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      “I didn’t think the police used chalk outlines anymore.” I tried not to feel uneasy about the faded drawing on the floor of the foyer in the house I’d just purchased.

      Correction: my small home-renovations business had purchased it. On the advice of my goblin assistant, whom I’d encouraged to take more initiative. Why was I already sure that had been a mistake?

      “Maybe a neighbor child with sidewalk chalk was responsible.” Tinja waved airily, cog-and-charm bracelets rattling on her green wrist. “I have observed that human offspring will draw on anything.”

      “Oh sure. And they often wander into locked vacant homes to do their graffiti work.”

      Tinja nodded, missing the sarcasm. Unlike me, she hadn’t been born on Earth, so I couldn’t expect her to catch such nuances.

      “The owner of the house was killed here, right?” I asked. “It’s why we got a deal.”

      A steal of a deal. I’d never remodeled a house in Bellevue at all, much less one in the prestigious Bridle Trails neighborhood, with houses on acre lots located a stone’s throw from a huge equestrian park. As I eyed the mid-century-modern “diamond in the rough,” as the listing had called it, I worried this would be too much to handle.

      “It was the renter who was killed, not the owner.”

      “Well, that makes it all right then. Are those bullet holes?” I probed one of several finger-width gaps in the cedar-plank wall of the foyer. Had there been anything magical about the bullets, I might have sensed them lodged in the wood, a talent my half-dwarf heritage gave me. Apparently, this had been a run-of-the-mill mundane homicide.

      “Easy to fix with your spickle, right?” Tinja asked.

      “It’s called Spackle, and you can’t apply it to cedar.”

      “We will get new boards then. If we want boards at all. This cedar is not as tacky as the faux-wood paneling in the last house I drew plans for, but it is not suitably modern. Not this much of it anyway. An accent wall would perhaps be acceptable. Come, Matti. I will show you my blueprints. They’re amazing.” Tinja patted the rolled papers under her arm and ambled toward the kitchen, her tool belt clanking.

      I wondered if her professors at the university found her supreme confidence warranted. Or if any of them knew she was a goblin. Tinja was enrolled solely in online courses, which did not require she walk her three-and-a-half-foot-tall green-skinned and white-haired body into a classroom.

      Before following her, I considered the position of the holes to estimate where the bullets had been fired from. Not from the street and through a window or the front door—not that I’d expected drive-by shootings in Bridle Trails—but from the living room. Had someone been lying in wait for the poor homeowner—renter—when he’d come home?

      Maybe I shouldn’t have left my war hammer—all that I had left of my dwarven mother—in the truck. Usually, I used it for demoing drywall and cabinets, a purpose the dwarven smith who’d made it surely hadn’t intended, but I’d been known to thump bad guys with it.

      “Come, Matti,” Tinja called regally. “Do you not wish to see the plans?”

      “You’re my assistant, you know. You’re the one who’s supposed to be at my beck and call.” Despite the words, I headed toward the back of the house, peering into rooms along the way. At four thousand square feet, the two-story house wasn’t as large as some in the neighborhood, but seeing all the spaces that needed remodeling had the adding machine in my mind tallying thousands of dollars’ worth of supplies. Not to mention Tinja’s plans involved a master-suite addition over the garage.

      “You may beck-and-call me if you wish, but unless you’re waving your hammer around, I’m rarely intimidated enough to drop everything and come.”

      “My body-builder physique doesn’t make you quake in your work pants?” I flexed my biceps as I stepped into the kitchen, but the horror of avocado appliances, linoleum floors patterned in green squares, and chartreuse-striped cushions on the banquet table stole my humor. “The cedar planks were beautiful in comparison to this.”

      “Have you not said you enjoy a challenge?”

      “I guess Abbas and I have fixed up worse,” I said, mentioning my business partner.

      “Certainly. There’s not even a mildew, cat-urine, or wet-dog smell in this home, not like in the last one, which featured all of those and more. Not that I’d expect your dwarven nose to take note. Dwarves are used to living in all manner of underground miasmas, after all. On their home world, some of the resorts involve steam chambers where you bathe in sulfuric gases.”

      “The human half of my nose did note the urine odor.” I’d never heard of dwarven resorts and suspected she’d made that up.

      “Ah, it is good to know that it is capable. Humans are not known for their sublime senses.” Tinja patted a faded laminate countertop. “Overall, this house has been very well cared for. Many things will be simple to renovate in here, and the kitchen is very spacious. Look, we can add a wine cellar in that nook. Or, I suppose you would prefer a cheese cellar for your fancy wheels of cheddar.” She grinned at me, aware of my favorite snack.

      “I’m not the end buyer.” As if I could afford this neighborhood for myself. “And for your information, it would be Camembert or Roquefort and a cheese cave, not a cellar.”

      “Don’t you keep yours in the carrot crisper?”

      “The vegetable crisper, yes. Because there’s no room in my tiny house for a cheese cave.” I touched a backsplash tile that emanated a hint of magic. My finger tingled slightly. I’d only been inside for five minutes, and this was already the oddest project I’d taken on. “I wouldn’t even be able to fit a roommate in my house if she wasn’t three feet tall.”

      “Three and a half feet.” Tinja jumped, spread her arms wide, and spun a pirouette, almost whacking me with her blueprints. “Matti, I wish you to make more money on this house than the last one. You barely broke even and paid me only a portion of what I’m worth.”

      “You’re a student. Most students don’t get paid much at all. And Abbas and I don’t typically use blueprints.”

      “You didn’t used to use them. In the savage and woeful days before you met me. But now I am here. You must do as other house flippers do to maximize profits.”

      “I really wouldn’t need an architect then. Most flippers only paint, replace drawer pulls, and do other minimal—and cheap—fixes.” Maybe it was my mother’s blood, but I couldn’t bring myself to do anything less than the best I could with the money and materials I could scrounge. I was a craftswoman, not simply a house flipper.

      “There must be a center ground.”

      “Middle ground.”

      “Yes. We will discuss it more later. Now, back to business. I am afraid that this free-standing circular fireplace does not belong in the kitchen, and I have removed it from my design. It impedes the flow and is not up to modern building codes.” Tinja tapped wrought-iron fireplace tools mounted on the brick below the open hearth and shook her head. “I am learning about human building codes in my classes. They are most quirky. Your hammer is capable of demolishing bricks, yes?”

      “Bricks, metal doors, murderers’ heads…” I touched one of the window frames, envisioning replacing the old aluminum with wood. “They’ve all fallen to my mighty—” Something large and furry darted through the backyard, and my senses twanged. Whatever it was, it was magical. “What was that?”

      “I believe it is a shifter of some kind,” Tinja said as I pressed my nose to the window to peer out. “A werewolf, maybe? I assume they are common here.”

      “You assume werewolf shifters are common in a hoity-toity neighborhood in the most expensive metro area in Washington?”

      “There are many trees and ferns, which wolves like very much. They are similar to elves and enjoy nature. Except they hunt in and pee on the nature instead of using it to calm their senses and enhance their magic.”

