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      My artistic ability to carve beautiful shapes out of wood did not extend to pruning rhododendrons, hydrangeas, and red twig dogwoods into pleasing shapes. And the quest to remove the invasive Himalayan blackberry brambles? I would rather have tangled with orcs and werewolves. I usually bled less after those encounters.

      “Are there supposed to be more branches and leaves in your hair than in the waste bin?” Zadie, my friend and real-estate agent, asked from behind me.

      “Yeah, I’m saving them to make a twig crown later.” I dashed sweat from my eyes and kept working. With the photographer already snapping photos of the house, I wanted to finish as quickly as possible.

      “That’s more elf than dwarf couture, isn’t it?”

      “I have elf friends now. It could be for them.”

      Technically, the haughty assassin Varlesh Sarrlevi was the only full-blooded elf I knew, and I had zero interest in giving him gifts, though the thought of him wearing a twig crown as he sprang into battle against fearsome enemies amused me.

      I hacked at the base of a two-inch-thick blackberry vine trying to choke a lilac bush and used all of my half-dwarven strength to tug at it. It was barely sufficient, and only years of martial-arts training kept me from tumbling backward on my ass as the roots finally pulled free.

      “Goats might have been a better choice,” I muttered.

      “I can have the photographer skip pictures of that side of the yard if you want, but I’m sure prospective home buyers will appreciate grounds free of invasive weeds.”

      “I’ve heard that’s a selling point.”

      The rumble of machinery drowned out our conversation as my six-foot-ten half-troll business partner, Abbas, strode from the backyard to the front, pushing a lawn mower. Our intern and my roommate, the three-and-a-half-foot-tall green-skinned goblin, Tinja, was riding it.

      “Faster, faster,” she urged, waving a spade in the air.

      “Tinja is a college student, isn’t she?” Zadie watched with bemusement as the odd duo passed us.

      “She’s halfway through earning her architecture degree, yes.”

      “Sometimes, she seems younger than that.”

      “Goblins of all ages cackle with glee when they ride machinery. It’s in the blood.”

      Dwarf mongrel, a familiar voice spoke telepathically into my mind. You requested two of your Earth weeks. I have given you three. Are you not yet done with your project?

      “Speak of the devil.” You may recall that my name is Matti. And I’m almost done. Hold your horses.

      My people domesticate and ride evinya—giant birds—not equines.

      Hold some of them then. Maybe they like your rough, impatient touch.

      Unbidden, the memory of him massaging my scalp as he tried to convince me to assist him with his quest came to mind. His touch hadn’t been impatient or rough. No, it had evoked pleasure, passion, and intense yearning. Unfortunately, my body refused to forget that.

      This work you do is not as important as finding your mother and reuniting her with her father, the dwarven king.

      I scowled, not reiterating that my mother was dead, that I had, at four years old, seen her shot twice in the chest before a burning building collapsed on her. Sarrlevi had heard the story. He simply refused to believe I could be right.

      “Superior bastard,” I said, though I couldn’t deny that recent events had gotten my hopes up. Maybe I was wrong, and the mother I’d missed and longed for almost my entire life was still alive out there.

      I brushed thorns and smashed blackberries off my gloved hands as I frowned toward the backyard. Though I couldn’t sense Sarrlevi—he often camouflaged himself from other magical beings—I could tell his voice had originated from that direction.

      “Problem? Besides the obvious?” Zadie waved as the photographer, who’d been distracted making adjustments to a drone gathering aerial images, squawked and backed away from the lawn mower.

      The woman hadn’t been in danger of being run over, but hulking Abbas did have a tendency to startle people who didn’t know he was a borderline pacifist and wielded nothing deadlier than carpentry tools. Though, as the woman’s gape settled on Tinja, it was possible she was more alarmed by the green-skinned mower rider. After all, according to the media and government, goblins and other magical beings did not exist. Usually, Tinja camouflaged herself from mundane humans, but she must have been having too much fun with the ride to remember to do so.

      “The elf has arrived, and I haven’t made his twig crown yet.” I waved toward the front door. “Feel free to take the photographer inside. Everything is finished and freshly cleaned in there.”

      “And free of short greenies?”

      “That’s my only goblin assistant.”

      “Good.” Zadie adjusted her Star Trek messenger bag and hurried to the side of the alarmed photographer.

      Bracing myself for more irritation than the thorny brambles had given me, I marched into the backyard. The backyard that was beautiful now, especially compared to its original moss-blanketed, overgrown state.

      Screw Sarrlevi. My work was important. Once the house sold, a family would love living here.

      As I’d suspected, he was among the towering firs, pines, and cedars that we’d left natural on the back half of the large lot, but his Lord of the Rings attire camouflaged him as much as his magic, and it took me a moment to pick out his green cloak, beige tunic, brown trousers, and short blond hair.

      His arrogant angular face didn’t fit in with the serene surroundings nearly as well, so it shouldn’t have taken me that long to locate it. His achingly handsome arrogant face, with a knowing smirk on his lips as I approached. As if he knew I’d been thinking about the appeal of his touch scant seconds earlier.

      Hopefully not. He’d said my half-dwarven mind was hard to read, probably because it had the density of the rock my mother’s people mined. And all I did was scowl at him when my heart sped up, beating rapidly as nervous adrenaline surged through my veins.

