Sadie, or knew someone who had. I didn’t fail to notice his left hand dipping into the cloak’s folds. What was he hiding?

      “You said the new queen would be found in the minster of the west in the New World. That she’d appear ordinary and live amongst the mundanes. Where did you see or hear that description?”

      The man barked a laugh. “I knew it.” He crowed at the moon before returning his gaze to me. “She’s real and in America, like I said.” His right hand pointed at me. “And you know who she is.”

      I readied myself for the inevitable confrontation. There was just one piece of important information I needed before I dealt with him.

      “So, it was you who had the vision? You saw the future queen?”

      His mouth twitched in a frown. “I might have seen it, or I might have heard it from someone. That you’re here now tells me all I need to know. Her growing power is breaking through the veil that has hidden her from those who seek her. It’s only a matter of time before we narrow our search enough to identify her.”

      I had worried this would come someday, though I’d wished for a few more years before Sadie was discovered. Her increased command of the powerful forces at her beck and call must have breached our family’s long-standing wards, put in place to hide her and our entire line.

      The shadow man brought out his left hand from the cloak, gripping something in his fist. He held out his hands and cupped them together. A soft, deep-red glow leaked from between his fingers. “I sent a team to the States over ten years ago. They followed the clues in an obscure line I found in a forgotten prophecy. I put little faith in them discovering anything until they disappeared without a trace after reporting a successful hit on a minor noble family. I never followed up on it, assuming the Unusual community in America had snapped them up. I see now that was a mistake.”

      I froze, quivering with anger. Had this man been the one who’d ordered Lili and Bobby’s deaths all those years ago? My teeth ground together. He had to be stopped.

      No. He had to die!

      I snarled my battle cry and charged at him. My sword swung from its scabbard at my side. I lunged up and over the table, using my magic to propel my leap forward.

      My blade clove through the space where he’d stood only a second before. I landed in a half crouch. He wasn’t there.

      A booming laugh from the darkness to my left warned me he’d projected his image forward on the sea path. I had been a fool to fall for his illusion. Now I was going to pay.

      With my free hand, I swept up the edge of the long raincoat. I’d imbued it with a charm of protection earlier. I hoped it would be enough.

      The glowing ember of magical energy the man held in his cupped hands erupted outward in my direction. At this range, he couldn’t miss. It grew in size until it was as big as a grapefruit and impacted on my raised coat.

      My impromptu shield crumbled into burning ash around me. The spell’s explosion blasted me off my feet, and I landed nearly ten feet away. Gravel beside the concrete path dug into my exposed and now-burned skin. Pain seared through me as I struggled to regain control. He’d easily pierced my protections.

      I pushed past the pain and bounded to my feet, lucky to have kept a grip on my blade. I adjusted my path to his true location and charged back.

      He laughed and sent another energy ball at me.

      This time, I was ready. I swept my magical blade in an arc, intercepting the captured globe of heated plasma. My natural magic drew in power from the chill air and misting rain around me. I vented it out through the sword to dissipate the energy inside the spell.

      It was my turn to laugh. “You won’t catch me unawares again. I’ve searched for you at least as long as you’ve searched for us.”

      “Let me guess, my team killed someone you loved. A friend, a lover, perhaps?”

      I growled. “She was my sister, my best friend. She didn’t deserve the end you sent after her. Know this. I’m the reason your acolyte never returned to you.”

      He walked in an arc away from the seawall, keeping the distance between us constant. “You have genuine power, then. My resources in the States were formidable.”

      I shifted to follow his movements. “A witch and a few weretigers weren’t much of a challenge. Though they took the secret of who paid them to the grave.”

      “Well, now you know who to thank. If your sister was the one who died, then you should have risen to her place. That makes you the one I’ve been searching for.”

      I almost missed a step. He thought I was the heir to the Fae Queen’s throne. That meant he didn’t know about Sadie. She was still hidden, at least for now. I needed to end him and the threat he posed before he discovered anything else. As she got older and more powerful, Sadie would eventually reveal herself to all, no matter what we did to hide her away.

      “Yes,” I said, standing tall. “You’ve found me at last. Come and finish the job, if you dare.”

      The man clapped his hands together. A thunderous blast lanced down from the sky.

      I dove to the side, narrowly avoiding the called lightning and the crater it blasted in the gravel. My hand pushed down, and I completed my roll and regained my feet in time to counter the incoming blow from the ironshod club he produced from behind him.

      My blade drew a shower of sparks from his magically charged weapon. I didn’t fear him. My sword had power, too.

