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      Drizzle spat from the gray sky as I grabbed my weapons, climbed out of the Jeep, and looked for the mysterious magical artifact that plucked at my half-elven senses.

      A bog stretched away from the gravel parking area, white and red cranberries floating on the surface, smoke hazing the air above them. That air smelled of the Pacific Ocean, decomposing leaf litter, and a barbecue gone terribly wrong.

      I wrinkled my nose and spotted a fire smoldering near a manufactured home overlooking the bog. Animal carcasses were piled beside it, hooves and antlers jutting out of the tangle.

      “Cozy place,” I muttered.

      A grizzled man in a yellow raincoat came out of the house—the farmer who’d called my boss and requested my presence? He carried a rifle instead of a hoe or rake or whatever one used for collecting the harvest.

      The man didn’t point his rifle toward me, but he squinted suspiciously, and his knuckles were tight around it. If I hadn’t sensed magic out in the water, I would have wondered if I’d gotten the wrong bog.

      I let my fingers rest on the hilt of Fezzik, the compact submachine pistol in my thigh holster, though he was a full-blooded human and likely couldn’t see it or Chopper, the sword in a harness on my back. Both weapons were magical and difficult for the mundane to see.

      “Are you Gene?” I asked.

      “Yup. You Val Thorvald? The assassin, great warrior, and expert in kooky magical shit?” He eyed my jeans, combat boots, leather duster, tank top, and finally my long braid of blonde hair draping down to my boobs. The latter prompted a lip curl instead of the more typical masculine interest.

      I flicked the braid over my shoulder. “That’s more or less what my business card says.”

      “I was expecting a guy.”

      “You thought Val was a man’s name?”

      “I hoped. Knew a big German guy named Valentin once.”

      “Well, you got a six-foot-tall Norse gal named Valmeyjar. It means corpse maiden if that makes you feel better about my abilities.”

      “Not really. Here.” Gene tossed a pair of muddy hip waders onto the damp grass in front of me. “These are for you.”

      “I’m honored. I didn’t know I’d receive gifts on this gig.”

      “You can borrow them. I assume you’re going in. The thing is out about there.” Gene pointed his rifle toward the center of the expansive bog—there had to be twenty acres underwater. “You can see it glowing at night.”

      “A shame I didn’t come later. I assume you didn’t put it out there?”

      He gave me a scathing look. “Of course not. It just appeared, somehow rooted down to the ground. It happened three nights ago, right after I flooded the bog for the harvest.”

      “Can you unflood it?”

      Whatever it was would be easier to remove if it wasn’t underwater.

      “Not until the berries are harvested.” Gene’s expression shifted from scathing to pitying, as if I were a slow city simpleton. “I’m sure you can find the thing. Look around the property first, if you want. There are dead animals everywhere, dying faster than I can burn them.” He shifted his rifle toward deciduous and evergreen trees to the sides of the bog, fall leaves matted into the grass underneath them, creating a soggy red and orange carpet. “I trust you’re not squeamish, Corpse Maiden.”

      “I’m not, and you can call me Val. You think this artifact is killing the animals?”

      “Artifact?” His forehead wrinkled. “This isn’t some archaeological find. It’s a weird glowing bundle of balls that you can’t get out of the water. If you touch it, it’ll zap you. If you shoot it, the bullets bounce off. Which I guess you won’t be doing since you don’t have a gun. I thought a great warrior would have a weapon.”

      I drew Chopper, plunged the longsword into the ground, and released the hilt.

      He jumped back as it seemed to appear out of thin air to him. The sword’s magic only camouflaged it when I carried it. In the dim afternoon daylight, the blue glow of Chopper’s blade was noticeable, and Gene gaped at it.

      “Hopefully, that’ll do.” I pulled Chopper out of the ground, silently apologized for sticking it in the dirt, and wiped it with my cleaning cloth. The magical blade never dulled, and I’d used it to pry and dig my way out of everything from wrecked cars to cave-ins without harming it, but I still felt guilty over improper use.

      I grabbed the bog boots and stalked away, wanting to finish this task as soon as possible. The clouds promised more serious rain, and the scent of burning carcasses was turning my stomach.

      “Where’d you get that sword?” Gene called after me, reverence replacing the sarcasm in his voice.

      “Killed a zombie lord ten years back. He didn’t tell me where he got it before he died.”

      A shame because it would be nice to know. I’d come across magical beings from other realms who had accused me of stealing the sword. Only recently, I’d learned that Chopper—I had no idea what its real name was—had many more powers than I’d suspected.

      With luck, it would shatter an animal-slaying magical artifact if need be.

      I headed around the bog toward the far side, less because I wanted to see the promised dead animals and more out of a reluctance to put on hip-high rubber boots for the first time in front of a stranger. My elven blood gave me more balance than the average human, but that was no guarantee of finesse in dressing.

      My phone beeped with an incoming text message from my daughter, Amber.

      I can’t practice swords this weekend. Too much homework.

      I paused to stare bleakly at the words. It was her third time canceling this month.

      This past summer, after a run-in with a dragon, she’d asked me to teach her how to defend herself, and I’d even finagled a magical short sword from Colonel Willard for her, but Amber had been extremely busy since school started up again. Or so she’d told me.