      “I hope you brought me more exotic cheese from other worlds.” I stopped several feet away from him.

      It wasn’t that he would spring forward and inflict his touch on me—as he’d made clear, he had no interest in mixed-blood, or mongrel, dwarves—but it seemed safer farther back. My hormones would be less affected by his stupid allure.

      “Does your work not earn you sufficient funds to buy food?” Sarrlevi asked.

      “My funds are fine, but you know our deal.”

      Admittedly, we hadn’t started the search for my mother yet, and I’d been too busy to do more than make a couple of phone calls, so our agreement that he begin an elven cheese-of-the-month club for me hadn’t officially started. Sadly. I’d finished off the brick of orax cheese two weeks earlier, and Tinja, who seemed to eat her body weight daily in snack food, had devoured the wheel of pink dokdok cheese.

      “Indeed.” Sarrlevi reached past the hilts of not one but two longswords sheathed on his back to slide his magical bag off his shoulders. It contained everything from a cot to a blanket to the heads of his slain enemies to who knew what else but was no larger than a runner’s hydro pack.

      As he unfastened the lid, my mouth watered. I rolled my eyes at the response. Did normal, full-blooded human women have so little control over their bodies?

      “I have a brick of the orax, which I know you enjoy, and a new one for you to try. Vejek. An ogre delicacy sourced from the vejerikai, one of only two types of birds—large and aggressive birds—in their world to form a milk-like substance. They regurgitate it to nurse their young. As you can imagine, it’s not easy to acquire. Only great hunters are brave enough and strong enough to climb the towering cliffs to their aeries, subdue the birds long enough to force out milk, and escape with their prize and their lives. Not all make it. Many are attacked by the flock and fall from the clifftops to their deaths.”

      “Is that your way of telling me that this cheese is even more expensive than the others?” I debated whether milk regurgitated from a beak was grosser than milk squeezed out of a nipple. As an open-minded eater, I resolved to try it and let my taste buds decide if it was acceptable.

      “It is exceedingly rare and highly prized.”

      “So that’s a yes.”

      “Yes.” Sarrlevi handed me the familiar ocean-blue brick and a smaller wax-wrapped circle. His eyelids drooped halfway, his eyes intent as he regarded me through his lashes. “I trust this offering will place you in the mood to put aside your mundane work for a time and assist me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, your bribe is sufficient.” I made myself thank him as I accepted the cheese, though we both knew it wasn’t out of kindness or an interest in doing nice things for me that he’d brought them. “I called Artie’s Axes yesterday to confirm that the dwarf lady you terrorized has returned to work.”

      I’d been tempted to introduce myself and question her over the phone but had only inquired about the hours her business was open. Dwarves weren’t known for being garrulous, and I’d been sure she would hang up if I started asking about the secrets of her past. Hopefully, if I came to her in person, with the photos I had of my mother, she would believe I was who I said I was and want to speak with me.

      “I did not terrorize her,” Sarrlevi stated stiffly. “As I told you, she attacked me first.”

      “Because you’re an assassin who once accepted the gig to kill her friend—my mother.” I squinted at him, still not positive that I could trust him. Forty years had passed since then, and he’d claimed he’d recently accepted a new assignment from the dwarven king, one to find my mother, but who knew what went on behind his enigmatic blue eyes?

      “That is likely the reason, yes.”

      “It’s either that or she found your face so smug that she couldn’t resist throwing an axe at it.” I smirked at him, not shy about letting him know how I felt. Mostly because I hated that I was attracted to him and he knew it. Any chance I could find to take his ego down a notch, I would.

      “Dwarves are quick to belligerence,” was all he said, unfazed by my insult.

      “I’ll go see her this evening and find out what I can. Do you want to meet up tomorrow morning?”

      “I will go with you to interrogate her.”

      “I’m not going to interrogate her. Didn’t you already do that and find it didn’t work? I’m going to introduce myself and have a chat with her. Dwarf to dwarf. Or half-dwarf. Having you there would be problematic.”

      If his second visit went like the first, Artie would throw axes at us both, then run away and disappear for days.

      “To ensure there isn’t trouble, I will wait outside while you chat with her.”

      “Are you expecting trouble?”

      He gazed at me without answering. What did that mean?

      My phone rang, and I held up a finger, though I almost didn’t answer it. Colonel Willard hadn’t been in touch since I’d reluctantly agreed that I would take on work for her, most likely thumping magical bad guys when her Number One civilian contractor, Val Thorvald, was out of town.

      “Hello?” I answered as Sarrlevi watched.

      Some people backed off when others took phone calls, but maybe he was interested. He’d been the one to suggest that if I worked for Willard and did a good job, she might be able to get me into the military prison where my father had been incarcerated for the last thirty years. The Army had always rejected my requests to see him, saying that those in maximum security weren’t allowed visitors.

      “I need you in my office, Puletasi,” Willard said.

      “Uhm.” Did that mean she had a mission? I was sure she wasn’t inviting me for a coffee chat. “Today or tomorrow? I was about to head over to Port Townsend to⁠—”

      “Now.” With her curt message delivered, Willard hung up.

      I stared at the phone and wracked my brain, trying to think of something I’d done that could have pissed her off. But it had been weeks since I’d employed my form of vigilante justice, as she called it, to thump a miscreant.

