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      When I started writing the first novel in the Death Before Dragons series, I had tentative plans to publish five or six adventures and see how it went. I hadn’t done much contemporary/urban fantasy, and I wasn’t sure how well my regular readers would receive it. I don’t usually write in first person, nor do I set many stories on Earth with protagonists who tote around semi-automatic weapons. The only things I brought over from my steampunk and high-fantasy books were the dragons. Though Zav (ahem, Lord Zavryd’nokquetal) is in a league of his own. He’s my first sauna-loving, Crocs-wearing dragon. I have a feeling he’s the only sauna-loving, Crocs-wearing dragon.

      I’m glad that so many people have enjoyed Val and Zav’s adventures. As I write this foreword, this is the last book I have planned in this series, and I’ve started on a new project in a new world, but I am tempted to return someday for a spin-off series. We shall see. I hope you enjoy this final installment. Thank you for reading, and thank you to all who have left reviews and shared the series with friends or on social media pages. As I’ve said before, this is the best “marketing” an author can hope for.

      Let me also thank my beta readers—Cindy Wilkinson, Rue Silver, and Sarah Engelke—and my editor Shelley Holloway. Also thank you to Luisa Pressler for the illustrations for this trilogy and Deranged Doctor Design for turning them into covers. Last, but definitely not least, thank you to Vivienne Leheny for narrating the audiobooks.

      That’s it from me, and thanks again for reading!
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      “He ate a cow from the farmer’s property in Snohomish that we leased for the wedding,” Colonel Willard said, alternately glowering at me, at Zav, and at Mary Watanabe, my stalwart therapist, whose typical unfazed expression remained intact during the diatribe.

      Mary did shift at her desk to type a couple of notes into her computer. More than once, she’d offered to let me read the file she was keeping on me, but I didn’t want to see myself analyzed. I already knew I had issues. That’s why I kept coming to Mary’s office.

      “It was most succulent.” Zav lounged in a chair between Willard and me, his ankle propped on his knee, the hem of his silver-trimmed black robe in danger of hiking up far enough to show everyone evidence of his refusal to adopt the human custom of wearing boxers or briefs.

      “That cow was someone’s property,” Willard growled, waving toward the rain-spattered window, though it looked out toward Lake Union to the south, and Snohomish was off in the other direction. “Not only that, but it belonged to the farmer who was kind enough to rent us his beautiful grassy field along the river. He said he didn’t even mind if a few quirky guests showed up.”

      Quirky guests, such as my elven half of the family, Zav’s dragon family, and all the troll, ogre, orc, and goblin patrons of our coffee shop that Zav had invited to the wedding, promising them a great feast. Who didn’t love free food?

      “It is a dragon custom,” Zav said, “that one should hunt in an area being considered for festivities. If the prey is ample and succulent, that is an auspicious omen.”

      “A domesticated cow isn’t prey.” Willard was still growling. That was her normal tone whenever she and Zav argued about how the wedding should go.

      I’d figured out weeks ago that asking her to help with the planning hadn’t been the best idea, but it was too late to rescind that request now. When Willard had a mission, she wouldn’t let slings, bullets, or prey-munching dragons deter her from it.

      “That cow belonged to the farmer,” Willard repeated. “I had to promise him that Thorvald would pay for it.”

      “I’m used to paying for what Zav eats,” I said, glad a recent mission had left my coffers well-lined with gold. Zav was an expensive date, and it looked like he would be an even more expensive husband.

      “Even if it’s something that wasn’t for sale?”

      Mary lifted her hands in a placating manner. “I suggest we acknowledge that this incident happened, accept that cultural differences will add a few caltrops into the wedding planning, and find a way to go forward with all parties feeling satisfied.” She smiled at Willard, then said, “Lord Zavryd,” and looked at Zav, but she made the mistake of glancing down, her eye perhaps drawn by the slightly singed fluorescent yellow Crocs that were his new favorite footwear. She must have caught a glimpse of more than footwear, because she faltered and looked at the ceiling with a discombobulated, “Er.” Her elbow bumped a stapler on the desk, knocking it to the floor. She didn’t pick it up.

      I reached over with two fingers and pushed Zav’s foot off his knee and down to the floor. Your nether regions show when you do that, I told him telepathically.

      He lowered his eyelids halfway and gazed at me through his lashes. I enjoy it when you touch my knee.

      I know you do, but we’re not going to have sex in my therapist’s office. I asked you and Willard here in the hope that Mary could offer some advice on settling your disagreements so we can have a wedding that will make everybody happy. We’re less than a week away, and there continue to be… incidents.

      Your wedding planner is not acknowledging that this is a mixed-species wedding and that accommodations must be made for dragons. Thanks to your idea, I’ve convinced my family to come to the event, including my mother, the queen. All must be perfect if she is to come to this wild world.

      It’ll be great. And you’re going to import your own animals to hunt, right? And drop them off in some woods a couple hundred miles north of Snohomish and far from the nearest town. Nobody needs to eat the cows of any farmers, right? I raised my eyebrows hopefully. As I now knew well, an entire cow was a lot more expensive than a forty-pack box of ground beef patties from Costco. Especially when the farmer added on an emotional-trauma fee. His eight-year-old daughter had been the one to find the carcass in the field behind her playhouse.

      I will import animals, yes. Far more spirited prey than that cow.

      I squinted at him, concerned that he hadn’t acknowledged the part of the plan where these animals would be dropped off hundreds of miles away. Before I could ask for clarification, Willard cleared her throat.

      “Your therapist can’t take notes if you’re talking to each other telepathically,” she said.

      Mary had recovered her equanimity and was resting her folded hands patiently on her desk. “As I was saying, it is important for both families—and both the bride and groom—to feel welcome at the wedding and, whenever possible, to have their cultural preferences accommodated for, but it is also important to obey the laws of the area. Consuming another person’s livestock is illegal here in Washington. And likely all over the world.”

