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      The boxing glove pounded toward my face like a jackhammer.

      I dodged, the whisper of its passing whooshing in my ear, then slid in to throw two punches at Colonel Willard’s side. She sprang back, my gloves only brushing her gi top, and turned her failed punch into an elbow strike. I dropped under it, rolled away, and sprang to my feet to face her again before she could rush in.

      “That move gets Corporal Clarke every time,” she grumbled her disappointment as we squared off again. “He claims to have the speed and agility of Baryshnikov.”

      “Baryshnikov fifty years ago or Baryshnikov now?” I asked.

      “He didn’t specify.”

      “Convenient.”

      Willard waved a glove to signal a break and headed to the benches and punching bags for her towel and water bottle. I followed, glad for a breather, though I would never admit it. Willard was a couple of years older than I and didn’t have any elven blood to give her an advantage, so it battered my ego every time she outlasted me at some athletic endeavor. Never mind that she competed in triathlons and power lifting events in her free time.

      “Are you ready for your trip to Dun Kroth?” Willard tossed me an ugly olive-green army towel.

      We were training in the small gym in her unit’s office in Seattle, where army decor and accoutrements seemed a requirement, despite the civilian setting. From the outside, the building claimed to be occupied by the IRS and appeared distinctly unmilitary. One had to step inside to notice the lack of beleaguered government clerks and stacks of tax forms. Not that many people bothered.

      “Almost.” I wiped sweat from my face. “I have to go shopping for a few more supplies.”

      “We’ve got MREs you can buy at cost.”

      “I was thinking more like chocolate and salami.” Since I’d used my stash of apple-cider caramels to bribe the powerful fae queen to fix the magic tainting my sword, I was out of delicious rations.

      “I see you stick to your health-food diet when you travel.”

      “Don’t try to tell me MREs are health food. I well remember pounding people with the pound cake when I was in the army. They weren’t just calorically dense. They were dense.”

      “True. I used to take my own food to the field.”

      “Organic wheatgrass smoothies travel well, do they?”

      “You can get organic wheatgrass juice powder.”

      “How can you powder juice? Or make juice from grass?”

      “The miracle of science.”

      I imagined Zoltan in the basement with fistfuls of grass and a mortar and pestle, then shook my head. Health food was scary. “In addition to shopping for snacks, I have to wait for Zav to get back to Earth. He’s my ride, but he’s off telling his family about the wedding.”

      “They care? I thought he’d claimed you as his mate—” Willard’s dark eyes always twinkled when she used Zav’s word for our relationship, “—months ago and that most dragons wouldn’t recognize a human wedding as having any significance.”

      “Oh, they don’t think it’s significant, but he believes it will be a fun and festive event that they might want to attend.”

      “Uh huh. I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.” Willard propped a fist on her hip and gave me a frank expression. “When you asked me to help plan your wedding, I didn’t think it would be… atypical.”

      “You didn’t?” I touched my chest.

      Even if she didn’t agree with my daughter’s assessment that I was weird, surely, she thought Zav was weird. He wasn’t even from Earth.

      “I knew you two were atypical, but I assumed you wanted a normal wedding. Church, priest, reception, rice, flower bouquets, etc.”

      “I was thinking outdoors instead of in a church, but the rest sounds fine.” My first wedding had been when I was in the military, so it was very brief and very inexpensive. Thad and I hadn’t been near our families and hadn’t had much money. Even if I wasn’t a girlie girl, I wouldn’t mind a few frills this time around.

      “An outdoor wedding in winter in Seattle. Sounds reasonable.”

      “Maybe under a pavilion. You know the ogres and goblins from the coffee shop think they’re coming, right? Zav promised them meat carcasses from some animal that’s a delicacy on another planet.”

      “That’s not the only thing he’s promising people,” Willard said, her eyebrows drawing together. “Since he learned that I agreed to help you—don’t forget you’re supposed to catch that thief for me in exchange for this—he’s been bringing me some odd requests. You need to talk to him. We’re not going to have a hunt in the middle of the ceremony, nor will there be flying races. As fun as that sounds, your non-winged competitors would be at a disadvantage. He also seems to have attended a carnival at some point, because he believes there should be rides.”

      “Rides are fun,” came a familiar voice from the doorway. Gondo, Willard’s goblin assistant, walked in carrying a toolbox. “And goblins are resourceful, so don’t think we can’t compete. I could build a gyrocopter to race against a dragon.”

      “No rides and no races,” Willard said firmly. “Thorvald’s wedding will be right and proper. Or at least not embarrassing to her mother.”

      “Does that mean I can’t have the DJ play Right Said Fred’s ‘I’m Too Sexy’ when Zav walks down the aisle?” I asked.

      “A DJ?” Willard looked scandalized, more at that than at the song choice. “I was thinking you’d want to hire musicians. A pianist at least.”

      “Can you play ‘I’m Too Sexy’ on the piano?”

      “Why do I have a feeling that Zav’s vision of a wedding might be in line with yours?”