      “I need to make a stop before heading to Artie’s,” I told Sarrlevi, though I was positive his pointed elven ears had heard Willard. “It’s on the way and hopefully won’t take long.”

      “I will accompany you.” No doubt he wanted to ensure there weren’t any further delays.

      “Oh, good. My life is empty and joyless when you’re not in it.”

      “Most people are not irreverent to assassins.”

      “Yeah, but you need me to complete your mission. You’re not going to kill me.”

      “One day, my mission will be complete,” he said, though he sounded more amused than irked. I doubted he was fantasizing about my strangulation or throat-cutting.

      “At which point, you’ll have developed too much affection for my snarky mongrel antics to contemplate my death.”

      “An interesting hypothesis.”

      “I thought so.”
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      I would have preferred to take my motorcycle to Port Townsend, since ferry passage cost less for it than for a vehicle, but there was no way I would invite Sarrlevi to sit behind me in the saddle. As a mage as well as an assassin, he could create portals to whisk himself from world to world, but when I’d asked if he wanted to meet me at Willard’s office, he’d given me a blank look.

      Someday, I would request details on how portal travel worked. All I knew was that few magical beings had the power to create the temporary passageways, which meant Sarrlevi was a badass in more ways than with his swords.

      We rolled off the 520 bridge and into Seattle in my dented beater of a truck with garbage cans full of blackberry brambles in the back. Sarrlevi shifted uncomfortably on the bench seat, rolled down the window, wrinkled his nose at the scent of exhaust, and frowned out the dinged windshield whenever brake lights came on ahead of us. Either he’d never been in a car before or my truck wasn’t up to his standards. Maybe both. There was, as numerous passengers had pointed out, a spring attempting to thrust through the worn upholstery on that side. The seat on my side, thanks to being copiously patched with duct tape, was well armored against such affronts.

      “Have you accepted missions from the human military officer while I’ve been gone?” Sarrlevi shifted again, either rubbing his shoulder blades on the seat back or worrying that its cooties were getting all over his cloak. His weapons and pack rested between his knees.

      “Nope. I’m saving myself for you.”

      One of his eyebrows rose as he looked over at me, and, non-native to Earth or not, I had a feeling he knew that term was usually used in regard to sex.

      “The cheese bribes must be working,” he said.

      “They do get me excited.” For some reason, my cheeks warmed. I needed to watch what I said around him. “I’m hoping this won’t take long and that Willard isn’t going to send me off on a mission. I do want to get to the bottom of my mother’s past. I just had to get the project finished first. My business had to take out a big hard-money loan to afford that place, and the longer we hold it before we sell it, the more we have to— What are you doing?” I frowned over at him.

      He’d removed a kerchief from a pocket, one I’d seen before and that gave off a faint magical signature, and was wiping the dash.

      “Your conveyance is begrimed.”

      “It’s just some dust. This is my work truck. I haul sawdust, cement mix, and landscaping pavers in it. My conveyance can handle some grime.”

      Sarrlevi leaned farther forward to wipe the windshield, the kerchief remaining white, no hint of dirt on it. “Should you be attacked while in it, would it not be useful to better see your enemies coming?”

      “Nah, I like their arrival to be a delightful surprise.” While we waited at a light, I watched him finish cleaning his side of the cab, including the gear shift, and then eye my side. “You’re not climbing in my lap to wipe down the dash over here.”

      “No,” he agreed, though he continued to eye the film of dust.

      His magical kerchief did a good job, but I’d seen him use it to clean blood off his swords after beheading werewolves. I hoped it resided in a jar of bleach and disinfectant when it wasn’t in use.

      “I didn’t know you were a neat-freak,” I said.

      Maybe that was why he carried a cot and rug with him everywhere he went. So he wouldn’t begrime himself by sleeping on the forest floor.

      “Most people also don’t call assassins freaks,” he said coolly.

      “It’s not an insult when it’s hyphenated with neat.”

      We turned onto the street that held Willard’s offices, an IRS building, according to the sign out front.

      “Ask anyone,” I added when his sidelong look suggested he didn’t believe me.

      His gaze shifted toward the three-story brick building, a tidy grass lawn surrounding it. “Thorvald and her dragon are inside.”

      His tone was even cooler for the word dragon, and his hands twitched toward his swords. He didn’t, however, draw them, maybe because he would have had to put away the kerchief first. He glanced at it and seemed reluctant to do so.

      Maybe he intended to pounce on my side of the truck as soon as I got out. The passenger side was vastly improved. I hadn’t known the dash could get that clean.

      “Maybe this is a coffee date.” I sensed Thorvald and her mate now that Sarrlevi had pointed them out.

      The magical aura of the dragon—Lord Zavryd’nokquetal, I’d learned—wasn’t as noticeable when he shape-shifted into human form, but one could still tell he had tremendous power. An elf’s power was far less significant next to that of a dragon, and I wondered if Sarrlevi’s arrogance would ratchet down a few notches in the presence of one.

      After parking, I stepped out, shutting the door behind me. Sarrlevi did lean over to wipe off the steering wheel, dash, and windshield. That made me wish Thorvald and Willard were out there to witness it. An assassin who moonlighted as a maid had to be rare.

      Surreptitiously, I slipped out my phone and took a photo before he finished. He noticed and gave me a flat look before putting away the kerchief, grabbing his gear, and joining me at the curb.

      “How much do I owe you for the detail?” I asked.