      “No wolf better be peeing in my new yard.” I squinted into the overrun morass that was far more representative of the nature she’d mentioned than a yard. Creeping buttercups had smothered someone’s attempt at growing grass, Himalayan blackberry bushes encroached on an ancient moss-covered patio, and towering firs, pines, and cedars ensured that little afternoon sunlight made it to the ground.

      “If he has, you can apply your hammer to his head.”

      Leaves quivered on a rhododendron threatening to consume an old swing set, and I sensed the shifter hiding in the foliage. I couldn’t see him, but I felt him. As with magical bullets, my senses could detect those with magical blood.

      “What do you think he’s doing?” I whispered.

      “Probably what I said wolves like to do in nature.”

      “He’s not doing that.” I hoped. “This is private property. Our private property. I’m going to get my hammer.”

      Before I’d taken more than a few steps, glass shattered in the living room. I sensed a second magical being, one leaping through the freshly broken window… A fit man in his thirties with a thick beard and mustache, he landed in a crouch, facing me. Despite his human form, he snarled, his dark eyes locking on to me.

      Before he moved, my instincts told me he would spring. I darted back into the kitchen and grabbed the fireplace poker from the tool set. As he charged through the doorway, I spun and swung the pointed rod like I would have my hammer.

      He saw it coming and tried to duck, but I’d swung many a weapon over the years and was fast. It caught him in the forehead. Had my hammer struck him, he would have flown across the room and into the far wall. The poker lacked its heft, but the blow halted him, and he yowled like a wild animal.

      “What are you doing in my house?” I demanded, pulling the poker back for another swing if necessary.

      Fur sprouted from his bare arms, and his face contorted, nose and jaw elongating into something lupine.

      Knowing he would be more dangerous in his wolf form, I swung again.

      This time, he anticipated the blow. Ducking, he charged under the tool and toward me. Not surprised, I whirled and launched a spinning side kick into his gut. His abs were as hard as a brick wall, but my heel connected with enough power to make him stagger back.

      Thanking my grandmother for putting me in martial arts as a kid, I hefted the poker to crack him on the head again. I wanted to knock him out or at least convince him to jump back out the window and get off the property.

      “The other one is coming,” Tinja blurted before I struck. She knelt on the countertop as she peered out the window. “Uh oh. Make that the other two. I didn’t sense that one before. Maybe he has a charm that camouflages him.”

      Damn it, why had I left my hammer in the truck? I did not want to fight two at once. Three if this one stuck around.

      “Never mind.” Tinja lowered a wrench that she’d intended to use as a weapon. “Is that an elf? Here, on Earth? How startling.”

      Before the shifter in the kitchen could attack again, I slammed the poker down on his head. Worried we would face more enemies, I didn’t soften the blow, and the strength I’d inherited from my mother dropped him hard. If he’d been fully human, it might have done lasting damage—something my martial-arts instructor would have berated me soundly for—but werewolf heads had the sturdy resilience of concrete blocks.

      Tinja swore. Then whistled. What did that mean?

      After the shifter passed out, I snatched a sidearm out of his belt holster, threw it into the fireplace, and ran to the window, bumping shoulders with Tinja. The second and third werewolves had shifted into their lupine forms and charged out of the bushes—or maybe been dragged out of them. With their heads almost as high as a man’s, their powerful bodies covered in black fur, and their jaws snapping like steel traps, they battled a foe even more unexpected than werewolves.

      A pointy-eared elf in a green cloak, brown trousers, beige tunic—was that buckskin?—and low brown boots wielded two longswords ambidextrously. I’d never seen a full-blooded elf in my life. They’d supposedly all left Earth back before I’d been born. What was he doing here?

      Working together, both wolves leaped for his throat, their teeth flashing. With a stern but unconcerned expression on his face, the elf dedicated one sword to each and parried their snapping jaws without giving ground.

      They were powerful and had him outnumbered, but his movements were so fast and fluid that I didn’t doubt for a moment that he would win. In fact, he could have finished them at any time.

      His eyes narrowed slightly, and one wolf jerked his head back, as if he’d been stung. Or… attacked mentally? I’d heard that full-blooded magical beings could speak telepathically, read minds, and interrogate people with a thought, but I’d never seen it.

      “He’s beautiful,” Tinja whispered.

      “Which one?” I assumed she meant the elf, as he was handsome, with intense blue eyes, a perfectly straight nose, and short blond hair that accentuated his pronounced cheekbones. But with goblin tastes, who knew?

      “The elf.”

      The werewolf that had shaken his head backed away from the fight as the other tried to distract the elf. He shifted into his human form, then rolled naked into nearby bushes, reaching for something. Not overly distracted, the elf kept watching him, even as his twin swords blurred, shifting from defense to offense. With a powerful blow, he lopped off the attacking wolf’s head so startlingly cleanly that I would have known his blades were magical even if I hadn’t sensed them.

      “Ack.” Tinja scrambled off the counter and flung her hands over her eyes. “Gruesome!”

      As the head landed with a sickening thud on the mossy patio, I couldn’t disagree. The other werewolf rolled away from the bushes with a gun in hand.

      “Look out!” I blurted, not sure if the elf was familiar with firearms. He looked like he’d stepped out of The Lord of the Rings.

      Not glancing toward us, he strode toward the werewolf. His enemy fired twice, aiming for his chest.

      Blades blurring again, the elf deflected both bullets, and I could only gape. Even with magic, I wouldn’t have thought that was possible.

      Cursing, the werewolf fired twice more, but the elf thwarted the attack again, even from scant feet away. The bullets ricocheted into the side of the house, making me duck while thinking of the bullet holes in the foyer.

      Though I should have flattened myself to the floor, as Tinja wisely did, I couldn’t keep from peering over the windowsill. Before the werewolf could fire again, the elf sprang, slicing a blade through his enemy’s wrist. It cut off the hand holding the gun, and the firearm flew free. It struck a drainpipe with a clang. I had no idea where the hand went.

      As the werewolf screamed, the elf struck again. For a second time in twenty seconds, someone was decapitated in front of my eyes.

      It slowly dawned on me that warning the elf might not have been wise. He might be prettier than the werewolves, but that didn’t mean he was a good guy.

      What if he disliked half-blooded dwarves as much as werewolves?
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      “Is it safe to look?” Tinja had risen from the floor but still had her hands over her eyes.

      Outside, it had grown silent, the birds and squirrels that had been chattering earlier not making a peep.

      “Not if you don’t want to see two guys’ bloody heads.” I grimaced, not wanting to see that myself, but until I found out if the elf would be a threat to me, I wouldn’t close the shutters on him.

      “Gross.”

      On the patio, the elf drew a square of cloth from a pocket. He fastidiously cleaned his swords before sheathing them, the blood somehow not staining the cloth, then put it away and removed a slender backpack. He plucked free what looked like a large red-velvet bag, shook it out, and picked up the first head by the hair. After tucking it into the bag, he went for the second.

      In death, werewolves reverted to human form, which made watching their decapitated heads being stuck in a bag all the more disturbing. With another shake, the bag flattened, and the elf folded it.

