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      The autumn fog was so thick that I almost stepped on the body sprawled across the dock before I saw it. The extremely large body.

      Leathery skin, yarn-like yellow hair, a club still gripped in his sausage fingers. Ogre.

      Worry for the friend I’d come to check on churned in my gut, but I tamped down the emotions and groped for professional detachment. I was an assassin and killed bad guys for a living. This wasn’t the first corpse I’d seen. It wasn’t even the first corpse I’d seen this week.

      “No big deal,” I reassured myself.

      Except it was the first corpse I’d seen located twenty feet from the boat my best friend lived aboard.

      “Michael,” I murmured, drawing Fezzik—my magically-enhanced compact submachine pistol—from my thigh holster, “what have you gotten yourself into?”

      I listened for voices or anything out of the ordinary as I scanned the area, searching for whoever had killed the ogre. But the dense fog muted the lights along the docks, leaving hundreds of shadows—hundreds of hiding spots.

      Beyond the breakwater, Puget Sound lay quiet, and waves barely lapped against the boats in the marina. If anyone had been stirring nearby, I would have heard them.

      My sixth sense told me more than my eyes or ears. Thanks to my half-elven blood, I could detect magical artifacts as well as the auras of magical beings. The ogre didn’t register, so I knew he was dead without checking for a pulse, but something at the end of the dock where Michael’s boat was moored tickled my senses. The various enchanted trinkets he’d found during his years as a treasure hunter were familiar, but there was something else. Something alive inside.

      It wasn’t Michael. He was a full-blooded mundane human and didn’t have a detectable aura. This was something else, something I’d never encountered before.

      I wanted to investigate, but I opened my phone’s flashlight app to check the body first. As much as I worried about my friend—corpses at one’s front door were rarely a good omen—I didn’t want to barge into what was likely trouble without knowing as much as I could.

      The ogre had died on his back, and I didn’t see any knife wounds or bullet holes on his torso or neck, but blood had seeped out from under his back and darkened the dock. I crouched and touched it. The blood had chilled but not yet dried. This hadn’t happened long ago.

      I holstered Fezzik and set my phone aside as I wondered if I could roll the nine-foot-tall ogre over to look at his back. My elven heritage gave me more strength than the average woman, and my six feet in height gave me long arms to use as levers, but ogres were typically three hundred pounds or more. And this guy didn’t look like he’d been on a diet.

      Careful not to grunt or make noise, I gripped the ogre’s shaggy yellow hair and lifted his head, then crouched to use my legs and heave at the shoulder. My muscles strained, but his torso lifted off the ground.

      A clunk and scrape came from underneath the ogre. Bracing him with my body so he didn’t thump back down, I grabbed my phone and shined the light under him. The dock was drenched in blood, but I didn’t see what had made the clunk until I lifted the light to the ogre’s back. The long wooden handle of a kama knife stuck out of it, the curving sickle-like blade sunken deep.

      It was one of Michael’s weapons. I bit my lip, debating if I should remove it, lest it be used to identify him as the killer. It wasn’t like the Seattle PD—or any police department in the world—acknowledged that magical beings took refuge on Earth or worried about justice for them, but there were clans of ogres around the city who might come to avenge their fallen brother.

      I wiggled the weapon out. I had little doubt that Michael had been defending himself, but if there hadn’t been any witnesses—and even if there had been—it would be hard to reason with irate ogres.

      Stepping back, I let the body thump back down. An urge to protect my friend came over me, even though I didn’t yet know what this was about, and I was tempted to roll it into the water so nobody would find it.

      “Better talk to Michael first,” I whispered, pulling out the rag I used to clean my other weapon—a magical longsword I’d dubbed Chopper—to wipe down his kama before tucking it in my belt.

      I jumped past the ogre and continued to the boat. As I was about to hop onto the gangplank, footsteps thudded on the other end of the dock. Running footsteps coming from the parking lot.

      Grimacing, I hoped an enemy approached instead of the person who’d called earlier and asked me to meet her down here. There hadn’t been time yet to figure out what had happened.

      A figure came into view, gray and indistinct in the fog. A flashlight beam punctured the mist, moving around like a lightsaber as the person ran.

      “Julie?” I crouched and gripped Fezzik in case it wasn’t.

      The figure halted. “Val?”

      “Yeah.” I lowered my firearm. “Be careful. There’s a dead ogre on the dock.”

      “A what? Is Michael okay?”

      “An ogre. And I’m not sure yet. I don’t think he’s here.” If he was here, he might be unconscious or dead. It was hard to imagine him leaving his weapon in the back of a fallen enemy and going to bed.