      “It’s a mystery.”

      “I may have to sit you both down to watch wedding videos so you can see what’s expected. My niece just got married and sent me a few hours of the footage.”

      “If you want to torture me, just punch me with your gloves.”

      “I would if you didn’t skitter around so much. You’re hard to hit.”

      “To the vexation of my many enemies.”

      Gondo waved a wrench. “I’m supposed to tell you that Captain Brisco wants to see you, boss. Something about the artifacts storage room.”

      Willard frowned. “We’ll continue this discussion later, Thorvald.” She headed for the door but paused to point at Gondo’s wrench. “You’re not planning to use that on something in my gym, are you?” She looked back at the racks of weights, kettlebells, punching bags, and mats.

      Gondo looked thoughtfully toward one of the punching bags but smiled and shook his head. “Nope. Lieutenant Reed asked me to use my goblin ingenuity to fix a toilet that keeps running in the male locker room. Goblins don’t use toilets, but I have downloaded schematics from the internet.” He nodded, confident of his skills.

      “Remind me to pick up an out-of-order sign from the supply room on the way,” Willard muttered and headed out.

      “Oh, the captain also asked to see the Ruin Bringer,” Gondo called after her.

      Willard paused and frowned back. “Why? Is one of the artifacts she brought in smoking ominously or throbbing with magical power?” Something about the look she gave me suggested this had happened before.

      I held my hands up innocently. “I only kill the bad guys and bring their stuff for your people to examine. It’s not my fault if you put it in the basement and strange things happen.”

      Gondo shrugged. “He didn’t give me the details. He said I don’t have a top-secret security clearance.”

      “That doesn’t keep you from knowing about everything that happens.” Willard waved for me to follow her.

      “Goblins are resourceful.”

      “Goblins are snoops.” Willard strode off down the hallway.

      I grabbed my duster, weapons, and gym bag, though I wouldn’t need the latter. It wouldn’t be safe to take a shower in the women’s locker room, not when it was located adjacent to the men’s locker room Gondo would be working in.

      “If goblins don’t use toilets,” I asked, jogging to catch up with Willard, “where does he go when he’s working here? I’ve seen how much coffee he drinks. There’s no way he holds it all day.”

      “I see you haven’t come in the back way lately.”

      “I don’t have a key for that door.”

      “There are two bushes that are dying by the steps. I suspect the soil grew too acidic.”

      “Ew.”

      Willard knocked and entered an office I hadn’t been in before. Chunky, glasses-wearing Captain Brisco looked like someone who had to slide a five-dollar bribe to whoever ran the PT tests for the unit to ensure passing marks. But with three monitors competing for space on his desk and two wall-mounted televisions running news behind him, I trusted he made up for any physical lack with his intelligence-gathering abilities.

      “Colonel.” Brisco grabbed a remote and flicked one of the TVs from CNN to the view from a security camera. It displayed a couple of the wide aisles in the basement artifacts room, a place that reminded me of a cross between a library and a Costco, except that instead of giant tubs of pickles and mayo, the shelves held magical doohickeys, weapons, and massive handwritten tomes in other languages. “We have a problem.”

      “We heard about your toilet,” I offered, “and that your repairman lacks experience with them. My condolences.”

      They both shot me humorless looks.

      “One of the alarms went off in the artifacts room, and I got to the camera in time to see this.” Brisco clicked his remote to rewind until the display showed a stocky woman in a dark-blue parka with the hood pulled up, a cheek and a hint of short black hair just visible in the profile shot.

      “Is that the thief we’ve been trying to catch for two weeks?” Willard demanded. “And that Thorvald is supposed to hunt down for us?”

      “I believe so, ma’am.”

      “I thought I’d be hunting her down on the dwarven home world,” I said. “Didn’t you say she’s got a portal generator and was last seen disappearing through it?”

      “Apparently, she’s back,” Willard said.

      Our intruder reached for a shelf full of books but paused and glanced toward the camera long enough for me to make out dark almond-shaped eyes in a face broader than typical of Asian ancestry. Willard had mentioned that the thief might be part dwarf. She appeared to be in her twenties, but if she was part dwarf, she might be like me and older than she looked. Dwarves, like elves, lived longer than humans.

      The woman threw powder toward the camera, and a yellowish cloud filled the air for a couple of seconds before the monitor went dark.

      “It came back online five minutes later,” the captain said, “but she was gone by then.”

      “It was annoying enough when she was stealing from other people,” Willard said. “What did she take? And how did she get in? We have locks on the doors in addition to the alarms, magical and mundane, that should have gone off before she could get in. Did this just happen? I assume she didn’t waltz in the front door.”

      “Maybe she came in the back,” I said, “undeterred by the forbidding dead bushes.”

      “Will you be serious?”

      “Is that a requirement of the job?”

      “It should be.” Willard turned her glower from me to the captain.

