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      Hammer rang out against sword as my fifteen-year-old opponent feinted high and low, trying to find a way through my defenses. Despite the distraction of a dragon sharing the backyard, she didn’t get through.

      The dragon was in human form and ensconced in a steam room attached to a hot tub and sauna, so it wasn’t as if he was paying attention, but it was hard to ignore his aura. Or that he’d informed me that he forbade anyone to harm the offspring of his mate. My joke that Child Protective Services already forbade that had either gone over his head, or he hadn’t deemed it worthy of a response. Dragons were even haughtier than elves.

      “I don’t know what to do against a hammer,” Amber told her mom and our observer as she backed off to wipe sweat out of her eyes. “It’s not like a sword, and she does that weird spinning move that deflects my sword more than usual. I almost cut my own braid off.”

      “Braids are dangerous,” Val said, though she had one of her own. “You could cut your hair shorter, like Matti.” She waved to my tousled black hair.

      It wasn’t that short, but I did keep it trimmed so it didn’t get in my eyes when I fought. Something I was doing a lot of lately since whoever had put the reward out for my magical hammer hadn’t removed it yet.

      Amber curled her upper lip at my hair—or maybe my entire look. My yoga pants and baggy T-shirt would have drawn snickers at the dojang, but I’d assumed we wouldn’t be grappling this morning, and I’d wanted to grab a coffee afterward without drawing strange looks.

      “Your hair is longer than mine,” Amber told Val in lieu of insulting me.

      This was our first meeting, and she must have decided she didn’t know me well enough yet to deliver the surly snark she doled out to her mother. Either that, or Amber found my hammer intimidating. It couldn’t have been my five-foot-one stature, not when she was as tall as her mother’s six feet.

      “Yes, but not wisely so. Colonel Willard calls this my vanity braid.” Val flicked the long blonde rope of hair over her shoulder, then looked at me. “She texted to say she’s on the way over. I think she has information for you about your father.”

      I lowered my hammer and stepped back. “Quality information about how she’s pulled strings with the MPs and can get me in to see him for the first time in thirty years?”

      “She just said information.”

      “Hm.”

      A deep rumbling sigh emanated from the steam room. Had Lord Zavryd been in his dragon form, some might have deemed it a roar.

      “What is he doing in there?” Amber eyed the door.

      “Just relaxing and enjoying the heat.” Val waved toward the gray sky. The clouds had been spritzing us all morning, and a chill mist lingered, promising fall would come soon. “He’s not that into the Seattle climate.”

      “Who is?” Amber asked.

      “I don’t mind it,” Val said.

      “Yeah, but you’re weird.”

      “Yes, I am. Are you going to stick around after training? Freysha is supposed to come for a visit.”

      That was her elven half-sister, wasn’t it? And a princess? I’d heard about but not met Freysha. Sarrlevi had suggested I might like her, since she was studying engineering and wasn’t stuck up, like the other female elves I’d met.

      “She’s weirder than you are,” Amber said.

      “She’s from another planet. Weirdness is to be expected.” A knock sounded at the fence gate, and Val called, “Come in, Willard.”

      “Given all the people who’d like you dead,” came Willard’s Southern drawl as she opened the gate, “don’t you think you should identify visitors before calling them back?”

      “We’re all armed, the magical topiaries don’t let strangers into the yard, and there’s a dragon in the steam room. Fort Knox has fewer impediments to inimical intruders.”

      Amber, who must have found such comments weird, rolled her eyes.

      After closing the gate, Willard headed down the flagstone path toward our patio sparring zone. “I suppose you are well-defended.”

      The door to the steam room opened, the great gust of steam that rolled out not quite enough to hide Zavryd’s naked body as he stepped out.

      “Ew, Val!” Amber whirled away as she flung her arm over her eyes.

      “One moment, Willard.” Val held up a finger, then jogged toward a towel hanging from a peg by the steam-room door. She grabbed it to wrap around Zavryd, though he was heading toward the hot tub, the bubbles whirring to life before he touched a button. “What happened to your swim trunks?” Val asked him as she tried valiantly to cover his nudity.

      Willard smirked as she watched, her gaze more appreciative than horrified.

      Zavryd was handsome when he was in his human form, though I couldn’t imagine that lusting after a dragon was wise. As I knew from recent experience, lusting after elves wasn’t even wise. Alas, the thought put memories of the assassin Varlesh Sarrlevi in my mind. I hadn’t seen him fully naked, but I’d seen him in nothing but bandages and a loincloth, an image that had imprinted itself on my memory.

      “They are on the bench in the hot box,” Zavryd said, slinging himself still naked into the hot tub.

