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      The nailhead glowed a faint blue.

      “Hah!” I wiped sweat from my brow and thumped the nail into the frame with a single blow from my hammer. My modest claw hammer, not the magical two-handed war hammer that I’d recently learned had a name and a sentient entity inside. That entity had never deigned to speak to me, but I no longer used the weapon to demo cabinets or tear down drywall.

      “That is good work,” my new mentor, a half-dwarf enchanter named Santiago, said from the muddy ground behind me. “I sensed you infuse the nail with magic.”

      “Yeah.” I wiped my brow again, drizzle from the misty morning sky adding to the moisture. “When do I get to learn to enchant more substantial things? And with spells that can do more than resist rust? It’s a perfectly logical enchantment for the rainy Seattle climate, but…”

      I didn’t bring up the various enemies I’d acquired these past months, nor the sensation I’d had the last few days of being watched. It was possible Sarrlevi was the one keeping an eye on me, without lowering his magical camouflage to show himself, but my instincts told me that a new threat lurked.

      “In the first year that I trained under my dwarven father’s tutelage, I spent six months enchanting tiny mundane items before he finally allowed me to work on something with more value.”

      “Is there any chance I’m a quicker learner than you are?” I smirked over my shoulder at him.

      His graying eyebrows rose.

      “Never mind.” I hopped down from the wheeled trailer that I was erecting my roommate’s tiny house on. It was at the back of the five-acre lot Abbas and I had purchased for our next project and, since it was mobile, didn’t count as one of the three new houses we could build after fixing up the original nine-hundred-square foot rectangle from the fifties. “Nobody has ever called me a good student or quick learner. My only A in high school came in shop class.”

      “You are doing fine. You’ve gotten this wheeled house off the ground with impressive speed.”

      “Yeah, because it’s an oversized shop project.”

      Santiago smiled, a patient and fatherly smile. His oldest son was my age. “You have inherited more power than is typical for a half-blood,” he said, “so it’s possible you’ll be able to grasp the basics quickly and imbue items with more power than I.”

      “So… it’ll be three months instead of six before I can move beyond nails?”

      “Maybe five.”

      I grimaced.

      He snorted. “Do you wish to enchant the wrench again?”

      “Didn’t I already make that rust-resistant?”

      “As long as you’re careful, you can layer enchantments on top of each other. It’s not as simple as working with a single spell, since you need to learn about the properties of each and make sure aspects do not interact negatively with each other, but your mother’s hammer—” Santiago waved at the tire the dual-headed weapon leaned against, never far from my reach, “—has at least twenty enchantments that I can detect.”

      “Are there some you can’t detect?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” he said. “But gifted enchanters can be very subtle. Sometimes, underneath more obvious spells that anyone with power can sense, there are other hidden enchantments.”

      “My mother’s a dwarf. I didn’t think subtle was in their DNA.”

      Santiago raised his eyebrows again. I hoped I hadn’t insulted him.

      “It’s not in my DNA anyway,” I amended.

      “I’ve observed that.”

      Santiago looked toward the lunchbox I’d demolished with my fist earlier, after failing three times to get an enchantment to stick on a particularly persnickety nail. As much as I would have liked to pretend I didn’t lose my temper regularly, it was my fourth lunchbox of the year.

      “It’s possible that your mother,” he said, “being blessed with more years and maturity, is able to overcome the pitfalls of her dwarven DNA.”

      “Yeah.”

      I swallowed, fighting off the tightening in my throat that came on when I thought of my mother, who had been a prisoner of a nefarious person or organization these past thirty years. And now they had my father as well. I longed to do something more than pounding in nails, but none of the leads I’d scrounged up had turned into anything useful, and Sarrlevi, who’d been responsible for finding the last lead, hadn’t come by to visit since the night of my showdown with my aunt—Princess Barothla.

      Not that I wanted Sarrlevi to show up, not when he was still on the clock for Barothla and a bigger threat to my mother than her captors, but… I missed him. Despite his huge conflict of interests, he’d been a good ally, and… he’d made me care about him. More than care about him, as my continuing erotic dreams starring him affirmed.

      Loud machinery started up at the front of the lot and roared in our direction.

      Santiago jumped back and pointed. “What is that?”

      “Since you’ve got a landscaping business, I assume you don’t mean the bulldozer.”

      Earlier, Abbas had been using it to level earth in the places where the houses would be built, but now it maneuvered toward us, rumbling through the mud and rolling over rocks, bushes, and—oops—there went someone else’s lunchbox.

      “Yes,” Santiago said, “but they don’t usually drive themselves.”

      “You don’t sense the goblin in the cab?” I lifted a hand in a wave, though I doubted Tinja could see us. I couldn’t see her over the dash.

      “Oh. I suppose I do. Is it legal for a goblin to drive?”

      “Absolutely not.” I wasn’t too concerned since Tinja, a full-blooded magical being, would be able to sense us, even if she couldn’t see us, but I didn’t blame Santiago for grabbing his tools and darting behind the tiny-house trailer.

      The bulldozer halted with a screeching of the treads that I’d never heard from such a machine before. Tinja hopped onto the dash and into view, her white hair sticking out everywhere as she grinned widely at us.

      “You didn’t modify that, did you?” I asked. “It’s a rental. Part of the contract says no tinkering allowed.”

      “Not even for improvements? Improvements that make it more efficient and easier to steer?”

      “No. The owners like them inefficient. It means you have to rent the equipment for more hours. Or you get so frustrated that you buy one of their used ones so you won’t feel pressured.”

      “Human business practices are interesting. Perhaps when the demo model of my tiny home is finished, I should rent it by the hour so that prospective buyers can try it.”

      I shook my head. “Trust me, you don’t want to encourage the kind of trying people would do in an hourly rental that has a bed.”

      “Are you suggesting—”

      Something small flew out from the trees at the weed-choked back of the property. It struck Tinja in the shoulder, and she tumbled back onto the seat.

      “What the hell? Get down, Santiago.” I snatched my hammer and ran toward the bulldozer.

