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      With the summer sun warming her back, Arwen Forester knelt on the earthen roof of her father’s house, distractedly picking lingonberries. She was watching the half-dragon, Azerdash Starblade, construct a magical regeneration pool on the back half of the farm.

      He stood shirtless in the cavity he’d hollowed out beside the pumpkin patch, his eyes closed, his arms spread as he gripped a small spherical artifact. Tendrils of power emanated from it, twining with his own significant power and working together to infuse the earth with magic. Though Starblade barely moved, the sweat dampening his skin attested to the effort it took to create the pool.

      “Maybe I should bring him some lemonade,” Arwen mused.

      It was a three-day process, and he’d been at it all morning. Maybe he would enjoy a break and a refreshment. And while he drank, he would gaze at her with his violet eyes, perhaps showing his appreciation while stepping close and touching her cheek. He might like the feel of her skin and forget that he found her mongrel dark-elven blood distasteful. He might also forget that he’d said numerous times that he had no romantic interest in her.

      A black Jeep rolled up the long gravel driveway, and Arwen pushed away her silly thoughts. She was supposed to be picking berries for the sauce for tonight’s big dinner, not fantasizing about something that wouldn’t come to pass.

      Sensing Val Thorvald and Matti Puletasi in the Jeep, Arwen waved at its approach. She lowered herself to the small deck, where her magical bone-and-wood bow and quiver of arrows leaned against the railing. The doormat read NO TRESPASSING instead of WELCOME.

      Should she put that inside for the dinner? By now, her guests knew that she and especially her father were on the skittish side when it came to people and preferred their privacy. Maybe Val and Matti wouldn’t think anything of the unfriendly mat. Besides, Arwen planned to host the meal outside so everyone could enjoy the weather.

      But why had they arrived so early? She hadn’t expected her visitors until that evening. The turkey had hours left to roast.

      After parking, Val hopped out. She lifted a finger, then pulled out a few narrow rectangular chocolate boxes as well as a ham wrapped in foil.

      “Hi, Val.” Arwen joined her in the driveway as the pregnant Matti got out more slowly, her due date fast approaching. “You didn’t need to bring food.”

      “Well, Zav is coming, so you’ll need a lot of meat. I assume you don’t mind that I invited him, especially since he’s promised to install powerful wards around your property to keep out strangers—especially dark-elf strangers.”

      Yes, Arwen had been glancing over her shoulder constantly since her run-in with the brother she’d never known she had. Even though she’d shot him in the back and watched him tumble into a waterfall, she doubted he was dead—or that he would stop troubling her.

      “I appreciate that, and he’s welcome of course.”

      “Sarrlevi is coming too,” Val said. “He can’t spend more than an hour away from Matti in her time of need.”

      Matti snorted but didn’t refute the statement.

      Arwen bit her lip, wondering how many people would show up for her dinner, one that she was only hosting because Yendral and Starblade had asked her to cook them a meal. Yendral, though he had nothing to do with the creation of the pool, had already flown past numerous times to check on the progress. Supposedly, he was hunting and might bring her something for the table.

      In addition to Val and Matti, Arwen had invited Amber and Willard, mostly because they’d all been at the Coffee Dragon when Arwen had been thinking that having a dinner with only Yendral and Starblade present might be awkward. Oh, she would love a private meal with Starblade, one that featured soft music and romantic candlelight, but his half-dragon comrade added an element of uncertainty.

      More than once, Yendral had mentioned admiring her squish, which Arwen had ambivalent feelings about. She wanted Starblade to admire her squish—or anything else on her that might appeal to him. Yendral was handsome and friendly enough, but she didn’t want to have sex with him. However, as powerful as the half-dragons were, it had crossed her mind that Yendral could use magical coercion to convince her that she did want that. He didn’t seem as bound by honor as Starblade. With more people present, many of whom were capable fighters and fearless in the face of dragons, the odds of Yendral doing something untoward seemed lower.

      Still, her inherent fear of crowds, even crowds of friends, made Arwen grimace at the idea of numerous people on the property. The picnic table would only seat six, maybe eight if everyone got cozy. What would she do if more guests came? She couldn’t ask Colonel Willard or Lord Zavryd to sit on a stump.

      Matti walked around the Jeep to join them, her magical war hammer slung over her shoulder. As a good half-dwarf, she rarely left her weapon behind, even when she might need to be whisked off to the delivery room at any time. She also gripped a canvas grocery bag that rattled with empty jars.

      “Thought I’d return these.” Matti hefted the load. “I didn’t realize quite how many of the jars of jam and pickled vegetables that Sarrlevi brought me came from your farm. Your food is really good. It’s good that you’re selling some of it at the Coffee Dragon now.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” Arwen said.

      “I have some news from Zoltan about your tattoo-removal recipe. Do you need help?” Val pointed to the roof where Arwen had left her bucket. “Or any assistance with dinner? I’m not the best cook, but I’ve gotten handy at making meat and poultry all different ways. And I can definitely pick berries.”

      Before Arwen could say that she had enough lingonberries, Val trotted up to the deck and pulled herself onto the roof, her blonde braid swinging. Between her half-elven agility and six feet in height, she made it look easy. Before harvesting anything, she looked toward the back of the property and smirked down at Arwen.

