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      Thank you, good reader, for picking up another installment in the Death Before Dragons series. I’m having a great time writing these characters, so I hope you’re enjoying reading them.

      This adventure takes Val (and Zav, of course) to the small town of Harrison, Idaho, on Lake Coeur d’Alene, where I’ve vacationed a couple of times. If you’re ever in the area and enjoy bicycling or inline skating, you should check it out. The 72-mile paved trail follows lakes and rivers, and you almost never have to worry about dragons swooping down to eat your bike. I do remember seeing a moose, but they’re not quite as pesky.

      Before you jump into the story, please let me thank my editor, Shelley Holloway, and my beta readers: Rue Silver, Sarah Engelke, and Cindy Wilkinson. Also, my thanks to Gene Mollica for the cover art, Vivienne Leheny for the audiobook narration, and my typo hunters Cyd, Gen, and Jenna for screening an early copy.

      Now, I hope you will enjoy the story!
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      The alien squeals, twangs, and buzzes that reverberated through the unmarked alley door sounded more like a wrecker flattening cars in a junkyard than music. Two dumpsters overflowing with bags of decomposing food, coffee filters, and used bathroom-cleaning supplies stood to either side of the entrance. A rat scurried out from behind one dumpster on its way to the other, dragging a rotting fish head in its mouth.

      “Are you sure this is the right place?” I asked Nin, friend, food-truck owner, and the craftswoman who’d made the magical submachine pistol—Fezzik, I’d named it—that I carried in my thigh holster.

      My finger wasn’t far from the trigger now. On the way in, we’d spotted a massive clawed footprint in a dusting of spilled flour sticking to brown goo on the cracked pavement. I checked to make sure my magical longsword, Chopper, was loose in my back scabbard, the hilt within reach behind my shoulder.

      Nin nodded, her blue pigtails flopping. “This is where I’m meeting my client. Did you not say you had been here before?”

      Her soft precise English was barely audible over the music and the cars honking on the nearby Capitol Hill street. It was almost ten, but it was a warm rain-free summer night, and Seattle wasn’t bedding down yet.

      “Yeah,” I said. “That’s why I’m asking if you’re sure it’s the right place and really want to go in.”

      “I must go in. I was offered a handsome delivery fee to bring the ogre hunter in person.” Nin patted a long package covered in the same brown paper she used to wrap the beef-and-rice dishes she sold from her truck. The shotgun inside, with explosive rounds designed to plow holes into the hardiest magical bad guy, oozed magic to my half-elven senses. “I need to earn every penny I can so I can help my family come to America. But you may wait outside if you’re worried that you will not be welcome.”

      I snorted. I’d known I wouldn’t be welcome the second she’d proposed this, but Nin made my magical ammunition and gave me free meals. She’d looked a little worried about being asked to come here for the drop-off, so I’d volunteered to come along. If I ended up in a bar fight—or worse—so be it. Having people regularly try to kill you keeps you sharp.

      “Nah, I’ll come in. This is the perfect place to test my new armor.” I opened my duster, pushed my shirt up, and slid a hand over the sleek metal mesh vest. “It’s like silk and almost as light. I love it already.”

      It truly would be good to try it in a low-key situation before relying on it during a mission. I needed to know it would stop magical bullets, swords, and fangs and claws. We’d fired a few rounds at it, but I would feel better once it had been battle-tested.

      “I believe you can be arrested if you are caught touching yourself like that in public.” Nin’s dark eyes crinkled.

      As the crafter of the armor, she was pleased by my reaction. After four years working with her, I could tell.

      “I can’t help it. If something feels nice under your fingers, it makes you want to rub it.” An image flashed into my mind of the dragon Zav, shape-shifted into his handsome human form, with his chest bared and my fingers rubbing it.

      I grimaced. It had been three weeks since an enemy dragon had compelled me to kiss Zav to distract him during an impending battle, and my dreams had been ridiculously lurid since then. They were pissing me off. No arrogant asshole of a dragon should be allowed to occupy my mind, even my sleeping mind, for that many hours. Ridiculous.

      “I’ll go first.” I shoved the bare chest out of my thoughts and patted Nin on the shoulder. “Way first. You better wait a minute to come in, so any shrapnel flying off me doesn’t hit you.”

      “I can simply stand behind you. You are a giant wall.”