      He frowned at a smudge of dust on his cloak and brushed it off. “You will complete this errand so we may return to my mission.”

      “A fair trade. Do you do tires, by chance?”

      “What?”

      “Apply a little Back-to-Black?” I made a scrubbing motion and pointed at the tires, but my attempt at humor received another blank look. “Never mind.”

      Maybe I should have worried more about what he might do to me once he was done using me for his mission. It was possible my mongrel snark wasn’t earning his affection, after all.

      When we entered the building, the door to Willard’s outer office was closed—probably to protect innocent passersby from whatever projects her goblin assistant was building this week. I lifted my fist to knock, but magic whispered past my shoulder, courtesy of Sarrlevi, and the door opened.

      The goblin Gondo, Willard’s informant/secretary, poked his head up from behind his desk. There weren’t any aerial fans whirring around the office today, but a machine hummed hungrily in a corner, and colored shreds of paper were piled about him and dangled from his pointed ears. He reminded me of a stuffed bunny poking up from the green plastic grass in an Easter basket.

      Gondo hopped up on the seat and extended an arm toward the closed inner-office door, my senses telling me Thorvald and Lord Zavryd were inside.

      “You are anticipated,” he said grandly.

      When Sarrlevi walked in after me, Gondo fell off the chair with a thump, ribbons of paper wafting up from behind the desk.

      I hurried forward, peered over the top, and wondered if the pile of shredded paper had softened his landing. “Are you all right?”

      “Am I not anticipated?” Sarrlevi asked dryly.

      “Are assassins ever anticipated?” I asked.

      “I believe it depends on how much cheese they bring.”

      Gondo jumped up, his head appearing above the desk again. “Cheese?”

      “Get in here, Puletasi,” came Willard’s voice through the door.

      “Is there any chance she’s crabby for reasons that don’t involve me?” I whispered, wondering if Gondo would dish on his boss.

      “Oh, yes,” he said. “Many reasons. Not five minutes ago, Lord Zavryd’nokquetal incinerated a plant she recently added to her office.”

      “Do dragons find plants offensive?” I headed for the door, not wanting Willard to think I was delaying.

      “There was mold in the potting soil,” Gondo said. “Don’t tell her enemies, because the Ruin Bringer might not want her secrets to get out, but she is allergic to mold.”

      I imagined orcs and ogres pelting Thorvald with moldy bread and was smirking as I stepped into the office. The stern-faced Colonel Willard, the beautiful half-elf Thorvald, and the haughtily handsome Lord Zavryd all frowned at me, and I wiped the smirk away. Their gazes immediately shifted from me to Sarrlevi. Their frowns deepened.

      “There’s a stray elf following you around, Matti,” Thorvald said.

      Remembering we’d invited each other to use first names, I resolved to start calling her Val, though my inclination was to keep her and Willard at arm’s distance. It didn’t help that she, with her elegant features, six feet of height, and long blonde braid, managed to look stunning even in ripped jeans, a duster, and combat boots, whereas I always felt like a schlub. Even when I remembered to tweeze my eyebrows before leaving the house in the morning.

      “That happens when you feed strays,” I told her.

      Though I didn’t look over my shoulder, I could feel Sarrlevi’s eyes narrowing as he considered the back of my head. I am the one who has fed you, he said telepathically, foisting an image of cheese into my mind.

      Since I’d sampled both types he’d brought before getting in the truck, I couldn’t deny that. Nor could I deny that the bird cheese had been even more amazing than the blue brick, with the runny insides of a ripe camembert and a pungent umami flavor like nothing I’d had before. Before eating the rest, I wanted to find a crusty baguette to go with it, or maybe some dried fruit to alternate with.

      I know, I replied silently, wrenching my mind from cheese fantasies. It’s a joke. Here on Earth, it’s accepted that if you show kindness and put out food for stray dogs and cats, they’ll soon move in with you.

      On Nirathra, if you do that, the yeshando will destroy your house and devour you whole.

      Is that… another name for the elven home world?

      No. It’s the world where the house you’ve visited is.

      Ah, right. One of many houses you own, as I recall.

      Yes.

      “If you object to my presence,” Zavryd told Willard, his arm around Val’s shoulders, “then, surely, you must wish the elf assassin to leave your office immediately.”

      When I glanced back, I found Sarrlevi glaring at Zavryd, not the back of my head, as I’d believed. And the dragon was glaring back.

      Val patted her mate on the chest before stepping out of his reach and placing herself between him and Sarrlevi, as if to play peacekeeper. Or maybe to act as an obstacle to prevent them from springing for each other’s throats. I remembered that Sarrlevi had once been hired to kill Val.

      “I object to your presence because you incinerated my fern,” Willard grumbled, then pointed at Sarrlevi. “We’ll be speaking of top-secret government matters, and you’re not cleared to be here.”

      Sarrlevi shifted his gaze from Zavryd to Willard, though he carefully angled himself in the corner of the room so that nobody, not even the paper-shredding Gondo, was at his back. “The dwarf mongrel has agreed to assist me in completing my mission. I have already patiently waited for her to finish her mundane work. You will not give her an assignment before she helps me complete mine.”

      “The dwarf mongrel?” Willard mouthed and looked at Val. “So much for your belief that he’s into her.”

      I barely stifled a groan. They had to bring up that discussion in front of Sarrlevi?

