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      The fist-sized ball of molten lava hissed just past my head and splattered on the concrete column behind me. I dove behind a silver SUV in the line of cars inside the parking garage.

      A deep, bellowing voice howled, “You cannot evade me forever, princess. Those who sent me to deal with you know all your weaknesses.”

      From my position lying face down on the concrete parking lot deck, I could see plodding black feet under the line of cars. At least the volcanic fire elemental wasn’t that quick as it shuffled in my direction. I crawled between the car bumpers and the concrete wall of the parking structure while I worked through my options to deal with this creature.

      Warren had tipped me off that some kind of deal was going down that could impact Sadie’s ascension to the throne, and I’d been directed to the second level of this downtown parking garage. Since the creature now stalking me knew who I was, it had clearly all been a trap. They’d meant to lure me in with my guard down.

      The joke was on them.

      I never let my guard down.

      A quick check beneath the cars gave me the elemental’s location. He was almost in a position to spot me. I couldn’t fight him here. I needed to get back to my car and fetch my sword. The magic imbued in the blade would make quick work of the creature while protecting me from the magical fire it projected.

      Unfortunately, I’d parked up on the top level an hour before to make sure I wouldn’t be seen by anyone who might show up later. I needed to distract the creature if I was going to get to the fourth floor in one piece.

      I cast a simple glamour on my voice and shouted, “I’ve never met a fire demon I couldn’t best. You’re about to have a terrible night.”

      The basic spell took my voice and projected it so it came from the far corner behind me. I ducked and looked beneath the vehicles. The glowing, molten stone feet turned and thumped off in the opposite direction.

      Now was my chance.

      I hunched as low as I could and raced along the parked vehicles to the end of the row, where I stopped and caught my breath for a second. I would be completely in the open when I darted across to the stairs in the building’s corner, and if one of those lava balls hit me, it would instantly set my clothing ablaze, even my leather jacket. My protection amulet wasn’t strong enough to save me from this kind of power alone. I needed the additional charm imbued into my sword.

      The creature had nearly made it to the far end of the row where I was hiding behind a Mercedes. It would see me as soon as it turned the corner. It was now or never.

      Summoning my courage and taking a deep breath, I darted at top speed.

      I’d made it halfway to the stairwell when the beast roared in anger at being tricked. Its hissing ball of liquid stone got louder as it sailed in my direction.

      I leaped through the opening a split second ahead of the fireball and bounded up the stairs two at a time. The blast of super-heated air from the lump of molten lava followed me as I rounded the corner to the third level. The odor of singed hair—presumably from the burned ends of my ponytail—followed me up the stairs.

      I opted to run across the third level rather than continue up the same stairwell to the top. There was another set of stairs in the opposite corner, which I could use without a fire elemental coming up right behind me. Hopefully, my move would confuse the pursuer long enough for me to retrieve my magical blade from the back of my vintage red Pontiac Firebird.

      While I ran to the other stairwell, I pondered what fool would have summoned a fire elemental to this plane. They were notoriously hard to control, and no one wanted one rampaging in their community without good reason.

      As I wove between the parked cars, a faint hint of magical energy glowed on a concrete pillar. I skidded to a stop, switched my vision to the magical spectrum, and sucked in a quick breath in shock.

      Freshly etched chaos runes flashed on the back of the column. This wasn’t the random summoning of a human witch dabbling in things they shouldn’t. It would take a formidable practitioner to enact this runic portal spell. There was only one thing in this small town in central Maryland that would draw out someone with such power.

      They had to be after Sadie.

      Anger flared up inside me. Not on my watch.

      The good news was that if Fae energy summoned this demon, I might be able to cast a simple trap to capture it and convince it to return home on its own. I wasn’t as powerful as the spellcaster who etched that rune into solid concrete, but I was pretty sure I could manage this magical snare. All I needed was a bit of time and some good old-fashioned Fae luck.

      I dashed into the corner stairwell before the creature emerged from the one on the far side of this level. With my back against the stairwell wall, I twisted and peeked around the doorframe. The fire creature plodded along, searching between the cars.