      Nin was barely over five feet tall and would probably have to carry the “ogre hunter” on the scale with her to top a hundred pounds. Since I was six feet tall, that was possibly a fair thing to say, but…

      “It’s not polite to call a woman giant or a wall in this country. I’m tall, lithe, dangerous, and the appropriate weight for my height.” No need to mention that I kept an inhaler in my pocket and bad air quality could take me down like a demolitions team imploding a skyscraper.

      “Two of me could fit behind you.”

      “Ha ha. Just stay back.” I braced myself to deal with the music—and a whole bunch of magical beings who wanted me dead—and walked through the door.

      Armor-testing aside, I hoped there wouldn’t be a fight. I got paid to assassinate vile criminals, not beat up magical beings in bar fights. I wished these people would figure out that I only hunted down their kin who committed crimes, not random members of their community. But I knew better than to expect anything had changed.

      As I descended the stairs to the basement establishment that had neither a name, a website, nor a phone number, the smell of booze mingling with dozens of sweaty non-human patrons hit me as hard as the music. Orcs with tusks writhed and wiggled on the cement dance floor in the middle, and green-skinned goblins sat at indestructible plastic tables along the walls. Four hulking trolls claimed stools at the bar in the back, and shifters of all sorts congregated at the axe-throwing cage, hurling hatchets at a picture of a fanged vampire that had been pinned up over the plywood target. At least it wasn’t a picture of me.

      But everyone here could sense the auras of magical beings, including half-magical beings, and two dozen sets of eyes turned in my direction when I walked in.

      The blue-skinned, white-haired troll owner squinted at me from the bar as he poured beer and sludge—a drink fermented from moss that orcs couldn’t get enough of. Since the music kept playing, I couldn’t hear the whispers of Ruin Bringer, Mythic Murderer, and Deathstalker, the nicknames the magical community had for me, but I could read them on their lips.

      Coming here probably hadn’t been a good idea. Nin might have been safer without me. Though if everyone was focused on me, maybe she wouldn’t have to worry about being mugged while she waited for her buyer.

      Two male shifters left the axe-throwing area, weaved through the orcs, and walked up to me with the predatory grace common for their kind. There was a lupine aspect to them, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t heard I’d recently taken out a bunch of lion and panther shifters from the Northern Pride.

      One came to my right side and the other stopped in front of me, their proximity almost making me draw Fezzik. Dark-haired, yellow-eyed, and made of hard, sinewy muscle, the shifters were close enough that I could smell the mossy sludge on their breath.

      The one in front reached for the flap of my duster, but I caught his wrist. Shifters were fast, but this guy’s reflexes weren’t up to par right now.

      “It’s not for sale,” I said.

      “What?” He looked at his buddy.

      “The jacket.” I pushed his arm back and let go. “I’m just here for a drink.”

      “This place doesn’t serve the Ruin Bringer.”

      His buddy on the right was the one to lunge for me.

      He was lightning fast, especially for a drunk guy, but I’d expected trouble. I sprang to the left, evading his grasp, and launched a side kick. The shifter was almost quick enough to dodge, but my heel clipped his hip and sent him spinning into two of the dancers.

      An orc with saliva moistening his tusks whirled, grabbed him, and threw him onto one of the sturdy tables. The goblins around it leaped up, cursing at their spilled drinks.

      The shifter in front of me started changing into a massive black wolf, his skin warping, blurring, and sprouting fur. Before he finished the transformation, I planted a front kick in his chest and sent him stumbling into the growing crowd of onlookers.

      I grasped the cat-shaped figurine on my charm necklace. “Sindari,” I whispered, summoning my ally.

      One of the orc dancers charged toward me as two already-transformed lion shifters sprang toward me, their roars thundering over the music.

      Sindari, a great silver tiger from another realm, solidified out of a mist and intercepted the big lions. A burly half-troll the orc had been dancing with charged after him, eager to join in against me.

      They reached me, fists leading. I whipped up blocks to deflect their powerful blows and threw punches whenever I had an opening. Resisting the urge to draw my weapons, I put my back to the wall by the door so nobody could get behind me. I hadn’t come to kill anybody, and I hoped the owner would break this up, if only to protect his establishment from damage.

      As I traded blows with my two opponents, a part of me was exhilarated at the battle, but most of me stayed focused, gauging where the threats were in the room. Sindari was slashing and biting, keeping the lions busy, but the two wolf shifters had recovered from my kicks and were looking for an opening to lunge back in. I might have to draw Fezzik to get everyone to back off.