      I was tempted to run straight toward the trees and hunt down whoever had fired that, but, unlike Sarrlevi, I didn’t have armor or the ability to repel bullets with my magic. Besides, I had to check on Tinja. She lay on her back on the seat, one green arm hanging limply off the edge.

      “Are you all right?” I sprang into the cab with her, staying low in case someone fired again. Blood saturated the shoulder of her shirt. “Tinja?”

      As I rested my fingers against her throat—thank God she had a pulse—I texted Abbas to let him know to hunker down behind cover somewhere. The last I’d seen, he’d been working inside the original house. Hopefully, the old cement-block walls would protect him, no matter how cracked and moss-covered they were.

      Tinja groaned. “What was that?”

      Crouched between the dash and the seat, my boobs and butt squished in the tiny space, I peered at her wound. There wasn’t a hole in the shirt, but something was stuck to the fabric in the middle of the blood.

      “A crossbow bolt or something. You’re bleeding. I think.” I carefully touched her shoulder, not wanting to hurt her. “Wait, this is paint. What—”

      Something struck the frame of the cab, startling me. Red paint splatted all over the metal. More projectiles—or were these paintball pellets?—hammered the bulldozer.

      What was this? Some kids playing a prank? Or adults. Maybe my competitors, the Dunston brothers, had found us.

      “Stay here.” Though I wasn’t convinced there wasn’t any danger—that projectile had hit Tinja hard enough to knock her flat—I sprang to the ground. Mud squished under my boots.

      “I sensed someone with magical blood in the brambles,” Santiago called from behind the trailer. “Someone powerful.”

      I winced. That couldn’t be the Dunston brothers then. They were pains in the ass, but they were normal humans.

      More pellets struck the bulldozer, spraying paint everywhere.

      “This is a rental, damn it.” Hammer raised, I charged toward the bushes.

      Thus far, I hadn’t noticed anyone with magical blood, but I’d been distracted by Tinja’s injury. As I ran, I swept out with my senses, hoping for nothing more than a couple of half-troll teenagers with paintball guns. But Santiago had said it was someone powerful.

      Whoever it had been, I couldn’t detect anyone now, nor could I see far into the dense blackberry brambles that dominated the ground between the trees.

      “Where was he?” I called.

      “I can’t sense him now,” Santiago called. “I only felt someone for a second. It might have been two people.”

      Fantastic.

      An old overgrown trail wound through the brambles, and I veered toward it. The firing had stopped, but I kept my hammer up, prepared to defend myself.

      Thorny vines tugged at my clothing. I snarled, the weapon not good at defending against them, and kept going. Rusty metal caught my eye, but it was only a piece of lawn equipment, long abandoned to the weeds.

      As I ran between two towering cedars, something caught my ankle, tugging me off balance. A rope? A tripwire?

      I would have recovered, but the wire didn’t let go. Instead, it tightened around my ankle. Hard. Before I could investigate it, it yanked my leg from the ground—and the rest of me as well. Flipped upside down, I flew up ten feet like a cartoon hunter outsmarted by a rascally rabbit.

      Angry at myself for being foolish enough to run into a trap, I roared and lurched upward to swing at the tripwire. Normally, a blunt weapon wouldn’t have been effective on something like that, but the hammer’s magic and the speed of my swing annihilated it.

      I dropped, twisting in the air to land on my feet in a crouch. Hammer raised again, I glared into the brambles and swept out with my senses. I still couldn’t see, hear, or magically detect anyone.

      Irritated, I walked slowly down the path, stepping carefully now and eyeing the ground for more traps. Or evidence of whoever had planted them. The mud ought to have held footprints.

      I spotted recently broken brambles—no, they’d been cut with a sharp object—near the rusted lawn equipment, an old walk-behind string trimmer that must have battled the blackberry bushes in its heyday. And there. Large footprints flattened the mud behind it, and thorny vines were trampled to the ground.

      “Very large footprints,” I muttered.

      It was possible they belonged to half-troll teenagers, but my instincts and Santiago’s warning told me it had been someone more dangerous. I stepped into the footprints and turned to face the clearing. My five feet and one inch didn’t give me much of a view until I climbed onto the string trimmer. That allowed me to see over the brambles and to the bulldozer and tiny-house project. My unease increased as I realized someone could have been spying on us from that position all morning.

      “Matti?” Tinja called, a concerned note in her voice.

      Perhaps believing I would handle the threat, she and Santiago had come out from behind cover.

      “Yeah?” I waved my hammer to show them where I was, but they were looking down at something Tinja held.

      Suspecting the miscreants had taken off, I headed back to the clearing. I paused to pull the tripwire off my ankle, surprised it hadn’t loosened and fallen off on its own. When I touched it with my bare skin, a faint tingle ran through my fingers. Magic.

      It had been so subtle that I hadn’t sensed it. Even holding it in my hand, I barely did. If I’d tried to break it with something less powerful than my hammer, my attempt would have failed.

      In the clearing, Tinja held a small metal disc in her hand. A holographic—or magical?—image floated above it, like something out of a science-fiction movie. It was a person’s head, but a cloak and hood hid the face. The diminutive size of the hologram made it hard to guess the size of whoever had recorded the message, but the shoulders were broad, and I suspected someone big. Maybe the owner of those footprints.

      “Where’d that come from?” I asked.

      “Here.” Tinja pointed at her shoulder, then waved at the floor of the bulldozer cab. “I believe it hit me, not only paint. When I held the disc, this image popped out of it. I think the message is for you.”

      She started to turn her hand to show me, but the figure rotated to face me of its own accord.

      “Of course it is,” I muttered.

      The figure spoke in an emotionless baritone, but the words weren’t in English.

      “Anyone know what that language is or understand it?” I asked.

      “I only know English and Dwarven,” Santiago said.

      Tinja shook her head. “It’s not the goblin tongue.”

      “I assumed not. I—”

      The image spoke again, this time in heavily accented English.

      “We sought to test you to know what kind of foe we face,” the hooded figure said, still looking at me. Smugness crept into the voice. “Now we know.”