      “We don’t yet know how she got in or what she took.” Brisco waved at the monitor, which was back to showing the artifacts room, the aisle now empty of visitors. “From the camera, it looks like the books were moved around, but I can’t tell if she removed one or more.”

      “Have you got someone running an inventory to check?”

      “Not yet. We can’t get in. The door is locked and won’t unlock. The keypad is working—it thunks, as if the deadbolt is turning—but the door won’t budge. I thought someone with special blood could detect if something magical had been done to the door.” Brisco looked at me.

      “Special blood. I guess that’s me.”

      “You’re all kinds of special,” Willard muttered.

      “Maybe she just braced a chair against the doorknob.”

      “There aren’t any chairs in there.”

      “Maybe she braced a sword against it.”

      “How would she have gotten out if she did that?” Brisco asked.

      I shrugged. “How did she get in? Her portal generator?”

      “Maybe. We don’t know how to track her down and ask her.” Willard’s lips twisted in a sour expression. “That’s why I’m putting you on the job. You have a dragon who can make portals and chase people to other worlds.” Her lips shifted into a slightly different sour expression. “Assuming you can call him home, and he’s done telling people about the races and hunts he thinks will happen at your wedding.”

      Captain Brisco raised his eyebrows at that.

      “I can’t call him home, but I’m sure he’ll be back soon. We’re mates, after all.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard how he enjoys spending time in the nest with you.”

      Brisco’s eyebrows climbed even higher.

      “Naturally. I’m amazing.”

      “Uh huh. Go take your special blood and check the door.” Willard pointed at the video of the artifacts room.

      Despite giving the order, she led the way out into the hallway, pausing to grab her pistol and holster from her office. I let her lead the way, but I would go first if we went inside. Fezzik, the magical, compact submachine pistol in my thigh holster, and Chopper, the even more magical sword in my back scabbard, were much better for dealing with otherworldly intruders than typical weapons.

      Brisco joined us at the top of the stairs. He’d also armed himself.

      When we descended to the basement and walked down the windowless cement-block hallway toward the artifacts room, the sturdy metal door started glowing a sickly green.

      Willard swore, halted, and took several steps back, her hand dropping to her firearm.

      “You needed me to let you know if there’s something magic here, Captain?” I asked dryly.

      “It wasn’t doing that before.” Brisco also took several steps back. “It looks radioactive.”

      “Don’t worry. Thorvald will check it.” Willard thumped me on the back. “She’s already got a kid, and I don’t think her dragon cares if she’s fertile.”

      “Hilarious.” It was my turn to shoot dirty looks. “He might object if I glow in the dark in bed.”

      “His eyes glow. He can’t possibly be against photoluminescence.”

      Sighing, I walked forward, reminding myself that Willard was calling florists, ordering invitations, arranging seating charts, and essentially taking care of all the wedding minutiae that sounded like torture to me. I could check her glowing door for her.

      I drew Chopper and, with the magic I’d been learning to use, formed a protective barrier around myself. Maybe it was overkill, but better safe than self-luminous.

      I was three steps from the door when a female voice emanated from it.

      “The Ruin Bringer carries the stolen sword of the Orehammer Clan. As a rightful descendant of the original crafter of the blade, I have come to reclaim it.”
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      “Hell.” I stared at the door, though the voice didn’t speak again.

      A feeling of dread clunked into the bottom of my gut like a bowling ball. It was probably a scam—what were the odds that some Earth-born half-dwarf, or whatever that woman was, could be the descendant of the dwarven master enchanter, Dondethor, who’d made Chopper thousands of years ago? But I had claimed the sword after defeating its last owner in battle, not purchased it legitimately from some dwarf weapons dealer, so it was very possible—even likely—that my enemy had stolen it. As Zav himself had pointed out, that meant it wasn’t rightfully mine.

      Captain Brisco cleared his throat diffidently. “The door also didn’t speak before.”

      “No shit,” Willard said without diffidence. “Go poke it, Thorvald. See what happens.”

      “The last time I poked something magical, I ended up with a cut that wouldn’t heal and a beacon on my sword that drew magical beings from a thousand miles.”

      “Your report said you struck the artifact with the intent of breaking it. That’s not the same as poking it.”

      “I’m positive I didn’t put that much detail in my report.”

      “I know you, and I read between the lines. Am I wrong?”

      “I refuse to answer that question.”

      “I’m not wrong,” Willard told Brisco.

      Even as I argued, I walked forward with Chopper extended, not sure what else to do. The sword should protect me rather than acting as a conduit. It had before.

      When its point touched the door, the blade flared a brighter blue, but nothing else happened. I didn’t sense an increase in the amount of magic or any change from the door itself. The keypad on the wall wasn’t glowing, so I risked stepping close enough to touch my finger to it. I didn’t get zapped, but the door did radiate heat that was noticeable now that I was closer.

      “What’s the code?” I asked over my shoulder.

      “Only two people in this building are authorized to know it, people with the highest-level security clearances.” Brisco pointed to himself and to Willard.