      Good. If it was looking here, I would have the time I needed on the top of the structure.

      The stairwell opened onto the upper level, and I ran across the parking lot to my car, the broad night sky extending above me. I popped the door open and leaned inside to grab my blade from the scabbard strapped to the back of the driver’s seat. As I backed out, I caught my reflection in the rearview mirror.

      “Damn, that’s not gonna grow back any time soon.” My ponytail hadn’t just been singed in that last attack. It had been burned down to a stump just beyond the hair-tie that kept my usually long dark brown hair back and out of my face. Now I had nothing but a stupid little man-bun. I’d have to stop in at the salon tomorrow and hope my hairdresser could salvage it.

      That demon was going to pay for this.

      I shut the car door and rushed over to where I estimated the support pillar from the level below met the upper parking deck. My only hope of creating a trap with enough power was to siphon the chaos energy away from that other rune to energize it.

      A quick check of the nearly empty top level showed no sign of the elemental demon yet. There was still time to make this work if I hurried.

      I muttered a word of power and walked in a complex pattern on the parking deck above the rune-etched pillar below, tracing my passage with the tip of my glowing, blue-fired blade. When I finished, I checked my handiwork. The faint glow of the thread-thin blue energy lines faded as the sword’s tip completed the pentagram symbol.

      A roar from the far side of the parking level sent me diving to the side just in time to avoid the baseball-sized glob of lava that sailed past. The creature snarled as it missed me again.

      I noted the smaller size of the fireball this time. The elemental was running out of juice. It couldn’t consume concrete to refresh its power. It needed natural rock or stone to replenish its lava stores.

      Still, that didn’t mean it couldn’t crush me to death in its massive, burning arms.

      The beast thumped in my direction. It must have had a similar thought.

      I shifted position, luring it across so it would pass through the area where I’d laid the trap, and ducked behind a parked SUV to avoid three more ping-pong sized balls of plasma.

      It couldn’t have much left in the tank at this point.

      I rolled to my feet and ran around the back of the SUV to the open pavement. A single marble of fire sped my way. I batted it aside with a flick of my sword.

      “You’re a pretty damned pitiful fire demon.”

      The beast roared and stomped a few steps closer. I had to keep it angry enough that it wouldn’t notice the magical trap. Just a few steps more.

      “Why don’t you come over here and dance with me and my blade? Or are you afraid of the little fairy girl?”

      That did it.

      The elemental creature bellowed a curse in its native language and ran at me.

      As soon as it stepped into the hidden pentagram, I shouted my word of power once more. A flash of blue fire sprang up from the pavement around the beast, creating walls that reached nearly six feet in height, surprising me. Whoever had cast that runic spell was powerful indeed, if the siphoned energy I’d tapped into had created a trap this strong.

      The demon roared and howled as it pressed against the barrier. It could not escape.

      I laughed and walked closer until I stood a few feet from the glowing blue fire.

      “You’ve right and truly stepped in it, bruiser. I can keep you here indefinitely. Maybe I’ll sell tickets to the humans to come and shoot at you with squirt guns.”

      “Yoooou’ll do no such thing, princess. You can’t afford to keep me around here.” It tapped the side of its rocky skull. “I know things.”

      “Yeah, like what? Like how to lose to a Fae princess within minutes of being summoned to this plane?”

      “My summoner wanted you eliminated. He told me it was essential to his plan for controlling a queen.”

      That caught my attention. So, it was a Fae male with this much power.

      “Tell me who summoned you, and I’ll release you to go back to whence you came. Otherwise, I’ll call on some friends and just end you here.” I shrugged and checked the edge of my sword blade with my thumb. “Your choice.”

      “That I cannot tell you. The man was robed, and his face covered, when he conversed with me through the portal. He told me only to attack a Fae royal who passed by tonight. I was to end them and return to my plane with a great treasure.”

      “Oh, what treasure is that?”