      “Hell.” As the image faded, I scowled and wished I hadn’t charged into the brush like a fool. And been caught in a trap.

      “Since he referenced what just happened, that must have been a real-time message and not a recording.” Santiago gazed toward the brush, toward where I’d spotted the footprints. And where he’d briefly sensed someone?

      “He may still be out there with a camouflage charm activated,” I said.

      “Do people continue to look for your hammer and hope to steal it for a reward?” Tinja asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Do they usually assess you and let you know they’re assessing you before trying to take it?”

      “No.”

      Tinja handed the disc to me and turned toward the driveway to the property. I expected Abbas to join us, and he had come out of the house with his tools, but he paused as a goblin on a bicycle pedaled past him and headed toward us. He wore a hat made from bicycle chains, and packages were stacked and tied behind him.

      “That’s the same delivery goblin that brought Sarrlevi’s cheese and Barothla’s poisoned soda, isn’t it?” I looked at Tinja for confirmation since she’d been home for the second event. Unfortunately for her. At least she’d since recovered fully from the poisoning.

      “Yes.” Tinja folded her arms over her chest and glowered at him.

      “I have a message for the hammer owner,” the delivery goblin announced, hopping off his bicycle.

      “I’ve gotten enough messages for today,” I said. “How did you know where to find me?”

      The last two times, he’d come to my house. As normal delivery drivers did. Though he probably ran an independent business for the magical and was oblivious to the contents of the packages he carried, I eyed him suspiciously.

      “Like many goblins,” he said, “I have heard that our entrepreneurial kin Tinja has launched a new business and that the mongrel handywoman Matti Puletasi is working for her.”

      “Working for her? She’s my intern, not the other way around.”

      The goblin looked toward the tiny house I’d been working on. I squinted at Tinja.

      “I told a few people about my plans,” she said.

      “A few people or a few gossiping goblins?” I imagined her sharing everything with Gondo, Colonel Willard’s supposed secretary who also happened to be her top informant when it came to the goings-on in the magical community.

      “Goblins are people.”

      “Uh huh.” I pointed at the tiny house and told the goblin, “I’m helping her build a demo model for her business because it was her dying wish after she drank the poisoned elven soda that you brought her.”

      He winced. “I had heard about that, and I regret that I played an inadvertent role. When a full-blooded dwarven princess wishes to hire you, you dare not refuse her business.”

      I sighed. “What’s your message?”

      “Here you go.” He handed me a brown piece of stationery folded into the shape of a hammer. It reminded me of notes kids passed in school, but I doubted it was anything so innocuous.

      The image projecting from the small disc had faded, but I glanced at it, wondering if this new message had come from the same person.

      The writing inside the note was in English.

      I have a warning for you, but we are being stalked by an assassin, it read.

      My gut twisted. The only assassin I knew was Sarrlevi.

      We do not want to bring a threat to your doorstep. Meet us at the establishment for the magical community, the Coffee Dragon in Fremont. The Ruin Bringer is an owner, and she and her mate, the dragon Zavryd’nokquetal, occasionally visit it, so I believe we will be safe on the premises. An assassin shouldn’t dare attack us there. Meet us an hour past dawn tomorrow. In addition to the warning, I will inform you of our new plans to find your mother. Together, we will be successful and return her to Dun Kroth, where she belongs.

      “Is it signed?” Tinja asked, reading over my arm.

      I turned the page over. “No.” Since the delivery goblin hadn’t left—he was holding out his hat, as if hoping for a tip—I asked, “Who gave you this?”

      “I do not know. It was in my office when I arrived for work today, the delivery fee attached.”

      “You have an office?” The image of a goblin wearing a bicycle-chain hat wandering in to lease a unit in a strip mall struck me as ludicrous.

      “I have a conveniently situated drop-off location under a bridge. Magic protects it and what’s given into my care from unsavory neighbors.” He handed me a card. “I am Veddy. My fees are affordable. Please bring me any special parcels that you need delivered to those in the magical community, especially those without normal human addresses. I can deliver anything. As long as it will fit on my bicycle, and it’s in King or Snohomish County. Beyond that, I must pedal very far.”

      After accepting the card, I put five dollars in his hat. He bowed before hopping back onto his bicycle and pedaling away.

      “You should not go to that meeting.” Tinja pointed at the card, and Santiago nodded in agreement. “It could be another trap. A more dangerous trap.”

      I sighed. “I know.”

      “Are you going to go anyway?”

      For a lead on finding my parents? “Yeah.”
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      Before going inside, I eyed the two-story coffee shop situated between a psychic’s office and an ice-cream parlor. The recently renovated two-story house-turned-business-establishment emanated magic. A lot of it. Above the door, a huge wooden sign declared it the Sable Dragon with what looked like the black-scaled, violet-eyed Lord Zavryd painted below the letters.

      The name surprised me since I’d only heard the shop referred to as the Coffee Dragon. For a bewildered moment, I wondered if there were two dragon-themed coffee shops in Fremont that specialized in serving the magical community. Could I have gone to the wrong place?

      No, the patrons must have decided Coffee was a more apt descriptor than Sable. And what a quirky collection of patrons they were. A steady stream of shifters, goblins, half-bloods, and other magical beings went in and out, snacks and coffee cups in hand. As I watched, trying to tell if someone inimical was waiting inside or outside for me, a pair of ogres in chain mail and carrying spiked clubs walked in, bending low to fit through the doorway. Not a single mundane human strolled inside, likely because a magical illusion ensconced the building.

      Since Santiago had been teaching me how to identify various types of enchantments, I could tell it was meant to keep humans without the ability to detect magic from noticing the place. They likely walked past every day, vaguely aware that a building was there but having no idea that it was a coffee shop.

      Hammer in hand, I took a deep breath and headed for the door. Since I had no idea who’d sent that note, I would have to wait for someone to approach me.

      Dozens of magical beings sat at tables inside, chatting amiably, though raucous thumps and shouts drifted down from stairs in the back of the main room. As I looked for my contact, a pair of dice ricocheted off a wall and down the stairs.