      Val shrugged. “Zav called me a mongrel for months.”

      “All the while secretly coveting you?” Willard’s eyes glinted with amusement.

      I’d liked it better when she’d been crabby.

      “I believe the onset of the coveting was gradual.” Val smiled at Zavryd.

      “You are a mongrel,” he stated. “It is the appropriate term for a mixed-blood individual.”

      “And doesn’t imply scorn and dismissal from the often-arrogant full-blooded user of the term?” Val arched her eyebrows.

      “It may imply those things,” Zavryd surprisingly admitted. “It took me some time to realize your value.”

      “I noticed.”

      I looked back at Sarrlevi, but his face was still cool and hard to read. I didn’t know if it was because his terminology was being dissected or he was irked to be in the same room as Zavryd.

      “Mr. Sarrlevi,” Willard said, “as much as I appreciate individuals from other worlds coming into my office and giving me orders, in this instance, I can accede to your demand. I wish to show Puletasi something, get her opinion, ask a few questions, and then she can go back to assisting you.” She lowered her voice to mutter, “Lucky girl,” under her breath.

      “Very well.” Sarrlevi inclined his head ever so slightly.

      “But I need you to wait outside the building,” Willard added. “And Thorvald, ask your mate to wait out there as well. This is a matter of Army secrecy, if not national security.”

      “You don’t think he can help with the problem?” Judging from Val’s head tilt, she also hadn’t been filled in on what was up.

      “It’s possible, but I don’t want more people knowing about this than necessary.”

      “You know he can read minds, right?” Val glanced at Zavryd, but he was examining his footwear.

      Once again, he wore yellow Crocs with even more meat-shaped charms than before filling the holes. Another time, I would ask the story behind those shoes. I couldn’t imagine he’d picked them out himself.

      “I’m willing to take the risk that he’s sublimely uninterested in government problems,” Willard said.

      “That’s possibly true.” Val touched Zavryd’s arm and asked him to wait outside.

      No assignments other than mine, Sarrlevi said into my mind before also leaving the office.

      Have I mentioned how endearing it is when you give me orders like I’m your lackey? If I hadn’t already agreed to head to Port Townsend and work with him, I might have asked Willard if she needed any file cabinets organized or any other task that would force him to wait for another day or two. But I was a half-dwarf—not a mongrel, damn it—of my word.

      You have not. Do I need to come up with further bribes to make you eager to work for me?

      I didn’t know if he telepathically placed the memory of him massaging my scalp into my thoughts, or if my own treacherous mind dug it up, but I couldn’t keep from scowling. No, dude. I said I’d help, and I will. I’ll be out there as soon as I can.

      Good, he said, approval lacing the telepathic word, as if he wanted me to know he liked it when I was obedient.

      “Such a bastard,” I grumbled.

      After the males were gone, Willard said, “This way, you two,” and led us out.

      Val cast a worried frown toward the window in the outer office, one that looked toward the lawn in front of the building. My senses told me Sarrlevi and Zavryd were both out there, not that far away from each other.

      “Do you think it’s all right that we sent them away together?” I doubted the glares they’d been trading had been feigned or for dramatic effect.

      “I hope so,” Val said, “but they don’t like each other. Hopefully, this won’t take long.”

      “Do you like Sarrlevi?” I asked curiously as we followed Willard down a hallway with recently buffed floors toward stairs leading to a basement level.

      “I don’t hate him, now that he’s no longer trying to kill me, but I don’t think anyone likes assassins.” Val must not have realized how many people in the magical community still referred to her, the Ruin Bringer, as an assassin. “They’re not the cuddliest types, you have to admit.”

      “True,” I murmured, though I remembered the hints I’d gathered that Sarrlevi was ostracized by his people. A strange twinge of sadness came over me at the thought that he might not have any friends. If he didn’t, it was his own fault for choosing that profession, but I was sometimes mildly curious about what had driven him to it. He clearly had his own agenda and admitted he was using me, but he didn’t seem like a bloodthirsty psychopath.

      “You left the artifact vault open?” Val asked as we descended the stairs into a windowless hallway, and a solid metal door, the only one, stood open at the end.

      Willard gave her a dark look. “I found it open this morning.”

      Val grimaced. “Not dark elves again, I hope.”

      “It’s possible, since we know they’re capable of getting past our security and gaining access—unfortunately—but considering someone else’s artifact went missing recently, I’m considering other suspects.”

      Was she referring to the magical dwarf power reactor that had been under the park?

      Not clarifying, Willard stepped through the doorway and into a dim but spacious cement-walled room with rows and rows of deep metal shelves. Empty metal shelves.

      “Oh, shit,” Val breathed.

      “That’s an understatement,” Willard said.
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      Since I’d never been to the basement vault before, I wasn’t as stunned by its emptiness as Val, but I could imagine the shelves usually overflowing with magical weapons and doodads, things the Army had found or taken custody of over the years.

      “There aren’t any bullet casings on the floor, are there?” I asked, thinking of the tunnel under the house.

      “No,” Willard said, “but there also wasn’t a fearsome metal furnace guardian protecting this place.”

      Val must have given her a thorough report of what had happened during our battle.

      “Maybe you should get one.” Val rotated in a slow circle, taking in the empty shelves.

      “Why?” Willard asked. “It didn’t help Puletasi’s dwarves keep their stash.”