      I’d heard of magical items, such as charms that could allow the wearer some specific and usually trivial power, but this guy had everything out of a Dungeons & Dragons compendium.

      As the elf returned the neatly folded bag of heads to his backpack, I looked around the interior of the house, gaze lingering on the unconscious werewolf on the floor. “We did not negotiate hard enough for this property.”

      “It was already four hundred thousand under market value,” Tinja said. “I did research. As you taught me.”

      “That was still too much. Way too much.”

      As the elf donned his backpack again, he looked through the window at us, his blue eyes flinty and cold, as if promising we were next.

      “Shit.” I slunk away from the window. “I’m getting my hammer. You better hide.”

      After watching his battle, I worried he would kick my ass even if I did get to my hammer in time, but I would go down fighting.

      This time, as I ran through the house, broken glass crunching under my shoes, I made it to the front door. A second before I pulled it open, something splatted against the wood. Several somethings.

      Now what?

      I rose on tiptoes to peer through the peephole, wishing I had a few more inches of height. A familiar truck painted with black tiger stripes idled in the street, the driver hanging halfway out as he raised his arm to throw again. More idiots jeered and pointed from the bed in the back.

      If I hadn’t needed my hammer, and also recognized a woman darting from the walkway into the shrubs, I wouldn’t have opened the door. As I did, wrinkling my nose at a rotten-egg smell, the driver dropped back into the seat.

      “Freaks!” he hollered, then gunned his truck and drove off, almost clipping my old beater. It and a sporty EV were parked in the street.

      The woman in the shrubs—Zadie, my real estate agent—yelled, “Shit heads!” after them.

      Broken shells littered the stoop, and the liquid remains of the eggs dribbled down the door. At least it hadn’t been a flaming bag of dog droppings this time.

      If I hadn’t been worried about the elf, I would have been furious at the ongoing antics of my unasked-for rivals, but I had bigger problems.

      “Who were those guys?” Zadie asked. “There can’t possibly be gangs in this neighborhood.”

      “Rival flippers. I beat them out of a property we were both bidding on once, sold it for less than they would have, and they’ve decided to turn into high-school bullies and torment me now. Are you okay?” Though I should have helped brush leaves off her, we weren’t alone on the property. I ran past her and yanked open the truck door to pull out my hammer.

      The double-headed weapon radiated magic, and its familiar heft was comforting in my hands. With it, maybe I could hold my own against an elf.

      “I’m not used to being pelted by eggs when I walk up to a client’s house. That usually only happens in my neighborhood.” Zadie stepped back onto the walkway, brushing off her top, which appeared to be egg-free.

      “I thought you lived in a good part of town.”

      “I do, but I’m kind of an odd duck, you know.” Dark-skinned Zadie, with her eyebrow rings, nose piercings, and Starfleet Academy logo on her messenger bag, gave me an arch look. “That’s why I like hanging out with your group. It’s the only time I’m not the weirdest one in the room.”

      “Is it safe?” came Tinja’s plaintive call from the doorway. “My wrenches and screwdrivers are quivering with fear.”

      “Definitely not the weirdest,” Zadie said.

      “That’s the truth.” As far as I knew, Zadie was 100 percent human, versus me, Tinja, and Abbas, my half-troll partner who paused drywalling and painting periodically throughout the day to pray, half the time for his mother’s Muslim religion and half the time for his father’s shamanic troll religion. He observed an inordinate amount of holidays for his dual beliefs. Fortunately, he was a gifted craftsman and made up for the copious time off. “Though your penchant for swishing wine around in your mouth before spitting it out is a little strange.”

      As we spoke, I crept to the side of the house and peered through the undergrowth toward the backyard, surprised the elf hadn’t made an appearance yet. Had he gone inside? I assumed he wasn’t enjoying the whimsy of the rusty swing set.

      “Wine tasting is perfectly normal.” Zadie trailed me around the side of the house, though she had to be wondering what I was looking for. “You spit it out after you taste it so you don’t get drunk before you get to try everything. Rich old guys at wine clubs do the same thing.”

      “Just who we should let define our normal.”

      I sprang around the corner of the house and into the backyard with my hammer poised, ready in case the elf was still on the patio. He wasn’t. But the two decapitated bodies were.

      I swore. What was I supposed to do with those?

      Zadie saw them and swore even harder. She lunged back around the corner of the house and covered her eyes. Her voice got squeaky as she asked, “Why are there naked dead guys on the patio?”

      “Because Tinja got the house for four hundred thousand off market value, and it came with some quirks.” I peered into the overgrown bushes and trees edging the yard and reached out with my senses, but I couldn’t detect the elf’s magical blood. Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t sensed him when he’d been fighting the werewolves either. That was strange. Usually, full-blooded magical beings glowed like beacons to my senses.

      “Headless dead guys are more than quirks.”

      “I’ll get them cleaned up.” How, I didn’t yet know. Even though I fancied myself a bit of a secret crimefighter, I didn’t make a habit of killing people. I only thumped them around to ensure proper behavior. What did one do with shifter bodies? Put them in a barrel and dump them in the lake? Mafia-style? “I wouldn’t want you to have to mention them in the listing.”

      “There’s a lot about this house I wouldn’t mention in a listing in its current state.” Zadie backed farther away from the corner, not lowering her hand until she stumbled on a broken paver. She gripped her knees and took a few steadying breaths before continuing. “At least it’s in a great neighborhood. And quite the departure from your usual blue-collar flips. Inasmuch as there’s blue-collar anything left in the greater Seattle area. You say Tinja picked it out?”

      “Yeah. She’s encouraging me to go higher end so we can make more of a profit.” Never mind that I preferred fixing up houses for people who couldn’t afford to pay for remodeling on their own. I raised my voice and called into the bushes, “Hey, elf-dude. Would you mind folding up the bodies in your funky bag as well as the heads? This is littering.” I waved toward the patio.

      Zadie stared at me. “I’m definitely not the weird one here.”

      “Ha ha.” When no response came from the bushes, I returned to the front yard.

      The elf was waiting on the sidewalk, his weapons sheathed in scabbards on his back and his arms folded over his chest.

      Cursing, I jerked my hammer up and dropped into a fighting crouch.

      He gazed at me with interest. No, he gazed at me with bland indifference, but he eyed the hammer with interest.

      That happened often. Even if one knew nothing about dwarves or the runes etched on the haft and sides of the heads, the large silver weapon looked badass. I wished I knew more about it, besides that it had belonged to my mother.

      “Uh.” Zadie stepped behind me. She was a half a head taller than I was, so she would have to crouch if she wanted to use me as a shield, but she must have been curious about him, because she didn’t. “Who is that?” she whispered.

      “Who the hell are you?” I called to the elf.

      The direct approach had always been my style.

      “Where did you get that weapon?” he asked in English, though he had an accent I couldn’t place.

      Since almost all elves and dwarves had left Earth forty years earlier, returning to their home worlds through portals that some of them could create, there weren’t many full-bloods around. I had a feeling this guy wasn’t a local.