      A quarter-gnome woman with green-dyed hair in pigtails had been stocking the refrigerator section next to the coffee counter, but she scowled, snatched up the dice, and stalked up the stairs. She had a sweet lightly accented voice, but she managed to make it tart and stern when she informed the customers that goblins who couldn’t keep their noise and dice to the gaming area would be asked to leave. Again.

      “Good morning, Plumber Puletasi,” a familiar voice said cheerfully.

      Even if I hadn’t recognized the voice, I would have known who used that title—Sarrlevi had suggested it to Gondo.

      With his white hair combed around his pointed green ears, he walked toward me, carrying two cups of coffee. “How are you? I heard you’re becoming an enchanter. Can you make anything fantastic yet? Is, uhm, anyone with you?” He peered hopefully behind me and toward the door.

      “Sorry, I’m alone.”

      “Ah. I thought— Well, how is Tinja doing? Has she recovered from her gruesome ordeal? Did she like my gift?” His ears perked as he smiled hopefully at me.

      “Yeah, I think so.” I eyed the two cups. “You’re not the one who told me to meet you here, are you? Or are you on a date?”

      “No. I am here for Goblin Gaming Morning.” Gondo smiled and sipped from one cup, sighed contentedly, and then drank from the other. “These are both mine. A goblin requires a latte and a mocha to be at his sharpest for gaming. I did notice two dwarves in the establishment. Perhaps they wish to meet with you?”

      “Dwarves? Full-blooded dwarves?” I looked around as I searched with my senses. With so much magic in the place—not only magical beings but enchantments protecting glass display cases full of house decor and yard art—it was difficult to pick out individual auras. “They’re not upstairs participating in the gaming, are they?”

      “Oh, no. They would be invited, of course, but dwarves are so stodgy unless you get them drunk. Only a drunk dwarf would have the enthusiasm to properly launch the dice.” Gondo gestured toward a hallway in the back. “They’re in the library.”

      As soon as he pointed me in the right direction, I sensed them. Hope pushed aside the anxiety I’d had since receiving the message—and being picked on by a random hooded guy assessing me. One of the auras was familiar. Artie.

      Her axe-throwing business in Port Townsend had closed shortly after I’d visited, and, the last I’d heard, she hadn’t been to her house for a while either. Willard had been attempting to keep tabs on her as well as her colleague, the engineer Hennehok, a dwarf I’d yet to meet. Sarrlevi and I had visited his cabin in Woodinville and seen his collection of books and gadgets and tools, but he hadn’t been home and also hadn’t returned to work since then. Could Hennehok be the other dwarf with Artie?

      “Thanks, Gondo.” I patted his shoulder and headed toward the hallway.

      He lifted his cups in parting, then took more sips from each before strolling toward the stairs. The quarter-gnome woman had succeeded in quieting the goblins above, but as she came back down, the noise level picked up again. Her fists were full of dollars though—orders for more drinks—so maybe her eye roll toward the ceiling was one of only partial exasperation. If Gondo’s two cups were any indication, goblins were addicts and ordered a lot of coffee.

      The woman looked curiously at me and my hammer as I passed, but she didn’t object to the weapon in her establishment. Several of the patrons were armed, and the shifters, should they change into their animal forms, were weapons.

      Drawn by the dwarves, I only nodded at her. Another die pinged off the staircase wall as I strode down the hall and peered into the open room across from the bathroom. I also glanced in the latter since a whirring noise was coming from inside. A mechanical toilet-paper dispenser mounted to the wall was unwinding the roll into a pile on the floor. A click sounded, and it started winding the paper back up. The beer cans, mattress springs, and yellow yield sign incorporated into the dispenser implied it was of goblin construction.

      “In here, Matti,” came Artie’s voice.

      She and a sturdy male dwarf I’d thus far only seen in photographs stood at one of four tables in a room lined with bookcases. A few of the tomes emanated magic, but I was too interested in the dwarves to glance at the reading options.

      Since the last time I’d seen her, Artie had donned armor and gained large bruises, one at her temple and one darkening her opposite cheek. She carried the same big axe that she’d had in her office, the weapon humming with magic. Her grim face, bruises, and the way she glanced nervously at the door and the windows made me think she’d had to use it recently.

      Hennehok’s armor, even though it also emanated magic, was dented in several places, and a fresh cut on his jaw had gouged out a chunk of his brown beard. When I’d seen him in old photos, his bulbous nose hadn’t been crooked, but it was now. From a recent break?

      “Hello.” I lifted a hand. “I’m happy to see you guys. I was beginning to think something happened to you. Wait, you said in your message that there was an assassin. It’s not Sarrlevi, is it? Which one of you sent that note? And why didn’t you sign it? I thought hammer hunters were setting me up for a trap.” I almost mentioned the earlier attack—I still had the magical tripwire rolled up in my pocket—but they exchanged long looks, and I made myself stop babbling.

      “The assassin Sarrlevi is not who attacked us,” Artie said, “but I still consider him a threat—”

      “A large threat,” Hennehok broke in, his accented voice gruff.

      Reminded that Sarrlevi was still after my mother, something I’d feared to be true but hadn’t known for certain before, I couldn’t deny their words.

      “I’m relieved you escaped him.” Artie nodded toward my pocket, where the hammer-shaped camouflaging charm that she’d given me was hooked to my keychain.

      “Yeah,” was all I said, though Sarrlevi not only knew where I lived but had helped me battle bad guys there numerous times. The magical vines and leaves he’d summoned to patch the holes in the side of my house left by the most recent battle were still affixed, waiting until I had time for more permanent solutions.

      “If he knew what we plan—what kind of ally Hennehok believes we can acquire—” Artie extended a hand toward him, “—Sarrlevi might show up to question us.” Her mouth twisted grimly. “With his hands around our throats.”

      Hennehok, who carried a large two-handed sword in addition to wearing plate armor similar to the suit I’d seen in his cabin, lifted his bearded chin. “He could try.”

      “He would succeed,” Artie said.

      “I am his equal.”