      “Is picking berries what you were really doing up here?” Val asked.

      “Yes, of course.” Arwen pointed to the bucket, though she assumed Val had gotten a glimpse of the shirtless Starblade.

      “There are only three berries in there.”

      “What? It was half full.” Arwen pulled herself up, leaving Matti to head inside with the bag.

      Father was working in the barn, so Arwen didn’t worry about anyone running into him. He’d oozed disapproval at her admission to inviting people for a dinner party and wanted nothing to do with her visitors, so she doubted she would see him at all that evening. Starblade was the only person Father didn’t mind; they’d bonded over tractor parts.

      A crow cawed from the stove vent as Arwen made it up and peered into the bucket. There were more than three berries but perhaps not as many as she’d picked.

      “Do crows eat lingonberries?” Val peered toward the bushes, vines, and trees that seemingly grew at random on the property but that had been planted to complement each other.

      “Crows eat anything.”

      “I don’t sense any goblins, at least. They love berries to go with their roadkill meals. I should warn you that I heard some might come by later. They were talking about it at the Coffee Dragon yesterday.”

      Arwen blinked. “Random goblins are going to show up at my dinner?”

      “Nin tried to dissuade them, but they promised they would bring an appropriate gift and that you would love having them.”

      “Uh.” Even though goblins were far from intimidating, Arwen’s shoulders bunched at the thought of more people than she’d invited arriving. She decided to leave the unwelcome mat out.

      “I think I told you I showed that recipe to Zoltan,” Val said, “and he’s researching where the ingredients can be found. Some aren’t that rare and can be easily foraged or purchased in markets on other worlds. Some are very rare. You might have to go on a quest to find them. Multiple quests.”

      “I expected that.”

      “Once you’ve got everything, Zoltan said he’s capable of making the formula for your green-skinned tattoo artist to use. Have you seen him lately? Mark, isn’t it? I remember he asked you out.” Val arched her eyebrows.

      “No. I’m not avoiding him, but… I’m not sure I want to have coffee with him.” Arwen caught herself before she looked toward Starblade, but Val might have guessed her thoughts, because she looked.

      “Not when you’ve got a half-naked half-dragon doing chores for you?”

      “It’s not a chore. It’s a—”

      “Huge commitment for a project that most people would only undertake if they’re being paid handsomely?”

      “I’m not paying him. I asked for a rejuvenation pool as a joke before I realized how much work it would be, and he… agreed.”

      “Maybe you should hold out for him and wave away the date requests from the half-troll.”

      Arwen shook her head. “He’s not… He’s told me…”

      “I know, I know. He might be getting over someone else.”

      They’d discussed that possibility before, but Arwen had no idea if it was true. She hadn’t asked Starblade.

      “The fact that he’s here suggests some kind of interest in you,” Val said.

      “He likes my food.”

      “Well, everyone likes that.”

      Matti walked back outside, giving Arwen a reason not to respond.

      “It smells amazing in your kitchen,” Matti called up. “If you want to expand your business and become the next Pepperidge Farm, we could put you in touch with some business-savvy people.”

      Val nodded. “Zoltan is an expert marketer.”

      “Your vampire alchemist roommate is an expert marketer?” Arwen asked.

      “Yes. His YouTube following of infatuated female teenagers is so large that the company sends him plaques.”

      “I don’t think teenagers would pay for my baked goods,” Arwen said, though she’d made deals with Val’s sixteen-year-old daughter.

      “Everyone likes pie,” Matti said, “and teenagers don’t have to pay bills, so they have disposable income. But don’t limit yourself. With some social-media marketing, you could reach people of all ages.”

      Val nodded. “You have a huge potential customer base. I’m positive. You could be shipping your desserts around the world to the masses and retire from picking berries. Or hire someone else to pick them while you oversee the farm.”

      “I only have two ovens.” At the moment, those ovens were busy baking a couple of turkeys and cranberry-oat cobbler for her dinner guests.

      “You might have to expand,” Val said.

      “I wouldn’t want to work anywhere besides the farm. Especially this time of year when the view is magnificent.” Arwen caught herself looking toward the back of the property again and blushed.

      “Your crops are magnificent?” Matti asked.

      “Of course.” With her blush deepening, Arwen didn’t look at either of them.

      “Starblade is back there,” Val said dryly.

      “Oh, right,” Matti said. “I sense him.”

      “This view would be hard to replicate at a commercial kitchen in town.”

      “Everyone knows rural properties offer more relaxing work environments,” Arwen murmured, tossing berries into her bucket and pretending a lack of interest in the view. Why, she didn’t know since she’d already confessed that she enjoyed it, but she worried Val would tease her.

      “Relaxing or stimulating?” Val asked.

      “Uhm.”

      “I thought so. Anyway, we didn’t just come to discuss pies.”

      “That’s why I came.” Matti leaned against the deck railing, not interested in climbing onto the roof. Understandably so. She had a view of her own at home.

      “I wanted to make sure you know Zoltan is willing to make the formula,” Val said, “should you find all the ingredients, but you’ll need to go over there to negotiate rates with him.”

      “Okay,” Arwen said. “When is a good time?”