      Julie Kwon came closer, gingerly maneuvering around the ogre. Her dyed blonde hair stood out now that she was a few steps away.

      “Where else could he be?” Julie stared at me, her dark eyes wide. “He hasn’t come to visit the family for more than a week. When we asked him to come to dinner yesterday, he said he’d found the clue of a lifetime and couldn’t make it. Now today, he’s not answering his phone at all. I’m afraid he’s gotten himself in trouble.” Her tone turned anguished when she added, “Again.”

      Her lips pressed together tightly as she looked from my combat boots to the pistol in my hand to my belt filled with ammo pouches to my black leather duster jacket. The blonde braid dangling over my shoulder was my only nod to femininity, at least when I was working.

      I braced myself for Julie to add that Michael had never gotten into trouble or known about the magical world until he’d met me. I never knew what to say to that. It was because of me—because of a mission Michael had followed me on where we’d chanced across an ancient dwarven text about relics—that he’d learned of priceless artifacts brought to Earth over the centuries by magical visitors and refugees. But it wasn’t as if I’d told him to turn away from his finance job to become a treasure hunter. I’d specifically told him not to do that. Numerous times. When mundane humans got involved with magical beings, it rarely went well.

      “You never should have given him that book,” Julie said, as if she were reading my mind. But she was as human as Michael and had no telepathic powers. Blaming me was just what she did.

      “I didn’t give it to him. He found it when he was with me.”

      “You could have taken it from him. You’re a damn ex-military thug. I know you could have.”

      I didn’t point out that Michael was ex-military too—that was how I’d met him—since I knew what she meant. Michael had been a financial-management technician, and I’d been dragged away from my pilot MOS as soon as the army found out I healed five times faster than a regular human. The special training and missions that had ensued meant Julie was right. I was a professional thug.

      “I’m checking on him,” Julie said, waving away whatever further criticisms she wanted to fling.

      It wasn’t as if I hadn’t heard them all before. But this time, with Michael in trouble, they stung more than usual. The truth always hurt.

      I caught Julie before she could step on the gangplank. “There’s someone or something magical inside. I’ll check on him.”

      “Fine.” She waved for me to go first.

      I walked the short gangplank to the narrow deck of the boat. The yacht, Michael always insisted on calling it, but the one-room cabin with the bed in a glorified cabinet in the back did not inspire such lofty labels from me.

      In the dark, I almost missed the blood splotches on the railing and deck. The ogre’s blood, I hoped. Not Michael’s.

      I drew Fezzik and inched toward the door. Out at West Point, the foghorn blew, and I barely kept from jumping.

      The cabin door was closed but not locked. I paused with my hand on the latch. The magical being I’d sensed inside was still there, and it had moved. Before, it had been near the front of the cabin, but now, it was in the back. Hiding in the cubby that held the bed?

      The gangplank creaked behind me. Julie.

      “Wait out here.” I held up a hand. “Behind that post in case there’s a firefight.”

      Julie hesitated, expression mulish for a moment, but she decided to obey. She climbed off the gangplank and crouched down behind the post.

      I reached for a charm-filled leather thong around my neck and tapped a magical trinket that would camouflage me from sight, smell, and magical senses. I tugged the latch open, staying behind the door in case someone fired—or cast magic—out.

      Nothing happened. The magical being didn’t move.

      After waiting a few seconds, I was about to head in, but I sensed something else. Out in the water, more magical beings came within range of my senses. Unlike the one in Michael’s boat, these had familiar auras. There were several trolls and… I frowned with abrupt suspicion. An ogre.

      They seemed to be on a boat out past the breakwater, but I couldn’t make out its outline. If it had running lights, the fog was too dense for me to see them—or they had them turned off because they were hiding.

      Was that where the ogre had come from? A boat that had come in close enough to deposit him, and perhaps others, to kidnap Michael? Or kill him?

      “Are you inside?” Julie whispered loudly, unable to see me now that I’d activated my charm.

      I rolled my eyes, wishing I’d warned her to stay quiet. This was why I never worked with a partner.

      I resisted the urge to ignore her, since she might come to check if I did. “Checking now. Stay there and don’t move or talk. There are trolls and another ogre out on a boat.”

      Though my charm should make it hard for anyone inside to see me, I still crept around the door in a low crouch with my finger on Fezzik’s trigger.

      It was dark inside, the only light coming from an alarm clock and a computer’s power indicator, but that was enough to see that books and papers were strewn all over the floor. The decorative wooden navigation wheel that was usually mounted on the wall had been hurled into one of the portholes, one of the handles stuck through the shattered glass. Clothing had been pulled out from the built-in dresser and thrown in heaps. In the back, the bedding was rucked up in piles, blankets tangled around pillows.