      “With a wrench, maybe,” she said, “not a sword.”

      Hennehok scowled at her. “I am an engineer, not a plumber.”

      I stared at him, almost startled since Sarrlevi had teased me so often about that occupation. Maybe there was something in dwarven blood that made one bristle at having one’s extensive array of skills boiled down to that.

      “Is plumbing not an honorable job where you’re from?” I asked.

      “It is honorable,” Hennehok said tersely, “but I design water-delivery and sewage-disposal systems on a city-wide scale, and I am a well-trained and capable warrior.” He looked darkly at Artie. “I do not even own a wrench.”

      Since the idea seemed to insult him, I didn’t mention that I had no fewer than ten.

      “Unfortunate,” Artie told him, “or you might have something to fend off Sarrlevi with after he disarms you and casts aside your real weapons.”

      “And you wonder why I so seldom came to visit you on that peninsula.”

      “I’ve always known it was because you were busy pining for Princess Rodarska and hopelessly looking for confirmation that she wasn’t dead.”

      Hennehok glanced warily at me, then switched to Dwarven for his reply.

      I could only translate a couple of words, but I was certain he was objecting to the pining part. It didn’t bother me. Even if I hoped my mother still loved my father, I was glad she had someone who hadn’t given up on her.

      “Besides,” Hennehok said, switching back to English, “it turns out my searching was not hopeless.” He turned to me. “I only regret that you were not able to find her captors’ lair—and her—when I directed you to the nearby location. I would have gone myself, but this makes it difficult.” He held up his palm, showing a magical green gem embedded in the center. “Years ago, they caught me when I got close to their lair and subdued me and put this tracking device in me.”

      “You are lucky they didn’t kill you then and haven’t yet,” Artie said.

      “Yet, but if they hired the assassins…”

      Artie nodded grimly. “They may have decided they don’t need you alive any longer. Us.”

      “There’s more than one assassin after you?” I leaned closer to Hennehok’s open palm, curious about the gem but mostly hungry for information. “And what do you mean that you sent me to a nearby location? Did you have something to do with the reward that was put out for my hammer? And choosing the turn-in point on the timberland near their base?” I’d wondered if it had been something like that, but I’d never understood why someone who should have been on my side would have wanted me to be thumped, if not outright killed, by reward seekers.

      Hennehok nodded. “I’ve been aware of you longer than Artnoroka, but I was never sure if I should seek you out since you’re half human and Rodarska was…” He hesitated.

      In love with someone else? I almost asked. Artie had implied Hennehok had a thing for my mother, which probably meant he’d never been keen on my father. Or me.

      “That’s not important,” Hennehok said. “But I’ve been keeping my ears open for things related to your mother for years—decades—and when I heard about a reward for her hammer… Well, I knew you had it. And I’d heard you weren’t half bad at using it.”

      I was half good at using it, but I didn’t interrupt, not wanting anything to stop him from sharing what he knew.

      “Also that you’d recently become an acquaintance of the Ruin Bringer and her dragon mate. I thought perhaps with them as allies, you would be able to do what I’d failed to do… get past the defenses of her kidnappers and reach her. I haven’t seen her since before she was captured, and, all this time, I didn’t know if she was alive or dead, but I’ve felt in my bones that she still lives. Why else would those people have done this?” He held up his hand with the gem again. “And when the elf assassin showed up… I couldn’t believe he would have come to this world if he wasn’t still looking for her.”

      I shifted my weight, not wanting to talk about Sarrlevi and his quest.

      “I was able to find and pressure the person who’d been responsible for issuing the bounty to the Cosmic Realms at large.” Hennehok looked at Artie. “Because I am a capable warrior with more than a little magical power at my disposal.”

      “Just tell her the story. There are assassins stalking us, and I don’t think the Ruin Bringer’s reputation is going to protect us.” Artie waved to indicate the coffee shop.

      “It is more that she has a dragon for a mate that made me believe this would be a safe meeting place.” Hennehok nodded at me. “Before they moved, I knew the location of the organization that attacked your mother long ago—and who now has your father as well?”

      “Yes,” I said, though I wondered how he’d learned about that.

      “They’d had the same base of operations for some time. I believed you would investigate whoever put the reward out for your hammer, so I arranged for the turn-in point to be altered, to be changed to the business closest to the mountain lair. I hoped when you went to find out who put out the reward for your hammer, you would also find them.”

      I almost had—actually, Sarrlevi almost had—but I didn’t say that. “I would have been all right with you pressuring the person who set the reward to simply call it off.”

      “He was an intermediary.”

      “It sounds like you know who has my mother. Will you tell me? That would be super helpful.”

      “I’m sure.” Hennehok smiled sadly. “It is an organization of many people. That is all I know. I’ve only ever come up against what I believe are their minions. Mostly half-bloods and humans who know little—I read a few of their minds when I made my first incursion. There are also full-blooded elves, dwarves, and other magical beings from the Realms, who are, I believe, being held against their will and forced to work for the organization. Many of those I encountered wore magical bracelets capable of coercing others to do their bidding.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen those. And I’ve seen that those, uh, minions will take their own lives rather than risk being captured and questioned. Are you sure none of them know who their bosses are?”

      “It’s possible some do, but it’s more likely they were magically coerced to take their lives lest they be able to reveal the location of their hideout. At the least, they know where they’re working.”

      “And launching helicopters from,” I muttered.

      Hennehok and Artie raised their bushy brown eyebrows. They must not have seen any of those.

      “Big cargo helicopters with lots of weapons and enchanted to be a challenge for even dragons to kill,” I explained. “They were enchanted by my mother.” I held up the hammer. “Her magic is distinct.”

      “Yes. Most enchanters have a unique signature to those capable of detecting it. If the aircraft were enchanted recently, it would be more proof that she’s still alive.” Hennehok rested his fist on his chest and looked wistfully toward a bookcase—or into his past.

      “Tell her about the assassins,” Artie said. “The new assassins. You’re the one who saw one of their faces.”

      I frowned at her. “They aren’t big guys who wear hoods, are they?”