      “He was sleeping when I left. I’ll ask him tonight.” Val’s phone rang. She pulled it out, showed Willard’s name on the display, and said, “This is why I came.” She answered instead of explaining. “Hey, Willard. Yes, I’m about to ask. Yes, the dinner is this evening. Yes, I’m sure Gondo can come.” Val raised her eyebrows.

      Arwen hesitated but nodded. She didn’t want more people on the property, but she didn’t want to turn away new friends either. Oh, she might not consider Willard’s assistant a friend exactly, but he had connected Arwen with the goblin clan near North Bend, and one of them had led her to her brother’s lair. She owed Gondo.

      Val hung up. “Willard wants to know if she can borrow your heritage detector. A full-blooded elf came by her office, asking to see the results of Starblade’s blood test, specifically the part that suggested he’s related to King Eireth.”

      “It’s still at Imoshaun’s workshop.” Arwen was on the verge of saying Willard could see it any time but paused. “What elf wants to know? Do their people think it’s good or bad that Starblade is related to Eireth?”

      “I didn’t see the guy, so I don’t know. He introduced himself as a diplomatic envoy and kept picking up things in her office and poking everything like he’d never been to Earth before. Her Gondo-improved stapler is admittedly an odd knickknack. The elf thought so too and managed to staple his finger when he was prodding it with distaste. That resulted in Willard getting a blood sample from him. She wants to test it to see if he’s related to any elf who’s given us trouble. Like Matti’s nemesis Slehvyra or Anyasha-sulin, a schemer who claimed to be my cousin and tried to get me killed when I fought the dark elves at Mt. Rainier. They belong to factions that want to overthrow Eireth because they think he’s too accommodating to dragons—or they just want his power. It’s possible they’d want to use Starblade—or his blood—to their own gain.”

      “When it comes to elves, he can probably take care of himself.”

      “I know he’s powerful, but elves have plotted in the past and managed to take out full-blooded dragons.”

      “Well, Willard is welcome to use the device.” Arwen opened her mouth to say more, but the roar of an engine came from the barn.

      Her father rode out on Frodo. Their old tractor didn’t have a lot of get-up-and-go anymore, but it accelerated down the driveway and onto the path that led past the chicken coop and corn crib and toward the back of the property. Just visible, pulses of blue light came from under the hood.

      A soft cackle drifted back over the roar of the engine. Was that her father?

      “Is your tractor enchanted?” Val asked.

      “Just enhanced with a Gnomish part. Starblade brought it for my father.”

      “Oh, that’s smart.”

      “Smart?” When the tractor wobbled as Father rounded a bend, Arwen worried that souping up Frodo to run at NASCAR speeds might not have been the best idea.

      “Sure. Get in good with the father if you want to hook up with the daughter.” Val tapped her temple. “Smart.”

      “No, he’s not interested in me. I thought he might be a little, but… he’s not.”

      Val looked toward Starblade, and Arwen followed her gaze. Though he remained in his spread-armed, wide-legged stance in the future pool, his violet eyes were now turned toward them, as if he knew they’d been discussing him. With his pointed elven ears, he had to have hearing at least as keen as Arwen’s, but she and Val weren’t close enough that he could have overheard. She didn’t think.

      “Starblade just likes tractors?” Val asked skeptically.

      “He likes all machines, as far as I can tell, but he’s especially fond of Gnomish work. And siege engines.”

      Val blinked. “I guess you’re lucky he’s not building you one of those.”

      Arwen thought about bringing up how they’d discussed that Starblade, should he die, would like his airplane-refurbishment project to be delivered to Arwen’s property. All she said was, “Yes.”

      Yendral approaches with fresh meat to be prepared for dinner, Starblade spoke into her mind.

      Okay, I’ll see if I can incorporate it.

      You speak with Zavryd’nokquetal’s mate.

      Val, yes. They’re invited to dinner. Is that okay?

      His eyes narrowed. That dragon is pompous and odious and thinks he’s better than us.

      But we’ve learned he’s a relative of yours, and he’s agreed to help keep other dragons away from you. Maybe you should get to know him better.

      Every time we interact, he wishes to duel or to punish me for being an abomination.

      I don’t think he’ll do that tonight. And Val brought ham to share.

      Starblade gazed silently at her without replying. Arwen remembered that his elven half meant he liked to dine on more than meat.

      I’m also making a special roasted mushroom medley to go with dinner. I foraged a bunch of them fresh from the woods.

      Starblade’s eyes flared with a violet glow. That often indicated he was incensed about something, but Arwen knew how he felt about mushrooms, so she suspected another emotion was at play.

      “Did you say something to piss him off?” Val must have guessed from Arwen’s silence and Starblade’s long gaze that they were communicating.

      “No. He’s excited. I told him I’m preparing him a special mushroom dish for dinner.”

      “And… he likes that?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s a different kind of dragon.”

      “It’s his elf blood.” Arwen sensed Yendral approaching, flying over the trees in his dragon form.

      “Is that one into fungi too?” Val pointed in the direction of Yendral’s aura, though he wasn’t in view yet.

      “He said something that led me to believe he’s not excited by Starblade’s mushroom recipe.” Arwen didn’t know if the elven Mushrooms of Stamina even had a recipe. It was possible Starblade chucked them raw down Yendral’s gullet to improve his health.