      A click sounded, someone readying a switchblade. It was the half-troll. She rushed toward my side, knife jabbing.

      Here was the opportunity to test my armor, but my instincts wouldn’t let me take the hit when I had the power to deflect it. I knocked the blade high with a block to her forearm, then sprang in, hammering a palm strike into her broad chin. As her head snapped back, I kicked the blade out of her grip. It slammed into the wood doorframe and stuck, handle quivering.

      I’d turned enough to move my back from the wall, and, sensing someone reaching for me from behind, I threw another kick, this one to the rear. An inhuman yowl sounded as it connected with an orc’s nuts.

      Are we killing these enemies? Sindari asked telepathically, his voice as calm as a tranquil lake as he slashed and bit, keeping the two lions from reaching me.

      No, I replied in my mind. This is a bar fight, not a mission.

      People are trying to kill you.

      Someone across the room drew a pistol and aimed it in my direction. My opponents weren’t tall enough to block his view, so I ducked low and grabbed the switchblade out of the doorframe. The gunman fired. As the bullet slammed into the door, I sensed a blur of an enchantment to it. I almost wished I’d let that one hit me so I could test the armor, but he’d been aiming at my head, not my chest.

      It does seem that way, I admitted to Sindari and threw the switchblade.

      The clunky weapon wasn’t weighted for throwing, but enthusiasm and good aim did wonders. It thudded into the gunman’s shoulder, and he dropped his pistol.

      A meaty orc fist flashed in from the side as one of the wolves crept in from the other side. I whipped my head back as the blow breezed past my nose and caught my assailant’s wrist. Gliding into him, I thrust with my hip and threw the orc over my shoulder. He smashed into the wolf.

      As I readied myself for another opponent, a thunderous boom sounded just a few feet away—a weapon firing with the oomph of a howitzer. Everyone in the bar halted to stare at the gunman. The gunwoman.

      Nin had unwrapped her “ogre hunter” and fired it at the ceiling. The pump-action shotgun had left a sizable hole in the tin tiles and probably in the floor above. Hopefully the coffee shop and restaurant up there were closed for the night.

      “It is time now to put an end to the fight,” Nin said calmly but as loudly as her little voice could manage, “or I will blow your fucking heads off.” She grinned and winked at me.

      Cute, quirky Nin swearing was like a Disney character swearing, and it usually startled people into paying attention. It had that effect this time—or maybe the booming gunshot had.

      “Enough,” growled the troll owner, stepping out from behind the bar. Eight feet tall and half as wide, he waded toward us, pushing patrons aside with his meaty hands. “Go back to your drinks, everyone. I’ll handle this.”

      He glared at me, glanced at the hole in the ceiling, and gave Nin an exasperated look.

      “I bought indestructible tables for this place,” he said in a voice like a bear’s growl. “I didn’t know I’d need the ceiling to be indestructible.”

      Even though Nin had fired, the troll continued to glare at me.

      “What do you want here?” he demanded.

      “I am here to meet a client and sell this fine weapon.” Nin patted the big gun and nodded toward a back table where a hyena-headed gnoll dropped his face into his hand in a very human gesture.

      “Go.” The troll pointed Nin toward her contact, then pointed at me. “You came here to kill a werebear three years ago. I told you to stay out then.”

      “He was a murderer and a rapist.”

      “This is a safe place for our kind.”

      “This is a bar, not some holy sanctuary. Besides, no place should be safe for murderers.”

      “If the law guardians come, so be it, but you are an assassin. Mongrel scum.” He spat on his own floor. Maybe someone else handled cleanup at the end of the night. “You’re worse than the dark elves.”

      My ears would have perked up like a cat’s if they could. Dark elves had been here? My employer, Colonel Willard, and I were looking for information on the dark elves hiding out somewhere in the city. Hiding out and plotting nefarious schemes and creating dangerous artifacts.

      Sindari, his opponents having backed away after the gunshot, padded silently up behind the troll. Shall I bite this hulk in the ass?

      No. I’m negotiating with him.

      Are you sure? He looks like he’s about to throw you out.

      That’s because I haven’t turned on my charm yet. I smiled at the troll, raised my eyebrows in a friendly manner, and nudged my duster open enough to show the curve of my breasts.

      “Dark elves, you say? Would you be interested in telling me what you know about them for a few dollars?”

      He threw a punch at my face.

      I hadn’t expected it, and I barely dodged in time. His fist slammed into the doorframe, leaving it cracked and smashed.