      I stepped aside and gestured for him to come forward and enter the code.

      “3-6-3-2-9-9-8-7-2,” he said.

      “Way to defend national security,” Willard told him.

      “We can change it later. After we’re sure the DNA in my balls doesn’t get bent out of shape.”

      “It’s magic, not radiation.” I asked him to repeat the code and punched it in.

      As he’d described earlier, a thunk sounded, as if the code had been accepted, but when I used Chopper to try to open the lever, the door didn’t budge. I risked touching a finger to the metal surface. I didn’t get zapped with magical energy, but it was hot enough that I jerked my hand back.

      “It’s toasty warm,” I said. “Hopefully, that’s a byproduct of the magic, not an indication that the artifacts room is on fire.”

      “There’s not much in there that could burn,” Brisco said. “Aside from the artifacts and weapons, it’s all metal and cement.”

      I covered my hand with my sleeve and tried pulling on the latch. Nothing. Not the slightest bit of give.

      “Not the byproduct,” Willard said. “The magic must be intentionally heating the door.”

      I released the latch, the heat unpleasant even through my sleeve. “Why?”

      “Go get a fire extinguisher, Captain,” Willard said.

      “Uh, all right. But if there was a fire inside, we would have seen flames or smoke on the camera.”

      “Not to put out a fire, to cool off the door with the carbon dioxide. It’s probably not opening because it’s heated enough to have expanded against the jamb.”

      “Ah, right.” Brisco jogged for the stairs.

      “Nobody reads science books anymore,” Willard lamented.

      “Not even your intel agents?”

      “They’re all about cryptanalysis and linguistics.”

      “I might be able to cool off the door. Chopper has three magical powers that I know how to access. And probably a lot more that I don’t.” I rested the flat of the blade against the door and whispered, “Keyk.”

      The blade’s blue glow shifted to an icy white. It might not be as effective as spraying the whole door down, but I tried to use my magic to will the sword to radiate its chill into the metal. Whether that would work or not, I didn’t know. Magic was still new to me, and my half-sister Freysha had mostly taught me things that fell under her specialty of forest magic. Still, I’d managed to do a few other things by simply willing the magic in my blood to work. From what I’d seen, most magic was done by learning mental tricks to harness the magic in one’s blood.

      Footsteps sounded as Brisco tramped back down the stairs. The metal didn’t seem to be radiating heat anymore, so I lowered Chopper and tried the lever again. This time, the door opened.

      Brisco snorted and hefted a fire extinguisher the size of a SCUBA tank. “I’ll just keep this in case we need to club someone.”

      “We might.” My senses crawled as I peered inside, the interior hazy with something that looked like smoke but didn’t smell like it. Fog? Mist? It didn’t have a smell, at least nothing that I could distinguish from the mingling scents of bleach and musty books. “There’s magic in there.”

      “There’s a lot of magic in there,” Willard said, “unless she stole all of our artifacts.”

      “It’s something in addition to them.” I could feel the cacophony of magical auras from hundreds of artifacts clashing against each other, as I always did when I walked into this room, but there was something else, something emanating from the back corner.

      And had that fog grown denser since I’d opened the door? Shouldn’t it have been the other way around? Whatever it was didn’t flow out into the hallway like smoke would have.

      Something about the fog or the magic made my chest tighten. I grimaced. My asthma had been better lately, since Zav irradiated the mold in our house, but it still reared its head when I got tense or emotional—or walked into a place with noxious air. My attempts to learn to meditate properly and ease my tension had not been successful.

      Keeping my back to the others, I slipped my inhaler out and took a puff. Even though I hated using it in front of others—having anyone see that annoying weakness that I’d only developed in the last year—I’d learned not to put it off.

      My skin tingled as I stepped into the doorway and the hazy air touched my skin. A strange feeling came over me, as if someone dangerous waited inside, and my heart rate quickened, pulse beating in my ears. It had grown so quiet that I had no trouble hearing its rapid thumps. The magic permeating the big storage room made me want to step back and close and lock the door.

      “Hold on.” I lifted a hand, aware of Willard a step behind me, her pistol drawn and pointed toward the ceiling, ready to bring to bear if we ran into the thief—or, more likely, a booby trap she’d left. If she’d been there, I would have sensed her. Unless she had a camouflaging charm similar to mine. That was possible, I realized. Even likely. The doors to the building were monitored, so the thief shouldn’t have been able to saunter in during broad daylight. “I’m calling for back up.”

      “Zav?” Willard asked.

      “He’s still not on Earth.” I touched the feline-shaped charm on the leather thong around my neck and summoned Sindari. “Think furrier.”

      The great silver tiger formed beside me in the doorway, a tight fit since he was over seven hundred pounds and his head came up to my shoulder. His green eyes closed to thoughtful slits, and he sniffed.

      Where are we? He’d been in the building before but not in the windowless basement.

      “Willard’s office,” I responded aloud.

      It feels like a cursed shaman burial ground on the haunted world of Nagnortha.