      When the powerful silver-scaled dragon that was Yendral flew into view, Arwen wasn’t surprised that he clasped something in his talons, but she had expected deer or elk. The white-furred game that he’d caught looked like—

      “Is that a yeti?” Val asked.

      From the deck, Matti looked skyward.

      “I understand Yendral was hunting and bringing something to add to the dinner menu,” Arwen said.

      Once in view, Yendral reached them quickly, his strong wingbeats carrying him on a breeze. He dropped the dead yeti so that it landed with a thud on the gravel driveway three feet from the fender of the Jeep. Matti’s mouth drooped open.

      “It is a yeti.” Val gripped her chin.

      “Apparently.” Since Arwen and her father lived off the land, she’d prepared all manner of game for the dinner table, but she had no experience with such creatures. Even though their kind had vexed the farm this past year, she hadn’t been tempted to find out what they tasted like.

      “What course is yeti?” Val asked.

      “As a dark meat, I’d guess it goes after salad and mushrooms and turkey but before dessert.” Arwen hesitated. “I may need to consult my Julia Child cookbook.”

      “Wouldn’t you be more likely to find freshly hunted game discussed in Buck, Buck, Moose?”

      “We have that cookbook. It only covers antlered meats.”

      “I guess you’ll have to improvise then.”

      “Yes.”

      “It’ll be an interesting dinner.”

      “Yes.”

      Yendral banked and flew circles—or were those victory laps?—around the property. He looked down at them, and his green eyes glowed as he met Arwen’s gaze.

      “Is he excited about mushrooms too?” Val asked.

      “I’m… not sure.” Arwen didn’t know what to make of the long look and glowing eyes.

      “An interesting dinner,” Val repeated.
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      The sun was streaking the clear sky with pinks and oranges, all the elements of the meal were almost ready, and Matti’s elven mate, Sarrlevi, was levitating a log toward the picnic table to add more seating. If Arwen had been a relaxed and practiced dinner host, she would have been delighted that everything was going well. Instead, her frazzled energy had her tempted to hide in the kitchen instead of talking to anyone.

      There were so many anyones. Even though all her guests were magical, so she could sense if someone approached her from behind, she kept jumping when someone came close.

      In addition to Matti, Val, Sarrlevi, Zavryd, and Gondo, several goblins Arwen didn’t know had arrived. Tinja, Matti’s former roommate, was the only goblin besides Gondo that Arwen recognized. Amber had also arrived, parking in the comfrey near the beehives since the driveway was running out of room. Supposedly, Willard and her marsupial lion-shifter friend were on the way too. Where would they park?

      Starblade had donned his shirt and stood with Yendral beside an outdoor fire that Arwen had hurried to make to accommodate a yeti haunch. Not sure what it would taste like, she had taken some liberties with the seasoning rub. Now and then, Yendral’s nose twitched in approval, so maybe she’d gotten it right. He and Starblade were discussing the new spit that rotated the haunch.

      “You’ve led armies and have power to rival dragons,” Yendral said, “and yet you lower yourself to doing the work of gnome servants.”

      “It is not lowering oneself,” Starblade replied, “to build something.”

      “Perhaps not to build something noble and elegant, but you constructed a cooking implement out of vines.”

      “Vines and sticks.”

      “Oh, yes. Such building materials often comprise the greatest of architectural endeavors.”

      “On Veleshna Var, it is so.”

      “Weren’t you constructing the spit based on Gnomish design?” Yendral asked. “From something scribbled on the toilet paper roll that inventor gave you to get rid of you?”

      “He offered his notes to me to honor me, and the spit was merely inspired by them. You gave Arwen a problem by dropping a yeti on her doorstep. I offered a solution to assist her in dealing with it. She did not know if yeti should be baked, roasted, or chopped up in a stew.”

      “The delivery of meat is never a problem, and Chef Arwen is quite experienced at preparing food, as attested by the spices now giving this meat its scintillating aroma. Your tinkering skills were not needed.”

      “I am certain she appreciates my ingenuity.”

      “In reading a roll of toilet paper. Oh, certainly.”

      Feeling strange listening to a conversation that involved her, Arwen hustled away, only to chance on Matti and Val discussing her tattoo.

      Everywhere Arwen looked, there were people. It didn’t help that the encroaching twilight made the shadows deeper, giving her flashbacks to dinners in the dark-elf tunnels where she’d spent the first seven years of her life. Everywhere she’d gone, she’d had to worry about her mother’s people reading her thoughts and finding them inappropriate. And then punishing her. She’d always had to worry about punishments.

      “Arwen?”

      She jumped and whirled, hand dropping to the foraging knife at her belt before she caught herself.

      Matti stood in front of her, offering a can of carbonated water. “I came to ask if you want help with anything.” She glanced at the knife on Arwen’s belt. “I’d be alarmed that you almost pulled a weapon on me, but it has cute little bristles on the end, so I assume it’s not that dangerous.”

      “Those are boar bristles, and this blade is mostly dangerous to mushrooms.”

      “I figured.” Matti handed her the can. “Val found the silverware and is going to set the table and, uhm, log.” She looked toward a second one that Sarrlevi was floating out of the woods from somewhere beyond the property line.