      “My mother.” I drew myself up to my full five feet one inches, wishing I wasn’t still a foot shorter than he. “What’s it to you?” My grip tightened on the haft. Was it possible he’d come because he wanted it? Numerous times over the years, people with half- or quarter-magical blood had sensed its power and tried to take it from me. From a young age, I’d gotten used to defending myself.

      “You did not steal it?” His sky-blue eyes gazed into mine, as if he were trying to read my mind. It was unnerving.

      “Of course not.” For some reason, I almost added that my mother had died when I was four, my father had been carted off to military prison for killing some of the soldiers who’d been responsible, and my oblivious-to-all-things-magical half-sister had once tried to save me from being weird by throwing the hammer in the river. But what business was it of his? “Where did you get your weapons?”

      They were at least as magical as mine.

      “I won them in battle.”

      Won them in battle? That made it sound like he’d stolen them, as he was accusing me of doing. Killing the owner before taking something didn’t make it less of a theft.

      “You forgot to answer my introductory question,” I said. “Who are you? And why were you killing those guys on my lawn?”

      The elf gazed toward the house. I sensed the remaining werewolf inside—he hadn’t moved and was hopefully still unconscious. If I could sense him, the elf could too. I hoped he didn’t plan to go in and decapitate the guy.

      “The two I slew were werewolf shifters from Osgashandril,” he said calmly. “Not guys.” The way he carefully pronounced that made me think the word was unfamiliar to him. “Before joining a local pack on this world, they stole from an orc princess. Her mother hired me to ensure they will steal no more.”

      “By killing them?”

      I surreptitiously released the haft of the hammer to wipe one sweaty palm, then the other. The elf made me nervous. Though I hated to admit it, it wasn’t entirely because I’d seen him fight and worried he would attack me. As Tinja had pointed out, he was strikingly handsome, and I always got flustered talking to those types.

      My teenage years were long past, but I’d never stopped being awkward around hot guys. It was that tangle of emotions that came over me in their presence, the longing for them to notice me even as I braced myself to cringe when they inevitably said something cruel. Or ignored me altogether.

      That awkwardness had been understandable in high school, when I’d been the oddly strong girl who’d beaten all the boys at sports, something that had earned me far more derision than admiration, but I was a thirty-four-year-old successful businesswoman. Or at least one who wasn’t mired in bone-crushing debt. You’d think I would have grown some self-confidence by now. And I had. But not in this area…

      “Yes.” The elf lifted his chin. “I am Varlesh Sarrlevi, traveler, mage, warrior, and accomplished assassin on more than twelve worlds.” He glanced at the hammer again before gazing expectantly at me.

      “I’m Matti.”

      His gaze continued unwaveringly, as if my introduction hadn’t been sufficient. Maybe he was trying to figure out how a scruffy half-dwarf and half-Samoan woman could have ended up with a magical hammer.

      “Mataalii Puletasi,” I said, giving him my full name, though I still didn’t see what business it was of his. “Neither my kindergarten teacher nor the kids in my class could say Mataalii, so it got turned into Matti.”

      “I have noticed that many humans in this part of your world struggle with names of more than one syllable. What was the name of your dwarf progenitor?”

      “My mother? Dad called her Roxy.”

      He looked blankly at me. Yeah, that wasn’t a dwarf name.

      “You know, like Rocks. Because she was really strong, even more muscled than me, and when she got mad and yelled, her voice sounded like rocks grinding together.” At least she hadn’t had a beard, something I’d heard some dwarf women could and did grow.

      His stare continued. I couldn’t tell if he didn’t understand me fully or did and didn’t believe me.

      “It was apparently sexier than it sounded because my dad was super into her,” I added.

      “Why are you telling him this?” Zadie whispered over my shoulder.

      Good question.

      “He has more weapons than I do,” I whispered back.

      “I haven’t noticed that’s made you garrulous in the past.”

      I didn’t mention the pretty-boy-fluster phenomenon.

      “What was your mother’s real name?” the elf—Sarrlevi—asked.

      “It’s none of your concern.” I should have replied that to all of his questions. “This house belongs to me now, and I’ll kindly ask you to get off my lawn. Especially if you’re not going to take the bodies of the dead werewolves with you.” I pointed my hammer toward the street.

      Long seconds passed as the elf continued to look obstinately at me, his feet not moving.

      Fine, if he wouldn’t move, I would.

      “Come on,” I muttered to Zadie and headed for the front door.

      She hurried after me. After we stepped inside, I closed it with a resounding thud that left the hinges shivering. The elf couldn’t fail to get the point.

      Curiosity made me spin and peer through the peephole. More long seconds passed as he gazed at the door. I half expected him to walk up and demand to be permitted to behead the third shifter, but he finally turned and walked away. No, he glided away, barely stirring the overgrown grass as he headed not toward the street but to the side of the property. He slipped into the bushes, going in the direction of the equestrian park.

      “Why do I have a feeling I haven’t seen the last of that guy?”
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      A groan came from the kitchen, the shifter waking up. My first instinct was to run in there and club him into unconsciousness again, so he couldn’t cause trouble, but inspiration struck.

      “I’m questioning that guy.”

      “To find out what it’s like to be hunted by an elf assassin?” As Tinja, who’d never gone outside, trailed me through the house, she kept glancing back toward the front door. She must have also believed we weren’t done with Sarrlevi. “I can’t imagine it’s a delight. Goblins are often trod upon by the larger and stronger races, including humans, but we’re rarely targeted individually by assassins.”

      “Can humans tell your people apart?” Zadie asked as she followed us.

      Since she’d been helping me buy and sell houses for almost five years, she’d become familiar with the magical community in and around Seattle—and in the houses I worked on—but I didn’t think she’d met a goblin besides Tinja. Most of their kind lived in the woods outside of cities and did their best to keep to themselves, aside from those who frequented a new coffee shop in Fremont. Apparently, it drew their kind like a Bug Zapper 9000 drew moths. I stayed away from the place. Rumors said one of the owners was the Ruin Bringer, a half-elf assassin who worked for the Army, and I’d never been able to see the military as anything but evil since they’d incarcerated my father for defending my mother.

      “Astute ones can, and I’m very little like my scavenging cousins in the wilds who are happy scratching their unwashed armpits with their wrenches while living in hovels.” Tinja sniffed. “I’m a career goblin. I have goals.”

      When we walked into the kitchen, the werewolf’s eyes were open. From flat on his back, he snarled and fumbled at his waist but found his gun missing.

      “If you think that’s bad, don’t look outside.” I propped my hammer on my shoulder and planted a foot on his chest to keep him from rising.

      He might have fought me, but his gaze snagged on the hammer. He lifted a hand to probe his head where I’d cracked him earlier, hopefully realizing that I could do a lot worse now that I was armed with a real weapon.

      “The Dugrogik brothers are dead?” he whispered. He didn’t have much of an accent, suggesting he’d been on Earth a while, maybe even born into one of the established packs.

      “An assassin got them. What brought you here?”

      “They said we’d get rich, that they’d cut me in. I just had to show them how to get here. They didn’t know our world, nothing. Not even how to read a map and find an address.”