      “Sauna,” Val corrected.

      “Yes. They stick to my body when I sweat. It is most unappealing.”

      “I’m sure, but I need you to use a towel when you wander around the yard naked.”

      “You did not mind my nudity last night.” Zavryd lowered his lids halfway as he eyed Val and flicked a finger in invitation for her to join him.

      “Last night, my boss, colleague, and underage daughter weren’t in the backyard.”

      Unconcerned, Zavryd let his head loll back. “Perhaps you should spar at the park instead of adjacent to a dragon-relaxation zone.”

      “They look at you funny when you try to hit people with swords and hammers in the park.” Val was still holding up the towel, but it did little good with Zavryd in the hot tub now. She sighed and draped it near him. “Use that when you get out, please.”

      Rubbing her face, Val returned to us, her cheeks as red as if she’d been in the steam room with him. “I just got Thad to agree to let Amber come here again for sparring sessions,” she muttered to Willard.

      “I’m surprised he went for that.” Willard’s eyes crinkled as she waved toward the naked dragon lord lounging in the hot tub. “You’d damage your daughter less if you ran a porn studio back here.”

      “That can’t be true.” Val looked at Amber, who’d lowered her arm but still pointedly had her back to the hot tub. Fortunately, the bubbles now hid Zavryd’s lower half. “Are you damaged?”

      “Like a bug splatted on your windshield.”

      “Do you want my therapist’s number?”

      “I’d rather have fifty dollars. Retail therapy is soothing.”

      “Some find it healthy to talk to an expert.”

      “Some find it healthy to buy purses and makeup palettes.”

      When I met Willard’s gaze, she nodded for me to join her in a private nook of the yard.

      Anticipation made me bounce over ahead of her, in part because I hadn’t seen my father since I was four, and in part because I’d run out of leads when it came to finding my mother. The dwarves who had once known her well and who lived in the area had disappeared. I’d never found more than Hennehok’s empty cabin, and Artie, the owner of the ax-throwing business in Port Townsend, had vanished since I’d visited. Even though my father couldn’t have possibly seen my mother since the night she’d supposedly died, thirty years earlier, he had to know more than I did about what had happened that night. Hopefully, he knew who had her today.

      “I’ve been doing the research into Malosi Puletasi that I promised I would,” Willard said.

      I nodded hopefully, my eyes locked on her.

      “I haven’t been able to get confirmation that he’s on Fort Lewis, which is what you believe, right?”

      Disappointment crept in, dashing my hope, but if Willard had told Val she had information, she had to know something.

      “It’s where my grandparents said he was imprisoned, yes, and when I tried to see him after I turned eighteen, they told me he couldn’t have visitors. They didn’t say he wasn’t there.”

      “I did learn that there’s a separate maximum-security section of what’s purportedly only a medium-security prison there. The person I talked to said some hinky stuff goes on around the building and that MPs hate being assigned there. I took that to mean the prison might be reinforced with magic.”

      “Magic that the military doesn’t admit exists?” I asked.

      “Precisely. The person I talked to also said some people have been held in there for decades, not only because they’ve committed crimes but for matters of national security.”

      I mouthed national security, wondering how my father could have been involved in anything like that. What kinds of matters of national security were in the Seattle area, anyway? We were a long way from DC and the Pentagon.

      Willard arched her eyebrows. “How much do you know about your father’s past?”

      “Just that he was in the Army and married and divorced before he met my mother. When he got out, he drove commercial trucks. I assumed transport operator was his MOS when he was in.”

      “Not even close. He was a linguist who worked in Intelligence and had a top-secret clearance. He helped encryption specialists crack Soviet codes toward the end of the Cold War.”

      I stared at her, certain my grandparents had never said anything about that.

      “How did he meet your mother?” Willard asked.

      “I’m… not sure.” I closed my eyes, trying to dredge up pertinent memories from the past, but I’d only been four when the soldiers had raided our apartment, arresting my father and shooting my mother before the building burned down around her. Everything before then was fuzzy.

      “Do his parents know? They live in Marysville, right?”

      “I’ll pretend it’s not creepy that you know that.” I doubted I’d told her, though I supposed I had mentioned it to Val.

      “You know we’ve kept tabs on you for a while. You and your vigilante justice.” Willard looked pointedly at my hammer.

      “I can’t believe Val is scarring her teenage daughter with her mate’s nudity, and you’re looking at me like I’m the one with questionable morals.”

      “That kid was trapped in the fae realm and dragged through an orgy. I doubt a glimpse of dragon cojones is going to faze her.”