      “That log is not sufficient for all the beings coming to dinner, elf,” Zavryd stated, his arms folded across his chest. As usual, he appeared handsome and regal, the fluorescent yellow Crocs not quite ruining the stateliness of his elven robe. “Since your power is so feeble and inadequate for the task, I will find something more substantial.”

      “My power is extremely adequate, dragon,” Sarrlevi said. “I am certain the half-dark elf does not wish giant redwood logs dropped at her doorstep.”

      “Bad enough someone already dropped a yeti,” Matti murmured.

      Arwen rubbed her face.

      “You make excuses for your inability to find a large sturdy bench?” Zavryd asked. “How is it that you ever dare duel a dragon?”

      “Because my magical and physical skills are more versatile than those of a scaled behemoth who relies solely on raw power to win battles.”

      “You’ve witnessed the speed and strength of my talons and great maw and dare make that statement?”

      “Are they going to duel?” Arwen whispered.

      “Probably.” Matti pointed to the open barn door, where two goblins were slipping out in the shadows, junk from the hayloft clutched in their arms. “You might be able to distract Zavryd by asking him to lay down his wards now. I’m not sure if Gondo even knows those goblins.”

      Arwen set down the can of water, gripped her knees, and sucked in a deep breath. This was too much. Too many people. What had she been thinking?

      Gravel crunched as a new vehicle drove up. Willard’s SUV, and, yes, there was a shifter in the passenger seat.

      “Forester,” Willard called in her Southern drawl as soon as she got out. “I need to talk to you about elf blood.”

      Arwen tried to nod to her, but the movement was jerky, and she struggled to release the grip on her knees. Her breaths were quick. Too quick. She tried to slow them down before she grew dizzy from too much air.

      She sensed Starblade approaching from behind her and tensed, not certain whether another presence would be too much or if she wanted to run and hide behind him. Nobody was threatening her, she told herself. These were all friends, except maybe for the kleptomaniac goblins.

      Are you ill? Starblade asked into her mind as he stopped beside her, gazing down with concern.

      No, overwhelmed. Do elves get panic attacks?

      I have seen many soldiers display various attributes indicating fear when approached by an enemy horde with superior numbers.

      There aren’t any enemies here. I just don’t handle crowds well.

      “Ms. Forester.” A goblin bounced up to her. “Thank you for your hospitality. Your food smells delicious. We brought you a gift.”

      He thrust a stick toward her. Or… was that an arrow?

      “One of our great shamans enchanted it. It’s magical. When you fire it at enemies, it will glow in the dark.”

      “That ought to drive fear into the hearts of ogres and orcs,” Matti said.

      Arwen’s curiosity overrode her impending panic attack, and she accepted it. The heft surprised her. Anything less than a magical bow wouldn’t have had a shot at firing it.

      “Is this made from metal?” she asked.

      “Recycled materials, yes.”

      “Like traffic signs?” Matti asked. “It’s red.”

      “Possibly.” The goblin smiled brightly.

      “That had better not have been one of the stop signs from in front of our house,” Matti said.

      More goblins flowed up to Arwen, rousing her panic again.

      “Did she like it?”

      “When can we eat?”

      “Does she want me and Hamorock to build an automated food-delivery construct to serve the guests? Our design is quite clever. It allows you to make offerings to dangerous dragons without getting too close.” The goblin speaker glanced at Starblade.

      “Leave us,” he told them, an eye toward Arwen’s face.

      Maybe it had gone pale.

      “But the—”

      “Leave.” Starblade’s voice boomed not only with power but magical compulsion.

      Movements jerky, the goblins hurried away.

      Arwen shouldn’t have wanted guests, even uninvited guests, to be cowed, but she was relieved to have fewer people around her.

      Starblade rested his hand on her shoulder. “You will come for a walk with me. We will observe the progress I’ve made on your pool, and I will give you the lesson on creating a magical barrier that I once promised you.”

      She wanted to agree—and she especially wanted to learn to protect herself with magic—but Arwen felt obligated to stay. She was the host.

      “Your guests will survive for a few minutes without your presence,” Starblade said, as if reading her thoughts, though he’d said he couldn’t do that outside of his sanctuary. “They are about to be enthralled by a dragon-elf duel.”

      Starblade shifted his hand to the small of her back to guide her away. He didn’t use magical compulsion on her, but Arwen found herself going along with him without hesitation. She would like a quiet walk with him—and to escape the hubbub. What might turn into chaos. Hopefully, Val and Matti could keep their mates from destroying anything on the farm. Maybe Zavryd and Sarrlevi could duel in the road out front instead.

      As Starblade and Arwen’s path took them near Yendral and the cook fire, he stepped in front of them. Starblade’s eyes narrowed.

      “The food smells most excellent, Chef Arwen.” Yendral nodded toward the yeti haunch dripping juices into the flames and toward the house where the turkeys had finished roasting and the cobbler was cooling on a rack.

      “I hope you’ll like everything,” she said.

      “I did not expect to share the meal with so many others. I wasn’t even certain I wanted to share it with my commander.” Yendral smirked at Starblade, ignoring the narrowed eyes.

      “Were you going to gorge yourself alone in the forest?” Arwen barely kept from flinching when a cheer rose from several goblin throats. Zavryd had conjured his fiery magical blade to face Sarrlevi, who’d drawn his twin longswords.