      “What here would make anyone rich?” I glanced toward the kitchen backsplash, but the tingle-delivering tile hadn’t been that amazing.

      “I—”

      A can billowing smoke soared through the broken window in the other room and cracked against a wall. It clattered to the floor, and the werewolf rolled away from me.

      An odor that made the rotten eggs spattered on the door seem delightfully palatable in comparison flooded the room as grayish-blue smoke spewed from the can. My nostrils started watering like Niagara Falls. The shifter coughed, but that didn’t keep him from springing to his feet.

      I started to lunge after him as he beelined for the broken window, but my throat itched horribly, and coughs racked my body. I couldn’t keep from bending over. Tinja ran deeper into the kitchen, but Zadie wasn’t fast enough to follow her, and the smoke also doubled her over. The werewolf sprang out the window, dislodging more glass that tinkled to the floor.

      Coughing and cursing, I ran for the can, deciding it was more of an enemy than the wolf. Though I tried to hold my breath, my coughs foiled me. I grabbed it anyway and hurled it through the broken window, more clouds of smoke flowing from it. The can hit the patio and rolled into the bushes.

      I ran through the kitchen to the back door in a vain hope of catching the werewolf. What had he thought was in the house that was valuable? So valuable that thieves from another world had come for it?

      But he’d crossed four properties and was heading for the park by the time I stepped into the backyard. Worse, I sensed more werewolves running with him. They must have thrown the can. A pack helping a member escape.

      A breeze outside made the smoke less awful but not so much that I wanted to linger. As I stepped back inside and started to close the door, something else caught my eye. The two headless bodies were gone.

      “Well, that’s a small blessing.”

      Back in the kitchen, Zadie and Tinja were coughing and wiping their noses with a packet of tissues Zadie had pulled out of her messenger bag. With my nostrils quivering, I walked through the house, opening all the windows that weren’t stuck—and manhandling open a few that were—in an attempt to air out the place.

      “I’m charging you more than the industry-standard three percent to sell this house, Matti,” Zadie called.

      “It’s going to be a long time before it’s ready to list.” As I walked back to join them, the front door opened.

      I spun, raising my hammer, certain the assassin had returned. But it was Abbas, his toolbox in hand and his head ducked so he didn’t bump it on the door frame. His kinky black dreads dangled around his broad face as he peered curiously inside.

      “Am I late?” he rumbled, then wrinkled his flat nose as he got a whiff of the lingering odor.

      “It depends on whether you’re a fan of decapitation and smoke bombs.”

      “Nope.”

      “Then you’re right on time. Tinja is about to share her vision for the house while I… look around for things the last tenant might have left behind.” Like a valuable magical treasure that might prompt my house to be invaded by werewolves on a daily basis until I got rid of it.

      This early in the renovation process, things breaking wasn’t that big a deal, but I didn’t want windows and locks being destroyed after I replaced them. This house was already a huge financial gamble, one I’d started questioning as soon as I’d seen the chalk outline. I should have stuck with the blue-collar fixer-uppers.

      “If you find any plaid shirts like last time, I’m expanding my collection. Grunge is making its way back you know.” Abbas winked at me.

      “Plaid shirts that fit you must be few and far between.” I waved at his six-foot-ten-inch frame, barrel torso, and muscled arms. As with most half-bloods, he appeared fully human, those genes being dominant, but some of his size, that kink to his hair, and the stone gray of his eyes came from his troll ancestry.

      “Not as much as you’d think. They were originally made for lumberjacks, you know. Lumberjacks are big boys.” He lifted his head, eyes growing glazed as he seemed to peer not at the walls but through them. “I assume you know there’s magic in this house. Besides your hammer and Tinja’s charms.”

      “I noticed a tingly tile in the kitchen. I haven’t done a thorough investigation yet.” But I would.

      “Want me to rip out the cabinets?” Abbas eyed the broken window. “It looks like you’ve already started on demo.”

      “Go ahead, but save some for me.” I patted my hammer. “You know I enjoy that.”

      “Are you supposed to use what’s likely an ancient magical weapon for smashing cabinets and drywall?” He’d asked that numerous times before, and it had become an ongoing joke.

      “Probably not, but Mom forgot to leave the instruction manual.”

      “Too bad she’s gone.”

      “Yeah.”

      It had been thirty years since her death, and I barely remembered her beyond a vague image of pale skin, frizzy red hair, and gentle green eyes, but I did wish she’d survived so that I could have known her. With my dad in prison, Grandpa and Grandma had been the ones to raise my half-sister and me, and, even today, I sometimes grew wistful about the past and wondered what it would have been like to have a normal childhood. At least our grandparents had been there for Penina and me. Not everyone was that lucky.

      The closets did not hold any flannel shirts, but I did find an array of leftover clothing, dusty boxes full of receipts, and wooden toys that had been whittled with a knife, not manufactured in a factory. Faint magic clung to a few of them, as if the crafter had been an enchanter, though I couldn’t tell what the enchantments did. The toys were well-made but nothing worth stealing or invading a home for. An artifact that could have interested werewolves from another world should have banged at my senses with as much magic as my hammer had.

      The toys were as dusty as the boxes, and I hoped that whatever children had played with them had grown up and moved on and hadn’t been there when the renter had been shot. The police would have figured out what had happened to him and contacted his next-of-kin, I assumed, but maybe there hadn’t been anyone to come collect his belongings.

      “There you are,” Zadie said from the doorway. She’d stopped coughing and sniffling, but her makeup had run, leaving mascara streaks on her cheeks. She frowned around what had been the master bedroom, though it lacked a walk-in closet or attached bath. These houses had been large for the era they’d been built in, but they weren’t like modern mansions. “My reason for coming, though I almost forgot it in the chaos, was to let you know there’s an offer on the Renton house.”

      “Will I like it?” I set down the toys and ran my hand over the wood paneling in the back of the closet, wondering if the home had any secret doors or a vault.

      “You should. You set it.”

      “They’re not coming in low?” The market had softened since we’d picked up that house, and I’d worried it would take a long time to sell and that we would be lucky to cover our expenses.

      “No. Your craftsmanship wows people. It’s why I like working with you. Your houses sell right away.”

      “But you don’t like working with me enough to charge less than three percent on your half of the agent’s cut.”

      “Of course not,” Zadie said. “Business is business. Besides, you used another agent to buy this house. You’re lucky I’m still talking to you.”

      “Tinja was behind this deal. She has a cousin in the business.”

      “A goblin real-estate agent?”

      “Half-goblin. Hm.” I didn’t find anything odd about the closet, other than the choice to put wood paneling in it. Outside, the sky was darkening, partially with clouds and partially with the oncoming sunset. My experiences thus far today assured me I didn’t want to hang out here after dark. But if nobody was here to keep an eye on things, might more would-be thieves come? Maybe I would ask Tinja to set some goblin alarms. “Let’s check downstairs.”

      Wood creaked under the steps as we descended, emerald-green Berber carpet giving way to black-and-white checkered floor tiles on the bottom floor. Even after turning on the overhead lights, a staggering number of saucer pendants that reminded me of Roswell, it was dark down there. Numerous high windows should have let in the fading daylight, but almost every one was blocked by overgrown foliage in the yard.