      I believed her, but I couldn’t help but feel rejected. She lived with my ex-husband, and the weekend sword practices were the only excuse I had for coming by, so every time she canceled meant I didn’t see her that week. Maybe she’d decided she preferred it that way.

      Sighing, I put the phone away. Great warriors weren’t supposed to feel sorry for themselves. Besides, I had a mission to focus on.

      At first, I passed only dead crows and seagulls, but a couple of coyotes had collapsed in a thicket at the edge of the trees. They weren’t gaunt, aged, or visibly injured. Just dead. Poisoned by the proximity of the artifact’s magic? If so, why hadn’t the farmer who lived bog-adjacent been affected?

      I rubbed a cat-shaped charm on a leather thong around my neck, one of many magical trinkets I’d found, purchased, or won in battle over the years. A silver mist formed at my side, and Sindari, a seven-hundred-pound silver tiger, solidified with the top of his head almost level with my shoulder.

      You went into battle without me? Sindari asked telepathically, his green eyes accusing.

      “Nope. These seagulls and coyotes were dead when I got here.”

      He gazed around, nostrils twitching. I suppose that is acceptable. They would not have been formidable foes. I sense something magical in that water.

      “That’s what I’m here for. I’m going to go check it out. Can you sniff around and let me know if you smell or sense anything else unusual in the area?”

      Other than a dozen dead animals?

      “Yeah. Also, have you heard of any artifacts designed to kill animals but not people?”

      In many realms, humans, with their utter lack of magical senses and abilities, are considered animals.

      “As a half-human who grew up in Seattle, I’ll try not to find that offensive.” I tugged on the first of the tall rubber boots—it was as awkward as I thought it would be.

      I am simply saying that I do not know why an elf or dragon or other enchanter of artifacts would bother excluding humans from a creation designed to kill animals. Sindari wandered off, sniffing the ground and air as he continued to speak telepathically with me. I am also not aware of many artifacts that are designed to kill animals, unless it is a booby trap that is protecting something.

      “If a dragon made it, I’m sure it wasn’t put here to guard the cranberries. Zav complains if there’s even ketchup on his hamburger patty.” As I’d found out recently when taking my dragon mate to Dick’s Drive-in for a late-night snack in Wallingford. The cook had left the buns off our order of twenty burgers—even in human form, dragons had ravenous appetites—but he’d refused to believe that anyone would want the meat without condiments. “I’m positive he wouldn’t want cranberry sauce on a turkey drumstick.”

      Dragons are carnivores, as are all apex predators. Magnificent predators would not have fangs if they were meant to eat berries.

      “Why do I have a feeling you’re talking about yourself more than Zav?” Once I’d gotten the boots on, attached the straps to my ammo belt, and removed my thigh holster so Fezzik wouldn’t get wet, I waded out into the chilly water. A nippy wind gusted in from the ocean, salty and cold and promising a storm.

      Because you know I am magnificent. I am going into the woods.

      Let me know if you feel woozy from the artifact’s magic. I switched to telepathy as we moved farther away from each other. My boots bumped against underwater cranberry bushes with every step, making the passage arduous. I’d hate for such a magnificent predator to keel over like a poisoned coyote.

      I detect nothing deleterious in the air. Perhaps the water is tainted, and the animals were drinking it.

      The words made me pause and eye the water halfway up my thighs. Coming out here might not be wise, but what choice did I have?

      “Let’s hope rubber repels magical poison,” I muttered and waded onward, floating cranberries bumping off my thighs.

      Though I still couldn’t see it, my senses tingled as I drew closer to the artifact. They guided me until a faint white glow grew visible, emanating from under a raft of cranberries. Whatever the artifact was, it was fully submerged.

      Wishing I’d thought to bring a rake, I used my hands and legs to make waves to drive the berries away so I could see under the water. It only partially worked, but it was enough for me to make out what reminded me of a bouquet of balloons. Balloons emanating magic.

      My chest grew tighter, a telltale sign of the asthma I’d developed in the last year rearing its head. It tended to get worse in stressful or emotional situations—and also if the air was polluted with such noxious things as woodsmoke or mold spores.

      I eyed the distant bonfire—no, the funeral pyre—burning near the house, but this probably had more to do with concern about what this weird artifact might do to me. Surreptitiously, I dug out my inhaler, put my back to the farmer—he was standing on the shoreline and watching me—and took a puff.

      My new vantage point let me see Sindari, his silver fur visible as he skulked through the trees. No, he’d stopped skulking and had his nose to the leaf-littered ground.

      I have found a fairy ring, he informed me.

      Like a circle of mushrooms? I’d heard the stories that they marked doorways into the fae realm, but I’d never seen such a doorway, so I didn’t know how much stock to put in rumors. I’d encountered people with fae blood before, but I’d never run into a full-blooded representative of the race. Elves and dwarves had once lived in hidden colonies on Earth, but I’d never heard suggestions that the fae did anything but visit and kidnap fair maidens.

      Indeed. There are footprints around the mushrooms. Unlike the tracks around the bog, I do not believe they belong to the farmer or his family.

      Do they belong to whoever planted this artifact? Perhaps unwisely, I stuck my finger in the water to touch one of the balloons to see if the farmer had been telling the truth about being zapped. A mere brush sent an electrical shock up my arm that reverberated through my torso and made me gasp and jerk back.