      “On my world, no being, not even a dragon, may own living animals,” Zav said. “When the Stormforge Clan came to power and assumed the majority of positions on the Ruling Council, we outlawed slavery. We rule over others for the good of the Cosmic Realms and for the good of the intelligent species within it.”

      “You’re an enlightened people,” Mary said with a straight face.

      The noise Willard made deep in her throat reminded me of her cat hawking up a hairball.

      “We are.” Zav leaned back and propped his ankle up on the opposite knee. “I have no need to hunt further prey in that area. I have deemed the chosen location acceptable. The nearby river is appealing. If the guests get restless, they may fish.” He eyed me. “The farmer does not also own the fish, does he?”

      Zav’s tone made it clear that the whole idea of owning animals was ridiculous to him. At least he seemed willing to go along with our laws. I hoped the rest of his clan would too. In retrospect, maybe we should have planned for the entire wedding to take place two hundred miles from anywhere. But it would have been difficult to get the priest, caterer, and musicians to show up that far away.

      “The fish are free for all.” I leaned over, pushed his leg off his knee again, and pointed to the floor at his feet.

      “How have you been doing with your meditation during this busy time?” Mary asked me.

      “Uh.” I didn’t want to talk about this, or the fact that I’d needed my asthma medication more frequently lately, not in front of Zav and Willard. Was it strange that the wedding planning was more stressful and prone to make me wheezy than facing bad guys trying to kill me? “Fine.”

      “You’ve found some quiet time to work on your breathing and calming your mind?” Mary smiled hopefully and poised her fingers over the keyboard, clearly wanting to add that I was making progress.

      I wished I could tell her yes so she could type in that note, but between work, the wedding plans, cooking for Zav, and trying to establish a stronger relationship with my teenage daughter, there hadn’t been much time for self-improvement. And I was beginning to think that no amount of learning to calm my body and reduce stress and inflammation levels would get rid of the asthma that had been plaguing me this last year.

      “During quiet time,” Zav said, lifting his ankle back up to his knee, “Val and I mate vigorously in the nest.”

      Willard propped her elbow on the armrest and dropped her face into her palm.

      “It is excellent exercise,” Zav continued, “which is good for one’s health. Dragons know this.”

      “I wouldn’t have agreed to come,” Willard said, “if I’d known you’d be talking about your sex life.”

      “Sorry.” I lifted a hand. “Zav is enthusiastic about mating.”

      Mary made the mistake of glancing down—Zav was right in front of her desk—then jerked her gaze away again.

      Willard reached over and shoved Zav’s ankle off his knee.

      His eyes flared violet in indignation. “It is not appropriate for a female who is not my mate to presume to touch me.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Willard said, not intimidated, even though Zav made most enemies quail when his eyes glowed and his aura radiated power and menace. “Just keep your enthusiasm in your pants.”

      “I do not wear pants.”

      “That’s the problem.” Willard’s phone rang, and she walked to the window, probably glad for an excuse to escape the discussion.

      I sighed. Maybe this had been pointless. I should have simply come by myself.

      “Is the planning otherwise going well?” Mary pulled a couple of empty folders out of a drawer and propped them along the back edge of her desk, creating a barrier so she could no longer see below Zav’s chest from her seat. Well, that was one solution.

      “It’s… fine.” I would be relieved when all of this was over.

      I did look forward to the day itself, even though I was far from a romantic or someone who’d dreamed of weddings as a girl, but everything leading up to it had been a pain so far. Was I naive to believe that the wedding could go well? Given my eclectic guest roster?

      Mary lifted her eyebrows, encouraging a more thorough answer.

      “My elven half-sister Freysha mentioned that our father and her kin—our kin—are supposed to arrive soon. I’m not sure where they’ll stay or how many there will be. I haven’t really met any of my kin except for her and my father. Also, I’m a little nervous about introducing—er, reintroducing—my father to my mother. He’s married to an elven lady now, and Mom is… well, I think she’s never entirely gotten over him. She never married, and she doesn’t even date. Unless one counts the werewolf across the street that she has coffee with.”

      Mary didn’t bat an eye at the talk of elves and werewolves. After months of these sessions, she’d gotten used to me telling her about my interactions with members of the magical community that few mundane humans knew existed on Earth.

      “It is often the case,” she said, “that the concerns we have about possible conflicts in the future are worse than the actual conflicts themselves. I know it’s difficult, but I urge you to try not to worry about it, especially if there is nothing you can do.”

      Willard had been talking quietly on the other side of the room, but her voice rose in disbelief. “What do you mean we can’t use the field?”

      “Uh oh.” I looked at Zav. “You weren’t out there this morning hunting more cows, were you?”

      “I was not,” he said. “The weather is damp and unappealingly chilly. I visited your mother’s hot box.”

      “Her sauna? Uhm, did you warn her first? Or ask for permission?”

      “A dragon does not ask for permission from lesser species.”

      “A dragon should if he wants to use something that belongs to someone else.”

      “Humans are overly preoccupied by owning things.”

      “I see,” Willard said, her tone flat now. “You’re sure? There are still several days until the wedding.” She paused. “I see. Thank you.” She hung up and frowned down at her phone.

      “Problem?” I didn’t want there to be more problems, but it was inevitable.

      Willard sighed as she turned back to us. “Thanks to all the rain this past week, the field we leased has flooded. The farmer is positive it won’t dry out sufficiently by Saturday. Even if the water recedes, it’ll be muddy.” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not wearing the fabulous bridesmaid dress that your daughter picked out if I’m knee-deep in mud.”

      “Hm.” I wondered if the field was truly flooded beyond help, or if the farmer had decided that the risk to his livestock was too high. “Do we get our deposit back?”

      “The deposit went toward the cow that your fiancé ate.”

      Meaning we wouldn’t have the money to put toward another venue. Wonderful.

      “Zav can breathe fire,” I said. “Maybe he could dry the field out.”

      He lifted his chin. “It is a simple thing to dry mud.”

      “Dry it?” Willard asked. “Or bake it in the kiln of your fiery dragon breath, leaving the land as cracked and desolate as in the Atacama Desert?”

      “Where is the Atacama Desert?” Zav asked me.