      A mustard-yellow sectional and a pool table with metal siding that reminded me of old car fenders were the only furnishings left behind. Due to their heft, I suspected they’d been left behind by many renters.

      “I’ll look forward to seeing what you do with this place,” Zadie said, a wrinkle to her nose as she looked around. “That pool table might be worth something. That’s an old Brunswick, I think.”

      The fumes of the smoke grenade hadn’t invaded the basement, and the air smelled of something… familiar. I couldn’t place it, but it reminded me of my parents’ apartment before my mother had died. Strange.

      I drifted from room to room, trying to detect magic. I felt something, but it was as vague and hard to place as the scent. Almost like the ghost of magic. As if a great deal had been used here once, but whatever—or whoever—had called upon it was gone.

      “When do you think this one will be ready to go on the market?” Zadie asked over bangs drifting down from upstairs.

      Abbas had gotten to work.

      “It depends on how many times it gets broken into over the coming weeks.” Using my hammer, I tapped at a few walls, still thinking there might be a hidden vault or secret room. “I wish I’d gotten more out of that werewolf.”

      “Do you want me to do some research on the house’s history for you?”

      “I didn’t know real-estate agents could search the MLS for information on magical artifacts the previous owners possessed.”

      “We can’t, but I can surf through the county records to see if any interesting permits were filed for over the years.” She watched me tap at another wall. “You look like you’re trying to find secret rooms. If there were permitted additions done, it’ll be in the records.”

      “I don’t think people who install secret rooms get permits first.”

      “It’s also possible what’s now a secret room is something from the original plan that got walled in at some point.”

      “True. Sure. If you want to look up the house, I’d appreciate it.” I knew how to surf through the county records myself, but since Zadie had admitted I made her job—and her 3 percent—easy, I would happily give her some extra work. “Huh. These tiles look brand new, don’t they?”

      I’d wandered into the laundry room and lowered my hammer to the floor. The same black-and-white checkerboard pattern continued in there, but the white tiles were a lot whiter. The grout was fresh too.

      When my hammer clunked against one, the sound was unexpectedly hollow.

      I touched a dried brown smudge. “Is that a bloodstain?”

      “If so,” Zadie said, “I doubt that’ll be in the county records.”

      “Remind me to scour the internet for articles related to the renter’s death.” I waved toward the ceiling in the direction of the foyer. “It’s too bad he wasn’t the owner. I’m not sure how easy it’ll be to find information on a tenant, but since he died on the premises, maybe a search for the address will bring up something.”

      I clunked a few more tiles in the center of the room. It sounded like we were on a second floor rather than below ground.

      “Let’s check.” Zadie pulled out her phone.

      “We’re in the basement,” I mused.

      “A daylight basement, yes. You’re perceptive. That’s a good quality in a house flipper.”

      I shot her a dark look. “I wouldn’t expect there to be a crawlspace under a basement floor.” I waved toward the ceiling, vents implying the ductwork was between the floors.

      Forgetting the bloodstain, I thunked more tiles. Maybe I’d found my secret vault. I tried to pry up a tile, but they were well sealed. As one would expect if the job had been done recently.

      I checked the floor tiles in the pool-table room, and they did not thunk. Older and darker, the grout flaked away when I scraped at it. The temptation to take my hammer to the laundry-room floor and destroy it to see what was underneath came over me, but did I truly want to tear up something that was in good shape? It wasn’t as if I sensed something magical under there.

      “The only thing that’s coming up under the address are the real-estate listings for the house,” Zadie said.

      “Really? A guy was murdered here, and it didn’t make it into the news?”

      “Maybe it was a suicide.”

      “People shooting themselves in the head don’t usually miss a bunch of times and blow holes in the wall.”

      “I didn’t know you were an expert on that.” Zadie lowered her phone. “Want to come to the Rose and Lily with me tonight? Tinja’s invited too, of course, though I’m not sure they serve her kind.”

      Since most humans didn’t know that goblins existed, that wasn’t surprising.

      “Is that the bar where they wouldn’t serve Abbas’s kind either?”

      “Guys are kind of frowned upon there, yeah.”

      “Uh huh. I got hit on a lot the last time I went there with you.”

      “You said it was flattering.”

      “I said it was less depressing than when I wander into bars full of straight guys who ignore me.”

      She grinned at me. “If you broadened your horizons a little, you might find true love.”

      “The elf assassin is a lot more likely to get my motor running.”

      “Hell, he was gorgeous. Even I could see that. But, uhm, he might not be a good match for you.”

      “Too hot for someone like me?”

      “I didn’t say that. But he beheaded people in your backyard. That’s not an endearing pastime for a guy.”

      “If he’s an assassin, I think that’s his main time.”

      “Yeah. Not endearing.”

      I eyed the floor again, less sure of that assessment. If Sarrlevi hadn’t shown up, all three of those werewolves might have sprung through the window and attacked me. Taking that many down with a fireplace poker would have been asking a lot of my combat skills.

      A howl drifted to our ears, the sound making the hairs rise on the back of my neck. Upstairs, the banging had stopped, likely for Abbas’s sunset prayer, so the eerie sound came through loud and clear.

      “Is that a coyote?” Zadie asked.

      “Wolf.” I thought of the pack I’d sensed earlier. Now that they’d rescued their buddy, maybe they’d decided to try again to find what they believed was in the house.

      “There aren’t any wolves in Bellevue.”

      “You just saw werewolves.”

      “I meant actual wolves.”

      “Werewolves howl too.” I flexed my fingers on the hammer, an idea percolating in my mind. “Maybe I should let them break in so I can see what they find.”

      “What?”

      I patted her on the shoulder. “Why don’t you go home for the night, Zadie? Do that research on the house if you’re inclined. Or visit the bar. I’m going to round up my crew for some nocturnal work.”

      “After what happened today, you shouldn’t stay here tonight.”

      “Probably not.”

      “But you will anyway?”

      “Yup.”
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      “Is it weird to spy on a house your business owns?” Tinja asked from the branch next to mine. She rubbed her nose, and the charms and cogs on her metal bracelets jangled.

      “We’re spying on those who might come to the house,” I whispered, “and be as quiet as possible, please.”

      Trying to take my own advice, I shifted carefully to readjust my weight, not wanting to knock leaves or apples to the ground. Already, my thighs ached from my awkward perch ten feet up an apple tree that an aspiring orchardist had long ago planted opposite a cherry tree in the front yard.

      The fruit trees were out of place near the native evergreens that dominated the back half of the lot. They were, however, handy for one wishing to see the front door, the street, the side of the house, and part of the backyard, all from the same perch. If I’d been brave enough to climb higher, I might have been able to see all of the backyard, but both my dwarf and human instincts agreed that great heights were to be avoided as assiduously as venomous snakes, workplace bullies, and spiders that sauntered into the shower stall when one was naked.

      “For a goblin, I’m being very quiet.”

      “It’s a wonder your people have remained a secret to most humans.”