      I pushed aside the club, causing it to thump into the ground beside me. Then I recovered with a riposte and lunge at his midsection.

      Somehow, he twisted to the side, and my sword met thin air, though I ripped through his black leather cloak as he whirled away from my attack.

      “You are a challenge.” His tongue flicked out as if he were a snake tasting the air. He cocked his head to the side and chuckled. “No, you’re not the one I seek. Your magic doesn’t have the taste, the wild energy of the one I have sensed in the distance. Your ruse did not work.” He raised his hand in a gesture of runic traveling. “I will not be sidetracked.”

      Realizing he’d discovered my lie, I drew in all my power and funneled it into a single thrust at his back. I was already overextended, but I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t let him get away.

      My sword glowed, incandescent in the deep, rainy gloom by the seawall. The magic exploded out in a wave of crackling heat that should have seared through his protections. The sword’s tip passed by, striking nothing. There was no one there. I swung around searching for him, but he was gone, his runic spell taking him somewhere else.

      I collapsed onto the sidewalk, gasping for breath. I’d spent physical power as well as my remaining mana stores in that attack. And it was all for nothing. The rain pelted down harder as I rolled onto my back. It didn’t matter. My raincoat was a tattered wreck of ash and singed fabric across my shoulders. Not enough remained of it to shield me from even a thin drizzle, let alone the North Sea’s storm-driven rain, now pressing in on the seaside town of Stonehaven.

      I didn’t know how long I lay there on the concrete, soaking up the water through every inch of my clothing all the way to my skin. A shiver passed through me. That’s enough, Rose. Get ahold of yourself.

      A dog barked in the distance, near the buildings along the strand of beach skirting the town’s old harbor. I had to get moving. Unlike my adversary, I couldn’t snap up a rune of traveling and disappear. If I wanted to get back to protect those I loved, I had to catch an early flight out of Aberdeen, get to London, and fly back to the United States.

      I didn’t think the warlock—or whatever he was—could make the trip all the way across the Atlantic with a simple rune spell. There was still a chance I could catch up with him and make it home before he arrived to track down Sadie. I had to get her away from home for a little while until her magic dissipated some.

      Puberty was hard enough without having to wrestle with wild Fae magic and everything that came with it at the same time. Thirteen-year-old Sadie had a lot to learn about controlling her burgeoning powers as well as reining in her headstrong pre-teen emotions. It would be best to deal with that away from home.

      I sat up, ignoring the growing force of the wind and rain on my face. I leaned to the side, and my hand passed across something thin and round on the concrete beneath me. Holding the disc up, I peered at it in the deepening gloom. The wooden talisman coin was ringed in black iron, a black and red runic design carved on either side. I didn’t recognize the runes or the intricate way they interlocked inside the pattern. My adversary had dropped it when he escaped.

      I slipped it into my pocket for later investigation and pulled out my phone. I looked up the contact I needed and tapped the icon to place the call.

      The phone rang twice before they picked up on the other end.

      “Mistress Rose,” Taren said. “I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon after your arrival in Scotland. Is there a problem with the accommodations I arranged for you?”

      “No, Taren, the suite at the hotel is fine.” My dig-master had traveled the world with me on my many archeological adventures over the years. I often used him to make travel arrangements for me. “I’ve completed my business here earlier than expected and need to push up my flight arrangements to go home.”

      “Oh, my. It’s late in the evening, but let me pull up the British Airways site and see what I can do.”

      “Thank you. I’m headed back to the hotel to pack up now. Get me something leaving first thing in the morning if you can. I don’t care if I have to sit in the center seat. Speed is of the essence, not comfort.”

      “Is everything all right, Mistress? If there’s something I can help with, you only have to ask.”

      “No, I just need to get home. Text me the flight details once you’ve arranged everything.” I hung up and suppressed a shiver as a gust of icy wind off the North Sea whipped past me. I was a wet mess and had to get back to my rental car to get warm again. I used up the bit of reserves I had left to keep the dangerous chill at bay. A long shower and some food would go a long way to help me recover. I also needed to inspect the burns on my arm, though my Fae charm necklace’s fire protections had staved off the worst of that initial attack when the raincoat had failed.

      There wasn’t much open all night in this part of the country, but I was sure I could find something on my way back to Aberdeen. If not, I had some energy bars back in my suite. They would do well enough in a pinch. I could always grab something at the airport in the morning.
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      The line of cars moved through the parking lot at a snail’s pace as students emerged from Westside Middle School. I resisted the urge to give in to my old New York sensibilities and blow the horn. Suburban parents frowned on such crass behavior. Besides, Sadie would be out of school soon enough.