      “I’ve never heard of it,” I admitted.

      Willard frowned at me. “Still not reading books without smut in them, I see.”

      “My signed Harry Potter and Game of Thrones books are not smutty,” I said.

      “Are there dragons in them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then they must be smutty.” Willard walked over and pushed Zav’s leg to the floor again—he really found that position comfortable. “Your dragon oozes smuttiness.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. She wasn’t wrong.

      “I did intentionally choose a form with sex appeal,” Zav said, “but I do not believe I am smutty.”

      “Perhaps you can postpone the wedding?” Mary suggested. “An outdoor wedding in late winter in Seattle isn’t typical, but the location you described earlier does sound beautiful.”

      “We can’t,” I said, not mentioning that Zav had refused to allow the wedding to be put off until the summer, when one had the best shot of a rain-free event in the Pacific Northwest. “We’ve got guests coming from all over. Including other planets. My father, the elven king, already rescheduled some highfalutin meeting with diplomats from four worlds in order to be here. Zav’s mother, the queen, shifted around hearings at the Dragon Justice Court, and my roommate Dimitri found a temp to work for him at the shop on Saturday.”

      Was it strange that the quarter-dwarf enchanter and tinkerer Dimitri was the most normal person I’d invited to my wedding? Even Mom, Thad, and Amber weren’t exactly average examples of mundane humans.

      “Don’t worry.” Willard straightened her back and firmed her chin, determination in her eyes. “The wedding will go on. I’ll find another location. One that’s less water adjacent.”

      My phone buzzed, and Dimitri’s number popped up.

      “Val,” he blurted before I could say hello. “Someone blew up the Sable Dragon!”
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      The entire coffee shop hadn’t been blown up—as I’d feared as Zav rushed me over, flying me on his back since it was faster than driving—but it was bad. The wall opposite the coffee kiosk had been blown out, taking portions of the bathroom, a storage room, and cases of Dimitri’s yard art and Zoltan’s potions with it. Yellow siding, roof shingles, drywall, and wood blanketed the puddle-filled alley where we’d landed, and our toilet was now lodged in the wall of the ice-cream shop next door. Drizzle fell from the gray sky, droplets glistening on the cracked porcelain.

      Fortunately, that building hadn’t been severely damaged, shrapnel and toilets aside. Unfortunately, numerous patrons had been visiting our shop when the explosion occurred. Through the missing wall, I had no trouble seeing trolls, shifters, goblins, and half-blooded humans sitting or lying amid the wreckage inside, tending to each other’s wounds. Our barista, Tam, stood behind the kiosk, a bloody dish towel pressed to the side of her head.

      Should I call an ambulance? Would the medics be able to find our place through the magical glamour that hid it from mundane humans?

      The familiar guilt that this might be my fault crept into my soul. What if this had been done by someone angling for me? Or wanting to hurt those near me?

      These people had been coming to our coffee shop, expecting to enjoy themselves without threat from outside attack, and because they were here supporting us, they’d been hurt. Some of them badly.

      Zav waited until I’d slid off his back before shifting into human form. Willard had passed on the offer of a ride but promised to drive over.

      “Val!” Dimitri charged outside and gripped my arm. “This is insane. Were they after you?”

      “I don’t know.” I tried not to bristle at the accusation, but it struck close to home. “Is that my ten percent they targeted?”

      I waved at the missing wall, then glanced again at the toilet. It was stuck a good six feet up.

      “It’s more than ten percent. The place is decimated!”

      “That would be precisely ten percent, actually.”

      Dimitri’s exasperated look promised he didn’t appreciate my precision. “People were injured.”

      “I know. I see.” I reined in my natural tendency toward sarcasm. “Nobody was killed, I hope?”

      I didn’t see any inert bodies in the wreckage, but I hadn’t gone inside yet.

      “No, but some people were hurt badly. We’re lucky the doctor was here.”

      “The doctor?”

      “The one that your boss hates.”

      “Oh, Dr. Walker is here? Good.”

      “He comes in for coffee in the mornings. Or he did. His car was parked close and took a bunch of damage in the explosion.” Dimitri pointed at the now-mangled red SUV in the parking spot closest to the alley. Normally, someone would have been stoked to find street parking that close, but today… hadn’t been a good day to get lucky. “Nobody is going to want to come back if they know our place is the target of bombers.”

      “Take it easy. We’ll get it fixed, and I’ll figure out who did it and make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      It had been a couple of months since anyone in the magical community had tried to kill me—other than enemies and criminals that I was also trying to kill. Maybe I’d gotten complacent. Admittedly, I’d hoped that with the popularity of our coffee shop, the vengeance-prone members of the community might have forgiven me for being an assassin who’d mowed down some of their kin in the past.

      “It might not have had anything to do with me,” I said. “Usually, my enemies can sense magic and tell if I’m in the building or not.”

      “Well, I don’t have any enemies.” Dimitri pushed his hands through his short, dark hair, as he looked around while shaking his head in disbelief. Soot smeared the side of his face, and one of his sleeves was torn to the elbow, dozens of small glass cuts in his forearm. “I don’t think. I shouldn’t. I give our customers coffee and art, and I have a gentle artistic soul.”

      “Your yard art shoots flames at people.”

      “Gentle flames of mild correction.”

      “That incinerate people’s eyebrows. Did you see who placed the explosive?”

      Dimitri shook his head. “No.”

      “How long ago did it happen?”

      “Less than fifteen minutes ago. Oh, man. I need to call the landlord. His insurance will cover this, right? It has to. Val, this place was just getting off the ground. We were making real money. I was just getting used to not having to live in my van anymore.”

      “Yeah, a room in a haunted house means you’re really moving up in the world.” I reached over to Zav, who was standing apart, gazing vacantly toward the sky. That usually meant he was using his power to search the area. “Do you sense anyone around? Someone magical who might have done this?”

      “There are more than a dozen trolls, goblins, and shifters within several blocks of this establishment,” Zav said. “It is impossible to tell if they are fleeing from the area because they caused trouble or because they fear for their lives.”