      I cannot tell that. They were made a few days ago.

      The farmer said this artifact appeared three days ago.

      Few lingering scents remain, but I believe… Yes, fae or someone traveling from the fae realm may have been here. I detect an otherworldly smell.

      What constitutes an otherworldly smell to my otherworldly tiger? I poked my sword into the water under the balloons, trying to locate whatever bound them together and to the bottom, and hoped the electrical charge couldn’t travel through my blade to me.

      The dirt and foliage of their realm has a distinctive smell. All of the fae lands were crafted by magic.

      My sword hit something. Not a chain or a rope or anything with give. I poked around it with the blade. A stem? No, more like a trunk. I probed to the bottom and pushed the tip into the mud.

      “Sorry, Chopper. I’ll give you a nice oiling later.”

      Unlike Sindari, the magical sword didn’t communicate with me, but it pulsed a brighter blue as if to acknowledge the comment. Odd. In the ten years I’d had the blade, I couldn’t remember it doing that. Usually, if it glowed a brighter blue, that meant an enemy was near and we were about to charge into battle.

      I scanned the shoreline of the bog again. Though I didn’t see anyone but the farmer, the sensation of being watched crept over me.

      One of my necklace charms allowed me to turn invisible, and I’d encountered others with similar trinkets or innate magic, so not seeing anyone didn’t mean that nobody was there.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up. You’re sure those tracks are three days old, Sindari?

      They are not fresh.

      A thwump came from the farmer’s bonfire, and the flames leaped ten feet into the air. He charged over to check on it.

      I didn’t sense anything in that direction, but that hadn’t appeared natural. I still had the feeling of being watched.

      “This place is giving me the creeps.” Not wanting to hang around in the water any longer, I angled Chopper so that I could saw at the trunk under the balloons.

      The tough fibrous material gave but surprisingly slowly. Chopper had an edge sharper than any mundane blade, and I could have cut down a redwood with it, but the sword struggled to make progress on this.

      I switched to hacking instead of sawing, but the water made the cuts less effective. My arm brushed one of the balloons, and it zapped me through my sleeve.

      Pain and irritation swept through me, and without thinking of the consequences, I lifted Chopper and smashed it into the artifact. The balloon didn’t pop, but it shattered, spewing out a puff of glowing white mist and glass-like shards. One gouged my hand as I skittered away from the tainted air.

      “Good move, Val.” I eyed the glowing mist and scooted back farther, almost tripping over a submerged bush but hardly caring. Whatever that mist was, I didn’t want to breathe it in.

      My thoughtless bashing of the balloon had destroyed it—the remaining shell had gone dark—and the artifact oozed slightly less magic. The mist faded and nothing untoward happened to me. That didn’t keep me from wishing that I had a hazmat suit in the Jeep that I could have donned. For good or ill, I was being paid to take care of this and had to finish the job.

      Do you know of any possible side effects from destroying fae artifacts, Sindari? Assuming this is a fae artifact.

      Aside from irritating the fae who placed it there?

      Yeah. Irritating people is my job. I’m not that worried about that.

      Like elves and dragons, the fae have numerous kinds of magic. There are thousands of things that artifact might do. Side effects, as you call them, could be copious.

      Fabulous.

      A pair of deer had come out of the woods while we were communicating. I didn’t notice them until they reached the water and bent their necks to lap at it.

      “Beat it, deer!” I yelled, waving my sword.

      They skittered back to the trees and stopped to stare at me. The farmer was also looking over from the fire. It had returned to normal, but he shook his head slowly, as if to say the trouble was only beginning.

      The deer must have gotten some of the water. One wobbled, took a few faltering steps, then crumpled to the ground.

      I swore. What kind of poison worked so quickly?

      The other deer fled back into the woods, but its gait was ataxic, and I feared it wouldn’t make it far. I eyed my hand, blood now welling from a cut between my thumb and forefinger, and wondered if I’d just screwed myself. Another perk of my mixed blood was that I healed faster than normal humans, and I’d survived injuries that would have killed someone else, but I wasn’t bulletproof.

      I’m destroying it, Sindari. Jaw set, I turned back to the artifact.

      I understand.

      This time, I was more careful. I angled my slashes carefully so the shards from the broken balloons flew in the opposite direction. Even the water worried me, so I did my best to keep it from splashing me.

      “Hazmat suit,” I muttered as a droplet hit my jaw anyway. “I’m buying a hazmat suit and keeping it in the Jeep for all future road trips.”

      Chopper shattered the last of the glass balloons, and I backed away again. Faintly glowing white mist hung in the air above the destruction, but the magic faded from my senses.

      Despite my care, a shard had landed on my shoulder—or maybe that had happened on the first strike. I lifted a hand to knock it away but paused. Just because I’d destroyed the artifact didn’t mean the mystery was solved or that we’d never have to deal with it again. What if these bundles of balloons started popping up on farms all over Washington?

      I gingerly plucked up the shard and slid it into my duster pocket. Willard’s people could go over it.

      The deer are dead, Sindari reported as I waded toward the shoreline, Chopper resting on my shoulder. I would dry the blade before putting it away.

      I’ll tell the farmer to drain the field. He better get rid of this harvest—it could be as tainted as the water.