      When will you start turning on your charm? Sindari asked blandly.

      I’ll let you know.

      As the troll pulled his fist out of the doorframe, I grabbed his wrist and looked into his stone-gray eyes, then said words sure to charm any business owner. “Tell me about your dark-elf visitors, and I’ll pay a few dollars to have your ceiling fixed.”

      He glared at my presumptuous hand wrapped around his tree-trunk wrist, but Sindari growled from behind him, poised to take a bite out of his butt—or spring and snap his jaws around the troll’s neck. I wasn’t smiling now, and even though I was female, blonde, and not bad looking, few people dismissed me as a non-threat. I’d been in the business long enough to earn a lethal reputation.

      The troll squinted as he considered Chopper, the hilt visible behind my shoulder, and then me. His eyes narrowed further in contemplation. Of what? Something shifty?

      “If you pay me a few hundred dollars for the ceiling and handle a problem the dark elves left me, I will consider letting you walk out of here alive.”

      I almost pointed out that he wasn’t in a position to keep me from leaving, but his gaze flicked to the sides. The entire establishment was watching this confrontation, including the shifters and orcs I’d been fighting. They were poised to spring at me if I tried to walk out.

      It didn’t matter. This had started as a favor to Nin, but now I had a lead. I wouldn’t leave before learning what I could about the dark elves.

      “What kind of problem?” I couldn’t imagine what an eight-foot-tall troll couldn’t handle on his own.

      He yanked his wrist out of my grip—with his strength, I couldn’t have kept him from doing that even if I’d wanted to.

      “Follow me.”

      Sindari stepped aside so the troll could head toward a corridor in the back. I do not trust him, Val.

      I don’t either.

      You’re still going to follow him, aren’t you?

      Yup.
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      Sindari stuck close to my side as I followed the troll owner deeper into the establishment. Nin, who’d taken a seat with her gnoll client, watched me pass, her face tight with concern. I gave her a thumbs-up, even though I suspected the troll was leading me into trouble.

      That feeling didn’t go away as we entered a windowless cement hallway with rooms opening up to the sides full of couches littered with orcs, trolls, kobolds, goblins, and even a ten-foot-tall giant. The eclectic patrons were talking, making deals, or making out. Or all three.

      I’d never seen this part of the establishment and wouldn’t have guessed all this was under the Capitol Hill coffee shop where hipsters got their cold brews and avocado toast in the mornings.

      Dull green and blue lightbulbs mounted on the walls glowed behind cages. Rather than creating some appealing ambiance, it turned everyone a sickly gray-green. The air smelled of mold. How mold could grow on cement walls, I didn’t know, but my sensitive lungs objected to the scent, and I would need to use my inhaler if I was down here for too long. Just the kind of weakness I loved to show off in front of a basement full of enemies.

      “What’s your name, boss?” I asked my guide.

      Maybe it wasn’t too late to establish a rapport with him.

      He glared daggers over his shoulder at me, his blue lips rippling back to show gold-capped teeth and fangs.

      One of his staff called him Rupert, Sindari informed me.

      A terror-inspiring name.

      On their world, trolls are usually moss and peat farmers.

      He has a lot of fangs for an herbivore.

      They also battle and eat the alligator-like creatures that live in their swamps and prey on their people.

      I don’t want to meet the alligator large enough to prey on trolls.

      They’re smaller than dragons.

      I don’t want to meet any more dragons either.

      Is that so? Why did Sindari sound so skeptical?

      As the troll—Rupert—slowed down, Sindari murmured, Familiar magic, into my mind.

      What do you mean? My senses were bombarded by the auras of so many magical beings in one establishment that I couldn’t pick anything specific out of the miasma.

      And a familiar door. Sindari’s green eyes pointed toward the end of the hall.

      Rupert had stopped, and it was hard to see much around his hulking form, but I could make out shiny steel in a thick metal frame set into the cement wall. When he stepped aside, the spinning circular latch of a bank vault door was visible.

      My gut twisted. This vault door was identical to the one that had been under the panther shifters’ house in Bothell.

      You can sense magic through it? I asked Sindari. The same as before?

      I hoped not.

      Yes. The door is a magic sink and is muting it, but my senses are sublime. I detect something similar to that dark-elf orb.