      The stony arm extended, and a thick, rocky finger pointed at my sword blade. “The energy in that weapon would make me a ruler in my land. I only had to take it from your dead hands, and it would have been my reward.”

      “Fine. Then tell me where this Fae wizard can be found. You must at least know that. It’s their magic that empowered your portal.”

      “If I tell you, will you let me return home safely?”

      “I will.” I nodded and crossed my heart with my free hand.

      The beast seemed satisfied, and I grinned as it opened its mouth. What came out wasn’t words, though. It was a moaning snarl of great pain. Its head rolled back to howl at the starry sky as its legs sank down into the concrete deck.

      Within a few seconds, it had sunk to its shoulders and then up to its neck. With a cry of elemental pain, the beast roared one last time and disappeared all the way into the parking deck.

      Obviously, the spellcaster was still nearby, and he had used the open source of magic to force the demon down through the solid floor and back into the portal to its home plane.

      I ran for my car, knowing the magic user would make a fast getaway now that his trap had failed. In an instant, the Firebird’s engine roared to life. I gunned the accelerator, leaving a six-foot long dual strip of rubber on the cement.

      The ramp to the third level came up fast, and I swerved around a concrete pylon to race down to the lower deck. A black sports car sped to the far end of the lot for the next ramp down. I raced after it. This guy wasn’t getting away without answering my questions. I accelerated as much as I dared.

      I had gained on him a little by the time we both reached the first floor. He hit the wooden arm blocking the exit without stopping to pay. The splintered wood scattered everywhere.

      Right after he passed through, the lot’s security measures engaged. Metal tire spikes sprang up from the ground in front of me. Barely stopping in time to keep from ripping apart my wheels, I jumped out and ran to the sidewalk outside the garage to watch the car speed down the street.

      My shoulders slumped, and I turned to go back to my trapped car. As I did, I noticed a familiar face watching me with a slight grin from the diner across the street. Then she nodded, got up from her seat, and walked out through the exit to the neighboring street.

      What was Patty Peyton doing here? Had she been working with this spellcaster? Too many questions ran through my mind while I climbed back into my car to leave by the exit on the far side of the garage. I’d never catch up to Patty. She was halfway down the far block or already in her own car at this point.

      Besides, if I had questions for her, there’d be time to ask them later.

      I needed to go to Chip’s place and check on the kids and the wards around their house. Something was very wrong, and I would let nothing ruin the end of my niece’s senior year or her ascension to the throne of the Fae queen.
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      From the other side of the kitchen, Addy let fly a string of curse words.

      “Language, Addy.” I didn’t bother to look up from the news on my phone, knowing he was just fixing his breakfast. Then I smelled the distinct odor of something burning.

      I turned and froze as Addy held up a plate with a piece of white bread. A finger-long jet of flame shot from his hand.

      “Addy, what in the world are you doing?”

      The bread blackened instantly, and a wisp of smoke rose from the over-toasted slice. “Aw, damn it.”

      “Addy, what do you think you’re doing?”

      “Hitch showed me this cool trick during my class with him last week. I figured I could use it to make my breakfast quicker than with the toaster.”

      I stared at the seven blackened squares of formerly white bread and shook my head. While I appreciated giving Addy opportunities to expand his knowledge of his magical abilities, I didn’t expect him to pull stunts like this at home.

      “I think I need to have a conversation with Hitch about what he’s teaching you.”

      Addy scowled. “Uncle Chip, don’t come down on Hitch. I came up with this idea all on my own.” My nephew reached for a fresh slice of bread and laid it on the scorched plate. He extended his hand.

      “What do you think you’re doing now?” I asked.

      Addy looked at me and shrugged.

      I pointed at the perfectly functional toaster sitting on the counter, just a few feet away. “Use it. That’s what it’s there for.”

      The teen’s shoulders slumped as he rose from his chair at the round kitchen table and crossed to the toaster. He dropped the slice into the appliance and pressed down on the button to lower the bread into the slot. The way he stared at the top of the toaster brought a smile to my face.