      “At least it killed a few of the thieves.”

      “I need you to hunt around—get Zavryd to help if he’s willing, ideally without filling him in on all the details—and find out who took everything. If it’s on Earth, I need you to find it all. Hell, if it’s not on Earth, I need you to find it. I’ve cataloged everything and sent reports up my chain of command. If I have to tell them that I lost all this stuff…” The usually stern and stoic colonel shook her head, her dark eyes daunted as she stared bleakly at the shelves. “Let’s just say that if you’ve ever fantasized about a new boss in charge of this office, it could happen.”

      “No, thanks. I’ve had that experience before.” Val’s grimace suggested her previous employers hadn’t been appealing. She touched the cat-shaped figurine on her neck to summon her tiger. “I’m partial to being bossed around by you. I’ll see what I can find.”

      Willard nodded, then looked at me as Sindari formed in silver mist beside Val.

      I waited, having no idea what she would ask. She’d already told Sarrlevi she wasn’t sending me on a mission.

      “You have any ideas, Puletasi?” Willard asked as Val conferred with Sindari and asked him to sniff around for clues.

      I couldn’t sense any magic in the room other than Val’s aura and those of her weapons and trinkets, nor did I have a tiger’s keen nose, so I could only shrug. “You think this is related to the people who took the reactor?”

      “It’s crossed my mind. Especially since these thieves didn’t leave any clues—nobody wandered past cameras, the way the dark elves who stole from the vault did—that would suggest they weren’t familiar with human technology. The cameras went down for two hours last night, starting at one a.m. My captain thinks we were hacked from the outside, then the thieves used magic to get through the wards protecting the door. I have—had—both mundane and magical security measures.” Willard shook her head. “When the cameras came back online, the vault was empty.”

      “That’s not much time to move all the stuff that was in here.” Val waved at the shelves.

      “Unless they had magical help,” Willard said.

      “The guys who were dead under Matti’s house were human.”

      “Humans can’t have magical help?” Willard waved at Val’s charms and tiger.

      “Well, charms and artifacts aren’t easy to come by.”

      “That programmer you dated had piles of them.”

      “I was his bodyguard, not his date, and he was wealthy and could afford to throw large sums of money around.”

      Willard waved dismissively. “Puletasi, you can go, but when you’re out hunting for signs of your mother, keep your ears open. If you hear anything about this or that reactor, I want to know.”

      I didn’t point out that I suspected the military was behind the missing dwarf artifact, even if she hadn’t been filled in, and I still didn’t trust her fully or want to help her that much. She was aware of how I felt and squinted at me, as if she knew exactly what I was thinking. Unless she had a charm that let her read minds, and I didn’t sense anything like that on her, she shouldn’t be able to, but I was probably an open book.

      “I’ll keep my ears open,” I said.

      “Shit.” Val spun toward the doorway. “Zav and Sarrlevi are fighting. Your elf wasn’t hired to assassinate him, was he?”

      “He’s not my elf,” I said as alarm flashed through me. Sarrlevi was a magnificent fighter, but he couldn’t match a dragon.

      I was closer to the door than Val, but she had longer legs, and she beat me to the stairs. Together, we raced up to the hall above and out the front door, the clangs of swords ringing out ahead of us.

      Where had the dragon gotten a sword?

      But sword-fighting was exactly what was taking place. Val and I rushed outside but halted at the display on the grassy lawn.

      Zavryd had produced a glowing yellow sword from somewhere, as well as what looked like a dwarven shield, and was engaged with Sarrlevi and his twin longswords. They battled with tremendous speed, thrusting and parrying so quickly that the clangs of their weapons turned into one continuous ringing of metal that assaulted our ears.

      Our eyes, on the other hand, were mesmerized. Val and I ended up shoulder to shoulder in front of the door, watching their display.

      Though Zavryd was in human form, he had as much speed and agility as his elven foe. Or perhaps almost as much. I sensed magic aiding his movements, his power allowing him to block and parry more quickly than his limbs might otherwise have managed. Sarrlevi had magic of his own, but he didn’t seem to use more than what was infused in his blades. His prowess was purely physical, his feet moving so rapidly that few foes could have matched him. Only magic, I believed, allowed Zavryd to keep pace.

      Even though I was worried, afraid they would kill each other, and puzzled as to why they were fighting, the battle was a thing of beauty to watch.

      Until they started slinging insults.

      “Bloodthirsty, orc-kissing murderer who dares raise a blade to a dragon,” Zavryd bellowed, magic amplifying his voice so the Mariners fans probably heard him all the way over at the stadium, “you’ll know the wrath of the entire Stormforge Clan if you touch me again.”

      “Swaddled dragonling who’s afraid of leaving the nest,” Sarrlevi replied as he dared swing a blade toward Zavryd’s chest. “Go complain to your relatives that an elf threatened you. Perhaps you can hide behind your mother’s tail.”

      “You dare accuse me of being puerile and cowardly.” Zavryd parried, then rushed him, swinging for his head.

      Sarrlevi ducked, sprang to the side, and slashed at Zavryd from behind. Though the dragon spun in time to face him, one of those lightning-fast blades darted under his defenses. It sliced through the black elven robe, and I thought Sarrlevi could have drawn blood if he’d wanted, but Zavryd jerked his body to the side and armored himself with magic, so perhaps not.