      I blinked, not having heard that story. “The kid may need a hundred dollars for purses.”

      “Yes,” came a cry from across the yard as Amber pointed at me. “Did you hear that, Val? Your friend agrees that you should give me money.”

      Willard shook her head. “I always forget that they have enhanced hearing and that there’s no such thing as privacy around this house.”

      “Is there any way you can get me into that maximum-security prison for a visit?” I asked, not caring if Val’s entire family and even her vampire roommate overheard this, though I was glad when Val shooed her daughter toward the kitchen. This was a serious conversation.

      “I can’t get you in. I’m sorry.” Willard glanced at Val as she walked over but continued on. “Not only did my superiors deny that your father is there or even exists, but I was simultaneously told to drop the matter.”

      “That implies he is there, doesn’t it?” I asked. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t care if you dropped it.”

      “Probably, but the Army is trying hard to get the world, including your family, to forget your father exists. After more than twenty years invested in the military, I can’t do anything to jeopardize my career.”

      “So sneaking in to find him myself is my only option?”

      “I can’t be a part of that.”

      I looked at Val, who opened her mouth.

      Willard said, “And neither can you.”

      “Right.” Val shrugged apologetically at me.

      “That elf is not permitted on our property,” Zavryd announced from the hot tub. He was scowling through the fence toward the front of the house rather than at us.

      “Elf?” I stretched out with my senses, trying to detect magical beings in the area. With a dragon nearby, not to mention all the magical protection, weapons, and trinkets in and around Val’s house, it was hard to sense anything else, but I smiled when I picked out a familiar aura in the intersection out front. “Sarrlevi.”

      Willard eyed me. “Thorvald, is it right that she smiles so brightly when she says the name of a heinous assassin?”

      “He gives her cheese,” Val said.

      I hadn’t realized I’d been smiling—hell, that was almost a grin that I wiped off my face—and forced my lips into a neutral expression.

      “And that excites her?” Willard asked.

      “Apparently.”

      “He’s not heinous. He’s…” What? Misunderstood? He was hardly that. A decent guy? Even that was questionable. Handsome and a good kisser? That might be true, but I wouldn’t admit to them that I knew that. “The product of a lot of dragon nudity in his youth,” I said to end the conversation, not because I believed it true.

      “Hell. I’d better go hug my daughter.” Val headed toward the kitchen.

      I have a warning for you, Sarrlevi spoke into my mind.
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      A warning? I responded to Sarrlevi as I thanked Willard for her information and headed toward the gate. I was hoping you brought more cheese.

      Was the last delivery not sufficient?

      I have a goblin roommate who can eat her weight in snacks every day and reach things I hide on shelves twice her height.

      I suppose that must be expected since she can climb to the roof of your domicile to shoot trespassers.

      Yes. I’m fortunate she didn’t like the pickled root vegetables.

      Did you like them?

      I noticed he wasn’t answering my original question, but the banter was more appealing than being told I’d have to watch out for yet someone else angling for my back, so I didn’t mind.

      Yeah, I admitted, still wondering why he’d sent the gift. I’d done my best to keep Zavryd’s sister Zondia from whisking Sarrlevi off to the dragon world for their loathsome punishment and rehabilitation, convincing her that I needed his help to find my mother, so maybe it had been his way of thanking me. But he’d also kissed me and then backed away and said it wasn’t appropriate, so I didn’t know what to think. When we’d first met, I’d inadvertently made it clear that I was attracted to him, and he’d been quick to point out that he wasn’t interested in me. All I could assume was that the kiss had also been some kind of thank-you. Assuming assassins could feel gratitude.

      After wrestling with the gate latch—why did tall people always install those for their towering convenience?—I trotted across the yard toward the intersection. Even if Sarrlevi drove me nuts at times, he was exactly the kind of person who could help me get into a maximum-security prison partially guarded by magic. And, unlike Val, he had no affiliation with the US military to worry about. He probably didn’t care about the laws on Earth at all.

      Mongrel friend of my mate’s, Zavryd spoke into my mind, nearly causing me to trip over the large mushrooms comprising a fairy ring in the front yard, you need not leave the premises and speak with that criminal.

      Uh, thanks, but he helped us fight those helicopters, remember? He’s not a criminal.

      He did little in that battle.

      Except causing one of the helicopters to crash and vanquishing a bunch of enemies. Enemies who booby-trapped a forest with magical rockets that launched at dragons.

      That was heinous and inexcusable.