      I didn’t see what I’d feared I would find: Michael’s body.

      But I still sensed the magical being. I didn’t see anyone, but this close, there was no mistake.

      I crept toward the open cupboard door of the bed nook—I refused to call it a bedroom since the mattress was the only thing inside. Once, I’d teased Michael for sleeping in something smaller than Harry Potter’s cupboard under the stairs. He’d informed me that Harry hadn’t had a view of Puget Sound and had pointed majestically at the tiny porthole that looked at the boat in the next slip, not the water.

      The bed was empty. And there wasn’t anything but a storage cabinet underneath it. Michael kept maintenance stuff for the boat under there. It was hard to imagine even a tiny child being able to fit, but I carefully opened the door. It was still stuffed full of maintenance equipment.

      Maybe some magical beacon or trap had been left in the boat to fool my senses. Was that possible? I’d never encountered such a thing.

      I risked turning on my flashlight app again in case I’d missed someone in the rumpled comforter on the mattress. Nope.

      As I backed away, a high-pitched growl came from under the comforter.

      A dog? A cat? Neither would explain the magical aura.

      I pointed Fezzik at the lump. It moved slightly.

      Using the muzzle of the pistol, I nudged the comforter aside.

      A feline screech filled the cabin, and fearful green eyes stared straight at me. A large silver cat with black stripes sat amid the tangled bedding. This close, the creature would be able to see through the magic of my charm. It swiped at the comforter, as if it wanted to pull it back over itself. That paw was crazy large for a cat. And was the fur glowing faintly in the dark?

      I put away the flashlight. Yes, there was a faint silver glow to the cat’s fur.

      “No, you’re not a cat, are you?” I guessed him or her to be fifteen or twenty pounds with a lot of room to grow, if those paws were any indication. “Are you a tiger?”

      I’d seen white tigers before. I hadn’t seen silver tigers with glowing fur.

      The cat—tiger cub—screeched at me and swiped a paw in the air but didn’t look particularly threatening. I lowered my firearm and gazed around at the mess again, but there was nobody else inside.

      “Where are you, Michael?”

      The cub screeched again.

      “And what am I supposed to do with this cat?”
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      “That notepad on the table is for you,” Michael said. “Happy birthday.”

      “A notepad. I bet that’s what you get all your girlfriends.” Girlfriends. The word felt strange coming out of my mouth, maybe because I hadn’t dated anyone since my divorce. Of course, Michael and I weren’t officially dating, but we did talk about my assignments and his projects while eating and before having sex, so that probably fit some definition of the term somewhere.

      “I do, but I only put a bow on it if I really care.”

      “And a ribbon with curlicues. Very fancy.”

      “It didn’t come that way. I used a trick my mom showed me with scissors to make the ribbon curl.”

      “Some ancient family secret brought over from Korea, huh?”

      “I’m pretty sure she got it off the Home and Garden channel.”

      Michael watched with a smirk as I slid the ribbon off and opened the notebook. We were inside his newly acquired yacht, as he called it, and he was giving me a tour. Had given me a tour. It had only taken ten seconds to see everything, including the composting toilet that I vowed never to use, and then he’d flopped down on the bed. The contents of the notebook were far more intriguing than that boat, especially when I flipped to a hand-drawn map and a bunch of instructions for finding The Secret Cave.

      “The Secret Cave? That’s not some rendezvous spot you want me to meet you at, is it?” It looked like it was over on the Olympic Peninsula. That was a long trip for a tryst.

      “No. You said you needed to find the Kryftok Kobold Clan because they’re harboring a fugitive you’re supposed to take down. I had free time today, so I did some research for you. I’ve done a lot of treasure hunting over there, so I know the area well.”

      “You don’t have to look up my marks for me.” But I lowered the notepad, touched that he’d taken the time to do so.

      “I know, but it’s your birthday. Care to join me in the love nest for further celebrations?” Michael patted the comforter and gave me his version of bedroom eyes. An impressive feat given that he was reclining in a cupboard, not a bedroom, and that mattress was more suitable for a ten-year-old than a couple of amorous adults.

      “Is that what the realtor who bilked you out of your life’s savings called it?” I leaned my hip against the end of the table. It wobbled, threatening to fold down into the wall.

      “Silly Val. You buy a boat from a boat trader, not a realtor.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t get this from a police auction? It’s named after a Russian submarine.”

      “The Kursk? How do you know?”

      “I’m a crack researcher too.”

      “Does that mean you Googled it on your phone?”