      “Sindari likes what you’ve done with the place,” I told Willard, who knew Sindari could communicate telepathically with me.

      “I bet. Are we going in?” Since Willard was mundane, she couldn’t sense magic, but she ought to be able to see the fog and wonder what it meant.

      “Is closing the door and forgetting this room exists an option?” I wasn’t one to shirk from duty or hide from bad guys, but the thief had clearly set this up for me—how she’d known I was here, I didn’t know—and it seemed dumb to stroll into a trap.

      Maybe Willard thought so, too, for she considered her answer for a few seconds before replying. “We need to know what she took, and if she’s still around, we need to capture her. She’s been stealing a lot of priceless artifacts, magical and mundane, and she broke into a government facility and got a bunch of sensitive data off the hard drives there. Since she’s believed to be from a rival nation, that’s got my higher-ups twitchy. I can go in first.” She tapped my shoulder. “If you think there’s a trap set specifically for you.”

      I grimaced at the idea of a trap set for me going off and killing Willard. “Sindari and I will check it out. You and Brisco stay in the hallway.”

      I sense entities inside, Sindari told me.

      Living beings? I stepped in and flicked the light switch. The fluorescents mounted on the ceiling remained dark. Naturally. I thought about activating my night-vision charm, but with the light flowing in from the hallway behind me, it would be too bright and hurt my eyes. Chopper’s glow would guide me.

      No, he said. Malevolent entities.

      Like what? I remembered his comment about a haunted world. Ghosts?

      Your language may not have an exact term, but along those lines, yes.

      As I walked down the first aisle, Willard and Brisco stepped into the room behind me, both with weapons pointed into the darkness to the sides. So much for my suggestion that they stay in the hallway. Willard also wasn’t the type to hide from bad guys. I trusted they were professionals and wouldn’t shoot me.

      Something brushed my cheek, and I swatted at it. Nothing was there. I kept walking, wanting to check out the strange magic coming from the back corner of the room. Thanks to the floor-to-ceiling shelving units, most full of items of all sizes, I couldn’t see over there yet.

      Another something brushed my forehead. Again, I found nothing when I probed my face with my fingers.

      Sindari shook his head, as if a bug had flown in his ear.

      Feels like cobwebs, I observed silently.

      Yes. He sounded annoyed and prowled ahead of me, turning toward the corner when he reached the aisle running parallel to the back wall.

      “That’s the spot where she was standing when the video went out.” Brisco pointed toward the shelves beside me while looking at a camera mounted on the back wall. Its power indicator light was on, and it appeared normal.

      Though I wanted to stick with Sindari, I paused to examine the nearby shelves. They were stacked with old books written in languages like elven, gnomish, and dwarven.

      “You’ll have to come see if any are missing. I can’t tell.”

      Trouble! Sindari barked into my mind. A growl emanated from the corner.

      I hurried to the back wall, but something much stronger than the earlier cobwebs clawed at my torso. An image flashed in my mind of skeletal fingers trying to pull me into a grave.

      Instinctively, I spun and slashed at them with Chopper. I didn’t expect to hit anything, but the blade flared bright and met with resistance as it cut through something. Whatever it was, I still couldn’t see it, but the fact that something was there had my heart racing. A lot of somethings. I whipped my arms about as fast as I could in an effort to break all the holds on my body.

      Again and again, Chopper’s blade met resistance. A faint clatter sounded as something I’d cut hit the cement floor. But as soon as I broke one hold, two more latched on to me, invisible grasping fingers seeming to grow out of the shelves.

      More clatters sounded as a half-dozen more of whatever I was slashing at hit the floor. I spun, tearing free from their grips as I sliced at the threats all about me. Finally, the air around me was empty, and nothing more clawed at me.

      I’d turned around several times and ended up facing Willard and Brisco with my sword aloft. They were staring at me as if I had gone crazy.

      “You heard them hit the ground, right?” I asked.

      They exchanged long looks. That meant no. All they’d seen was me fencing with an enemy they couldn’t see.

      Another growl floated back from Sindari, then escalated into a snarl. Something crashed to the floor.

      “I heard that,” Willard said. “Is your tiger breaking artifacts?”

      Shaking my head, I ran around the corner at the end of the aisle and charged into the darkness to help Sindari. More invisible fingers grasped at me, almost tugging my duster off my shoulders as they strove to keep me from reaching my ally.

      I wanted to ignore them and rush through—up ahead, Sindari’s silver tail stuck out from an aisle along the far wall, swishing as he faced something—but the fingers clamped down even harder. Once again, I slashed all around myself, slicing rapidly to break the invisible grips.

      Something grabbed my braid and yanked backward, jerking my neck painfully. Roaring with anger and frustration, I whirled and swung. For an instant, as Chopper’s tip scraped the wall and tore out a chunk of cement, I saw something. A dark wraith-like figure in the hazy air. Then my blade bit into its torso, and a scream filled my ears. The figure disappeared, and so did the grip on my braid.