      Exactly. Your sister scoured my mind. She should know that Sarrlevi, unlike those people, is not a threat to dragons. I wished some of Willard’s soldiers had found survivors from that battle to question. Since the helicopters had been made, or at least enchanted by my mother, those flying them would have been the perfect people to lead me to her. But they’d all either died in the fighting or disappeared.

      The assassin is unappealing to dragons, Zavryd said, not disagreeing further that Sarrlevi had helped, not acknowledging it at all.

      Because he challenged you to a duel, and you couldn’t beat him?

      I could have beaten him, Zavryd replied, his tone stiff, had I changed into my natural and superior dragon form. This form has many limitations.

      It’s hard being human.

      Sarrlevi stepped out of the intersection but didn’t go past the sidewalk, not presuming to approach the magical defenses of the property. Wise, since the crimson eyes of the nearest dragon-shaped topiaries flared, and smoke wafted from their foliage nostrils. Other traps and alarms buzzed against my senses, all poised to go off if an enemy—or innocent parcel-delivery driver—approached. Not for the first time, I envisioned Val’s packages being chucked at the front porch from the street.

      “Your expression is dyspeptic,” Sarrlevi observed as I joined him on the sidewalk, the hilts of his twin longswords poking up behind his shoulders. Usually, he favored browns and greens—typical Lord of the Rings attire—but today, he wore dark trousers with a sapphire blue shirt that complemented his eyes. The copious wounds he’d received the last time I’d been with him had healed, leaving his handsome face striking and swoon-worthy. “I assume you’re not thinking of cheese or root vegetables,” he added.

      “I was talking to a dragon.”

      “Ah. That can cause indigestion.”

      “Yes, I believe that’s a known side effect, along with trembling, cringing, and spontaneously bursting into flame.”

      “You did not tremble or cringe when you faced his sister.” Sarrlevi smiled at me, and the suggestion that he was pleased—or even proud?—warmed my insides. Unfortunately, it also made me think of our kiss, which I’d relived more than once in my dreams. The memory caused my cheeks to flush pink.

      His smile widened, growing more knowing than proud, and I was sure he could read my thoughts.

      I scowled and shoved the memory from my mind. “What warning do you have for me?”

      His smile faded, his eyes turning grave. “Your mother’s sister, Princess Barothla, is now aware of your existence.”

      His expression assured me that was not a good thing.

      “She may have learned about you from Slehvyra, but many dwarves came with your grandfather when they visited you—” irritation flashed in his eyes, “—and when the dragons destroyed my home. Any of them could have said something to her. Perhaps your grandfather even mentioned you.”

      “She didn’t hire you to kill me, did she?” I didn’t seriously think that had happened, and couldn’t imagine why my existence would matter to the aunt I’d never met, but I wondered where he’d been in the last few days that he’d heard about what the dwarf princess knew. The dragons might have destroyed his home, but the dwarves had been perfectly willing to stand by and let it happen. It had sounded like they’d even expected—and anticipated—it.

      “She did not.” Sarrlevi hesitated. “Since you are not trained in magic, she may believe she could defeat you without assistance.”

      “Defeat me? Why would she need to defeat me?”

      “She did not sound pleased by your existence.”

      “Sound? Did you talk to her?” I frowned at him.

      He’d said he wasn’t welcome on the dwarven home world anymore, and from what my grandfather, King Ironhelm, had said, he knew Sarrlevi had once been hired to assassinate my mother… and hated him for it.

      “I have been attempting to gather more information that could help me find your mother,” Sarrlevi said, dodging the question.

      “By talking to the sister who hated her enough to have her killed?”

      “By listening to conversations.”

      “While stalking people and skulking in the shadows?”

      His expression cooled, and I reminded myself that just because he brought me cheese and bantered with me didn’t mean he wouldn’t get pissed if I insulted him—and his profession.

      “Often, information is not freely given,” Sarrlevi said. “One cannot always acquire it openly.”

      “Did you learn anything? Besides that she knows I’m alive and doesn’t like me for some reason? Even though I’ve obviously never done anything to her.” I sighed, wishing the topiaries were less bristly so I could lean on one. Either the morning of sword practice had caught up with me, or I was tired of being targeted by people I didn’t know.

      “That is all I learned from her. She may not come after you. You are not in line to inherit the dwarven throne ahead of her.”

      “Or at all. The king made that clear. As if I’d be interested in ruling over strange bearded randos on another world.”

      “Randos,” Sarrlevi mouthed, though I knew he’d heard me use the term before.

      “I live here.” I pointed at the sidewalk.

      More smoke curled out of the topiaries’ nostrils.

      “Well, not here,” I amended, “but you’ve been to my house.”

      “And organized your mess, yes.” His face lightened, as if it had pleased him to clean my room. Or maybe amused him?