      I turned so he wouldn’t catch me smiling at him. The kid was growing up too fast. As a freshman in high school, Addy showed signs of his future self as a grown man. His shoulders had broadened, helped no doubt by the regular training sessions with his Aunt Rose in the practice dojo. He’d mastered most of the weapons she’d given him to train on, though he preferred a small, broad-headed, one-handed battle axe to the various swords, staffs, and other tools of the true weapons master.

      “When’s your next lesson with Hitch and Gwinn?” I asked.

      “Today after school. Gwinn’s going to pick me up after she finishes her shift at the café.”

      “Good, make sure you tell them about this little breakfast experiment. Tell Hitch I’d like him to call me about it later.”

      “Do I have to?”

      His adolescent whine failed to penetrate my parenting defenses.

      “Yes. They’re your instructors in the magical arts. It’s no different than when you’re learning from Aunt Rose. There’s a code that must exist between you. We all talked about it when you began working with them, and you agreed to it.”

      “Okay.” Addy crossed his arms over his chest. “I was only trying to make breakfast. It wasn’t like I set the house on fire.”

      “Yet,” I added and then chuckled. The toast popped up. “Get your breakfast and eat it. Hurry. It’s almost time for school.”

      While Addy spread peanut butter on his toast and sat down with a glass of juice, I walked into the family room and over to the stairs.

      I called up to the second floor. “Sadie, get a move on. You’re not going to have time for breakfast if you don’t come down now.”

      My niece appeared at the top of the stairs in jeans and a black concert T-shirt. She had her backpack slung over one shoulder and a laptop clutched in her other arm. “No time for breakfast, Uncle Chip. I’ll swing by the café on the way to school and grab a bite. Is Addy ready to go?”

      Rose and I had gotten Sadie a car for her seventeenth birthday at the end of her junior year. It was a reward for four quarters of straight A’s while achieving dual championship seasons in both soccer and softball. However, over the course of her senior year, the newfound freedom of driving herself and her brother to and from school had led to some bad habits.

      “Is Gwinn still giving you double espresso shots in your lattes?”

      Sadie laughed as she bounced down the stairs. “What’s the good of naming her my court witch when I’m queen if I don’t get some perks out of it? Besides, it’s not like I finish an entire pot of coffee each morning like someone else I know.” She winked at me and called into the kitchen, “Addy, come on. It’s time to get moving.”

      I didn’t let the last comment pass. “I’m an adult, and how much coffee I drink has nothing to do with you.”

      “I’ll be eighteen in a month, Uncle Chip. I think I’m old enough to choose my caffeinated beverages.” She grabbed her keys from the hook by the kitchen door. “Do I have to drop Addy at Hitch and Gwinn’s place today after school? I need to go over to Astrid’s. We’re meeting with the rest of the graduation committee at her house.”

      “How are you and Astrid getting along, by the way? I know she’s been a bit much lately.”

      Sadie’s eyes darkened. “Why, because she’s convinced she’s the new Fae queen, destined to be crowned this summer? That’s your fault, Uncle Chip. You and Aunt Rose let her mother assume that and have done nothing to convince them of the truth since. Why should I bother? She’ll find out soon enough, anyway. I ascend the throne right after graduation, and they’ll figure it out while they bow down and swear fealty to me.”

      I didn’t like the hints of attitude I was seeing here. “You know it was safer to redirect attention away from you. It’s been one reason there have been no attacks on us in years.”

      Sadie let out a sigh. “I know. But it’s too hard to keep the secret anymore. I just want all of this to be over. High school is boring. I’ve already been admitted to college, and I’ll be queen in just over a month. What’s the point of hiding?”

      “The point,” Rose said from the front doorway behind Sadie, “is that someone is poking about again, looking for things that are better left hidden.”

      “More trouble? Are you sure it’s connected to Sadie?” I asked, while trying to figure out what looked different about Rose. “And what’s up with your hair?”