      I couldn’t believe he hadn’t. He was far better at finding things than I was. But maybe one didn’t locate magical treasures by Googling them.

      “That’s how crack research is done these days,” I informed him, deciding not to point out that the Russian sub had sunk, killing its entire crew. Whoever had named this boat had possessed an odd sense of humor. “You better check the nooks and crannies for leftover smuggled drugs.”

      Michael pushed a hand through his straight black hair. “Does all this vitriol for my new home mean I’m going to have to drive us back to your place if I want to get lucky tonight?”

      “I don’t know. You haven’t taken off your shirt and rubbed your chest suggestively yet.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Would that work?”

      “You do have a nice chest.”

      His lips curved into a smile, and he patted the bed again. “Ditto.”

      I snorted, certain I’d end up hitting my head on the wall—if not the ceiling—but he had gotten me a gift. Besides, he was so proud of his new acquisition that I would feel bad rejecting it tonight. Tomorrow, I would reject it.

      
      The tiger cub screeched, pulling me from my memories. It was just as well. With potential enemies about, this wasn’t the time to lose myself in the past.

      “What’s up, kid?” I asked absently, stretching out with my senses to see if the trolls and ogre had moved. They hadn’t. If they were on a boat, they must have dropped anchor. “You thirsty? Hungry?”

      The cub rolled onto its side and pawed at its ears. That gave me the opportunity to invade its privacy with my flashlight and learn that it was a female cub.

      “Good. I don’t have to call you an it now.”

      The next noise was a plaintive mew.

      I grabbed one of Michael’s two bowls—his personal bowl and his guest bowl, as he called them—from an overhead cabinet that hadn’t been disturbed by the ransacking and filled it with water from the little sink.

      “Here, kid.” I put the bowl on the mattress where it—she—could reach it. The floor might have been better, but the cub seemed to like the bed, and I wasn’t inclined to pick her up and move her. The claws weren’t long yet, but they were there.

      “Val?” Julie called, her tone almost as plaintive as the cub’s. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but you can come in.”

      I debated if I wanted to turn on the lights to do a better search. If the ogre—or ogres—had come from that boat out there, someone on it might be watching this spot. Though I couldn’t imagine why. If they were the kidnappers, they already had Michael. I wished I knew why. To question him about some treasure he was hunting? To ransom him to his family? To me? If they knew how little money I had in my bank account, they wouldn’t bother. Besides, we’d broken up almost a year earlier. Someone would have had to do a lot of research to link us together.

      As Julie walked in, I flipped on the lights. I would risk it. There might be answers here in the mess.

      The cub screeched a complaint.

      Julie jumped, cracking her head on the low doorjamb. “What was that? Michael got a cat?”

      “In a manner of speaking.” I pointed her toward the bed while I picked up papers, looking through them as I stacked them on the table. Several had been ripped and crumpled, and a few were stamped with boot prints. Giant boot prints.

      I couldn’t tell if two ogres had been here, but that was my guess. Michael had gotten the best of one, but the other had gotten the best of him. And kidnapped him and carted him off. I hoped that was what had happened, not that he’d been killed and dumped overboard.

      “That’s a hella weird cat,” Julie said. “It looks like a tiger cub. A white tiger cub? Do they start out darker and get lighter?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s magical. Very magical.” A burlap sack slumped in a corner caught my eye, and I picked it up.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It’s not from Earth, at least not originally.”

      “Oh, I see. It’s a Martian tiger.”

      I shook my head, having no interest in explaining the various worlds in the Cosmic Realms or that powerful magical beings could make portals and travel between them. It wasn’t as if I was an expert. Everything I knew had come via trolls, goblins, orcs, and other beings that showed up here after fleeing trouble in their home worlds. Apparently, our populous planet was an excellent place to hide.

      The burlap sack was empty save for a few short pale hairs—tiger fur?—and a crumpled note at the bottom.

      “You don’t think Michael stole it, do you?” Julie was eyeing the cub. “He wouldn’t steal an animal. He’s not hard up for money. Omma and Appa check on him. His investments do well, even if he’s not making much of himself.” She glowered at me, the suggestion hanging in the air that it was my fault.

      More interested in the note than her speculations, I didn’t answer. It had a scattering of symbols. Words?

      I opened my phone’s translator app, selected detect language, and pointed the camera at the note.

      Unknown language, the app flashed.

      “I figured that would be too easy.”

      “Val?” Julie faced me, now holding the cub to her chest. It was struggling and didn’t look like it wanted to be held. “Do you know anything about this?”

      “I know that’s not a house cat and that you might not
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