      “Nobody asked you to do that, dude.” It still mortified me to imagine him putting away my laundry, underwear and all, and the flush crept back to my cheeks. “It’s not my fault entropy makes it hard for you to crash at a friend’s house.”

      That had been the word he’d used to describe the state of my bedroom, as if a few scattered phone chargers, socks, and books constituted a whirling vortex of chaos.

      “And yet you are grateful that I did so and also brought you this warning.” Sarrlevi raised his eyebrows. “It is possible she will never seek you out, but I wanted you to be aware.”

      “I do appreciate that. Thank you. Can she make portals?” I hoped not. If she had to catch a ride from a mage or a dragon, she might be less likely to come to Earth.

      “Certainly. Like your mother, she is a powerful magic user.”

      Of course she was.

      “An enchanter?” I asked.

      “She has studied in many areas, but she is most renowned as an alchemist.”

      “A dwarf alchemist? Is that a typical field of study for them?” I didn’t remember such being mentioned often in Dungeons & Dragons manuals, but it was possible those weren’t the ultimate source on actual dwarves.

      “It is not looked down upon, but it is not held in as high esteem as enchanting and smithing and training for war.”

      “So, if you were a young dwarf and became an alchemist, your parents wouldn’t be as disappointed in you as if you became a hooker, but it’s no doctor or lawyer?”

      Sarrlevi gave me his trademark bland gaze, one I assumed meant he either didn’t track my odd Earth vernacular or he did but didn’t deem a response worth making. It was probably usually the latter since he didn’t miss much. For a guy who twirled swords for a living, he was no dummy.

      “Can I ask you a favor?” Maybe I should have brought him a gift before making requests, but it wasn’t as if I’d expected him this morning.

      Sarrlevi opened his mouth but paused and looked past my shoulder. A pair of moms with babies in strollers were walking briskly toward us. The topiaries had stopped glowing and smoking, but the women kept glancing at them and looked like they wanted to get past the sketchy house quickly.

      I almost clasped Sarrlevi’s hand to draw him onto the grassy strip, but if he found kissing inappropriate, he might have decided touching of other kinds was too, so I simply waved for him to step out of the way with me. Assuming discussions of sneaking into military prisons would prompt odd looks, I waited for the women to pass. But one saw Sarrlevi and slowed down and whispered to the other.

      “Who is that guy? He’s gorgeous.”

      Even though dwarves might not be known to have as keen of hearing as elves, I had no troubling catching that.

      “His ears are pointy,” her friend whispered back.

      “So? It’s exotic. I should have worn my good bra.”

      “You’re a single mom pushing your kid in a stroller. He’s not going to be interested.”

      “Single moms have game. Just because you’re married and can’t ask him out doesn’t mean I can’t.”

      “If he came out of that house, you don’t want to ask him out. Trust me. Only kooks live there.”

      “Watch Susie for me.” The single mom waved at her stroller, flipped her hair back, and walked toward Sarrlevi with impressive self-confidence.

      If she noticed me, she must have assumed we weren’t a couple. That was insulting, though, judging from the way she never looked away from Sarrlevi, she hadn’t registered my presence. Or she thought I was an ambulatory mailbox.

      “Hi.” She beamed a smile at him. “You’re probably busy with… things.” She glanced at the house, then at me, but only briefly. “But can I see your hand?”

      Sarrlevi looked at me. I knew he wasn’t mystified by women hitting on him and assumed it was only the request for his hand that puzzled him.

      “He’s not interested,” I told her, wanting to get back to planning a visit to Fort Lewis.

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t know.” She sniffed dismissively at me and pulled out a pen. “Your hand?” she prompted Sarrlevi with another sultry smile and pantomimed writing her number in the air. “The kid is asleep by eight.”

      Sarrlevi didn’t have a phone, but he must have gotten the gist, for he kept his hand at his side. “I do not seek to mate with the females of this world.”

      “This world?” she mouthed.

      Her friend rolled her eyes and pushed both strollers ahead. “I told you anybody from that house is weird. Come on.”

      The pen wielder let her friend grab her arm and tug her away, but the glances she sent back toward Sarrlevi were more disappointed than confused.

      “Not up to elven standards, huh?” I asked, though I shouldn’t have. I didn’t want to hear his confirmation on that since I knew he lumped me in with females of this world.

      “I am on a mission.” Sarrlevi faced me. “What favor do you seek?”

      “You know I’ve been trying to get into the military prison to see my father. Willard said she can’t help. Neither can Val. I do have a camouflaging charm now and believe I could get in on my own, but there could be magic further securing the place. I… might need help.” I grimaced, hating to admit that and hating to ask for favors. Especially from him. It galled me that I kept needing to do so.