      “Not alone, no. I would have invited the chef to join me.” Yendral rested a hand on his chest and bowed to her. “I suspect you will quite enjoy the fresh yeti. If you had dragon blood, I know that you would enjoy it. Were you aware that being fed tends to make dragons randy?” His eyes gleamed as he met her gaze, pausing before standing straight again.

      “I enjoy many types of food, but they don’t cause that, uhm, feeling in me.” Arwen looked at Starblade, uncertain how to handle Yendral’s flirtation, if that was what this was. Usually, she told men she wasn’t interested and then fled to avoid further discomfort or pestering, but Yendral was her dinner guest and Starblade’s friend. The rules might be different than with random strangers.

      Jaw clenched, Starblade was glaring at Yendral and didn’t notice her glance. They might have been communicating telepathically.

      “That’s a shame,” Yendral said. “Perhaps it’s only that you haven’t experienced the pleasure of lounging naked in bed and having a mate feed you succulent morsels.”

      “Step aside, Yendral,” Starblade said coolly. “She is not interested in being naked with you.”

      “We do not know that. And since you’ve said you have no interest in being naked with her, I do not know why it is any concern to you.”

      “She has proven herself an ally. I will not see her harassed any more than I would allow it with one of my troops.”

      Arwen glanced at Starblade’s irritated face. Did his words and continued coolness suggest that had happened before? That there had been a time when Yendral hadn’t taken no for an answer?

      Arwen appreciated being called an ally, but she was less certain about the comparison to Starblade’s troops. It wasn’t the first time he’d implied he considered her a subordinate.

      “Never have I harassed a female,” Yendral said. “I’m an enjoyable companion, and they appreciate my attention.”

      Knowing she needed to speak up, Arwen made herself lift a finger. “I’m not interested in your attention, but thank you for the yeti. It was very thoughtful.”

      Yendral gave her a puzzled look.

      Are you okay? Val spoke telepathically to Arwen. She stood in the driveway with the other spectators watching what had turned into a sword fight, but she nodded pointedly at Yendral and Starblade, her gaze pausing on Starblade’s hand. It was still on the small of Arwen’s back. They’re not suggesting a threesome or something idiotic, are they?

      No. Yendral just wants… I guess to eat in the forest alone with me.

      I’ll bet.

      I don’t really understand, since I’m… Well, most guys with the power to sense it usually don’t want anything to do with me because of my dark-elven blood.

      You’re pretty, you give them delicious food, and you’ve fought enemies at their sides. That’s the way to a dragon’s heart. Trust me.

      But they’re half-elven, and dark elves are… Everyone hates them.

      You’re not a very dark-elfy dark elf. And don’t overrule the importance of food and beauty.

      Arwen’s mouth twisted. She’d never considered herself beautiful, but she did believe her food was good. After all, she’d won awards for her pies.

      “You are not my commander anymore,” Yendral told Starblade, his own tone cool now. They must have continued their conversation telepathically.

      “I am aware,” Starblade said. “You will step aside and leave her be because she does not want you, and it is honorable to respect a female’s wishes.”

      Yendral stepped closer, not to Arwen but to Starblade. Alarm flashed through her as she envisioned a second duel starting. The urge to flee the chaos of too many people—too many emotions—swept into her again.

      “It is not honorable,” Yendral said, “to say you have no interest in a female but then monopolize her so others do not have time to charm her.”

      “With compulsion magic?” Starblade asked softly.

      “I’m not a bastard.”

      “You’ve done it before.”

      “Not to a female.”

      “No, to her mate so that you were free to take her.”

      “Only because she wanted it.”

      “Arwen does not want it.” Starblade lifted his hand to the back of her neck, gently rubbing her tense muscles. “Not from you.”

      Arwen didn’t like being in the middle of their argument, even if it was about her, but she couldn’t help but lean into Starblade’s touch. She did want him and kept thinking that maybe it was possible he would want her eventually.

      “You’re an arrogant bastard, Azerdash,” Yendral said.

      “You’ve mated with enough females on this world. You don’t need to charm an ally.”

      “You don’t need to charm her either. You think it wasn’t obvious what you were doing by standing half-naked working your magic?”

      “It was hot.”

      “Please, the sun is so anemic in this place that I’m surprised anything grows.”

      “Stand aside, Yendral. Arwen needs a reprieve from overwhelming guests.” Starblade shifted his hand to her back again and stepped forward.

      Yendral rooted his feet to the ground.

      Worried their confrontation would escalate, Arwen eased closer to Starblade. She’d told Yendral she wasn’t interested. What more did she need to say?

      Jaw set, Yendral didn’t look like he would move, but Starblade used his power to push him aside before their shoulders would have smashed together. Power swelled around Yendral, as if he would retaliate, but when Starblade looked icily backward, Yendral must have thought better of it.

      He did bark, “She’s not Gemlytha,” after them.

      Starblade stiffened, his face turning as rigid as the rest of his body.

      “I’m aware,” he said softly, looking forward again.

      Arwen glanced at his face several times as they walked down the wide path to her cob home, the squash patches and the pool beyond it. Nothing in his expression invited conversation, nor was he looking at her now. He’d clammed up the last time Gemlytha, the half-dragon with dark-elven blood, had come up, but it had been clear she had died, and he missed her. And had regretted that they’d never hooked up?