      Rose turned her head to show the singed-off ends of what used to be her ponytail. “Someone summoned a fire elemental to attack me. They lured me in, and a flaming ball of lava almost got me. I’m pretty sure it’s related to how soon the coronation is. The most sensitive members of the Unusual world know something’s coming.”

      Rose played off the whole incident stoically despite the hair and the scorches on her leather jacket, but I could tell it had rattled her. I kept my concerns to myself, though. “I thought Patty had all the local nobility convinced. Isn’t that enough?”

      “I’d hoped so,” Rose said. “Now, I’m not so sure. Someone is looking around, and that has me worried. Some will realize that things don’t align around Astrid. Then there’ll be a mad scramble to figure out who the actual queen is.”

      Sadie tapped out a text on her phone and said, “Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it out, Aunt Rose.” She called over her shoulder, “Addy. Last call if you want to ride to school with me and Joan.” Sadie had named her metallic silver Subaru Outback.

      Addy bolted from the kitchen, finishing his last bite of scorched toast while he grabbed his backpack from the chair by the front door. He waved. “Hi, Aunt Rose. Bye, Aunt Rose.” He gave us both a broad grin and followed his sister out the door, pulling it shut behind him.

      I shook my head. “They’re both growing up so fast. It’s been more of a whirlwind than usual lately.”

      Rose frowned. “I’m afraid it’ll only get worse the closer we get to Sadie’s birthday and coronation. Some who know about it won’t let it lie. Also, Patty was there when the fire elemental attacked me last night.”

      That made me stop. Patty Peyton was fiercely loyal to her daughter, but I didn’t think she’d resort to murder. “Are you sure? She was there?”

      “Well, I spotted her across the street in a diner after I finished the creature. You know I don’t believe in coincidences, Chip. What are the odds I get attacked and Patty is just grabbing dinner next door?”

      I shrugged. “There has to be an explanation.” I didn’t like being in the position of defending my former off-and-on hookup, but this didn’t fit the Patty I knew. She was far more likely to confront Rose directly than to do something like this.

      Rose scowled. “You’re still trying to make excuses for her, Chip. When are you going to realize she’s not on our side in this?”

      “There’s a difference between believing her daughter might be the future Fae queen and killing someone over it.” As upset as I was about Rose’s close call the night before, I needed to find a solution. “Maybe you should ask her yourself. She’s the chairperson for the graduate recognition banquet. She emailed me about joining the committee. Maybe you should step up and take my place? It would be good for the kids to see you more involved in school activities.”

      Rose stared at me. “Patty and I would end up killing each other.”

      “Nonsense. There’ll be other people there. You’ll both have to be on your best behavior. But you’d be able to monitor her as things get closer, and you can confront her directly if she makes any overt moves against Sadie.”

      “That is true.” Rose tapped her chin. “At the very least, I’d be able to sense if she’s dabbling in any chaos magic. When’s the first meeting?”

      “Tonight at the high school. I’ll forward you the email she sent me. It’s at seven p.m.”

      “Fine. I’ll do it. But first, I need to call my hairdresser. I’m not showing up with all this going on.” She waved a hand past her stub of a ponytail.

      “I hope they have an opening for you.”

      “Carlos owes me for more than one favor from over the years. He’ll make time if he knows what’s good for him.”

      I shook my head. Rose had so many favors she could call in, I wondered how she could keep track of them all. “Send me a pic of the final hairdo. I’m interested in how he’ll salvage what the elemental left you.”

      “What are you doing with the rest of your day?”

      “I have some errands to run and then need to pick up Addy after his session with Hitch and Gwinn later.”

      Rose smiled. “How’s that going? I was surprised he wanted to go beyond the basics I could teach him.”

      “It might be going too well. I need to talk to Hitch about teaching some constraints on what’s appropriate outside of his lessons. The kid nearly set the kitchen on fire this morning while trying to flambé his own toast.”

      Rose barked out a laugh. “How’d that work out in the end?”

      “I need to go buy another loaf of bread today. That’s how.”