      Val? Sindari sat on the shoreline, his head tilted as he gazed at me, his telepathic voice carrying an odd note.

      Yes? I grunted as my boot snagged on another bush.

      What’s wrong with your sword?

      As I climbed onto the shoreline, I pulled Chopper off my shoulder for a look, expecting half a cranberry bush to be dangling from the tip.

      But the tip wasn’t the problem—the entire blade was glowing with pulsing white energy.

      Sindari scrutinized it. It’s sending out a wave of magic with each pulse. Like a beacon.

      A beacon that will let my enemies know exactly where I am?

      A beacon that will let everyone know exactly where you are.

      Hell.
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      I dried off Chopper, hoping the sword would stop pulsing once the contaminated water was removed. It didn’t.

      I laid the blade in the grass and backed up a few steps. Immediately, I sensed the waves of magical energy emanating from it, as Sindari had promised. Strange that I hadn’t felt anything apart from its usual aura when I’d been holding it. It was like the difference between being under the water when a wave surged to shore versus being caught on the surface.

      Backing a few dozen steps away did nothing to diminish the pulses of energy that washed over me. A beacon was right. How far away could the waves be sensed?

      “This would be less concerning if there weren’t a few hundred ogres, orcs, trolls, and other aggressive species in the Pacific Northwest who want me dead.” Whether working for the government or as a freelancer, I only assassinated magical bad guys who really deserved it—primarily murderers—but that didn’t keep their friends and family members from detesting me and wanting revenge. “And if people hadn’t already tried to steal this sword from me in the past.”

      Magical swords were hard to come by on Earth, and as I’d learned of late, Chopper was one of the more badass weapons around. Someone from another realm had told me it was called a dragon blade, and I knew from experience that it could cut through their armored scales when few other weapons could hurt them. A dwarf had told me it was ten thousand years old and made by an ancient dwarven master enchanter.

      All I knew for sure was that it made my job a lot easier, and I didn’t want to lose it. Fezzik, which had been made by my weapons-crafting friend Nin, could mow down people who weren’t protected by magic, but not everyone fell into that category.

      You do have cause for concern. Sindari still sat on his haunches by the blade, but he gazed into the woods, as if potential thieves might even now be creeping up on us.

      I walked back over, picked up Chopper, and wiped it down again, still vainly hoping that somehow cleaning it was the answer. “Will you show me the fairy ring?”

      Certainly.

      Before I’d taken more than a few steps after Sindari, my phone buzzed in my pocket, startling me. It was Dimitri, one of my roommates and the majority owner of the Sable Dragon, a quirky coffee, potion, and enchanted-yard-art shop in Fremont. In a fit of dubious wisdom, I’d volunteered to become a ten-percent owner in the establishment, so his problems were my problems. As if I didn’t have enough problems of my own.

      “Yeah?” I answered warily, expecting news about a fight between ogres or goblins or some other patrons of the coffee shop—for some reason, it attracted full- and partial-blooded magical beings like flames attracted moths.

      “Are you at the beach?” He’d seen me off that morning and knew about the trip.

      “A cranberry bog that’s beach-adjacent.”

      Technically, we were leaving the bog and heading into the woods. Sindari weaved through the trees, and I stepped over soggy logs and moss-draped boulders as the rain picked up, spattering off the top of my head.

      “I mentioned to Zoltan that you were going to Long Beach, and he wants you to pick up some things.”

      “I’m not his personal shopper.”

      Dimitri paid rent to live in the old Victorian house in Green Lake that we shared. Zoltan, the alchemist vampire who lived in the basement, did not. That left me disinclined to run errands for him.

      “He said he’d give you a discount the next time you need his services.”

      I almost told him to stuff it—no, to tell Zoltan to stuff it—but then I thought of the shard in my pocket and my glowing sword. Willard had people who could research magical items, but Zoltan had a lab full of equipment in the basement. He’d proven useful more than once—as the ridiculously overpriced invoices he sent me attested.

      “What does he want?”

      “Devil’s club and hairy manzanita.”

      “Those don’t sound like things I can pick up at the gas station.” I vaguely knew what manzanita looked like, but hairy manzanita? And I had no idea what devil’s club was. Why couldn’t alchemists ask for normal ingredients? Like eggs and flour?

      “He says they grow wild in abundance out near the coast.”

      “Uh huh. I’m not foraging for plants in the rain. Use your Google-fu powers to find out where I can buy some, and I’ll pick them up on the way out of town.” I eyed my glowing and pulsing sword. “Make it quick. I’m leaving soon. Very soon.”

      “Uh, all right. Can you get me something?”

      “What?” I asked, wariness returning as I stopped in a grassy clearing beside Sindari. “I’m not piling driftwood, nets, and glass fishing floats in the back of the Jeep for your art projects.”

      Sindari pointed his feline nose toward a rough circle of three- to four-inch-wide mushrooms protruding from the grass and leaf litter. I didn’t sense anything magical about them, and they didn’t look any different from other forest mushrooms. From time to time, I’d encountered rings of them, and I’d never seen any magical beings pop out of them.

      “Good to know,” Dimitri said, “but I was going to ask for cranberry fudge. I’ve only ever seen it at the coast. It’s amazing.”