      “Can you read their minds?”

      “Not accurately from a distance, and I can only check one mind at a time.”

      “If you can find who was responsible, I’ll make you more Moroccan Harissa lamb tonight.” Earlier in the week, we’d discovered that Zav, who loathed all sauces and glazes with even a hint of sweetness, didn’t mind unsweetened spice rubs.

      “I will check their minds.”

      “Thank you.” I tapped Sindari’s charm on the off-chance that a magical silver tiger could pick up the trail of the saboteur, but that was unlikely for the same reason that Zav would struggle. There were too many magical beings here, and dozens if not hundreds of people had been through this alley today. Questioning the patrons might get us further, though they all looked rattled. I didn’t spot anyone hunkering in a corner, rubbing his hands gleefully.

      You have called me forth to do battle? Sindari asked after he formed in silver mist at my side.

      “Possibly. If you find whoever blew up the side of our coffee shop, I’ll let you help me beat him or her to a lumpy pulp.”

      I see. You believe an explosive was placed and that the miscreant skulked away.

      “I’m sure skulking was involved, yes.”

      Dimitri was on the phone with the landlord, but he glanced toward me at that, so I switched to telepathy for my conversation with Sindari.

      Is it possible that an explosive was hurled from afar? Sindari asked.

      Unfortunately, yes. I envisioned a van full of orcs rolling down the street in front of the shop and realized Sindari wouldn’t be able to pick up the trail if the hoodlums had never gotten out. And if they hadn’t been on foot, they would now be too far away for Zav to telepathically interrogate. But let’s start with the assumption that whoever did this was on foot and hasn’t gone far. Let’s rule that out first.

      I will investigate the area. Sindari padded into the alley, sniffing at the debris and refuse.

      Thank you.

      I was about to go in and see if anybody had witnessed anything when Willard arrived on foot. She must have parked around the block.

      “The police haven’t arrived yet?” she asked, eyeing the mess.

      “Police?” I didn’t expect the Seattle PD to help with a problem likely caused by someone in the magical community. “Thanks to the glamour, they don’t even notice the shop exists most of the time. It’s safer that way. Due to our eccentric clientele.”

      A green goblin clutching a homemade dice launcher stumbled out, supported by a buddy.

      One of them pointed at me. “The Ruin Bringer will find who did this. The sweet mocha waves of honeyed gold must flow again!”

      “I think he’s talking about the coffee,” I told Willard, who was nodding her agreement about the eccentricity of our clientele.

      “Yeah, I got that.”

      I held up a hand to stop the goblins. “Did either of you see who did this?”

      They shook their heads, white mops of hair flopping into their eyes. “The entire wall blew out without warning! We’re lucky the roof didn’t cave in. Human engineering is so shoddy.”

      His buddy nodded sagely.

      “Not enough bottle caps and mattress springs used in the construction,” I said.

      “Exactly.” The chattier goblin reached his hands upward. “But you will prevail, Ruin Bringer, and we will all feast at your wedding. Nefarious evil-doers will not dare attack you or your guests there, not with terrifyingly powerful and menacing dragons nearby.”

      They looked at Zav and bowed deeply, though he was busy telepathically scouring minds and didn’t acknowledge them.

      “They had better not attack anyone at my wedding,” I muttered, though the words prompted an uneasy feeling in my gut.

      With all the important elves and dragons who would be at the ceremony, was it possible that someone would attack? I hadn’t considered it before, but I still had a lot of enemies out there, and in Zav’s excitement, he’d invited half the city—and half the cities on other worlds—so the wedding wasn’t a secret. Maybe that had been a mistake.

      “They won’t, Ruin Bringer. Or your mate will smite them.”

      “And incinerate them with the powerful plumes of flames that gush from his hot nostrils!”

      “You’re quite the wordsmith goblin, aren’t you?” I asked.

      Willard had left to tramp around inside and investigate, but she halted abruptly and looked at something in a corner not in my view.

      “I’m practicing.” The goblin winked and elbowed me. He probably meant to elbow me in the ribs, but his height made it more of a hip-elbowing. “I believe that Tam, the pourer of divine and sublime ambrosia, finds me attractive. She makes hearts in the foam of my lattes. I plan to woo her with my witty words.”

      His buddy rolled his eyes. “She makes hearts in everybody’s latte foam.”

      “Not so. Gondo gets garlic cloves.”

      “That’s what the hearts look like when she’s in a hurry.”

      “She’s never in a hurry when she makes my latte.” He touched his chest and beamed a smile back over his shoulder toward Tam.

      “Thorvald,” Willard barked at me, giving me an excuse to flee the conversation.

      I stepped inside through the destroyed wall, not bothering to use the front door. Smoke lingered in the damp, chill air. The heater in the back was still on, thrumming at the effort of warming a building that now lacked an exterior wall.

      “I’ve ruled out those two as suspects.” I tilted my thumb over my shoulder toward the goblins, lest Willard think I’d been slacking off. Neither Sindari nor Zav had reported back to me that they’d found anything yet, though Sindari had disappeared around the back of the building, so maybe he was hot on the trail of a suspect.

      “The goblins would all fall on their own swords before letting this place be damaged,” Willard said.

      “I’ve never seen a goblin with a sword.”

      “Their own screwdrivers then.”

      “That’s apt.”

      Willard pointed to the corner she’d been gaping toward earlier. The tall, fit, dark-skinned Dr. Daku Walker, with his thick mane of red-blond hair, stood out in any room and was hard to miss even kneeling amid the wreckage. He was taking care of an older ogre lady, blood running from one of her ears and her clothing torn. Walker had managed to lose half of the Armani shirt that he wore. Ripped and singed, it dangled artfully from one shoulder Captain-Kirk style.

      “Are you admiring his rippling six-pack abs and pronounced pecs?” I asked.

      “No.” Willard shot me a scathing look. “Are you? Your dragon will object.”

      “I’m indifferent to the pecs of other men, but I know you like the brawny types. I’ve told you about his thick tail, right?” I didn’t know if Willard had ever seen Walker in his prehistoric marsupial lion form, but I had.