      A crash came from the aisle where Sindari was fighting. One of the shelving units toppled toward him.

      “Look out!” I yelled, running to help.

      The unit slammed into the wall, clanks and shattering noises echoing through the room. Sindari roared and lunged, his tail disappearing from sight.

      I intended to join him against whatever foe he fought, but a black box with its lid open came into view ahead of me, a purple glow emanating from within. It sat on the floor in the corner of the chamber. A second ago, it hadn’t been there—or I hadn’t been able to see it.

      Barely visible shadows wafted out of it, and I halted several feet away. The impulse to slam Chopper into it flooded me, but I resisted, memories of my face-off with the fae artifact in the bog still fresh in my mind. Instead, I crept closer, thinking to kick the lid shut.

      When I was a few feet away, fingers wrapped around my neck and squeezed. Pain shot down my spine, and as I whirled once again, with Chopper raised to slash, the fingers tightened instead of letting go.

      Fear flooded me. I kicked and swung with Chopper at the same time, guessing at where the body and the arms attached to those invisible fingers would be.

      Again, my blade sliced through something, but there were too damn many of those somethings. Even as I severed one of two grips on my neck, more fingers wrapped around my ankle. With a swift, powerful tug, they pulled me off my feet.

      I braced myself to land on my back, but I never hit the floor. Instead, my momentum halted two feet above it, and the fingers pulled me toward the box. The purple light brightened, and I envisioned some creature waiting to eat me if I was sucked into it.

      Now horizontal in the air, I kept swinging. The positioning was awkward, but desperation gave me extra strength. Chopper sliced through the entity that still had a grip on my neck. I gasped in air and lunged into a sitting position so I could swing toward the thing pulling me by the ankle. My toes were inches from the box now.

      “Thorvald!” Willard barked from behind me. “What do I shoot at? I can’t see what has you.”

      “The box!” I slashed at the air an inch from my boot but didn’t connect with anything. The fingers had me from underneath. I twisted and stabbed.

      My thrust drove Chopper’s tip into the side of the box, and purple sparks flew. The blade didn’t dig in or otherwise damage it.

      “I can’t see a box.” Willard sounded like she was only a few feet away.

      I had no idea how to ask her to help. Then Sindari charged in from the side, roaring as he swiped at the box. Claws screeched against metal. He rammed the box with his shoulder, and the lid fell shut. The purple light disappeared.

      Finally, I slashed through what held me, and I crashed to the floor. I sprang to my feet, whipping my blade through the air around me, certain more fingers would grab me. This time, I connected with nothing, but nothing else grabbed me either. Dare I hope that Sindari closing the lid had been all it took?

      Willard stood a few feet away, a hand up, as if she’d wanted to grab me but couldn’t with me swinging Chopper around like a loon.

      Sindari growled, and I turned to find purple mist forming all around the box. I leaped back, almost crashing into Willard, and pointed Chopper at it. For the encore, the cursed thing might explode.

      Sindari lifted a paw, ready to take another swipe at it, though all his first attack had done was close the lid. The box faded before my eyes, much as Sindari did when he disappeared from this realm, and then it was gone.
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      “What the hell is going on?” I demanded to the empty air where the box had been. The shadows had also disappeared, and the sensation of magic crawling over my skin slowly faded.

      Sindari shook his head, as if driving out the memories of his battle. I assumed he’d also been dealing with invisible hands grabbing him. Had they knocked over the shelving unit, or had he backed into it?

      As I said, this place reminds me of the haunted world. Sindari sat on his haunches, eyeing the corner where the box had been.

      “You tell me,” Willard said. “It looked like you were shadow boxing. If we hadn’t seen something yank you into the air and pull you toward the corner, we would have thought you’d gone crazy.”

      “I suppose I should be reassured you don’t already think I’m crazy.” As the fog disappeared, I lowered Chopper.

      “I do have questions about that, but you’re already seeing a therapist, so she can work on your issues and medicate you as needed.”

      “Ha ha. We talk about my relationships with people and dragons, not my sanity.” I poked the air where the box had been.

      “I’m surprised that doesn’t come up.”

      The lights flickered, then came back on. The artifacts room once again looked and felt like the normal basement storage area that I remembered.

      “I’ll get the inventory list and see what’s missing,” Brisco said.

      “Wait.” Willard gripped his arm, then pointed toward a spot where the ceiling met another corner. A camera was pointed in our direction. “Is that one of ours?”

      Brisco eyed the compact black unit. Two other cameras were visible, larger cameras with wiring that disappeared into conduits running along the wall and up through the ceiling. This one didn’t match those.

      “No.” He strode toward it.

      “You’re going to have to tell me more about this haunted world,” I told Sindari.

      “Haunted world?” Willard asked. “Nagnortha? The burial realm?”

      That is its name, Sindari told me.

      “Or you’re going to have to tell me more about it.” I pointed at Willard.