      “They were hooded when they attacked us.” Artie touched the bruise on her cheek. “But we sensed them. They were half-orc and half-elf.”

      I blinked at that unlikely combination. Humans and elves were similar enough that it wasn’t that hard to imagine romantic interludes between them, but pretty, six-foot-tall, elegant elves with hulking orcs with snouts, tusks, and blue-tinted skin?

      “They are powerful magic users, very strong warriors, and known assassins,” Hennehok said. “The Thorgnok twins. They work well together, and we were lucky to escape their attack.” He glanced at Artie. “We’re not sure if they wanted to kill us or question us.”

      “We think they may be looking for you,” Artie said.

      “Of course they are. It’s trendy these days for bad guys to pick on me.”

      A loud ping-ping-thwak sounded as a projectile ricocheted down the hallway. All three of us jumped, and Hennehok drew his sword and faced the doorway. A die the size of my fist skidded past.

      This place was nerve-racking. All those caffeinated goblins created an atmosphere of crazy.

      “Next time you want me to meet you for a chat,” I said, “may I recommend Wolf Winery? It’s a little quieter, and they have excellent cheese.”

      Hennehok started to nod but paused. “Cheese? It’s the wine you are supposed to enjoy.”

      “The wine is okay. The cheese, while it can’t compete with the more exotic fare that Sar— a friend has been bringing me, is very good.”

      “Neither place is safe for you. For any of us. I sensed you walk into the coffee shop.” Artie frowned sternly as she pointed at my pocket. “You should be using the camouflage charm all the time.”

      “I do use it sometimes, but the magic disappears every time I go into battle or do something the least bit vigorous and noisy.”

      “Can you not refrain from such activities?”

      “I work in construction. Vigor is required.”

      “She is part dwarf.” Hennehok smiled faintly at Artie, but the gesture vanished quickly as he drew his weapon and spun toward the door. “The alarm ward I set went off. One of the assassins is coming.” He took a step toward the hallway but halted. “He’s already inside.”
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      Artie swore and unlatched the window. “This way.”

      I didn’t sense anyone with the half-orc/half-elf aura they’d described, but, as I’d noted, the number of magical people and artifacts inside the Coffee Dragon made it hard to pick single auras out of the crowd.

      Clunks and thuds sounded as the plate-mail-wearing dwarves climbed out a window without grace. Given that it was set at an appealing height for humans, not four-and-a-half-foot-tall dwarves, that wasn’t surprising, and it couldn’t be easy being agile in that much armor.

      “Come, Matti,” Artie called from the alley. “We’ll tell you more of our plan. You can’t stay or trust any of the assassins. They’re all working for villains. Nobody good employs their kind.”

      “Tell me about it.” I took a step toward the window, but the way she’d phrased her warning made me think the person coming wasn’t one of the half-orc brothers they’d warned me about.

      On a hunch, I peered out into the hallway. A goblin scampered past, plucked up the die, and bounced back toward the stairs.

      “Definitely over-caffeinated.” From the doorway, I could see the coffee shop’s entrance, and no hulking hooded figures were striding my way.

      Between one eye blink and the next, a familiar elf came into view. At the same time, whatever magical camouflage he cloaked himself with disappeared, and I was able to sense him. Sarrlevi.

      The flutters in my stomach competed for intensity with the longing that welled up in my chest. Even worse, memories of the last erotic dream he’d featured in made my cheeks flush and the core of my body heat several degrees. Why did he have to be so achingly handsome as well as a good ally in battle? A good ally everywhere, if not for one small conflict of interest…

      Disgusted with my body’s visceral response to Sarrlevi, I jerked my chin in a nod, and casually said, “What’s up?”

      He stopped in front of me, the hilts of his swords poking over his shoulders, his magical backpack just visible. For the first time, I noticed that I could sense it, not only that it was magical but that several layers of enchantments were infused in it. Given some time to study it, I might be able to figure out what they did.

      The small progress in my abilities pleased me. Maybe one day, I would be able to create a bag capable of holding far more than its dimensions suggested it could.

      “Up?” Sarrlevi glanced at the ceiling. “I sense numerous raucous goblins on the level above.”

      I snorted. Usually, he picked up quickly on my Earth vernacular, as he called it, but we’d been apart for a couple of weeks, so maybe he was rusty.

      “Yeah. It’s gaming day.”

      “From what I’ve observed, it’s always gaming day at this establishment.” Sarrlevi smiled at me and lifted a hand to my cheek.

      Even though I longed to lean into his touch, I stepped back into the room instead. The last time we’d worked together, he’d helped me get Barothla’s blood to cure Tinja, and he’d repaired my house, but… he’d also confirmed that he still meant to assassinate my mother. Rather, he’d been speaking to Barothla, and I’d overheard him confirm that. No matter how much I liked him—and lusted for him—I couldn’t have feelings for him.

      With his eyes sad, and not at all confused, Sarrlevi lowered his arm and clasped his hands behind his back. He looked toward the window. “I can see from the dents in that frame that two armored dwarves fled that way.”

      “You’re not after them, are you?”

      “No. Though if I’m not mistaken, the male is the one we sought at the junk-filled hovel in the woods.”

      “It was a log cabin in Woodinville, not a hovel. If you knew how much land is worth out there, you’d call it a wooden castle.”

      “I see you don’t object to the term junk-filled.”

      “It was bounteously overflowing with projects of the heart.”

      “And moldy crackers.”

      That I couldn’t deny. “You may want to get out of the hallway.” I stepped farther back and gestured for him to come in, though I had mixed feelings about talking to him. My heart and soul had missed him and longed for his company. My brain knew it would be wisest to go out the window after the dwarves.

      “You suspect an assassin’s blade will find my back?” Sarrlevi looked over his shoulder before stepping inside, though I was sure he had ways of detecting danger coming up from behind him.

      “More like a goblin’s wayward dice roll. And by roll, I mean the catapulting of the dice down the stairs.”

      “Ah.” Sarrlevi closed the door behind him.