      “More often than a prepubescent boy just learning sex jokes.”

      “Then my work is done.”

      “I was wondering what he was doing here,” Willard said.

      “Helping people, it looks like.” I headed over, feeling I should also offer to help.

      “I’m sure he’ll send them an invoice later,” Willard muttered, following me.

      People kept coming up to Walker to ask questions. He handed out bandages and gauze pads from his medical kit and gave quick advice on how to handle injuries.

      “Hey, Doc. You look like hell.” I waved at gashes on his shoulder, burns on his chest, and a deep cut dribbling blood from his temple. “Who’s treating your wounds?”

      Walker smiled up at us, though the pain tightening his eyes made it more of a grimace. “I was hoping Colonel Willard would come in and lovingly tend my wounds. Perhaps with a warm, moist sponge.”

      “Which I, of course, keep in my car,” Willard said.

      “Every first-aid kit should have one.” Walker, who must have pulled his own medical kit out of his vehicle, patted the ogress’s now-bandaged arm. “I’ve cleaned the wound, and the ointment should make that feel better,” he told her. “Make sure to keep it covered for a few days, and don’t let it get dirty.”

      “You know I live in a cave, right, Doc?” The ogress’s voice was as feminine as boulders grinding together.

      “Is it not a hygienic cave?” he asked mildly.

      “I try to keep it clean, but it’s a wet muddy climate.” She grumbled and pushed herself to her feet. At nine feet tall, she loomed over all of us, though I was six feet myself, and Dr. Walker had a few inches on me. “How much do I owe you?”

      “Nothing. Happy to help.” Walker waved her toward the door, then called for whoever else needed attention to come over.

      Willard’s eyebrows rose. Did she not believe he would help people for free? Just because he lived in an expensive condo and drove a luxury car? I’d only spent a day with Walker, when we’d visited the gnomish home world on a mission, but it had been enough to learn he was a good fighter and a good guy. Maybe if he was less flippant with Willard—and vice versa—they would both realize the other person wasn’t bad.

      A goblin hurried over and flopped dramatically onto the floor, holding up a hand with a cut on the back. It wasn’t that deep or that bloody.

      “A most grave injury,” Walker said in his Australian drawl, his humor shining through his pain. “I had better clean it, so it doesn’t get infected. We wouldn’t want any of your limbs to fall off.”

      The goblin flung his arm over his face and moaned pathetically.

      “Are any goblins normal?” Willard wondered.

      “I think this is normal,” I said. “For their species.”

      An older female goblin with a deeper gouge in her arm came over, bracelets made from bicycle chains and bottle caps rattling on her wrists. I’d met her before and groped for her name before it clicked. Work Leader Nogna. She was from the goblin community we’d imported from Idaho and dropped off in the old elven sanctuary beyond Granite Falls. I hadn’t seen her at the coffee shop before.

      Since Walker was busy with the melodramatic goblin, I dug into his kit for antiseptic and a bandage and waved for Nogna to show me her wound.

      There are numerous scents out here, Sindari informed me. He was back in the alley, standing near Zav. Trolls, ogres, goblins, humans. It’s impossible to guess who might have been the culprit, but I have found what may be shrapnel from the explosive device used on the building. Perhaps it is a clue?

      It could be. I’ll be there in a minute.

      “By all the gods in the realms,” blurted a familiar voice from the doorway. Gondo. He gripped the doorjamb as he gaped into the shop, looking around at the missing wall, the damaged display cases, and the upturned tables. “What happened?”

      Nogna spoke to him in goblin. Sternly. I could have tapped my translation charm to activate it, but it was usually better when I didn’t know what goblins were saying.

      Gondo’s response came in a protesting tone as he walked over, his head bowed. Maybe he’d been the one to recommend the Sable Dragon to her and she hadn’t expected to nearly be blown up.

      “May Work Leader Nogna attend your wedding, Ruin Bringer?” Gondo asked.

      I blinked. Was that what the conversation had been about?

      “It’s being touted as the event of the year,” Gondo continued, “and since her clan has known you and your mate since the water-box incident across the mountains, she believes that she and her kin should hold a place in your heart.”

      “Oh, they do. And they’re welcome to come.” Everyone else was…

      “Excellent.”

      “We will make you and your mate a wedding gift for your home,” Nogna said.

      Uh oh. Was it too late to revoke the invitation?

      I forced a smile. “Thanks. Oh, but the wedding isn’t going to be where we’d originally planned. There was some flooding. When we find out a new location, I’ll let you know.” I’d finished wrapping a bandage around her arm and waved that she could go, but she leaned her head toward Gondo, and they conversed in their native tongue in low voices.

      “The elven sanctuary that is now the goblin sanctuary—” Nogna rested her hand on her chest and bowed, “—is available for the use of your wedding.”

      “Uh.”

      “It is dry and magically protected.”

      That was true. The elves who’d originally created the sanctuary had used their spells to make it difficult to detect; most people had no idea that anything but forest was in that area. Still, I didn’t have the fondest memories of the place.

      “No offense, Work Leader,” I said, “but the last time I was there, a leftover elven guard beast tried to eat Gondo, and a jealous female dragon flambéed all the old elven tree houses, almost toasting me and my half-sister along with them.”

      “We offer our sanctuary free of charge,” Nogna said.

      “Is there an open field?” Willard asked.

      “Yes.”

      “A dragon-started forest fire has a tendency to clear areas,” I said.

      “Is it picturesque?” Willard asked.

      “Our sanctuary is very beautiful.”

      “We’ll take it,” Willard said.

      “Hey.” I lifted a hand in protest. “You haven’t even been there.”

      “We didn’t get our deposit back on the other field,” Willard said. “And we had to pay extra for the cow. If someone offers you a free field, you take it.”

      “We will also prepare food for the event,” Nogna said. “And gifts.”

      “We have a caterer,” Willard said.

      “Not who’ll be able to find the place through the elven magic that hides it from everyone,” I muttered.