      “You don’t think you can simply bash the magical prison security with your hammer?” He raised his eyebrows.

      At first, I thought he was teasing me, and maybe he was a little, but I had taken out the gnomish enchantment on that brick wall, not to mention the entire brick wall, with a cry of Hyrek! and a swing from the hammer.

      “Not stealthily. I need time to talk to my father once I get in.” Unless I intended to break him out completely. I couldn’t help but grow wistful at the thought. After thirty years, I barely remembered him, and, after Willard’s revelations, I realized how little I knew about him at all. Not only did I want to talk to him to ask if he knew who had my mother, but I wanted a chance to get to know him and let him know me.

      “Yes,” Sarrlevi said, “he may be disinclined to speak with you if there are bricks piled atop him.”

      I squinted at him. “You are teasing me.”

      “I am.” Eyes gleaming with amusement, Sarrlevi rested a hand on my shoulder. “I will help you with your quest to reach him.”

      “Because you’ve decided I’m a delightful and valuable person or because my quest to reach him could help you with your quest to find my mother?”

      “Indeed.” He touched my cheek before lowering his hand, but I had no time to debate what that gesture meant before he tilted his head toward the gate beside the house. “Will they be coming?”

      When I looked, I was in time to spot Val and Amber, their height allowing them to see over the fence. Amber ducked and fled as soon as we made eye contact. Val arched her eyebrows and walked more slowly away.

      “This is a weird house,” I said, though Val had probably only been concerned for my safety. “And, no, they’re not coming.”

      “Good.” Sarrlevi inclined his head toward me and took a step back. “I will come for you at midnight.”

      “Wait,” I blurted, relieved he’d agreed to help but disappointed that he was leaving so soon, especially if it was because we’d had spies. “Do you want to come to my house for dinner first?”

      He tilted his head. In puzzlement? Confusion? …Horror?

      “Not like a date,” I hurried to say, realizing he would consider that inappropriate. “Just as a thank-you. For helping me. I’ll feed you. And myself. So we’re properly nourished before sneaking into a maximum-security compound. Nourishment is important.” Damn, I was babbling. That cheek touch had flustered me. As much as I did not want it to be so, he still flustered me.

      Sarrlevi hesitated.

      “Do you eat what other people prepare? Or are assassins paranoid that everyone is out to get them? I mean, I’ve seen dragons destroy your home, so maybe everyone is out to get you. But I’m not. You know that by now, right? If you want, I could lick everything before you eat it.” As soon as the words came out, I realized how gross that sounded. Taste was what I should have said. I’d taste things before he tried them.

      His mouth opened, but he didn’t respond right away. I’d probably flustered him. “How much cheese would I have to bring to ensure you don’t lick my food before serving it to me?”

      “Uh, a wheel would suffice. Two if you want to be generous so I can share with my roommate.”

      “Will she not eat it regardless of whether I’m generous?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll bring two.” Sarrlevi bowed once more before heading into the street, forming a portal, and leaping through it.

      As he disappeared, I caught myself grinning, even though I had a new problem to worry about and most certainly did not have a date later.
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      With my motorcycle helmet and leather riding jacket mostly deflecting the rain, I took the Marysville exit off I-5 and headed toward my grandparents’ house. Midnight was a long way off, and I figured I’d better learn as much about my father as I could before then.

      I also had a dinner to plan and shop for. Unless I wanted to get takeout. But what takeout would an elf like? Not pizza, surely. Despite having purchased food for Sarrlevi before, I couldn’t remember ever seeing him eat, unless a dubious-looking protein bar he’d once pulled out of his pack counted.

      When I’d had my spur-of-the-moment urge to invite him for dinner, I hadn’t considered this new conundrum. I would have to buy or make numerous options, so he could choose. Make, most likely, since I wouldn’t be flush with cash until the project house closed. That was what I got for taking on a roommate who didn’t help pay the bills.

      Not wanting to waste time, I hadn’t swung by my place to trade the Harley for my truck and make sure my industrious goblin roommate wasn’t disassembling any more of my kitchen appliances this weekend. The night before, she’d mentioned finishing all of her homework. That was never a good sign since it meant she had more time for projects.

      My phone rang as I turned into the residential neighborhood by Jennings Memorial Park, and Val’s name popped up. I pulled over under a tree to answer. Between the people hunting me for my hammer and Sarrlevi’s warning that the dwarven aunt I’d never met might be a threat, I couldn’t risk calls from friends, relatives, or colleagues dropping to voice mail.