      “It’s referenced in a lot of books and scrolls we’ve gained access to over the years,” she said. “The dragons found it first but decided that the underworld taint—as the scrolls called it—made it an unappealing place to hunt. Eventually, trolls, ogres, and orcs learned to make portals to Nagnortha and used it as a burial ground. They believed the magic of the place granted power to those interred there, so they could survive the dangers of the afterworld. Some say that the dead exist close to reality there and that deals may be struck with them. If you would like to be turned into a zombie lord, that’s the place to go.”

      “I bet that’s a big selling point in the tourism brochures.”

      I have been to Nagnortha, Sindari told me as Brisco found a crate to stand on so he could reach the camera. It is a wild world with much to hunt, but it is also very strange. Some say that its dimensional anchor is weak and that it slips in and out of its place in time and space. If you are there when that happens, you might be lost forever.

      “Lost and zombified. There’s no end to the possible bullet points that can be put on those brochures.”

      Willard, who hadn’t heard Sindari’s telepathic comment, raised her eyebrows.

      “Never mind. Is there any chance that box came from this Nagnortha?” I asked, the question for either of them.

      “I never did see a box.” Willard looked around, gaze lingering on the upended shelving unit and the artifacts and books on the floor. “All I see is a mess.”

      “I think it was trying to suck me into it… or into somewhere.” Somehow, I suspected the box had wanted to do more than shut me inside and close the lid.

      It is possible that it came from Nagnortha, Sindari said, but as you know from my charm, there are many races with magic that can make artifacts that allow travel between realms and dimensions.

      You think that’s what it was trying to do? Take me to another realm or dimension?

      It seemed that way.

      Willard walked toward the mess on the floor, bent, and picked up a couple of pieces of something.

      “How would a thief that we believe is from our world get a magical artifact like that box?” I wondered. And had she deliberately placed it there to trap me? To drag me off to… where? That haunted world? Another dimension? A place where I would land in a cage and she would be waiting to take Chopper from me?

      Willard returned and held open her hand. Two finger bones—they appeared too long to belong to a human—lay on her palm, the ends sliced off on one side. Where Chopper had cut through them?

      Uneasy at this proof that something beyond mere magic had been gripping me, I touched my throat.

      Willard squinted at the spot. “You’ve got red marks all around your neck. Like someone was trying to strangle you.”

      “Yeah. Enemies do that to me a lot.”

      “Have you talked to your therapist about it?”

      “She would probably recommend more meditation and yoga to calm my inner self when the world is raging against me.”

      “That helps with strangulation?”

      “Not that I’ve noticed.”

      The whisper of tape ripping free sounded in the quiet room, and Brisco returned to us with the camera.

      “Nothing magical about this, I don’t think.” He held it up to me for a second opinion.

      “Toshiba,” I read off the side. “As far as I know, they don’t mass produce magical cameras.”

      “Funny. I was wondering if something had been added to it.” He wriggled his fingers and wrinkled his nose in an approximation of a television witch casting a spell.

      “I don’t sense anything weird about it.”

      “It’s wireless?” Willard asked. “See if you can figure out where it’s transmitting to. I can’t imagine its range is that great. There might be a van parked outside.”

      He swore and ran for the exit.

      I raised my eyebrows. “You think our thief used her portal generator to travel to a van parked around the block?”

      “We don’t know she used the portal generator at all. It wouldn’t be that hard for someone with a cloaking charm—” Willard waved to my leather thong, “—to sneak in and out, though I don’t know how she would have gotten past the door lock or the special alarms that are supposed to warn us of intruders using magic.”

      “Maybe you need better alarms. And a dragon door knocker to put on the door that flambés intruders who don’t know the secret password.”

      “I’m not buying one of Dimitri’s tchotchkes.”

      “I’m sure he would give you the friends-and-family rate.”

      Willard closed her hand around the bones. “I’ll have my agents analyze these and try to figure out what species they come from.”

      “Can I have one? It’s been a couple of weeks since I had any work for Zoltan to charge me an obscene amount of money for. He’s probably feeling impoverished.”

      “He doesn’t pay you rent, and he doesn’t pay for what he eats. What does he need money for?”

      “Alchemical ingredients are expensive. He also has an extensive bow-tie collection that he needs to add to periodically.” I reached for one of the bones.

      “My people will analyze them for free. And we’ve got someone at the university who will let us use the DNA sequencer.”

      “I like second opinions.”

      “And being overcharged, apparently.” Despite her words, Willard dropped one of the bones in my hand.

      It was cool, dry, and slightly porous. I didn’t sense any magic in it, but that might change once I was out of the artifacts room and away from so many other magical artifacts filling the air with their emanations.

      As we headed for the door, my phone buzzed with a text from my daughter.

      What up, Val? Sword practice this afternoon?

      I eyed the phone suspiciously. “What day is it, Willard?”

      “Wednesday.”

      “Amber wants to practice today after school. We usually only meet on Sundays, and she complains the whole way through our session, assuming she doesn’t try to get out of it altogether.”