      “Sorry, buddy, but I’ve got a bigger problem. I’m not going souvenir shopping.” More than one problem. The cut on my hand stung—was it my imagination that it was throbbing in sync with my sword?

      Not deterred, Dimitri said, “I can send you the address. There’s a quilt shop in town that sells fudge.”

      “The quilt shop sells candy?” Maybe they had manzanita too.

      “Yup. The last time I was there, they had three kinds of the cranberry. Did I mention that it’s amazing? Get the chocolate version, please. With walnuts.”

      “I’m hanging up now.”

      “Val, just a little? I’ll make you something.”

      I said goodbye and stuck my phone back in my pocket.

      Here are the footprints. Sindari pointed one of his big paws to what looked like, to my unsophisticated tracker’s eye, slightly flattened grass. They head in the direction of the bog. I followed them to the best of my ability, but as I said, the trail is several days old.

      “I guess I should have brought Rocket,” I said, naming my mother’s golden retriever. Rocket adored Sindari—he adored everybody—but Sindari found him overly boisterous and couldn’t forgive all the whaps in the face he’d received from Rocket’s tail. “He’s an expert tracker.”

      Sindari’s green eyes turned toward me, cool as a glacier-fed mountain lake. That bumbling canine can barely find his own tail. He would have no better luck than I. He would have flung himself into the bog to retrieve a stick as soon as we arrived. Sindari issued the tiger equivalent of a haughty sniff. It is likely he wouldn’t have found the fairy ring at all.

      “What a shame that would have been.” I used Chopper to poke a couple of the mushrooms, hoping to elicit a magical response, but despite Sindari’s promise that someone otherworldly had traveled this way, I suspected these were random and mundane toadstools. Still, in case there was a hidden door, I gripped my lock-picking charm—its primary purpose was to open enchanted doorways, after all—and willed it to open the hypothetical magical passageway. Nothing happened. “Any other clues that might be useful?”

      I have found nothing else. Your mother’s hound would have found even less.

      “Uh huh. Maybe you two need to have a tracking contest the next time you meet. Rocket finds missing people for a living, you know.”

      I thought he played with balls for a living.

      “That’s just a hobby.”

      We headed back to the manufactured home, where Gene waited with his rifle. He gaped at Sindari walking at my side.

      “What is that?” the farmer whispered, pointing at him as we approached.

      “A tiger. Hey, I think the water was tainted by that thing. And by tainted, I mean poisoned. You better drain the field and get rid of your crop.” I eyed his house, the yard, and the bonfire—it had returned to burning normally. My instincts still suggested that someone—or something—was watching me, but Gene was the only one in sight.

      He rocked back on his feet. “That would bankrupt me. I called your boss so I wouldn’t have to get rid of the crop.”

      “I assumed you were just tired of burning animal bodies.”

      “That’s a fortune in cranberries.” Gene waved toward the bog.

      “Now it’s a poisoned fortune.” I eyed the water, wondering where it would be drained to and if more wildlife might die if it was dumped in a river or the ocean. Most likely, it would be diluted enough that it wouldn’t make a difference, but I had better check with Willard. “On second thought, don’t drain it until I talk to my boss. Maybe artifact-tainted water needs to be professionally remediated.”

      "Remedi-what?"

      Val? Sindari faced north, looking across the berry-covered water and out into the forest. Or above the forest. I sense a magical creature flying this way. Two of them.

      Not dragons, I hope. My senses extended a couple of miles—I’d been practicing broadening my range—but Sindari still detected those with magical auras sooner.

      I believe they are rocs. They’re flying directly toward us.

      I grimaced. I’d battled the quasi-intelligent magical birds before. Some of them were smart enough to know there would be repercussions if they killed humans; some weren’t. All of them liked to gather interesting trinkets. A magical sword would qualify.

      “Go inside, Gene.” I drew Chopper and pointed it toward his house. “Trouble is coming.”

      As I spoke, the birds came within range of my senses.

      “I can’t get rid of the crop,” Gene whispered, his gaze still locked on the bog. “We need that money to pay the taxes on the farm. Are you sure the berries were affected?”

      “Get inside now.” I pushed him toward the door.

      Two brown-and-black birds came into view, similar in appearance to eagles but much, much larger. They could pick up humans; reports of cattle found dropped from great heights and mutilated in their fields suggested they could also pick up cows.

      Gene caught sight of them, cursed, and lifted his rifle. Rocs weren’t as impervious to mundane weapons as dragons, but they were still hard to kill. This was a job for Fezzik.

      “That won’t do anything. I promise.” I turned him around and manhandled him toward the door. “Wait inside.”

      He found out I was stronger than I looked and stopped struggling, especially after I kicked him in the back of the knee and almost threw him at the door.

      Sindari crouched as the rocs flew over the bog. One screeched like the terrifying bird of prey that it was. Their beady yellow eyes were both focused on me.

      Gene must have realized how large they were, because he finally allowed himself to be shoved into the house. I slammed the door shut and ran back to Sindari’s side.

      My phone buzzed again.

      I ignored it and yanked out Fezzik to fire at the closest roc. The bullets, imbued with magic beyond what the pistol itself held, hummed to my senses.

      The birds must have sensed the threat, for they tried to wheel away, but they weren’t fast enough. Several rounds slammed into the chest of my target. It faltered, flapping its wings wildly.