      My attention was so focused ahead in the line that I missed Sadie coming around behind the SUV. She popped open the door and climbed into the passenger side.

      “Hey, kiddo. Ready for some sparring?”

      Sadie crossed her arms and slumped down in her seat. “Do we have to go to the dojo? I don’t feel like sparring today.”

      “You know your Aunt Rose made us both promise to keep up with our practice sessions while she was gone. I’m not getting on her bad side because we didn’t put in the time in the dojo together. Come on, it’ll be fun.”

      Sadie ducked down farther when Astrid Heraty and another girl walked past toward a car farther back in the line. I caught myself before I waved hello. I prided myself on reading Sadie’s moodiness of late. There was no telling what was going on between her and Astrid, another of the hidden Fae Unusuals attending this mundane school. I had to let her work things out on her own. My middle school memories were muddled, but I distinctly remembered experiencing personal doubts on the inside even though I was pretty popular. I’d keep an eye on her, but whatever was going on, Sadie would figure it out.

      The line ahead moved forward, and I followed the other cars out through the parking lot and headed toward Main Street. The dojo had a private sparring area in addition to its lucrative after-school care and training program. Rose had it booked three days a week right after school.

      “Perk up. We can hit the cafe on the way home for an iced latte if you want.” Sadie liked it when I let her get what Rose and I referred to as big girl drinks. We didn’t want her getting hooked on coffee quite this early, but the occasional order as a reward wasn’t out of bounds.

      “Yeah, I guess that’s okay.” Sadie stared out the passenger window without glancing my way.

      “I’ll even let you pick the weapons for sparring. You love it when I let you choose what we’ll work on.”

      “That’s only because you always choose the sword. It’s soooo ordinary.”

      Without glancing in her direction, I could picture her eyes rolling.

      “Okay, so what’ll we work on today?” I pulled to a stop at an intersection and looked over at her. “Your pick.”

      “Knife and buckler.” She didn’t even hesitate.

      I suppressed a sigh. Sadie’s martial skills had grown as fast as she had. Her inherited human athleticism from the Proctor side, coupled with her Fae royal ancestry, gave her unexpected speed, strength, and grace throughout her combat drills.

      She was crazy quick with her feet and hands. In close combat exercises such as knife and buckler, she was unmatched, even though she was only thirteen. Even Rose was hard-pressed to beat her when it came to raw speed and quickness.

      I forced a smile onto my face. “Knife and buckler it is, sweetie. We’ll work out some of whatever is going on in your life.”

      “Whatevs.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and ignored me the rest of the drive to the training dojo.

      I wasn’t sure what to do with the new moody teen version of my niece. She used to be so cheerful and open with me when I picked her up at school. That had changed over the last year, as if seventh grade had infused her with angst and darkness.

      The drive through town to the martial arts school took a long, silent ten minutes. At the strip mall, I pulled into a parking spot in front and got out. I opened the back of the SUV and grabbed both gym bags. I held the one I had packed for Sadie out for her.

      Sadie stared at me. “I really don’t feel like doing this, Uncle Chip. Do we have to?”

      “It’s only an hour.” I tried to find a silver lining for her to focus on. “Tell you what. When Miss Ellie drops off your brother in a half hour, I’ll let you stop and start on your homework while I work with him. Deal?”

      “Yeah, okay.” She took the bag and slipped the strap over her shoulder.

      We walked inside, and I waved at the owner, a retired army type from one of the special forces groups. He was also a half-minotaur, though I’d never seen him out of his human form.

      “Hey, Chip,” Barry said. “The room downstairs is ready for you. Let me know if you need anything. I’ll be up here with the kids here for their regular lessons.”

      “Thanks, dude.” I hooked a thumb at my niece. “Sadie can’t wait to get started.”

      She rolled her eyes, grunted, and made a beeline for the women’s locker room. Barry and I shared a look before I went into the men’s side to change into my sweats and tank top.

      I waited downstairs for almost five minutes before Sadie finally came down. Rather than comment on her making me wait, I pointed over at the practice weapons on the rack by the mirrored wall.

      “I already picked mine. There’s another dagger and buckler combination over there for you.” I’d picked the lighter of the two sets, leaving her the weighted versions. It was my hope the extra workout would dig her out of the doldrums.

      I stepped into the middle of the training mat and crouched in my ready pose. Sadie picked up the wooden dagger and dinner-plate sized metal buckler. She hefted them for a second and turned her head to stare at me. She knew I’d left her the heavier ones. Her brows lowered with a determined glare that left me wondering if I’d made the right decision.