      Amber hadn’t canceled any practices since our run-in with the fae males in Magnuson Park, but she also hadn’t asked for extra training.

      “Maybe she’s realized the value of having a caring mother in her life and wants to spend more time with you.”

      “You’ve met Amber. I’m amazed you can say that with a straight face.”

      “I’m working on my deadpan delivery to enhance comedic effect.”

      If nothing else tries to kill me today, I should be available, I texted back.

      Great. Meet you at Crown Hill Park on Holman Rd.

      Why that spot? We usually worked out in her backyard.

      More space! I’ve got some new moves to show you. See you at 3.

      “Is Crown Hill Park as small and devoid of anything interesting as I think it is?” If I remembered the spot correctly, a place I’d only driven past without stopping, it had a baseball field, some playground equipment, and a skate ramp.

      “I don’t even know where that is,” Willard said. “You’re the Seattle native.”

      I typed it into my map, frowned at the park’s tiny size, and eyed the phone suspiciously again. “Either there’s a cute boy who skates there, or I’m being set up.”

      Admiral Ackbar’s famous “It’s a trap” line floated through my mind.

      “Set up? By your teenage daughter?”

      “Uh huh.” I zoomed in on the map until the establishments around the park popped up, then groaned.

      Willard leaned in for a look. “Oh, there’s a bridal shop.”

      I groaned again. Amber loved dresses and shopping and trying things on. I did not.

      “You’ll need a dress for your wedding. She’s being thoughtful and helping you out.” Willard grinned wickedly and not at all deadpan. “Send some photos of you trying on dresses. That should be entertaining. When was the last time you wore a dress?”

      “In the army.”

      “Your Class-A uniform doesn’t count as a dress.”

      “Thad said the same thing.” I snapped my fingers. “Wait, I forgot. I wore a dress to my last bodyguard gig. Zav liked it.”

      “Sexy, huh?”

      “It had a leg slit so I could reach my gun.”

      “Leg slits aren’t allowed on wedding dresses.”

      “I’m positive there’s no rule about that.”

      “I’m positive there is. No leg slits and no weapons as you walk down the aisle.”

      “What kind of wedding are you planning for me?”

      “A right and proper one. Your mom will thank me.”

      “Mom thinks we should elope to Vegas and forget the wedding.”

      “Then your daughter will thank me.” Willard pointed me toward the stairs. “Go meet her. I’ll call you with any information we can dig up on the thief and the bone.”

      I cast a longing look back toward the artifacts room as I walked out. I would rather face wraiths and risk being pulled into a portal to a haunted world than try on dresses.
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      Before heading to the park to meet Amber, I stopped by the house to drop off the finger bone. Since it was daylight—Zoltan’s sleeping-in-a-coffin hours—that had involved taping it to the basement door with a note. I would text him about it after dark.

      Amber was already at the park when I arrived, sitting on a picnic table while two guys in baggy jeans with skateboards under their arms talked to her. Maybe I had guessed wrong, and she knew someone who went to school in the area who she’d wanted to see, but she hadn’t mentioned any interest in boys—or posted about them on her social media pages.

      Her shoulders were hunched as she sat fiddling with a cardboard coffee cup. I couldn’t tell if the body language meant she was cold or she didn’t want to talk to them, but I parked quickly and walked toward her.

      One pointed at her and then at a beat-up truck in the parking lot. What did that mean? That he wanted to take her somewhere?

      I quickened my pace, ready to rush in and beat the crap out of them—though I’d seen her fight and knew she was capable of doing it herself.

      Amber glanced in the direction the guy was pointing and saw me. She waved at me with way more enthusiasm than usual, and I knew I was right, that she didn’t want the company.

      “Hey, Mom!”

      Mom? Even more of a clanging alarm bell. She’d only called me Mom once in the last fifteen years, and that had been when that assassin had been about to kill me.

      The guys turned to look at me. From the back, I’d assumed they were teenagers, but they both had scraggly beards and looked like they were in their twenties. A flood of rage at the idea of them hitting on my fifteen-year-old daughter almost had me reaching for Chopper. But the police only looked the other way when I killed criminal trolls and orcs. Murdering humans was frowned upon. Unfortunately.

      “Mom?” one mouthed, checking me out instead of scampering off as he would have if he could see my weapons—and knew how well I could use them.

      His buddy elbowed him. “Talk about a MILF.”

      “I have to go.” Amber turned and scrambled off the back of the picnic table. Avoiding them, she grabbed a bag and strode toward me. “Hey, Val. This park is lame. We should go somewhere else.”

      The guys must have decided they wouldn’t have any luck here, because they slouched off toward the skateboard area.

      “Imagine both of them at once,” one muttered to the other.

      “Oh, I will be tonight.”

      Sometimes, having superior hearing wasn’t a blessing. I hoped Amber’s wasn’t as good as mine and that she didn’t catch that. But the crimson color to her cheeks suggested she’d heard enough. My rage
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