      The other roc screeched and dove for me. I backed away, not wanting to end up fighting in the water.

      Sindari bunched his muscles and sprang into the air. He intercepted the great bird before it reached me, his claws raking its feathered sides as he sank his teeth into the side of its neck.

      The one I’d shot bled red drops into the bog, but that didn’t keep it from recovering and landing right in front of me. I fired twice more before it lunged in, its razor-sharp beak snapping toward my face.

      I threw myself to the side in a roll. As I leaped up, I holstered Fezzik and gripped Chopper with both hands. The roc leaped into the air and flew at me.

      This time, I held my ground. I crouched low to avoid the snapping beak, then lunged in to attack its breast. With a rapid thrust, Chopper dove through feather and into flesh.

      An ear-piercing screech hammered my ears. Wings battered at me as the bird twisted, trying to rake me with its talons.

      I yanked out my sword and rolled away again to avoid the wings, but not before the roc sliced through my sleeve and into flesh. Hot pain charged up my arm.

      Cursing, I whirled to try to come in behind him before he could turn after me. But he was fast, and I slashed toward his beak rather than his butt. He jerked back, springing into the air before I connected.

      Wind whipped at my braid as he flapped furiously to gain altitude. A splash came from the bog—Sindari and the other roc were wrestling in the water, the spray making it impossible to see details of the battle.

      I was on the verge of running to help but sensed my roc banking to come back at me from above. Like an osprey diving for a fish, he plummeted toward me with his talons outstretched. They were targeting not me but my sword, though they would gouge the hell out of me in an attempt to snatch it.

      I ran toward the house and leaped around the corner for cover. He altered his path and continued toward me, but I had time to bring out Fezzik again. I fired into his face this time, one of the bullets piercing his eye.

      His feathered head jerked back, and he crashed into the house, knocking off siding and snapping wood. I leaped out from behind the corner and lunged in with Chopper. Before the roc could recover, I slashed down with a great blow and sliced through his neck.

      The bird’s head tumbled off, rolling to a stop in front of the door. Gene peeked out, looked at the bloody head, then leaned back inside and closed the door again.

      A final splash came from the bog. Sindari strode out, gave me a baleful look, and shook himself vigorously. Water droplets flew in all directions.

      “What was that look for? Don’t you love it when I call you to Earth to engage in battle?”

      Not in the water. Done shaking, he leveled another cool stare at me.

      “You’re the one who sprang out over the bog to attack it.”

      So I could bravely and nobly keep it from reaching you.

      “I appreciate that, but I’ve seen videos of tigers swimming and frolicking in ponds. I don’t think it’s as bad as you say.” I snapped my fingers. “I’ve even seen you swim. At my mother’s house in Oregon before she moved up here.”

      That was on a hot day. This day is wet, damp, cold, and insipid. As is that footwear. He seemed to notice my giant rubber boots for the first time. Why are you wearing those for battle?

      “I wasn’t planning on a battle today.” After making sure the second roc was as dead as the first—as promised, Sindari was an apex predator and had done the job as effectively as I had—I removed the clunky rubber boots.

      You will have many more battles if you don’t figure out how to remove the beacon from your sword. Is your mate not nearby?

      “Zav went home to help his mother. Apparently, being the son of the queen of all of Dragondom involves a lot of political duties.”

      Hopefully, he shall return soon. Sindari shook himself off again. I adore pitting myself in battle against enemies, but I fear that too many will come at once for us to survive against.

      “I’ll head back to Seattle. Hopefully, Nin, Freysha, or one of Willard’s book-loving agents will know how to make this stop.” I cleaned and sheathed Chopper and headed for my Jeep. Willard should have already worked out the payment details with Gene and would give me my cut later. “It’s good to know people with magical knowledge, right?”

      Almost as good as knowing a powerful tiger willing to assist you in battle.

      “Oh, I know that. I’m lucky to have such an ally.” I patted him on the back.

      Yes.

      “And you’re cheerful and appealing company too.”

      I am more cheerful when I am not wet.

      “I’ve noticed.”

      Wind gusted, and heavy droplets of rain pelted down from the sky and onto the top of my head—and the top of Sindari’s head.

      His ears flattened. Open the door to your conveyance. I will ride with you to warn you of further threats.

      Feeling like a chauffeur, I opened the back door. The seats were always down for him, though he barely fit inside, even with that concession.

      Sindari climbed in, used a paw to swat some of my camping gear aside, and sat with his head pressed against the ceiling.

      It smells in here again. He gave me another baleful look as I closed the door and went to the front.

      “I got a new air freshener.” I put my weapons in the passenger seat and flicked a brownish-purple cardboard tree acquired at the car wash. It dangled from the glove-compartment latch.

      It’s dreadful.

      “It’s a new scent. Blackberry Clove. I thought you might like it better than the others.”

      I do not. Your sword is still pulsing with energy.

      “I know.” I could feel it more than ever now that I’d removed the harness. Why did I have the feeling that this new effect wasn’t going to fade away on its own? “The ride back could be fun.”

      Doubtful.
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      Rain hammered the windshield as we drove east toward Olympia. I no longer had the feeling that someone was watching me, so hopefully I’d left my possibly imaginary observer back on that farm.