      Sadie twisted her wrist, twirling the wooden dagger around in a circle as she tested its weight and balance. She stopped a few feet away from me and squared off.

      I nodded a bow, which she returned. Before I could blink, she lunged in, stretching to her full extension with the dagger’s tip aimed right at my midsection.

      My buckler came across on instinct alone, honed from long hours practicing against Rose. I barely blocked the incoming blade.

      I realized it was a feint too late to bring my dagger up to counter her buckler. She twisted her arm and punched the metal knob in the center of the shield into my shoulder.

      I staggered back, grunting at the force behind the punching blow. My dagger batted away two more thrusts from her wooden dagger. Then the two bucklers smashed together. I used my greater strength and mass to stop her charge before she forced me off the edge of the practice mat.

      As we came face to face, she drove her dagger in from the side. The blunted tip came in hard and slid across the ribs under my right arm.

      The pain of the full-strength blow drove the air from my lung, and I oofed when the breath came out of my mouth. Rose had taught her well. Sadie fought in here like it was the real thing, and she was old enough now to leave big-girl bruises on her uncle.

      I twisted around, using our locked bucklers to spin her with me until she had her back at the mat’s edge. With a yank, I disengaged and backpedaled to the center of the mat. It was time to think about landing a few hits of my own. I didn’t want to hurt her, but she needed to learn a lesson or two here as well.

      “Nice shot.” I stretched my buckler up high in the air and leaned to the side to stretch out the sore spot along my side. “You won’t score another one that easily.”

      “We’ll see.” Sadie charged in at me.

      This time I thrust out with my mind, creating a knee-high barrier with my invisible Guardian’s shield.

      The trick worked. She tripped and landed sprawled on the floor at my feet.

      I leaned down to tap her back with my blade to prove I’d won the point.

      Sadie rolled to the side while reaching out with her buckler hand. Two fingers extended from the shield’s handle to point up at me. Her sapphire-blue eyes flared with magic.

      I was already leaning forward, and the spell-charged tug pulled me completely off balance. The yelp escaped my mouth right before she punched up with her dagger and caught me in the shoulder on my way down.

      The wooden dagger dug into my muscle, sending a shooting pain down my entire arm. It failed to support my weight when I landed on it, and I collapsed to the floor on my face.

      Sadie rolled up and straddled my back, jabbing me twice in the right kidney hard enough to make me see stars.

      I groaned and bucked upward from my prone position. The sudden move knocked Sadie to the side and allowed me to climb up to my feet. I faced her across the mat as she stood.

      “I just killed you three times, Uncle Chip. That should be enough.”

      My bruised ribs and aching side agreed with her, but I would not give in. She still had a hint of snarky darkness in her tone. I needed to work that out of her and get her to talk to me.

      “I don’t know what’s bugging you, Sadie Proctor, but if you think I’m going to go away just because of a few bruises, you don’t know me very well.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she huffed at me.

      I charged in, then dodged to the left in a feint that drew her into stabbing at my exposed and injured side.

      My feet twisted in place, pulling my body around so her strike slid right by me. I brought my buckler down on her extended wrist.

      Sadie squawked, and her hand spasmed, sending the dagger spinning to the floor.

      I used a move I had learned the hard way from Sadie’s Aunt Rose and buried my left knee in Sadie’s side. This time it was her turn to stagger backward. I followed with my wooden dagger. When she fell to the ground, I landed next to her on one knee with my dagger at her throat.

      She hissed, breathing hard, and stared up at me. “That hurt.”

      “It was supposed to. Your aunt always says to practice the way we’d have to fight. Would she have held back?”

      Sadie’s eyes turned away for a second. “No. She’d have smacked me with the dagger, too.”

      “Exactly. What’s the lesson here?” I stood and reached down to give her a hand up.

      Instead of taking the offered help, she kicked up with her feet, rolling backward and coming up to stand well away from me.

      “I wasn’t going to attack again,” I said. “I was helping you up.”

      “Never trust an opponent until the fight is over. She says that, too.”

      I smiled. “Fair enough. Okay, the fight is over. Now, will you please tell me what’s got you all twisted in a knot today?”

      A devious half-grin crossed her face. Then, just as quickly, she frowned. “It’s Astrid. I asked her about this kid in our math section she’s been hanging out with.”

      “Oh, a boy, then.”

      She glared at me. “Do you want to know what’s bugging me or not, Uncle Chip?”

      “Sorry, go ahead.”