      Another flutter teased my stomach, and a vision of him pushing me up against the closed door for a heated kiss flashed in my mind.

      Damn it. I rubbed my face.

      When I lowered my hand, Sarrlevi was watching me. And reading my mind? He smiled faintly, but it wasn’t the smug smirk he so often wore when he knew I was having carnal thoughts about him.

      “Did your roommate recover from the poisoning?” he asked.

      “Yes. Thank you for asking.” It touched me that he’d risked Barothla’s ire, not to mention hunting down a dangerous manticore, for Tinja’s sake. Or my sake, I supposed, since he’d known I cared about my goblin friend. “And for helping get the ingredients.”

      He inclined his head in a shallow bow.

      “Did you, ah, get in much trouble with her over that little needle to her neck?” I raised my eyebrows.

      He hadn’t gotten involved when my aunt and I had been fighting, but when she’d been trying to escape, he’d stepped forward, locked her in his grip, and stabbed a syringe into her throat.

      “Many threats were delivered,” he said.

      “Just by her? Or… did she try to get the dragons involved?” I hadn’t stopped worrying that the Dragon Justice Court might drag Sarrlevi off for their version of punishment and rehabilitation. AKA two years of torture followed by a mind wipe that stole one’s identity. I shuddered.

      “She may have spoken to them. If so, the ramifications haven’t reached me yet. It’s also unlikely the dragons know where I’m staying currently.” He looked warily toward the north. In the direction of Val’s home? Val’s home where Zavryd resided when he was here on Earth?

      “A house that’s more secret than the last?”

      “Yes. It’s smaller and has fewer of my books, but it’s also not anywhere I bring guests, so nobody should know about it. In recent decades, I was perhaps too lax about who I let visit the now-destroyed house.”

      “I assume you refer to the treacherous elves and not me, since I’m charming and delightful.”

      His blond eyebrows rose as he looked from me to the large hammer in my grip. “Charming?”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t see it.” I put a fist on my hip, turned in profile, and thrust out my chest.

      “Were you being charming when you thrashed my soap dispenser?”

      I dropped my arm. “Dude, you lost your whole house. You can’t tell me the destruction of the soap dispenser is what grieves you most.”

      “Perhaps not.” His sad smile returned.

      Most of the previous times we’d met, I’d wanted to punch him to knock his cocky, smug smile off his face. Now, I missed the cockiness. Even his haughtiness was on vacation. The sadness made me want to step in close and hug him, but I refrained.

      “What brings you back into my life?”

      Sarrlevi held up a finger and swung his pack onto a table. As he unlaced the flap, he said, “I’m pleased that you’re working with the enchanting tutor.”

      “Uh, I didn’t bring that up, did I? Have you been spying on me again? Like a stalker? Didn’t we discuss how that’s weird and creepy?”

      “I believe we discussed that assassins excel at stalking. Fear not. I’m not peeping in your windows. I merely check in from time to time to make sure nobody has slain you.”

      “And to assess my progress at creating rust-resistant nails?”

      “Indeed.” As he reached into his pack, he shared a smile similar to the old smug ones. “The elven repair vines remain on your house.”

      They did, and he looked pleased about it. As he had when he’d learned I still had his magical green shelves on the wall above my bed. Those could stay, because I liked them, but, as Tinja had pointed out, vines weren’t up to human building codes, and I planned to replace them soon.

      “Only because I’ve been too busy to work on my own home. As Tinja was lying in bed not-quite-dying, she manipulated me into turning the blueprints for one of her tiny houses into an actual tiny house.”

      Sarrlevi withdrew a wheel of pink cheese, a block of blue, and a small slab of the ultra-rare bird-milk cheese he’d brought me before. My mouth started watering, but I didn’t step forward as he set them on the table.

      “What’s all that for?” I asked warily.

      “It’s time for your monthly delivery.”

      “Uh, do you think we’re still working together?”

      “I still wish to work with you.”

      “Because Barothla is really pissed with you now and insists you complete her mission?”

      “She is pissed—” he enunciated the word carefully, “—with me.” He didn’t say anything about the rest.

      “Listen, Sarrlevi. As much as I like your cheese, and sometimes even you, I’m not going to help you find my mother if you’re going to pounce and kill her in front of me. Or at all.”

      He held my gaze. “I must appear to be doing Barothla’s bidding.”

      “What the hell does that mean? You’re telling her you’re killing my mom, but you’re not going to?”

      “I do not wish to hurt you,” Sarrlevi said softly.

      But he would?

      I shook my head. “What hold does she have over you? Why can’t you tell me?”

      Maybe if I knew, I could think of a way to help him. Was that so improbable? Barothla might be powerful, but Sarrlevi was powerful too, and she was only one woman. Her people didn’t even seem to like her.

      “There’s another threat I need to tell you about,” Sarrlevi said, avoiding my questions again.

      I wanted to throttle him and force him to tell me the truth. He knew I’d overheard at least some of it. Why couldn’t he share the rest?

      The memory of the magical truth drug Val had given me, the work of her alchemist roommate, came to mind. She thought I should sneak it to Sarrlevi so I could get the answers I sought from him. Ambivalent about the idea, I’d tucked the vial into the back of the silverware drawer in my house.

      Aware of Sarrlevi watching me, I flicked the memory from my mind. If I wanted to use it in the way Val had suggested, to get him to tell me the truth about everything, I dared not think about it when he was nearby and possibly monitoring my thoughts.

      “If it’s that two half-orc-half-elf assassins are gunning for me, I already know about them.” I pointed my thumb toward the window. “They attacked Artie and Hennehok, and I think they were at my new property earlier.”

      Sarrlevi’s eyes sharpened. “They attacked you?”

      “Not exactly.” I told him about the event and tugged the broken piece of magical wire out of my pocket. “Is this anything you’re familiar with?”

      “Yes. I know where it can be purchased.” His eyebrows twitched as he rubbed the frayed end where my hammer had torn through it. “The proprietor of The Drugged Dagger assures his customers that his magical despoliation tools are indestructible.”

      “Please. One swing, and it was toast. I was even upside-down at the time.”