      Undeterred, Willard said, “They can leave the trays by the side of the highway, and we’ll transport them in.”

      “Weren’t you the one who thought my wedding should be right and proper?”

      “Yeah, but your dragon has convinced me that isn’t a possibility. Having your wedding hidden from the rest of the world by elven magic sounds like an excellent idea. Maybe Zav can put his imported animals for the hunt in there too.”

      Gondo raised a finger. “Do his animals like to eat goblins?”

      “Hopefully not before the dragons eat them,” I said.

      Gondo didn’t look reassured.

      “Sindari found something. I’m going to check on it.” I pointed toward the alley.

      “I’ll go back to the office and see if any agents have a lead on this,” Willard said. “Walker, do you need a ride to the hospital? You look like you’re going to pass out from loss of blood.”

      “Do I?” Walker was working on his next patient and only glanced at her. “I was hoping I looked alluringly sexy.”

      “Half of your left eyebrow was torched off, and there’s dried blood all over your face.”

      “So… not sexy?”

      “Sorry. Ride?”

      “I need to finish up with a few more people, but then the answer is yes, though I would prefer it be for a sanger and a coldie than a check-up. With a little food in my belly, I can regenerate my damaged flesh on my own.”

      I expected Willard to tell him he could get his own food—what the heck was a sanger?—but she huffed and said, “Fine.”

      As I turned to leave, she thumped me on my arm and made me pause.

      “Have you considered that someone might have done this to get at you?” she asked quietly.

      “The instant I saw the place, yes.”

      “I’ll also see if any of my agents have heard about people with a grudge against you.”

      “That’s no small list, I’m sure,” I said.

      “Been irritating the world this week?”

      “No more than usual, but you know as well as I how long my list of enemies is.” I refrained from pointing out that I’d gained a lot of them by doing work for her and her predecessors. I didn’t want to put any blame on her. I’d chosen this life.

      “That’s another reason the sanctuary is a good idea. It’ll be harder for your enemies to find you there.”

      “You don’t think the stack of catering trays lined up alongside the road will lead people in the right direction?”

      “I’ll take care of that. There won’t be any stacks. Keep your eyes open until we figure this out.”

      “Oh, I will.” I headed out without pointing out that anyone who’d seen through the glamours that Zav and Dimitri had put on this place could probably see through the illusions hiding the sanctuary.
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      I have searched the surface thoughts of as many of the beings leaving the vicinity of your commercial establishment as possible, Zav said telepathically to me as I returned to the alley.

      My senses told me he had shifted to his dragon form and was perched on a nearby rooftop. Since Sindari was visible at the end of the alley, sitting patiently next to a pile of rubble, I picked my way toward him.

      It’s called the Sable Dragon, I reminded Zav. It’s named after you. You should be honored to call it by name.

      As I have informed you, I am a black dragon, not a sable dragon.

      Should I have Dimitri rename it the Black Dragon so there’s no doubt in people’s minds? I had suggested that when Dimitri had first been painting the sign, but he’d resisted. That wasn’t poetical enough.

      If you wish to remove doubt, it could be named The Beverage Dispensing Establishment Marked by the Noble Lord Zavryd’nokquetal, Son of the Dragon Queen Zynesshara.

      That’s not going to fit on the sign. What did you find in people’s minds?

      Little of use. Primarily, fear and concern that their new favorite haunt will not be safe to return to in the future. Also fear that the magical community is being targeted by humans who’ve learned about them and detest them.

      That was a motive I hadn’t considered. The idea that this hadn’t been done by some personal enemy of mine was appealing, but I doubted I should hope for that hypothesis to prove true.

      I have not sampled the thoughts of every mind in the area, Zav continued. Some left my range too quickly, and others near the building are victims and preoccupied by their injuries. They are unlikely suspects.

      Agreed. Thanks for checking. I crouched beside Sindari. “What’d you find?”

      He rested his large paw on a piece of blackened metal with ridges that I would have dismissed as junk blown off the building in the explosion. But it did have a faint magical signature. I picked it up and turned it over in my palm.

      It smells of the chemicals that your people use to create explosives, Sindari said.

      “It looks a bit like a piece from a grenade. Actually, it looks a lot like a piece from one of the grenades that Nin sells to me. I wonder if it was one of hers.”

      The scent is similar, yes. I have smelled many types of explosives on this world, and they are not all the same.

      The feeling that I was being watched crept over me. Instead of jumping up and peering about, I pretended to continue studying the grenade while stretching out with my senses. With so many magical beings around, I hadn’t been paying much attention to the auras in the area, but I detected a troll at the end of the alley. He was leaning around the back corner of the ice-cream shop to spy on us.

      My suspicions rose, and I shifted just enough to see him out of the corner of my eye.

      The blue-skinned, white-haired troll was young, maybe not any older than Reb, the ward that our half-troll helper Inga was fostering. This kid had probably come to play with Reb and had nothing to do with the explosion. But he caught me looking, jerked back around the corner, and took off down the cross street. That made me suspicious again.

      I stood, tempted to chase him down in case he had been responsible or had seen something, but I decided to ask Zav to check his mind instead.

      Before I could, my phone vibrated. It was a call, not a text, and it was from Zoltan.

      That startled me into answering it. It was the middle of the day. Why would our vampire-alchemist roommate be awake, much less calling me?

      “What’s up, Zoltan?”

      “Dear robber,” he said, using the appellation he’d given me early on and refused to change, “this is completely unacceptable.”

      “You heard about the explosion?”

      “What explosion? I’m talking about the intruders in the house who want to kill me.”

      I pressed the heel of my palm to my forehead—what else could happen today? “What intruders?”

      “Elves.”

      “I assume you’re not talking about Freysha.”

      My half-sister had returned to Earth and was continuing to tutor me in forest magic. She’d also been translating the dwarven texts I’d brought back from Dun Kroth, so I would have a head start on studying my ancient dwarven sword before Lord Chasmmoor arrived to teach me how to draw upon its secret powers.