      “’Ware, dragonling. My blades can cut through magical defenses.”

      “The blades you’ve stolen from those you’ve slain? Why you were not on the list of criminals the queen wished me to capture for punishment and rehabilitation is a mystery, but I shall bring you in as a bonus.” Zavryd charged him.

      Once again, Sarrlevi was fast enough to evade blade and shield, diving and rolling in several fast somersaults before springing up to face his opponent.

      “Look out,” Val warned, gripping my arm and pulling me back into the doorway as Zavryd hurled a great wave of magical power.

      It targeted Sarrlevi, but that didn’t keep it from ripping up grass and bushes and knocking a mirror off a car parked in the street. I expected Sarrlevi to go flying, but the power didn’t so much as ruffle his hair. He smiled tightly and sprang for Zavryd, blades slashing toward his head and chest.

      “I’m a prominent dues-paying member of the Assassins’ Guild, you overgrown reptile. Not a criminal.”

      “You tried to slay my mate!” Zavryd’s next attack was one of fire, a great inferno that roared across the lawn, incinerating grass before it engulfed his foe in a great swirling ball of flame.

      “Sarrlevi!” I cried, running several steps, though I didn’t know what I could do. I had no way to fight fire, and I hadn’t even brought my hammer in from the truck.

      “I was legitimately hired to assassinate her,” came Sarrlevi’s voice from within the inferno, shockingly calm behind the crackling of flames. “That is not a crime; it is a business transaction.”

      Zavryd stopped outside the ball of flame still burning atop Sarrlevi. “Only a fool with a death wish accepts a business transaction that involves slaying the mate of a dragon.”

      After a pause, Sarrlevi surprised me by saying, “It was probably unwise.”

      “How do we stop this?” I asked Val, worried that whatever protection Sarrlevi was employing against the flames would wear off, or that Zavryd would find a way around his defenses.

      “Zav,” Val called. “We’ve been given a mission, and we’d better leave now so we can stop for takeout on the way to clue-hunt for Willard.”

      His gaze shifted from the fireball, the flames now dwindling, and locked on to Val. His jaw was bloody from a cut, and he looked perturbed from the fight. I expected him to state that dragons didn’t accept missions from human colonels.

      Instead, he asked, “Takeout food? Such as chicken slabs from one of the meat-delivery buildings?”

      “Chicken strips, yes.” Val lifted her phone. “I’m putting in an order now. Make sure to save some of your fire so you can incinerate the breading.”

      I looked curiously at her.

      “He’s on a full carnivore diet,” she explained. “No fries, no breading, no dipping sauces.”

      “He sounds finicky.”

      “It’s a dragon thing.”

      As the last of the flames died, leaving not only burned grass but a smoking crater in the lawn where the dirt itself had melted, Sarrlevi walked toward me, though his gaze remained over his shoulder and locked on Zavryd. Neither his blond hair nor clothing was singed. His swords glowed icy silver, and I remembered the command word Val had taught me to waken the power of cold within my hammer. Maybe his elven blades could do something similar and extend their protection around him.

      “Why were you fighting a dragon?” I whispered to him as Val joined Zavryd near the crater.

      Since Sarrlevi was breathing heavily and bleeding, I didn’t mention that he could have been doing something more constructive and less deadly, like applying his magical kerchief to the exterior of my truck.

      He lifted his chin, still holding Zavryd’s gaze—or would that be considered a glare? “We were merely sparring.”

      Zavryd, who’d traded his goofy Crocs for black slippers, touched the cut on his jaw dripping blood onto his robe. A few slashes in that garment suggested there might be more than one injury. Was striking a dragon even permitted? Would there be repercussions from other dragons? The Stormforge Clan?

      “Yes.” Zavryd also lifted his chin. “A dragon enjoys a spirited match, though I was of course limited by agreeing to remain in this lowly form. Had I been in my natural state, your blades never would have sliced through my scales.”

      “Feel free to shape shift, and we can go another round,” Sarrlevi said.

      “I do not fear you, or your mongrel companion.”

      Uh, why was he bringing me into this? I looked at Val, but she was rubbing her head in puzzlement.

      “How did this, er, sparring match start?” She didn’t sound like she believed that was all it had been.

      “I haven’t the faintest idea what brought on the attack,” Zavryd said. “We were discussing mongrels and how they might in time overcome their mixed-blood handicaps. I said that you, my mate, might instruct his mongrel female to better be able to acquit herself in battle and among the magical beings of the Cosmic Realms.”

      His mongrel female? If the dragon was talking about me, I was insulted.

      “He said the dwarf mongrel did not need the Ruin Bringer’s instruction. Believing he’d slighted you, I may have challenged him.” Zavryd lowered his voice to speak privately to Val, though my hearing was good enough to catch the rest. “Unwisely, I agreed to do battle in this diminished form. I also did not immediately think to switch my footwear for something surer for such activities.” He touched the gouge on his jaw, though it had already stopped bleeding. Dragon magic meant it would probably heal and disappear completely within the hour.

      “Just to be clear,” Val said, “he wasn’t trying to kill you because someone hired him to assassinate a dragon lord but… because you insulted his, ah, lady friend?”

      I raised a finger. “We’re not friends, and I’m not his.”

      Sarrlevi merely raised an eyebrow.

      “That is correct,” Zavryd said, ignoring us and responding to Val. “I do not believe he was trying to kill me. Had that been the case, I would have smote him with my great power.”