      Sadie kicked her foot at the ground. “Well, Astrid lied and told him I was asking about him. Then he turned my way and pretended to stick his finger down his throat. Like I made him sick.”

      “Astrid’s your friend. Why did she do that to you?”

      “Lately, she’s been acting weird and hanging out with girls we never liked before. They told her to do it. I’m so angry and… and…”

      “Embarrassed? I think it’s time you and I had a talk about something important. About boys.”

      “Ewww, no, Uncle Chip.” Sadie held up her hand and turned away from me. “Aunt Rose already had the talk with me. I don’t need you to do it, too.”

      “This is a different talk about boys. You see, boys at your age aren’t as grown up as you are. They’re mostly still little kids inside and don’t know when they really like anyone, at least not that way. That and they’re just plain stupid. Wait until they’re a few years older and have some maturity. Eventually, they understand their emotions the same way you do. Does that make sense?”

      “I think so. You’re saying I shouldn’t be interested in seventh grade boys. Don’t worry, there’s no danger in that, at least not now.”

      “Good,” I said. “See, Uncle Chip has some useful advice after all.”

      Sadie turned back to me and smiled. “So, I should aim higher and start looking for someone among the ninth graders who wait at the bus stop with us.” She nodded. “That makes so much more sense. Plus, it’ll avoid someone Astrid will know, so she can’t mess it up for me again.” Sadie skipped over, picked up her wooden dagger, and stretched up to give me a peck on the cheek. “Thanks, Uncle Chip, that was really helpful.”

      She crossed the training room to replace the dagger and buckler. Then she picked up her gym bag and bounced up the steps to the locker rooms.

      I realized my mouth was open, and I closed it before I said something that would make the situation any worse. How had she taken what I’d said and turned it into focusing on high school boys? Rose was going to have a fit when she heard about this. Sadie talked to her about everything, and I was sure she’d tell Aunt Rose all about Uncle Chip’s brilliant advice.

      My phone alarm went off on the table by the door. It was time to go up and meet Ellie when she dropped off Addy from the elementary school. I returned my weapons to the rack and started up the stairs. I had to walk back what I’d said to Sadie, but I honestly did not know how.
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      Reston, my Aunt Allura’s butler, pulled open the door of the family mansion and stepped back to let me in. “Good day, Mistress Rose. I passed along the message you sent to your aunt from the airport. She’s waiting upstairs in her drawing room.”

      “Thanks, Reston. I know it’s close to dinner. Tell Mrs. McGarry this might take a while and interfere with Aunt Allura’s dinner.”

      “I’ll let the cook know. Thank you for the warning. Of course, you could stay for dinner and discuss what you need over the evening meal.”

      I laughed and gestured to my denim jacket, T-shirt, and blue jeans. “I’m not dressed for dinner with my aunt. I’d never get a word in edgewise around her comments about my attire for the meal.”

      Reston hid the barest hint of a grin behind a small cough. “Very well. I’ll tell the cook to keep things warm until you come down.”

      “Thank you.” There was also the way dinner conversation always turned to many other family matters. If I went up to the drawing room, I could keep the discussion targeted on my original topic and use the impending dinner hour to keep it from devolving into other items.

      I headed up the broad main stairs off the entry hall to the second floor. Aunt Allura’s drawing room was to the right at the top of the stairs. I had barely stepped off the staircase when my aunt’s voice echoed down the hallway.

      “Do hurry up, Rose. It’s almost dinnertime.”

      My shoulders drooped. I had to stop for a beat and compose myself. Whenever I faced my aunt, I felt like I was a little girl who had gotten caught with her hand in the cookie jar again. It didn’t matter that I was well over thirty years old and was the family’s battle mistress.

      Resetting my shoulders, I raised my head and strode down the hallway to the drawing room entrance.

      Allura lounged on a long velvet divan. She held a hardcover, leather-bound book, though I couldn’t make out the title before she closed it and set it on the seat beside her.

      “Hello, Rose. How did your jaunt to Scotland work out? I recall you were most anxious about what you hoped to discover there.”

      “Hello, Aunt Allura. That is the reason I’m here. I came straight from the airport.”

      The elder Fae matriarch pursed her lips. “Am I to assume you discovered that which you sought when you left us so suddenly last week?”

      “I did.” I left out the part about how I wasn’t exactly sure what or who it was I’d found.

      Allura leaned forward and lifted her china teacup. “Do start at the beginning, my dear. You left so suddenly, none of us knew what it was you were after exactly.”

      “Right,” I replied, feeling just like the little schoolgirl again. “Okay, ever since
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