      “Certainly not,” Zoltan said. “Freysha is a capable assistant and permitted in my basement. These legions of elven intruders are not. They have been inside your house, and now they are attempting to breach my defenses in order to slay me. They told me that. I insist that you come and deal with them immediately.”

      I frowned at the phone, not voicing disbelief but wondering how much of this was hyperbole. Even if elves had shown up at the house, Zav’s magical defenses should have kept them from getting onto the property.

      “Are you coming, Val?” Zoltan surprised me by using my name. “I am certain these are your kin, and they are all armed and have threatened me.”

      I doubted my kin would invade the house or threaten my roommate, but his tone turned uncharacteristically worried, and that worried me.

      “I am not an evil vampire,” Zoltan went on. “I do little lasting harm to anyone, even when I feed. They have no right to terminate my existence.”

      “Hang on. I’ll be right there.” I closed my fist around the grenade fragment. I’d research it later. And the troll…

      He’d disappeared from my senses. Of course he had.

      Zav? I reached out. Can you give me a fast ride home?

      Yes. I sensed a portal opening at your domicile. It will be good to see who it is.

      If Zoltan’s description of legions of hostile elves was to be believed, I wasn’t sure about that.
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      “Dimitri asked me to ask you if you would apply your home-renovation skills to the coffee shop.” I rested a hand on Zav’s scales as he flew me over Fremont toward our neighborhood in Green Lake.

      I have much to do at the goblin sanctuary to make it suitable for my dragon kin, Zav replied telepathically. Ugh, he’d already heard about our new venue? Word traveled quickly. Also, I have not perused any magazines with instructions on how to repair a coffee shop.

      “It should be simple. You know that place where there used to be a wall? We’d like a wall there again. And the portion of the roof that crumbled down? We’d like that back up there too. Dimitri and I can handle buying a new toilet and installing it.”

      Would not your half-sister who is training in engineering be an ideal person to repair the establishment?

      I think engineers just draw up blueprints.

      She is very capable.

      True. I took that to mean Zav wasn’t interested.

      Or, more likely, it was exactly as he’d implied. He was stressed about his mom coming to Earth and wanted to make sure everything was perfect. I couldn’t blame him for that.

      Green Lake came into view, and in the sea of surrounding houses, I spotted our familiar Victorian with the pointed turret roof. We were close enough for my senses to pick up the auras of magical beings. Zoltan might have exaggerated about the legions, but there were a lot of elves on the property. Full-blooded elves.

      If I do these repairs, will you rename the establishment? Zav must have sensed the elves by now, too, but he didn’t sound concerned.

      “I already told you we can’t fit the name you suggested on a sign.”

      The Black Dragon would be superior to the Sable Dragon. In addition to being a type of weasel, your dictionary informs me that sable can refer to smoked sablefish. I have no desire to be associated with such inferior creatures as fish and weasels.

      “Do you keep one of our dictionaries in your interdimensional pocket?”

      In the magical pocket sewn inside my robe. I refer to it frequently to better understand your people.

      “How come you can keep a book inside your robe but not underwear?”

      Elves do not wear any clothing under their robes.

      “You’re a dragon. And when you shapeshift, you’re a human. Humans wear underwear.”

      It’s an elven robe. Zav flapped his wings, taking us down for a landing. Underwear is not worn under it.

      I imagined running through the rows of seats at my wedding, having to push the ankles off the knees of any robe-wearing elf inclined to sit Zav-style.

      As we flew over the trees between the neighbor’s yard and ours, numerous elves came into view. They weren’t in the house, as Zoltan had suggested, but they were on the property. How had they gotten past the defenses?

      Nearly three dozen elegant male and female faces lifted toward us as Zav descended, tucking his wings so that he didn’t hit the house or the trees when he landed. Most of those elves, all with their long blond or silver hair tied back in braids or tails, wore brown or beige tunics and dark brown or green pants, but a couple of white-haired males at the edge of the group had mage robes similar to Zav’s. Almost every elf was armed with a bow, sword, or staff, and the weapons radiated power.

      Freysha was among them, standing at the top of the steps that led down to Zoltan’s basement. Her hands were lifted, as if she was trying to hold the visitors back.

      Visitors or intruders? They did look like they were trying to get past her to storm Zoltan’s lair.

      Fortunately, none of them raised their weapons toward Zav or me. Not that many people—or elves—would dare point their bows at a dragon.

      I picked out Eireth’s aura a couple of seconds before he stepped out of the conservatory attached to the back of the house. Two stern young males strode out after him, carrying swords and looking like they wanted to grab his shoulders to pull him back inside. The king’s royal bodyguards?

      Another two warriors leaped out after Eireth, hustling to walk in front of him and glaring defiantly at me, at Zav, and at Zoltan’s door. Or maybe at the magical cannon resting on the cracked cement pad in front of Zoltan’s door. It was full-sized, not a replica, and its barrel pointed up the stairs at the intruders.

      When did we get a magical cannon? I asked Zav as I slid to the ground.

      It is new, but I have sensed it on the premises previously. In the vampire’s closet. Zav turned, talons clacking on the patio, to face Eireth, but his wing clipped a ceramic pot holding one of Dimitri’s blueberry bushes and almost knocked it over. The backyard was a tight fit for a dragon, and after growling in irritation, Zav shifted into his human form.

      If he keeps a cannon in his closet, where do his suits and bow ties go?

      We have not discussed this.

      “Good afternoon, Daughter.” Eireth stepped past his guards to face me, pressed his hands together in front of his chest, and bowed. “And honorable dragon, Lord Zavryd’nokquetal.” He also bowed to Zav. “We have arrived for the wedding.”

      “That’s good, but it’s not until Saturday.” I realized they had a different calendar, not to mention different year, month, and day lengths on their world, and that Saturday wouldn’t mean anything. “It’s still a few days away.”

      “It is elven tradition to spend time with one’s son or daughter before the wedding ceremony since he or she often leaves to live in another part of the world afterward. You are in an entirely different world.” Eireth smiled wistfully, as if he truly regretted that.