      “Hey,” I answered.

      “Hey, Matti. I wanted to apologize for spying on you earlier.”

      “Are you worried Sarrlevi is out to get me, or did Willard order you to listen in on any plans I might make related to prison visits?”

      “She warned me not to learn anything about your plans, as it would be better for both our careers if we had no knowledge of that. As to the rest, Amber dragged me over.”

      “She’s the one worried Sarrlevi is out to get me?”

      “No, she’s the one who said I had to see the straight fire guy out front. I was pretty sure she meant Sarrlevi, but I was hoping an age-appropriate teenage boy might be skating past. Preferably one who gets good grades and respects girls. I understand she and the last boy parted ways.”

      “Sarrlevi’s grades might have been okay. Three hundred years ago.” I paused, thinking of the story Sarrlevi had told me of his past, of his father abusing his mother and killing his sister. Grimly, I added, “And he does respect girls.”

      “Good to know.” Val’s tone turned dry. “Amber said she can give you some fashion advice if you want to get more than a touch on the cheek.”

      “I do not, thank you.” I scowled at my phone. How long had those two been spying on us?

      “She also said you’d be a way better catch than that thirsty stan who hit on him.”

      “That thirsty what?”

      “You’re younger than me. I thought you might be able to decode the slang.”

      “I’m not that young. This isn’t really what you called about, is it?”

      “I did call to apologize. But also because, after you left, Willard mentioned that someone broke into her office again. Nobody stole anything, but I know you’ve still got hammer hunters after you, so I thought I’d let you know. People have broken into her office before to look up her records on me.”

      “It sounds like she needs a better security system.”

      “Believe it or not, she’s got a good one, mundane and magical. If anyone gets in, that means they’re powerful. My stalker was Zondia.”

      I didn’t think the lilac dragon cared much about me, and she’d already scoured my mind. Sarrlevi’s warning about Princess Barothla came to mind. But it couldn’t have been my aunt. How would someone from another world know to look for information on me at Willard’s office? How would she even know who Willard was? I shook my head. It had probably been someone from the same organization behind the theft of Willard’s artifacts. Maybe they wanted to steal them again.

      “All right.” I tugged my collar up as the rain came down harder, the tree branches overhead only modestly effective at keeping water off me. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “No problem.”

      After hanging up, I headed deeper into the neighborhood where I’d grown up, riding slowly and looking around while stretching out with my senses. When all I’d had on my mind was learning more about my father, I hadn’t thought anything about coming up here, but what if someone was watching me? And I led them to my grandparents’ house?

      They were almost eighty-five, which was far too old to deal with hostile magical beings that would happily hurt them to get to me. Or my hammer.

      I glanced at the weapon in my saddlebag, wistful for the days when nobody powerful or dangerous had been aware of or cared about me. In addition to the reward-seekers, I had to worry about dwarves. Even though my mother’s father, the king, had been nice and supportive, he’d implied that his advisors thought my mother’s hammer should be back with their people, not in the hands of a mongrel. If I could find her, the dwarves had implied they would let me keep it, but if I didn’t… who knew?

      Instead of pulling into my grandparents’ driveway, I left my Harley at the park. Maybe I was being overly cautious, but I grabbed my hammer, headed down one of the trails, and ducked behind a tree. I rubbed the camouflage charm Artie had given me, the hammer-shaped trinket my mother had made, and let out a sigh of relief once I was invisible to the outside world.

      Hopefully hidden from assassins, princesses, and anyone else who might spy on me, I jogged to the unassuming ranch house that I’d grown up in. It was one of many on the cul-de-sac, and kids played basketball at the hoop set up at the end. The rain wasn’t dampening the spirited game, and the normalcy made me relax an iota. Everything was fine. Nobody evil was in the neighborhood.

      Since I’d texted my grandparents that I was coming over, I stepped inside without knocking. Only after I shut the door did I deactivate the charm and call out a greeting.

      Not surprisingly, I found Grandma in the kitchen. She was baking cookies, the cheery scents of oatmeal, raisins, and cinnamon wafting through the house, but I knew better than to get too excited. Grandma made amazing Samoan food, but she’d never mastered American desserts, likely because she refused to use recipes. Apparently because they stifled her creativity. As kids, my sister and I had gotten a lot of cookies in our lunches with the density and heft of paperweights.

      “Hey, Grandma.” I greeted her with a hug. “How’s it going?”

      “Fine, dear. It’s nice to see you.” She squeezed me with her meaty arms, her height even with mine. Dad was taller, but even without dwarf blood, I never would have reached the top shelves of kitchen cabinets.