      Rose pulled her car keys out of her pocket. “He’ll get better. In the meantime, tell Hitch to make some rules and hold Addy to them. I’m sure he didn’t think of that when he started. That mage isn’t big on rules.” She walked to the front door.

      “Remember,” I said. “Send me a pic.” The request wasn’t entirely snarky. I was curious what Rose would look like with shorter hair. She’d always worn it long.

      “We’ll see. I’ll let you know after I see what Carlos comes up with.” She pulled the door shut as she left.

      After she passed the window outside, I headed upstairs to change for the gym, unable to shake the image of her burned hair. My thoughts turned to worry, and I wasn’t used to worrying about Rose.
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      Carlos hid his annoyance well when I strolled into his shop without an appointment late in the afternoon. It helped that he spotted the problem right away, despite the baseball cap I’d worn all day to cover it up.

      He gasped and dropped his scissors, which clattered on the counter. Then he waved one of the other hairdressers over to finish the cut he’d been working on.

      The patron scowled. “Well, I never!”

      “Shush, my dear. I’ll give you the blowout for free. Now, let me take care of Rose here. It’s clearly an emergency.”

      The woman settled back into her seat, only partially placated by the offer of a discounted hairdo. The stylist who stepped in smiled and resumed where Carlos had left off, and he soon had the woman talking about her daughter-in-law raising grandchildren the wrong way.

      Carlos waved for me to join him in the back of the studio, away from prying eyes and ears. Once I entered the private area, he whipped a curtain closed and turned on me.

      “Rose, darling, what have you gone and done now?”

      “It wasn’t my fault, I assure you. I’m hoping you can salvage something from what’s left.” I removed the baseball cap and let the singed ends fall out to hang at the nape of my neck. “Trust me, the other guy fared far worse.”

      Carlos was the best Unusual hairdresser in town and also the son of a muse, but he shook his head. “I don’t know, Rose. That’s a lot to ask of me. I don’t suppose you’d consider shaving it off and letting me fit you with a wig?”

      “Be serious.” I plopped myself into the private chair and faced the mirror. “Just fix it.”

      “Honey, I’ll do my best, but you’re going to have to accept some serious changes.” Carlos ran his fingers through the back of my hair. “Some parts are barely an inch long.”

      “You’ll think of something. I can’t go around looking like I lost a fight. I’ve got a reputation to uphold.”

      Carlos met my eyes in the mirror. “Yes, you do. I guess it’s time to work my magic. First, a wash and conditioning.” He clapped his hands. “Sasha, dear, come and wash Rose’s hair. Use the aloe balm conditioner and bring her back here.”

      The wispy forest sprite, who was the shampoo girl, swept in and led me over to the reclining chair by the sink. I resigned myself to letting Sasha and Carlos work and forced myself to relax. I was going to be here a while, and part of that was trusting the master to do what he did best.

      An hour and a half later, after way too much fussing and fretting, Carlos spun me around to face the mirror while holding up a hand mirror in a position to see the back of my head, too.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, my dear, but I’ve created a new masterpiece today.”

      I stared and tilted my head, noting the way the bob fell away just below my earlobe on one side, while on the opposite side, the hair was close-trimmed all the way around to the back of my head. The longer top and slanted bangs gave me a rakish look, like someone out of a nineteen-eighties new wave music video.

      I swept my fingers up through the bangs and over the top, letting the hair fall back. It didn’t fall into my eyes, so it wouldn’t hinder my ability to see during a fight. Carlos knew my needs well.

      “It’s passable, I guess.”

      Carlos wagged his finger at me. “None of that. This is the new Rose look. It’s daring and functional, just like the Fae princess you are. You’re going to positively slay with this look.”

      “If you say so.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about it yet. “How much do I owe you?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll put it on your Aunt Allura’s tab. She’ll be pleased you bothered to come in for a real styling session for a change.” He leaned back against the wall and smiled. “You’re welcome.”

      “Thank you.” I stood, studying myself in the mirror for a second before tearing my eyes away. A small smile crossed my face at the thought of Chip’s
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