      Another time, I would have cracked a joke about his sublimeness, but memories of that night flooded my mind, and I relived my battle with the shifters and the dragon Dobsaurin. I’d been so proud to leap on Dob’s chest, drive Chopper through his heart, and kill him before he could kill me—or force me to kill the injured Zav. Until Zav had gotten angry with me for slaying a dragon and warned me that there could be repercussions from the Dragon Justice Court. I hadn’t seen him again since that night, but Dob’s body had disappeared from its impromptu morgue, and I had little doubt Zav’s people had come for it. For a burial or an investigation? Maybe both.

      “This is the problem.” Rupert spun the latch.

      As soon as he pulled open the door, lavender light and tangible magic poured out. Familiar magic, as Sindari had promised.

      Like a heavy mist, it flooded the hallway, wrapped around us and called to something deep inside me. More than one curious magical being came to the doors of the side rooms and peered toward the open door.

      One of the wolf shifters I’d been fighting, now back in human form, strode down the hallway, his eyes glazed. He didn’t see me, Sindari, or Rupert as he stepped through the doorway to be swallowed by the lavender light.

      He was pulled by the magic, the promise of pleasure. As was I.

      Once again, images flashed into my mind, a mixture of carnal pleasures—what would I have to do to keep Zav from featuring in these things?—and then less salacious desires, such as to hang out with my daughter on her trip over to Idaho this summer, and to share my home with friends and family, rather than living alone out of the fear that enemies would target people I cared about.

      Val? Sindari bumped my hip.

      I’m fine, I assured him.

      You took two steps toward that door.

      Rupert wants us to investigate it.

      Let me go in alone. It has some magical allure for humans. Your face got blank there. Any enemy could have stabbed you in the back.

      Not with you protecting me. But I took his point. It had been ridiculously hard to resist the allure of the first orb, and this one was just as strong, if not stronger. I drew Chopper, willing the blade to help me push the invading presence out of my mind. It’s not just humans. The shifters under the house were really into this thing.

      Moans drifted out of the room.

      Yes, but they’re human too. From what I’m seeing, the other races here are curious but not as drawn. Sindari glanced back down the hall. A human woman wandered out of a side room and walked past us and through the open door, but the goblins, orcs, and other beings had returned to what they’d been doing.

      That’s interesting. But shifters aren’t really human, are they? They’re from—Asgash…something. What’s the name of their world?

      Osgashandril.

      Right. Flows right off the tongue. They’re not originally from Earth. They’ve come as refugees, the same as the others.

      It is true they came back recently as refugees, but their ancestors were originally taken from Earth.

      Before I could ask for clarification, Rupert pointed into the room. “Go investigate my problem. That sword will not help you.”

      Actually, it would. Chopper didn’t make me immune to mental compulsion or attacks, but it lent some protection from them.

      “Swords are handy. You never know when you’ll need to scratch between your shoulder blades.” Watch my back, please, Sindari.

      Always.

      Rupert gestured me to go in instead of leading me in himself. I imagined him locking the door, chortling, and running off, but I sensed many other people—his patrons, presumably—inside.

      I stepped across the threshold and squinted, willing my eyes to adjust so I could pick out details. The room smelled even more strongly of mold. What a lovely place to install a magical pleasure orb.

      A lavender sphere identical to the one I’d destroyed in Bothell floated in the air in the center of a large storage room filled with people. As Sindari had suggested, they were all humans and shifters, not any other species, and they didn’t glance my way. They were transfixed by the orb, which pulsed like a beating heart, darker purple veins running along its glassy lavender surface.

      I could barely see those veins because so many humans and shifters had their chests and faces plastered to the artifact, arms spread to embrace it, not seeming to notice that they were hip to hip and face to face with each other. Other people were barely touching the orb, instead pressed against the backs of those who were closer to it, with only their hands touching the pulsing surface. Some of the mesmerized souls stood still while others writhed and groaned against the orb. Still more people lay on the cement floor where it appeared they’d passed out after sating themselves on the pleasure-inducing mental magic.

      A faint hint of semen and urine mingled with the mold, and my gut clenched. Weren’t these people even leaving to pee?

      “What’s the problem?” I asked—Rupert was watching me intently from the hallway, and I had a feeling he hoped I’d plaster myself against the orb too. “Other than that your clients don’t know when to leave to use a toilet?”

      His stone-gray eyes narrowed, his blocky face twisting in disappointment. By my lack of a reaction?

      Oh, I was reacting—I felt the pull keenly—but I’d resisted the other orb, and I would resist this one.