      “I’m not sure how to handle him,” Arwen risked saying as they neared her home.

      “He should respect your wishes so you shouldn’t have to handle him.”

      “Will he?”

      “I believe so. As long as you are clear with him. He isn’t dumb, but he can be obtuse in some areas. Because few women have rejected him, he can’t believe that any would want to.” Starblade paused in front of her door, not yet taking the path that led to the back of the property. He turned to regard her. “If I claimed you, he would leave you alone. He knows he can’t compel me to step aside so he can sate his urges.”

      “Claim?” Arwen mouthed, looking from him to the door, aware that they weren’t ten steps from her bedroom.

      What did he mean exactly? That he would take her to bed to get Yendral to leave her alone? Not because he wanted her but because he felt an obligation to protect her?

      If he offered, what would she say? She’d rejected propositions before from men who’d only wanted to have sex, not to have a relationship, but this wasn’t the same. Maybe it would even lead to a relationship, if he enjoyed himself. But would he? She had so little experience and wouldn’t know how to make it good for him.

      Still, she caught herself stepping closer and resting a hand on his chest as she waited for his answer.

      “It would be… less than honorable, but I do not wish you to be bothered by foolishness when you must endure more dangerous threats from the dark elves and possibly others. The Silverclaw dragons might return, seeking a way around the Stormforges, and hunting down someone who could be a conduit to me.”

      “It wouldn’t be honorable to be with me?”

      “Not to say I’ve claimed you when I have not.”

      “Ah.” Arwen lowered her gaze to his chest, realizing he wasn’t offering to have sex with her. “Because you’re not interested.”

      Even though he’d rubbed her neck twice, touched her hand, brought her father a present, and was making her a rejuvenation pool… he considered her only an ally. Maybe a friend.

      She should have been honored to have him as an ally—it wasn’t as if mongrels usually had powerful friends that would stand at their backs in battle and help them on quests—and she was, but she couldn’t help but want…

      “It is… complicated.” Starblade looked toward the main house.

      Arwen sensed Yendral changing form and turning into a dragon. As he sprang into the air, Starblade stepped close to Arwen, his chest brushing hers, and rested a hand on her hip. He bent his head to brush his lips to her neck as his hand shifted around to her butt, cupping it, and pressing her against him.

      Hot zings of pleasure streaked through her body, and she leaned into him, wanting to grab his shoulders and plaster her body to his, but she glimpsed Yendral flying overhead. His green eyes flared as he looked down at them, at Starblade’s warm lips on her neck, at a little nip as he moved his mouth, tasting her. That felt so amazing, but…

      This was a ruse, Starblade wanting to make his comrade believe he would claim her.

      Already aroused, Arwen almost didn’t care. She wanted to wrap her legs around him and kiss him as she’d fantasized about doing almost since they’d met. To push her hands up under his shirt and feel the hard muscles she’d seen but never been able to touch. To trace them with her fingers, then scrape her nails along them. Maybe her enthusiasm would make him realize his complications weren’t insurmountable. Maybe he would want to make the claim a reality.

      But as Yendral flew past them and toward the forest, Arwen wrapped her dignity around herself like a cloak. “You don’t need to sully your honor for my sake. I can take care of myself.”

      Maybe it was a dumb thing to say, since it wasn’t as if she could beat a half-dragon in a fight, but neither Starblade’s nor Yendral’s words led her to believe she would have to battle Yendral to get him to leave her alone.

      When she moved to step back, to make it clear Starblade didn’t need to pretend to desire her, he didn’t let go. A little growl emanated from him, as if he were the dragon and not the elf tonight. The beast, as he’d once called it.

      Maybe he enjoyed holding her? Maybe he didn’t want to let her go.

      But he straightened and released her, then looked to the sky. Making sure Yendral hadn’t lingered?

      Flushed and confused, Arwen backed away from Starblade. More than ever, she needed a quiet moment to escape before returning to the dinner party. Turning her back on him, she hurried down the path, hardly caring where she went.

      Starblade stepped away from her home and headed toward the edge of the property, toward the woods beyond. Had she irked him? Or was Yendral arguing telepathically with him, and he meant to go out and face him down again?

      She didn’t know, but she continued farther from her guests, needing privacy. Needing to escape.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      A scent similar to eucalyptus wafted to Arwen, drawing her down the path toward the pool Starblade had been working on. When last she’d looked, it had still been a hole in the ground. Had he managed to complete it while she’d finished dinner preparations?

      A hint of soothing magic lingered in the air along with the appealing scent. Allowing it to calm her roused nerves, Arwen followed the path to the pool, which was indeed full of water now. Water with steam wafting from the surface. More, the ground on the side closest to her house had been covered in flagstones to create a patio. Near the edge, vines grew up from between the stones to clasp a weathered log that was carved flat to make a bench.

      Just as when she’d been in Starblade’s sanctuary, the magic and the eucalyptus scent, both promising relaxation and soothed muscles, made her want to peel off her clothes and slip into the water.

      “Not tonight,” Arwen muttered, not wanting Yendral or another dragon to fly overhead and catch a peep. Well, she might have wanted Starblade to do that, but he wouldn’t want to. Apparently, his only interest was in keeping Yendral from pestering her. “Life was simpler before I met him. All of them.”