      “You too. Is Grandpa around?” I suspected he would be more aware of what his son had done in the Army, if I could get him talking. They usually got terse and quiet when I asked questions about Dad. Maybe I should have brought some whiskey, a known lubricant for Grandpa.

      “In the garage.” She pointed me toward the door but also grabbed my wrist and put an oatmeal-raisin cookie in my mouth before letting me go. It was neither soft nor chewy. “I saw them make these on the cooking channel. Let me know what you think.”

      “It’s great.” I took a polite nibble, the cookie crumbling oddly in my mouth, then fled toward the garage.

      Maybe it was good that Grandma’s desserts weren’t scintillating. If Sarrlevi ever saw me naked again, I didn’t want to jiggle too much. Not that he would. There were no flying soap dispensers to assail me on Earth, and it wasn’t as if I would strip down to try to entice him with my feminine wiles.

      I was bemused that Val’s daughter had apparently implied that I might be able to. She didn’t know anything about my odd relationship with Sarrlevi, such as it was, or that he didn’t mate with Earth women.

      When I walked into the garage, the floor was covered in wood shavings, with Grandpa sanding the sailboat he’d built from scratch and had been working on since he’d retired. Since it hadn’t yet been painted, I assumed it wasn’t ready for the sea or lake or whatever he had in mind, but it looked close. Of course, it had looked close for at least five years.

      “How’s it going, Grandpa?” I leaned my hammer against the wall by the door.

      He grunted and nodded toward me, as verbose as ever.

      “Do you want the rest of this?” I held up the cookie.

      With another grunt, he pointed at his work bench where a tray of them rested.

      “Right.” I set my half-nibbled offering with the others, something I wouldn’t have done at someone else’s house but that seemed perfectly normal at home. “You’re not using a planer?” I waved at the boat.

      “I did earlier. Down to the fine work now.”

      “Are you going to let me carve you a figurehead?”

      “You agree yet that an aquatic one would be best?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with lions.” Now that I’d met Zavryd and Zondia, I might be inclined to carve one of their heads on a boat, but if he objected to lions, he would definitely object to dragons.

      We debated figureheads and the best tools for carving them before I worked up the courage to ask him about Dad.

      “I ran into someone who works for the Army,” I said as casually as I could. Ran into. Was working for. They meant almost the same thing. “A colonel.”

      Grandpa grunted.

      “She said she knew a bit about Dad.”

      He eyed me. “She?”

      “Yeah, the Army has female officers, you know,” I said, though I wasn’t sure that was his objection. “It’s the modern era.”

      My sarcasm only earned me another grunt.

      “She said he used to be in Intelligence. Is that right? I thought he drove trucks.”

      Grandpa frowned as he focused unnecessarily on sanding a spot that was already glass smooth. Would he answer?

      He had to miss his son as much as I missed my father. Maybe he never admitted it, but I’d seen his eyes get far-off and misty numerous times over the years when someone in the family had talked about Dad. When I’d first tried to get permission to visit him in prison, Grandma had said it was a lost cause, that Grandpa had attempted the same thing every year since the arrest, and it had never been allowed.

      “That’s right,” he finally said. “I don’t know what all he did. He always clammed up about it and said it was safer if we didn’t know anything. I figured he was being melodramatic, but he was stationed at the Pentagon for a few years, so maybe it wasn’t all hokum.”

      “Why’d he get a job as a truck driver when his enlistment was up? If he had that kind of experience…”

      He gave me a long sideways look that I struggled to read. It seemed to suggest I should know already. “His enlistment never was up. That was part of the problem. That’s why they treated him so badly when he got arrested, I assume. And because of whatever she was involved in.”

      “She? Mom?”

      He frowned and went back to sanding.

      “They didn’t think she was a Russian or something dumb, did they?” My mind boggled at a dwarf from another world being mistaken for some Cold War enemy.

      “They knew what she was.”

      “Was she… a prisoner?” I scowled at the thought. All along, I’d mistrusted the Army, so it didn’t take much to get my hackles up.

      “Don’t know. They had her for some reason.” Grandpa shrugged. “Brought the boy in to learn her language and talk to her. Guess they did more than talk since it broke up his first marriage.” He glanced at me, and I shifted uneasily.

      I’d always thought Penina’s mother and my father had been divorced a long time before Dad had met my mother. Or at least a reasonable amount of time. Logically, I knew Penina was only a few years older than I, so it couldn’t have been that long. The idea that Mom might have been the Other Woman, someone who’d prompted Dad’s divorce, was one I hadn’t considered. And I didn
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