      “That’s part of the problem,” Rupert growled. “The other is this.” He stepped inside and used one of his size-twenty boots to nudge a woman sleeping on the floor.

      No, not sleeping, I realized. Even though magic bombarded my senses and muddled everything, she was close enough that I could tell she no longer had an aura. She was dead.

      “Some people have their fun and leave,” Rupert said, “but some aren’t smart enough to. They fall down and die from sensory overload or something.” He shrugged. He didn’t know the science.

      I couldn’t guess at it either. Someone on Willard’s forensics team should be sent to study this, but if all humans were affected…

      Sindari, what do you mean shifters came from Earth? And am I not completely pulled in because I’m half elven? Would elves be affected by this, or do you think it was designed to target humans specifically?

      I thought about the dark-elf alchemist’s notebook that I’d recovered from their lair. Willard had it locked in a vault in her office now, but I’d seen the translation. It was a recipe book on how to make “poisonous pleasure orbs.” The Pardus brothers had said they’d been given their orb because it was a prototype with a few problems. Maybe the dark elves had refined the recipe and were distributing more of these around the city, to lure in humans and cause this result. People dying. How many could they create? How many had they already created?

      That would be my guess as to why you can resist it, yes, Sindari replied.

      I thought it was Chopper and my superior willpower.

      Sindari didn’t comment on that. As far as the shifters, some thirty thousand of your years ago, humans were taken from this world and deposited on Osgashandril, a world full of unstable magic. Plants and animals there warp and shift with the tidal fluctuations from its three moons. Dragons of the time wanted to know if the world would be safe for colonization, so they dropped off humans and animals from Earth to see what would happen to them. They adapted to Osgashandril but were altered by it, gaining the ability to shift forms.

      A large meaty hand landed on my shoulder. Rupert.

      I tensed, thinking it an attack, and almost whipped my sword up to drive him back. But Rupert gazed down at me with hooded eyes.

      “If you are not drawn to the orb, perhaps we can go to my office,” he murmured in a low rumble, “and discuss the repair of my ceiling.”

      I glanced at Sindari. Is this troll making a pass at me?

      I believe so, but I am not an expert in this area. I thought you were flirting with Lord Zavryd when you assured me you were not.

      Ugh. Trolls didn’t fall for humans as a general rule. Rupie here must be affected at least somewhat by the orb too.

      Yes.

      “Let’s go to your office, yes.” I assumed Rupert’s ardor would fade once we shut that door, and my lungs were growing tight from exposure to the damn mold. The idea of me losing my mind and then dying in this chamber because I wasn’t aware of my body’s need for medicine made me shudder.

      Rupert didn’t close the door as he walked out, so I did. Firmly. I felt guilty leaving people to possibly die in there, but if I drove them away, wouldn’t they simply come back? Assuming they budged in the first place if I swatted them on their butts with my sword.

      By the time we reached Rupert’s office, his sexual interest had faded—thankfully. The idea of pushing away the advances of an eight-foot troll was alarming.

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked. “Destroy it?”

      Nin’s magical grenades—or maybe the ceiling collapsing—had destroyed the last one, so I knew it was possible. But I couldn’t collapse the ceiling under an eight-story building full of restaurants, retail shops, and apartments.

      “I can’t destroy it,” Rupert said. “I’m being paid to have it here.”

      “By whom?”

      “A dark elf. Yemeli-lor.”

      I froze. That was one of the two dark elves Zav had been sent to retrieve for “punishment and rehabilitation” from the Dragon Justice Court. I’d never seen either of them when I’d been in the dark-elf lair—or if I had, I hadn’t known it—and Zav was, as far as I knew, still looking for them.

      “Her mate, Baklinor-ten, comes sometimes and watches and makes notes,” Rupert said.

      “Watches? From where? The doorway?”

      “No.” Rupert opened a hidden door in the cement wall between two stacks of kegs and led me into a narrow, dark tunnel.

      We came to a small room with a window that overlooked the orb chamber, a window that hadn’t been visible from the other side. The wall insulated us from the magic, but I once again felt some of the orb’s pull. Proximity made it stronger. With the bank vault door closed, the people inside were more vigorous, and a threesome had paired up—threed up—and was having sex under the orb itself.

      “Why do you have a two-way mirror in your pub?” I couldn’t keep from sneering in disapproval and looking away from the scene.

      Rupert didn’t seem that interested in watching the display either. “The dark elves put it in for scientific observation, they said.” He pointed to a table and chair. “Baklinor-ten sits there and takes notes.”