      I wouldn’t mind a chance to get to know him better, but, uh, what about all of these other elves? Who were they?

      “I would have invited you to visit us in our home—” Eireth lifted a hand to acknowledge Freysha and said nothing of his wife, “—but I assumed you have a few chores to complete before the day of joining.”

      Chores, right. My to-do list included: tell all the guests about the new location of the wedding, go to the final dress fitting, find out who bombed the coffee shop, and, oh, figure out what to do with all the elves in my yard. Were they planning to stay here? The old Victorian house was big, and we had three guest rooms not being used, but that wouldn’t accommodate three dozen elves. Especially given that a king probably expected his own room, if not his own entire floor of a house.

      “That’s true. Ah...” How did I broach this?

      “I regret to inform you,” Eireth continued on when I paused, “that your home has been invaded by a vampire. I ordered my people to eradicate it, but Freysha says it… lives here.” He arched his eyebrows in disbelief, and I remembered someone mentioning that the undead weren’t permitted on elven worlds.

      “Yes.” Freysha still had her hands up, palms outward toward the newcomers, many of whom kept fingering their weapons and eyeing the basement door. “I’ve tried to explain⁠—”

      My phone vibrated.

      “Hello, Zoltan,” I answered.

      “The legions are still present! I sense you up there. And your fanged and hulking mate.”

      Zav touched one of his perfectly normal-looking canine teeth and arched his own eyebrows.

      “Can you not do anything?” Zoltan demanded. “Tell them that my cannon is alchemically enhanced and that it will automatically annihilate any who attempt to force their way into my abode.”

      “I’ll let them know.”

      “And make them go away!”

      “Working on it.” I hung up on him and smiled at Eireth.

      “We are not welcome in your home?” He tilted his head.

      “Of course you’re welcome. Just not in the basement. And, er, I don’t have room for all of your groupies.”

      “Groupies?”

      “Your entourage.” I smiled at the stern warriors who were standing so they could keep an eye on Zav, me, and the entrance to Zoltan’s lair. Considering we weren’t anywhere near the basement door, it was an impressive feat.

      “Ah, my bodyguards, yes, and the rest of these elves are your cousins.” Eireth spread his hand toward them. “Lord Zavryd’nokquetal invited them to the wedding. He invited our entire city.”

      Zav stepped forward and slung his arm around my shoulders. “I was most pleased to announce that Val and I would be mated in the human way—and the elven way—as well as the dragon way.”

      I leaned into his side and patted him on the chest, though I couldn’t wipe the daunted expression from my face. There were a couple of guest beds, an air mattress, the couch in the living room, and then there was Dimitri’s Gamersac. Would an elf sleep in a glorified beanbag chair?

      Sorry, Freysha spoke into my mind, even as I looked at Zav. I did not think so many of our relatives would come.

      Do they actually care about our wedding, or is it a particularly boring week in Elfdom? I thought back to her.

      They are intrigued to have an excuse to visit one of the wild worlds and are curious about the half-elven warrior who bested the infamous assassin Varlesh Sarrlevi. There are rumors about your showdown with him and how you utterly demolished him.

      Who the hell started those rumors? Only Nin, Sindari, and Amber had been there to witness the battle, and I was positive they hadn’t been texting elves in another world.

      The fae queen came to our court recently to negotiate a trade agreement and also proclaim her interest in being visited by virile elven males. While there, she denigrated Sarrlevi, saying you pulverized him and that it would be foolish for anyone to hire him in the future. She said this in front of many witnesses. If Sarrlevi hears about it, he may not be pleased with you.

      Me? I’m not the one who was bashing him. Why would the queen do that?

      She did not give a reason. It was odd because she rarely leaves her realm to visit the courts of other worlds. It is possible the interest in trade was a pretext. It seemed she had developed a grudge against Sarrlevi and simply wished to besmirch his reputation.

      Uh, why? Isn’t it a bad idea to piss off assassins?

      Freysha shrugged. One would think so.

      I leaned into Zav more, needing the support. Was it possible that Sarrlevi had hurled that explosive?

      No, I couldn’t see it. He’d been an annoying dumbass about stalking and inconveniencing me, but he’d been an honorable opponent when we were actually fighting. It was hard to imagine him intentionally hurting other people to get at me.

      My phone buzzed again.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said, before Zoltan could complain further. “I’m taking care of it.” I hung up on him and focused on Eireth again. “You’re very welcome to stay, so long as nobody attacks Zoltan—he’s an annoying vampire, but he’s a talented alchemist, so we’ve decided to keep him around. Did your people bring tents, by chance? It’s chilly this time of year, but we do have a patio heater.”

      I looked around at the silent elves, imagining them ignoring the patio heater in favor of building campfires in my backyard.

      “Tents?” Eireth asked. “Ah, yes, like our yurts. If there is no room in your home, some can return to our world and retrieve temporary domiciles.”

      He spoke to the gathering in elvish, which resulted in a lot of muttering and frowns. Again, I decided not to activate my charm. I didn’t need to know if they were complaining about camping out in January or not being allowed to eradicate Zoltan.

      Freysha said something to them in elvish. It sounded placating. Maybe it was an offer to share her room.

      I was not aware of this elven custom, Zav said, speaking telepathically, though Eireth was conferring with his bodyguards and one of the older robed elves, so he probably wouldn’t have heard us speaking. Will some of the elves stay in our room? I know you are inhibited about mating in front of others.

      Yes, I am. And, no, they won’t. I thought of how keen elven hearing was and of Freysha’s previous remarks about how she sometimes went downstairs so she wouldn’t overhear our lovemaking. That made me blush, and it was horrifying imagining my father listening to me having sex. I barely knew the guy, but it was still horrifying. We’re going to be chaste until the wedding.

      Zav’s eyebrows drew together. Chaste?

      Isn’t that word in your pocket dictionary?

      It is, but I am puzzled by your use. Do you perhaps invoke the third definition? Without unnecessary ornamentation; simple or restrained.

      No, and that wouldn’t apply to either of us anyway. I looked down at his
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