      Full darkness had fallen, with no streetlights in the quiet residential neighborhood and only a handful of landscaping lamps on adjacent lots brightening the cloudy night. Now and then, a car drove past, its headlights gleaming on pavement damp from an earlier rain. Hopefully, it wouldn’t start up again while we were on our stakeout, but the air smelled of moisture, and the clouds were thick.

      “We have means of cloaking ourselves when we travel among humankind,” Tinja said. “Haven’t you noticed that your neighbors are oblivious to my presence as your roommate?”

      “I assumed it was because you weren’t raiding their vegetable crispers and eating their cheese.”

      There was enough light for me to see Tinja’s teeth flash white against her dark green skin as she smiled over at me. “My people have been known to be discovered or at least suspected of being in an area due to our scavenging tendencies.”

      “Scavenging is what you do at a junkyard or in a trash bin, not in a friend’s refrigerator.”

      “I have read your dictionary, and I’m not certain the word conveys such specificity.”

      “I thought we were being quiet,” Abbas rumbled from the hydrangea bush beside our tree. Thanks to its lack of a recent pruning, it hid even his tall frame.

      Another wolf howl wafted through the damp air. There had been a few in the last hour, each time a little closer. Whether it was the same wolf or one of many, I couldn’t tell.

      “Tell that to the wolf,” Tinja said, bracelets rattling.

      I almost told her to take those off, but she faded from my senses, startling me into glancing over to make sure she hadn’t fallen. Her small dark shape still perched on the branch.

      “What did you do?” I whispered.

      “I engaged stealth magic,” she whispered back with another grin. “The werewolves won’t sense me.”

      “One of your charms does that?” I wouldn’t have guessed she had anything as valuable as a camouflaging trinket.

      “The one that looks like a mix of used gum, paperclips, and metal pencil bands.”

      “Doesn’t it look like those things because it is those things?”

      “Those things and magic. I have a cousin who makes them.”

      Now I regretted ever teasing her about her jewelry. “Can you extend your influence to cover me and Abbas?”

      “You, maybe.” Tinja shifted closer to the trunk, rattling bracelets promising the camouflaging magic didn’t stifle noise, and stuck her hand out to grip my wrist. “Abbas is too far away.”

      “Can you sense us, Abbas?” I called softly down.

      “Not now, no. To my senses, the tree is talking to me.”

      “How are we going to hide him?” If those were werewolves howling, they would sense our magical auras, something that hadn’t dawned on me when I’d been coming up with this plan.

      “Ssh,” he said. “Someone’s coming.”

      Headlights pierced the night as a black Jeep Wrangler rolled down the street.

      “Probably a neighbor,” I said before I realized that whoever was driving the vehicle had the aura of a magical being. Not a werewolf but something similar to me. A half-blood. Half-elf?

      The Jeep pulled to a stop where my truck had been parked before I’d moved it closer to the park, not wanting to leave evidence that I was still on the property. Because of the large lots, the houses were far enough apart that there was little chance the Jeep belonged to a neighbor in need of a parking space.

      “Whoever that is will sense me,” Abbas whispered up.

      “It’s all right. We own the property. It’s not like we’re doing anything wrong.”

      “Just hiding out in the dark in apple trees and hydrangeas.”

      “That we own. That isn’t the police, anyway.” I was fairly certain the Bellevue P.D. didn’t cruise the city in Wranglers.

      The passenger door opened. The headlights hadn’t yet turned off, so I had a clear view of a fit-looking, dark-skinned woman with short, wiry salt-and-pepper hair. Even though she wore plain clothes, that haircut and her stern face made me believe she was in the military. I stifled a groan. That was even worse than the police. What would someone from the military be doing in Bellevue?

      The Jeep turned off, the headlights went dark, and the driver got out, tugging something onto her back as she did so. It had a strong magical aura. No moonlight filtered through the clouds, and I hadn’t inherited the dwarven ability to see in the dark, but I could tell the second woman was tall and blonde, her hair a bright spot against the darkness.

      She looked straight toward Abbas’s hydrangea. She was the one with magical blood, not to mention what I guessed was a sword now sheathed on her back—it had an aura similar to my hammer’s. Very similar. It had to also be of dwarven make. In addition, a bunch of magical charms hung around her neck.

      The other woman walked up to the front door, though the house was dark, not a light left on inside or out. She eyed a pile of broken wood by the porch. Abbas had started tearing out a closet full of built-ins that we would replace.

      “She’s not inside,” the blonde woman said.

      She? Me?

      I supposed I should have assumed they hadn’t come for Abbas or Tinja. Half-trolls and goblins weren’t common in the greater Seattle area, but they weren’t as rare as a half-dwarf with a powerful hammer.

      “Humor me.” The military woman rang the doorbell, found it didn’t work, and knocked.

      A testament to the years I’d been in the business, I subconsciously added doorbell to my mental to-do list of renovations for the house.

      “You know that fostering your humor is one of my great passions in life.” The blonde woman ignored the house and headed toward the bush Abbas was hidden in, her hand reaching not toward the weapon on her back but a second one strapped to her thigh. Its signature wasn’t as strong as the other’s, and I hadn’t realized it was a weapon at first, but the lumpy shape made me think it was a gun. A large gun.

      “I thought it was aggravating me.”

      “While making you throw back your head in raucous laughter, yes.”

      “I haven’t raucously laughed in my life.”

      “Sadly, I believe you.” The blonde woman drew the gun and pointed it at the bushes.

      Not wanting Abbas to be hurt, I almost jumped down, but I hesitated, afraid to startle someone with a firearm. She might shoot me on reflex.

      Abbas must not have wanted to be hurt either, because he blurted, “I didn’t do anything,” and stepped out of the bushes.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing in there?” the blonde asked.

      The military woman left the door and joined her.

      “I’m Abbas, one of the guys working on the house.”

      “From the bushes?” the military woman asked. She had a Southern drawl, a tart Southern drawl.

      “I had to take a break to pray. I’m Muslim.”

      “I thought that involved a prayer mat facing Mecca, not hunkering in a shrub.”

      “I’m also half-troll, and my father was a shaman,” Abbas said. “Shamans like nature, so I gotta compromise.”

      I stifled another groan. I might as well have gone down to talk to them myself. My awkward lies couldn’t have been any worse than his.

      Throughout the conversation, the blonde woman was gazing toward the trees. Not only the apple tree but those to the sides and back of the property too. Was it possible she knew we were there? Her gun was still pointed at Abbas, but she looked like someone capable of shifting targets in a heartbeat. Or maybe hitting two targets in that time.

      Since she was half-elven, her senses shouldn’t have been any sharper than mine, but elves were known for their keen hearing, more so than dwarves. Maybe she heard us breathing.

      “I’m Colonel Willard, and this is Val Thorvald.” Why did those names sound familiar? “We’re looking for Mataalii Puletasi,” she said, pronouncing my name carefully and more or less getting it right, though hearing it with a Southern twang was odd. “She’s your partner, right?”

      “Uhm,” Abbas said.

      “Business partner or partner?” Thorvald asked the colonel, thankfully holstering her firearm.