      Sindari padded into the room, sniffing around the area and lowering his head to peer under the table.

      “I was told those two dark elves were a high priestess and a warrior, not scientists.” I was fairly certain that was how Zav had described them.

      Rupert shrugged. “They are both. Their society values academics, and most of them study some branch of science.”

      “They must be paying you well if you let them alter your establishment.”

      “They paid well, but…” Rupert eyed me. “I didn’t know people would be killed by this thing. I’ve carted out several bodies now. But dark elves are dangerous. It wasn’t just about the money. I worried there would be repercussions if I refused to do business with them.”

      It dawned on me that he was confessing, laying the groundwork for being more victim than perpetrator. Maybe his original plan had been for me to grow so enraptured that he or someone else could stick a dagger between my shoulder blades, but since that hadn’t happened, he was now worried I’d report this to my boss. And be sent to assassinate him because he was facilitating the deaths of shifters and humans. Not everybody in that room had been magical.

      “I get it,” I said. “They’re not fun to deal with.”

      He nodded, relieved.

      I suspected I could have walked out without paying him, but I still hoped that one day the magical community would realize I wasn’t their enemy, as long as they didn’t commit horrible crimes. It would be great if they realized they would be better off helping me than attacking me at every turn. At the least, I would love to gain their indifference.

      Val. Sindari came over with something in his mouth.

      I held out my hand, and he dropped something that reminded me of a brass cufflink into it.

      Is this a magical artifact that will help me defend the world from evil?

      I think it holds up the dark-elf’s pants.

      What, they don’t have elastic?

      I do not believe so.

      You said his. You think this is Baklinor-ten’s? Are you sure?

      It has the scent of a dark elf about it. I’ve never met him, so I don’t know if it’s his specifically, but…

      “Is Baklinor-ten the only dark elf that’s been here?” I asked Rupert, trying not to think about why the supposed scientist would have been messing around with his pants in here.

      “His mate came when they installed the orb and threatened me into cooperation.” Rupert was emphasizing that now, that he’d been coerced. He wanted to make sure I didn’t fault him. “But only he has come to observe.”

      “Thanks.” I slipped the piece of metal into a zippered pocket, then pulled out the cash I carried for when I needed to bribe people into talking. I counted out five hundred dollars and handed it to Rupert. “For the ceiling repairs.”

      His thick eyebrows rose. “I didn’t think you would pay.”

      “No matter what rumors are trending about me in the magical community, I’m not a villain.”

      The skeptical twist of his face shouldn’t have stung—it wasn’t as if it was a new reaction—but I did wish I could change these people’s minds.

      My phone buzzed. Willard.

      “Yeah?” I left the weird viewing room and headed for the exit.

      “We’ve got a new problem, Thorvald,” Willard said, her southern drawl more terse than usual.

      “Are you sure? I’m still working on our old problem.”

      “I’m sure. Your ex-husband and daughter may be in danger.”
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      I waited until I’d reached the relative isolation of the alley before asking Willard for details. “What do you mean Amber and Thad are in danger? They’re not even in the city right now.”

      Thanks to a call from my mother, I knew that Thad and Amber had gone on a summer trip over to Northern Idaho. Mom was going with them. They hadn’t invited me, but I hadn’t expected them to. I hadn’t spoken to Thad—or, sadly, Amber—in years. For their own good, I’d told myself many, many times.

      “They’re vacationing at Lake Coeur d’Alene, right?” Willard asked.

      “How do you know that? I only know because my mom told me.”

      “It’s on your daughter’s social-media page. We keep tabs on them in case someone finds out they’re a lever that can be used against you.”

      I gritted my teeth. As much as I appreciated that Willard didn’t want anything to happen to my family, the idea of the military spying on them disturbed me. I’d taken great care to keep anyone from knowing that Thad and Amber were linked to me in any way. It wasn’t surprising that Willard’s office knew about them—I’d met Thad when we’d both been in the army, after all—but if the soldiers there knew, how many others might know?

      “Something’s going on in a little town on the east side of the lake,” Willard said. “There haven’t been any murders or anything incredibly troubling yet, so I would usually send one of my salaried soldiers instead of calling you, especially since we’re researching this dark-elf threat right now. But I’ll make an exception if you want. I’m not sure where exactly your family is staying, but there aren’t that many towns around the lake. If it’s possible they’re in the problem area, I thought you might want to take this assignment yourself.”