      “Naturally,” Val said.

      “As I recall, you did try to smite me,” Sarrlevi said, “when I pricked your chin—and your ego. Twice you enveloped me with fire, but my armor protects me against such magic.”

      Ah, so the blades hadn’t been responsible. Though they were still glowing and emanated strong power of their own.

      “There are other ways to smite an assassin. Had I continued through my repertoire, I would have found a way.” A hint of smugness crossed Zavryd’s face as he glanced at Val. “As I recall, assassin, you are susceptible to some elven magic, such as entangling roots.”

      Sarrlevi clenched his jaw for a moment before responding. “That was once true, as I did not wear enchanted items to protect against the magic favored by my own kind, but I have since remedied that mistake. Should your mate wish to challenge me to another duel…”

      “She does not,” Val said, even as Zavryd’s violet eyes lit, as if he wanted to see Val pummel Sarrlevi.

      Judging from what Val had admitted about their previous encounters, she wasn’t sure she would come out on top again and wasn’t eager to challenge Sarrlevi.

      “Why is there a crater in the lawn of my supposedly inconspicuous office building?” Willard demanded from the front door. “You all have missions, do you not? Get out of here, and don’t light anything else on fire.” She made a shooing motion toward Zavryd and Sarrlevi.

      More than ready to depart, I pointed for Sarrlevi to head to my truck, but he didn’t take his eyes from Zavryd, who was shifting into his huge dragon form. Soon, inky black scales covered powerful muscles, and he flexed and spread his great wings. His eyes glowed as he looked back at us, and I had the distinct feeling he was showing off his magnificence.

      “Never have I seen two males so full of themselves,” Willard grumbled. “You know what they say, Thorvald.”

      “What?”

      “One day a rooster, the next a feather duster.”

      “A dragon’s scales would make a lousy dusting tool,” Val said.

      “Those horns ought to be good for something. Are they ivory?”

      You fantasize about detaching my horns and carving them? Zavryd boomed telepathically. As if I am one of your walruses?

      “Move faster,” I whispered to Sarrlevi, daring to give him a shove toward the truck, “in case he really gets cranky.”

      Sarrlevi snorted and didn’t object, finally taking his gaze from his supposed sparring opponent.

      Though I was hurrying to get in and drive off, I didn’t miss that the outside of my truck was now as dirt-free as the dash. Even the tires were free of grime. Damn, that looked good. If Sarrlevi had been a normal guy, instead of a haughty elf overly certain of his sex appeal, I would have hugged him and kissed him on the cheek.

      I refrained, merely turning the key in the ignition to take us out of there. I had to drive up on the curb on the opposite side of the street to keep from running over the long scaled tail extending out onto the pavement. Though Zavryd was busy glowering at Willard and educating her on proper respect for dragons, I had no doubt he would notice me running over one of his appendages. In the last month, my already odd life had taken a turn for the weird.
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      As we drove off the ferry and headed through Kingston on the way to Port Townsend, I glanced over at Sarrlevi. For most of the ride, he’d been silent, other than shifting now and then on what he clearly considered a deplorably uncomfortable seat. I was tempted to ask for his version of how and why the sparring match with Zavryd had started. But if it had truly been about me, I wasn’t sure I wanted details.

      It had sounded like he might have been defending me, or at least saying I was a capable warrior without need of Val’s instruction, but since he wasn’t exactly effervescent in his praise for me, that was hard to believe. The one time he’d somewhat grudgingly said I was doing good work was when I’d been carving the posts on the stairs in the project house.

      “How come your armor didn’t have protection against elven magic before?” was what I ended up asking.

      It seemed safer. If I’d misunderstood Zavryd’s comments, and Sarrlevi hadn’t been defending me… Well, I would prefer not to know it. Maybe it was dumb, but I wanted Sarrlevi to be nobler than he probably was. Which was a strange thing, since I knew—he’d fully admitted—he’d once taken an assignment to kill my mother.

      “My people rarely attack me, nor am I often hired to assassinate elves,” he said, gazing out the window instead of looking at me.

      “Because elves don’t piss off powerful people?”

      “Because elves often are powerful people.”

      “Wouldn’t that make others more eager to get rid of them through, uh, alternate means?” I waved toward him.

      He didn’t answer.

      “Or is it that you have a rule against, uhm, preying on your own kind?”

      “I do not.”

      Given his terse answers, I assumed that was all he would say, especially since he wasn’t looking at me but rather continuing to gaze out the window as we drove out of the city and into the countryside, the grass turning yellow as summer progressed. Then, in a quiet voice, he added, “The first person I ever killed was my father.”

      I digested that for a moment, debating if I wanted to ask for details. Curiosity prompted me to continue. “On purpose?”

      “On purpose.”

      “You weren’t hired to assassinate him, were you?”

      “No.” Sarrlevi finally turned his face toward me, but only to give me a cool what-kind-of-a-monster-do-you-think-I-am look. At least, that was how I interpreted it. In truth, it held little expression. “I did train hard for many years so that I could survive a battle against him. He was a capable weapons master and a powerful mage, and I knew he wouldn’t hesitate to kill me if I failed.”

      “No love lost between you, huh?” I was late noticing a curve in the road and hurried to adjust the wheel. Distracted by Sarrlevi’s story, I
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