      That was good because I didn’t want another fight. I’d made it through the roc attack unscathed, but the cut on my hand still throbbed. I’d bandaged it from the first-aid kit in my Jeep and was afraid to peel the wrap back to look at it. With my fast regeneration, a normal wound would have closed up and been well on its way to healed by now. Whatever this was, I doubted it was normal.

      A familiar presence registered to my senses, and some of the tension seeped out of my shoulders. Zav.

      There weren’t too many enemies that could stand up to dragons, and I would be safer with my beacon sword if he was at my side. I hoped he could stay for a while.

      Knowing his propensity for landing in the middle of the highway, I pulled over onto an unmarked road near the turnoff for Summit Lake.

      Your mate approaches, Sindari stated. You should not need my services further if he intends to stay.

      It amused me that Sindari called us mates. That summer, Zav had claimed me, in the way of dragons, and he used the term mate too. It seemed to be the equivalent of marriage on Earth, but I wasn’t ready for that level of commitment. I simply told people we were dating.

      “You don’t want to stick around and say hi?” I stopped the Jeep on the shoulder.

      Tall evergreens rose up to either side of the road and hemmed it in, until a hint of magic plucked at my senses, and the trunks leaned away from the pavement. In his native form, Zav landed in front of the Jeep, wings furled to his side, powerful muscles standing out under his sleek black scales. He lowered his head to peer through the windshield with violet eyes that weren’t quite reptilian but were distinctively alien to someone who wasn’t familiar with him.

      The power emanating from him made the auras of the deceased rocs seem puny in comparison. The rain pounding down on the pavement all around him didn’t land on his scales, as if weather wouldn’t dare pester a dragon.

      That is not necessary, Sindari replied. You have a tendency to engage in mating foreplay when he is in the conveyance with you, and I believe you forget that I’m back here.

      “We’re not going to have mating foreplay while I’m driving.” I waved at Zav and grinned, happy to see him. It had been over a week, so I would have been happy regardless of my current predicament, but with his power, he might be able to flick a finger and remove the magical plague afflicting my sword.

      You have done so before.

      “Only once, and that was late at night in the long line for an extremely slow drive-thru restaurant. You could hardly count that as driving. And it’s not like we had sex. We just kissed.”

      Admittedly with some vigor.

      Being stuck back here while you did it was as unpleasant as that cardboard tree oozing noxious odors at me. As Sindari spoke, Zav shifted into his human form, a handsome olive-skinned man with short black hair and a short, neatly trimmed mustache and beard. Summon me again if you are preparing to enter a battle.

      “I will. It would be a shame to miss your grumpiness.”

      Hmmph. Sindari turned into silver mist, then disappeared back to his own realm.

      Zav opened the door, the crackling power of his aura engulfing me and making my nerves tingle, as it always did when we were close.

      “What happened to your sword?” were his first words.

      Usually, we greeted each other with a kiss—whether there were witnesses or not—so his focus on the sword attested to the gravity of the situation.

      “I used it to destroy an artifact that was poisoning wildlife, and now it’s pulsing with magic.” I moved my pistol and sword harness out of the front seat to make room for him but left Chopper within reach in case he wanted to examine it.

      “I felt the pulses of magical energy as soon as I arrived in your world.” Zav sat down and picked up the sword.

      “I’m hoping you arrived only a couple of miles from here and not a hundred miles away.”

      “I opened a portal over your domicile.”

      Oh, good. Only eighty miles.

      “That’s problematic. A couple of rocs already attacked me, presumably because they sensed its call and wanted it for themselves.”

      “That is likely. This is a desirable weapon, and now it is radiating its brilliance for all with magical ability to sense.” He turned his gaze toward mine and rested a hand on my shoulder. “I am concerned you will be in danger.”

      “I have that concern too. Any chance you can make it stop?”

      He started to turn his attention back to the sword, but he ended up focusing on the glove compartment. No, on the air freshener.

      “What is that odor?”

      “My air freshener. You don’t like the scent either? Sindari isn’t a fan.”

      “I do not. What is its purpose?”

      “I’ve been taking Mom and Rocket on weekend hikes. He likes to fling himself in lakes. On the drive back, his wet-dogness permeates the Jeep and stays in the seats. My air freshener overrides that smell.”

      Zav squinted at me, as if he thought I was teasing him. “This odor is more unpleasant than the scent of a wet animal.”

      “That’s debatable.”

      With a poof of flame, the air freshener went up in smoke. Tiny blackberry-clove scented ashes trickled to the floor.

      “It is not.” Zav returned his attention to the sword.

      “Sindari may kiss you the next time he sees you.”

      “That is unacceptable. Only my mate may kiss me.” Zav looked at me again, his lashes lowered and his gaze sultrier this time.

      Before I could decide to lean in for that kiss, his attention returned to the sword.

      “This is problematic. There is an overlay of magic atop the dwarven magic imbued in the blade. It may affect the sword’s powers.”

      I hadn’t wanted to hear that.

      “I believe it is fae magic.”

      “Sindari found a fairy ring near the cranberry bog where someone had planted the artifact.” Maybe I’d been wrong and the mushrooms had marked a doorway to another realm. The fae realm.