      As clangs came from the front of the property, peppered by elven and dragon insults, Arwen thought wistfully of when she’d hiked with Val’s mother, Sigrid, and hadn’t even known her daughter. But Val wasn’t the problem; all these half-dragons were. And the newly arisen threat from the dark elves. Arwen hoped none of them were out there, keeping an eye on her. The memory of Harlik-van using a magical telescope to spy on her from afar still chilled her.

      “Another reason not to slip naked into the pool.” She did kneel at the edge and dip her finger in, letting the soothing steam wreathe her face.

      Magic swelled a few feet above the water, a silver glow forming. A portal.

      Startled, Arwen sprang back. She’d left her bow on the deck and only had her foraging knife. A poor weapon against anyone with the power to create a portal.

      At least it didn’t feel like dragon magic. Or dark-elven magic.

      “Surface elf?” she guessed.

      The only full-blooded elf she knew of in the area was Sarrlevi, and he was busy dueling Zavryd. Val had mentioned a diplomatic envoy visiting Willard, but he wouldn’t know to come to the farm, would he?

      The surface of the portal rippled, and an elf with long white hair leaped out, barely making it to the flagstones. As he landed, a glowing sword in his hand, he glanced in surprise behind him. He must not have expected his portal to form over water.

      “It’s a new addition,” Arwen said while keeping her distance. She had no idea who he was or how he would react to her.

      The elf whirled, his green eyes widening when he spotted her. Sword lifting, he barked something in his native tongue. Though he was older, with a lined forehead and creases at the corners of his eyes, his aura suggested he was a formidable wizard. The practiced fighting stance he lowered into demonstrated comfort with that sword too.

      Arwen shook her head and held up empty hands. “I can read a few words, but I’m not that familiar with your language.” Silently, she reached out to Val. There’s a strange elf that just came out of a portal back here. Is Willard with you?

      Flames in the driveway roared up thirty feet, visible above both houses, and distracted Arwen.

      The elf said something else, then switched to telepathy. Mongrel dark elf, what have you done with Azerdash Starblade?

      Nothing. We’re… Arwen almost said friends, but she didn’t know what they were, not at the moment. The memory of their embrace, his mouth on her neck, rose in her thoughts.

      Arwen hadn’t meant to telepathically share the image, especially not with a stranger, but the elf must have caught it. His eyes widened even further.

      You seduced him? And then what? You slew him? Vile dark elf. The elf sprang for Arwen, swinging his sword as he erected a barrier around himself.

      “No,” she blurted, dodging the blow and leaping over the bench to get away. As if that would keep the powerful elf from reaching her.

      Even as she cleared it, his power gripped her, keeping her from landing. With her feet hovering above the flagstones, Arwen couldn’t run—she couldn’t even duck when the elf raised his sword for another swing.

      Starblade is a friend, Arwen blurted. We were—

      A roar came from above her rooftop, and black-scaled and violet-eyed Zavryd flew into view. Elf invader, you attack the friend of my mate in her own home?

      The elf must have been too distracted by Arwen—by her vile dark-elfness—to notice the dragon’s aura. Arwen also sensed Sarrlevi and Val running down the path toward the pool.

      Releasing Arwen, the elf backed away. He lifted his sword, as if he might confront Zavryd, but he must have thought better of it. Even as Zavryd landed atop a tree whose branches extended over the patio and pool, the elf formed a portal and sprang through it.

      Zavryd jumped down, shifting into human form as he landed. A second later, Val, Willard, and Sarrlevi burst into view, Val and Sarrlevi with their blades drawn and Willard gripping a gun.

      “Are you all right, Forester?” Willard looked at the portal as it faded, all trace of the elf disappearing.

      “Yes. He didn’t hit me.”

      “Why did he want to?” Val asked.

      “It sounded like he was looking for Starblade and thought I’d done something to him. I don’t know why.”

      The half-truth made Arwen wince. Somehow, the elf had misread her memory of Starblade’s embrace as her seducing him. As if. But it fit what people believed about dark elves—and those unfortunate enough to have some of their blood.

      Though Arwen was rattled from the brief confrontation, it almost relaxed her, making her feel like things were normal again. Having someone like Yendral desire her was not normal and had her flustered.

      “Ma’am.” Arwen faced Willard, afraid the others would guess at the contents of her whirlwind thoughts. “What did the elf who visited you look like?”

      “Older fellow,” Willard said, “with long white hair, a gold-trimmed brown cloak, and a sword in a hip scabbard.”

      “Green eyes?” In the dark, Arwen had barely registered the cloak, but the rest fit.

      “Yes.”

      “After dinner, we might want to visit Imoshaun’s workshop so you can run his blood,” Arwen said, “and see if the heritage detector knows who he is.”

      “A good idea.”

      “You still want dinner after being attacked?” Val asked.

      “Well, I’m the host,” Arwen said. “And it’s ready.”

      “I am informing the half-dragon that you were assaulted by one of his kind,” Zavryd stated. “I should not have engaged in an exercise duel when your property did not yet have wards, but I believed you were with Starblade and were safe. I did not believe he would leave your side, not when he has created for you a yavasheva.”

      “How about setting the wards now, Zav?” Val patted him on the back. “I
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