      “We only know about the business aspect,” Willard said dryly.

      “Just business partners,” Abbas said, apparently deciding he was willing to reveal that. “She went home for the day. Er, maybe she went home. Maybe she went out. I don’t know. She goes to the bars sometimes.”

      I realized he was trying to keep them from going to my house, but I rolled my eyes. Whatever they’d thought of me before, now they thought I was a lush who went out with Zadie every night.

      With the abruptness of a boot to the head, I realized why these people’s names were familiar. Colonel Willard ran the US Army Intelligence office in Seattle, the one few knew about but that investigated crimes perpetrated by magical beings. And Val Thorvald—she was the Ruin Bringer, the assassin who worked for the Army and was a part owner of the coffee shop in Fremont.

      My blood chilled. I’d spent years avoiding them both, not because I was a criminal, but because the military had never done anything but screw over my family. And the Ruin Bringer? Hell, nobody crossed her path if they could help it. She preyed on her own kind, anyone who went the tiniest bit astray of the law—the human laws. It didn’t matter if they were trolls, orcs, or shifters. Or half-dwarves. If they committed a crime, and Willard found out about it, she sent Thorvald out to kill the person. She might even have one of those magical folding bags for putting the heads in.

      “We have a few questions for Ms. Puletasi,” Willard said.

      “She’s got a phone.”

      “We want to ask them in person.” Willard eyed the house.

      Thorvald had never stopped eyeing it and its surroundings. She touched one of the charms hanging on a thong around her neck. In the dim light, I couldn’t see them, but I could sense them. Almost every one was more powerful than anything on Tinja’s wrists. Not that I would complain about my roommate’s jewelry, not when her sweaty palm and one of her charms were keeping me camouflaged.

      Silver mist and an aura of powerful magic arose out of nowhere at Thorvald’s side. A huge silver tiger formed, its head almost as high as her shoulder.

      Tinja let out an inadvertent squeak of alarm. Fortunately, it was a soft squeak, and I didn’t think the pair would hear it, but Thorvald and the tiger looked toward our branches. I closed my eyes in defeat. I would have to talk to them. Since I hadn’t committed any crimes, they shouldn’t have come to arrest—or behead—me. They just had questions, they’d said.

      But before I moved, a mallet of realization struck a gong in my mind. The dead werewolves. What if they’d heard about them? And what if they hadn’t heard about the strange elf assassin? They might only know that magical beings had been killed on my property.

      A howl came from the woods. It couldn’t have been more than a quarter mile away.

      Thorvald’s and Willard’s heads both turned in that direction, and the tiger rose to all fours, his tail going rigid.

      “I’ve got a few questions for them too,” Thorvald said, as if she knew the wolves personally.

      “Didn’t your assassin buddy say he took care of them?”

      I gaped. The elf? He’d spoken to Thorvald?

      “Sarrlevi is hardly a buddy,” Thorvald said, “but, according to him, he took care of the ones from Osgashandril, not the locals. The newcomers might have told the pack what they were looking for, why they came to Earth, and if more of their kind will come.”

      “I do love when fresh werewolves invade Seattle,” Willard grumbled. “If that half-dwarf vigilante is wrapped up in it, I want to know.”

      Vigilante? I wasn’t a vigilante. I just helped people who had problems. So what if I knocked bad guys into walls head-first instead of calling the police? There wasn’t always time for that.

      “It sounds like she’s running around with a stolen magical weapon,” Willard added. “You know what kind of trouble that can create for her and those around her.”

      “I’ve a notion.”

      Stolen? Who had told her that? The elf?

      “Sarrlevi got the werewolves he was looking for,” Thorvald said, “so I doubt he’ll stick around to help if more shifters invade Seattle.”

      “Would you want his help? When you’ve got a strapping dragon to assist you?”

      “Zav is on a mission of his own right now, but no. I have no interest in help from Sarrlevi. As if he would give it without being paid.” Thorvald shook her head. “He’s trouble.”

      “You only say that because he tried to kill you.”

      “Which is a legitimate reason to consider someone trouble. Come on, Sindari. Let’s go question a wolf.” Thorvald jogged under my tree and into the brush, heading in the direction of the park.

      Why did nobody use the street?

      Willard lingered, eyeing Abbas. “Tell your partner that we’ll be back tomorrow and want to talk to her.”

      “I will, ma’am.”

      I hoped the colonel had the keys to the Jeep and would drive it away from the house, but she only walked out to the street and headed toward the park. New howls arose, and I had a feeling the shifters had detected Thorvald’s presence and weren’t happy about it.

      When she was out of range of my senses, I patted Tinja’s hand to let her know she could release me, then climbed down from the tree, landing with a grunt beside Abbas.

      “Sorry about that,” I said. “Thanks for trying to cover for me.”

      “I meant to do it more smoothly.”

      “You should have told them that Matti went to Canada,” Tinja said. “I have heard that Canada is very pretty and full of trees.”

      “And probably even more werewolves. Don’t worry about it, Abbas. It’s hard to be smooth when an Army officer is questioning you.”

      “You got that right. I don’t want any trouble with the law—or the military. My parents would kill me.”

      “Even your father?” I didn’t think trolls cared that much about Earth laws.

      “Especially my father. His clan stayed here after all the others left, and he doesn’t want them on anyone’s radar. He would kick my ass if I was the one to bring them to the attention of the Ruin Bringer.” Abbas shuddered. “Are we still staking out the house?”

      I sighed and looked at the Jeep. Willard and Thorvald would be back. Though I didn’t know for certain they suspected me of anything, I didn’t want to answer their questions. Or interact with them at all.

      “No.”

      “We coming to work tomorrow?” Abbas pointed at the house.

      “Yes. We can’t afford to hold this house longer than necessary. We’ll just keep an eye out for visitors.”

      “And hide in the bushes when they show up?”

      “Maybe under the basement.” If I could find an entrance and learn what had happened to the renter. I had some research to do.
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      “You’re not coming for Sunday brunch?” my sister’s voice came over the phone’s speaker as I wandered around the kitchen of my house in Lynnwood. I was still in my pajamas, swigging coffee and looking for cheese to go with the salami I’d chosen for breakfast.

      Tinja favored the sweetest children’s cereal she could find for her breakfast, but meats and cheeses were what my mixed blood craved. In my imagination, storage chambers in dwarven tunnels on their home world were filled with strings of salami and sausage and wheels of cheese.

      After realizing my roommate had raided the vegetable crisper again, I was forced to dig into the sliced sandwich cheese that I purchased for those days when I didn’t have time to cut pieces from something superior.

      “It’s not a good idea this week, Penina.” I didn’t admit that I was glad to have the excuse. Spending time with my sister, who refused to believe that I was half-dwarf or that dwarves existed, despite remembering my mother, was worse than dealing with werewolves. “Uhm, if someone comes by your house asking about me, you haven’t seen me in a while, all right?”

      I wandered back to the laptop open on the counter, a list of the addresses around the Bridle Trails house typed on the screen. As Zadie had pointed out, there was nothing on the web about our new project, nor had I been able to find the
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