      “It is more than an overlay.” Zav rotated the sword, gazing at its length with his senses, not merely his eyes. “The strands of old and new magic are entwined. Interesting.”

      “Can you unentwine it?”

      “Unentwine is not in your dictionary. Unentangle is the correct word.”

      “I know. I was using wordplay for humorous effect.”

      He didn’t appear humored. He appeared… concerned. That worried me. Since dragons were so powerful, few things concerned them.

      “Can the magic be unentangled?” I asked.

      He studied the sword for a few more seconds, then noticed the bandage on my hand. “You are injured?”

      “I cut myself on the artifact.”

      “You will let me heal it.” He rested his hand lightly on mine.

      I thought about pointing out that he needn’t make things orders, but how could I object to being healed? “Gladly. Thanks.”

      The usual warm tingle of his healing magic flowed through me, but he frowned as he focused on my hand. “This is not a typical wound.”

      “I know.”

      He peeled back the bandage to reveal the gash as bad as it had been when I’d dressed it. “Something is driving away your white blood cells and not permitting them to repair the tissue. It is also forming a barrier against my own regenerative power. I don’t sense fae magic tainting your blood, but there is something…” He kept scrutinizing my hand, making me feel like a science experiment in a Petri dish.

      “I’m not going to turn into a zombie, am I?” I smiled, though fresh worry blossomed in my chest.

      If Zav, the powerful dragon who could heal almost anything, couldn’t fix it, who could? He had incinerated bullets lodged in my hip before, healed the damage within seconds, and left me without even a scar.

      For some reason, I thought of the deer keeling over dead after a mere drink from the bog. What would happen if I couldn’t figure out a way to heal this? Would it get worse and spread to the rest of my body?

      “I may need to consult Zondia’qareshi, but I will come up with a way to heal it.”

      “Zondia? Your sister who hates me?”

      “She is training to become a healer and has a great deal of aptitude and power despite her young age.”

      I thought of the lilac-scaled dragon in her human form, complete with black leather jacket and nose piercings, as she rolled her eyes at me. It was hard to imagine her handing me a Band-Aid, much less deigning to heal me.

      Zav laid the bandage back in place and returned to contemplating the sword. “I believe I could remove all of the magic. I am uncertain if I can remove only the fae magic. I assume you wish the original enchantments that enhance the blade to remain.”

      “Damn straight I do. I can’t be an assassin of magical bad guys if I don’t have a weapon that can hurt them.” Granted, Fezzik hurt most magical beings, and I’d done this job before acquiring Chopper, but it was much easier with the sword. I had some abilities that typical humans didn’t have, but as full-blooded magical beings were fond of telling me, I was a mongrel and not as inherently powerful as they were. I needed every advantage I could get.

      “Fae hide from dragons, so it may be difficult for me to find one to fix this. A dwarven master enchanter could perhaps put a protection spell on the native magic while removing the foreign magic.”

      “I don’t think there are any dwarves left on Earth. I have Dimitri. He’s a quarter dwarven, and he enchants yard art.”

      “That will not be sufficient.”

      “Well, he’s my best bet, unless you want to take me to the dwarven home world, so I can hire a dwarven enchanter to look at it.”

      “That would be ideal, but I have recently learned from my cousin who rules over the dwarven home world that they have disappeared into their underground homes and closed up the entrances, enchanting them so well that even dragons have difficulty finding them.”

      “That’s crappy timing. Why did they disappear?”

      “We believe they worried there would be fallout from the confrontation between my clan and the Silverclaw Clan. It is possible that because they are hidden away, they do not yet know that my clan was victorious in that skirmish.” He lifted his chin, his violet eyes blazing with pride. “As you know, since you were there and went into battle at my side.” His gaze turned back to me, the blaze growing softer in a way that put bedroom thoughts in my mind. Too bad we were still many miles from my bedroom. “You vexed my enemies and then slew the treacherous Shaygorthian.”

      “Yes, I did.” I smiled, always pleased when he thought highly of me, especially since we’d started our relationship with him calling me a mongrel and throwing my Jeep—my previous Jeep—into a tree. “With the help of my sword. If dwarven enchanters aren’t available right now, I’m going to have to hope that Dimitri, or maybe the half-troll enchanter who’s mentoring him, has a clue.”

      I did worry that if unentangling the magic was beyond Zav it would also be beyond those two. Or anyone else in the city.

      “A powerful fae enchanter would also be able to remove the magic,” he said, “but their people are also reclusive and shroud their realm in magic that makes it difficult to portal to. If someone I was familiar with were inside their realm, I could find entrance by using them as a beacon, but without that…”

      I thought about mentioning my earlier feeling of being watched—if it had been the fae who planted the artifact, wouldn’t he or she know how to remove its taint?—but that had been little more than a hunch. Even if someone had been there watching me, they would be gone by now.

      “I could return to my world and consult with a powerful dragon enchanter,” Zav said, his gaze still locked on mine, “but I am concerned about leaving you without protection. You are a capable warrior, but it is possible that too many enemies will come at you at once for you to fend off.”

      “I’m concerned about that too.”

      “I will stay here and protect you.” His eyes remained intense, his tone almost fierce.

      Usually, I liked handling my own problems, but as he’d said, I might be in over my head with this. Besides, it warmed my heart that he cared and wanted to protect me. And maybe it
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