      “What problem area? What’s going on?”

      “So far, there have been several reports to the sheriff in Harrison, Idaho, of damage done to parked cars and buildings and also of things going missing. Everything from garage tools to trailers and boats. Goblins have been spotted in the area, and there have also been a lot more sasquatch sightings than usual.”

      “Than usual? How many sasquatch sightings are a normal amount?”

      “A couple a year in that area. We actually have more here west of the Cascades.”

      I digested that. Unlike goblins, orcs, trolls, and the other magical beings that originated on other worlds and had come here periodically throughout history via portals, sasquatch were, as far as I knew, a local myth without much basis in fact.

      “We’ve been called out a couple of times to look at footprints,” Willard added. “Large plantigrade footprints.”

      “Like those of a bear?”

      “I don’t know. We have our agent take a casting, and then it disappears into the evidence vault under the office. Have you been down there? It’s an interesting place.”

      “I’m sure. I’ll check it out next time I’m holiday shopping. Why would my family be in danger from goblins or sasquatch, assuming the latter exist?”

      “It’s possible they aren’t, and it’s possible this is nothing more than a few goblins looting a town for something they’re building, but they don’t usually vandalize property when they go scrounging for goods. It’s possible there’s something bigger going on. Do you want the assignment?”

      When I’d first learned about their trip, I’d been tempted to show up, but I’d talked myself out of that. I was positive they would be more alarmed than excited if I walked into their lives after years without contact. But if I happened to run into them while I was on a mission… that wasn’t weird, right?

      Not if I was a creepy stalker.

      I grimaced. I would email Thad before going over. If he had some warning, maybe it wouldn’t be quite so awkward.

      “Dream on,” I muttered.

      “What?” Willard asked.

      “Nothing. Yeah, I’ll go.”

      “At this point, I’m not asking you to take anyone out, and I’m not offering a combat bonus⁠—”

      “You don’t think goblins stealing boats are a dreadful threat to humanity?”

      “—but I’ll arrange per-diem pay while you investigate. If things escalate, that may change. I’ll send over the sheriff’s reports and videos and photos that have been posted on local social-media accounts.”

      “I assume the newspapers don’t cover goblins or sasquatch?”

      “The Coeur d’Alene Press has not reported on the subject and has likely been instructed not to,” Willard said.

      “Remember the good old days when newspapers were independently owned and didn’t take squelch orders from the government or corporations?”

      “The world leaders got together years ago and decided that magical refugees from other worlds wouldn’t be reported or acknowledged. There’s not much we can do about it.”

      With more and more refugees showing up every year, especially these last few, I wondered how long that position could last. But as long as the government paid my salary, I wouldn’t rock the boat.

      I told Willard about the orb and the names of the dark elves. She promised to send agents to stake out the bar and watch for the duo while I was gone.

      “Maybe when you get back,” Willard added, “I’ll send you on a mission to steal that orb so we can study it.”

      That sounded like a challenging mission. How could I remove the orb when shifters were plastered all over it like bacon on a filet mignon?

      “It’s not going to fit in a purse.”

      “You’re clever. You’ll think of something.”

      “Have you ever noticed that you only praise me when you want something?” I asked.

      “No.”

      As I said goodbye and hung up, the door opened, and Nin walked into the alley. She no longer carried the shotgun, and she didn’t look worried, so I trusted she’d made her deal without trouble. Funny that she’d been the one who’d wanted me to come along and watch her back.

      “There is powerful magic in that place, isn’t there?” Nin asked. “I felt a huge surge where you were and this strange feeling like I should go check it out. That I would enjoy myself if I did.” Her forehead wrinkled. “Then it disappeared again.”

      “I’ll explain it later. Do me a favor, and don’t do any more deliveries here for a while, huh?” I pulled up my phone contacts and called my mother. It was after ten, so she ought to be at home.

      “Hello?” Her old-fashioned rotary phone didn’t have caller ID.

      “Hi, Mom. I have a question.”

      “Normal people don’t call this late.”

      I thought about mentioning that my boss had called me this late just to give me an assignment, but Willard was dedicated to her job, and we regularly exchanged information outside of work hours. I doubted anyone would call either of us normal.

      “I know,” I said. “Are you still planning to drive out and join Thad and Amber for their vacation?”

      “Yes. I finished packing earlier, and I’m leaving early in the morning. Did you change your
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