      “Oh?” Humor crept into his eyes. “Dangling by the wire from a tree?”

      “I shouldn’t have told you about it.” I snatched the wire back from him.

      “I’m glad you did.” His humor faded. “The Thorgnok brothers are in the Assassins’ Guild and known to me. They’re dangerous foes.”

      “More dangerous than you?”

      He hesitated. “Perhaps not one-on-one, but I would not want to fight them both at the same time.”

      Since he was a badass, I was positive that meant I didn’t want to fight either one even individually.

      “They have been in the business a long time and earned much money for killing people,” Sarrlevi said. “They enjoy killing people. They would not seek out a weapon for a reward. If they’re after you…”

      “They want to kill me?” And they wanted to enjoy it? I shuddered.

      “That is likely. I will come by your house later to check on the wards and strengthen them if I can. And I will remain to protect you if you wish.” His eyes were intent as he looked into mine. Intense. It reminded me of the look he’d given me after I’d rubbed his head and ears. He’d kissed me with passion that had stolen my breath and made me want to have him in my life forever.

      I swallowed and started to shake my head, certain that having him staying at my house to protect me would end up with me doing something unwise.

      But if he came by and ate some of my food or drank a little wine…

      My heart pounded, even as I did my best to blank my mind and not think about the truth drug.

      Fighting for casualness, I said, “I guess I would allow that. Since you’re stalking me anyway, you might as well come over and have dinner.” I waved toward the offerings on the table. “Do you want me to make something cheesy? Or, wait, you were more into the salads, right? I can get some vegetables. Green ones, not root ones. Or not just root ones. You know a half-dwarf girl needs some carrots or parsnips on the table.” I could hear the nervous babbling in my words and forced myself to stop and smile. I didn’t try to make it a seductive smile, positive that would set alarm bells off for him.

      As it was, I had no idea what was going through his mind as he continued to gaze intently at me. Sex? Assassins? Or had he already figured out what I was thinking about doing? I made myself hold his gaze, arching my eyebrows to hopefully convey that he was being weird, but my rapid heartbeat pounded in my ears, and I worried he already knew everything.

      “Will we dine alone?” he asked softly.

      “My roommate might show up, but there won’t be a party this time.”

      “That dragon will not come?”

      “He won’t be invited, no.”

      “Good. I will come.” Sarrlevi returned his pack to his shoulders and stopped next to me on his way to the door.

      He reached for my head, and I panicked and froze. He was going to read my thoughts. I must have made him suspicious.

      But when he pushed his fingers through my hair, sending warm tendrils of magic into me that aroused my every nerve, he didn’t seem suspicious. Nor did the inside of my skull itch the way it often did when someone used magic to read my mind.

      He bent his head toward mine as a finger strayed to trace my ear. “I will not allow others to hurt you,” he said softly, then kissed me on the top of the head and walked out.

      With my heart still pounding, I stared bleakly at the door. He didn’t want others to hurt me, but he seemed to have accepted that he would have to hurt me himself. Maybe not physically, but emotional wounds lasted far longer than physical ones—and could destroy a person.
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      As I unpacked my new blender from the box, Tinja and Zadie walked into the kitchen. They had both promised to clear out for dinner. I wasn’t even sure why Zadie was at my house, except that I’d caught her taking pictures of the elven leaves and vines covering the hole-riddled siding outside. Her promise to leave didn’t keep Tinja from oohing and ahhing as she looked at the blender.

      “I’m enchanting the blades on this one, so you better keep your mitts off them,” I told her as I plugged in the appliance. “Off all of its parts.”

      “Did you not inform me that, thus far, you’ve only learned to keep small metal objects from rusting?” Tinja asked.

      “That was yesterday. Santiago taught me a bunch of new stuff today.” It wasn’t a lie exactly, since he had taught me to strengthen a screwdriver. “I learned how to make objects pilfered by goblins explode in their hands with enough power to remove their favorite tinkering fingers.” Okay, that was a lie.

      “I’m familiar with enchanting and know of no spell that targets goblin fingers exclusively.”

      No, and Santiago hadn’t mentioned explosion magic being in his repertoire either. Too bad. I would love to be able to make effective booby traps to keep home invaders away.

      “You should be pleased,” Tinja added, “when I repurpose your kitchen appliances into far superior creations. The Goblinator can defend the home from enemy incursions. The blender can only make smoothies.”

      “And soups. That’s what I’m making tonight.”

      I lifted a grocery tote onto the counter and withdrew spinach, broccoli, and numerous other green vegetables that the recipe called for. A soup, I trusted, would be strongly flavored enough to mask whatever the truth drug tasted like.

      “Puréed vegetable soup?” Zadie arched her eyebrows. “I’ve never seen you eat something like that.”

      “She’s making sure I don’t want to come to dinner,” Tinja said.

      A text came in, and I checked my phone. Then smirked. My sister had sent over a photo of an outline of a hammer made from dried macaroni glued to construction paper.

      I got a call from Josh’s teacher to discuss the artwork he made for you, her message read. They were supposed to do pictures of their family. He told his teacher that his aunt smashes bad guys with a giant hammer so this represents you. I was about to get called in for a meeting to discuss why my son is lying about his family but managed to explain that you’re in construction and use the hammer as a tool and only smash rotting drywall.

      It’s beautiful artwork, I texted back. I’m touched that he made it. Tell him I’ll hang it on my fridge.

      You’re a bad influence, Matti.

      Am I still allowed to come to Sunday brunches?

      Will you bring Tyler?

      Probably not. I was positive Tyler didn’t want to see me again, not after Sarrlevi had shown up during our coffee date.

      Will you at least NOT bring the hammer?

      If it’ll ensure your kids’ teachers aren’t concerned about their moral state, I can leave it on the Harley.

      Good. Maybe drive the truck instead of the bike too. After you left last time, Jessie was running around making vrooming noises and saying she was going to ride with you one day.

      Hm, I might have promised that Jessie could ride with me one day, though I’d meant when she was older. Probably, judging by Penina’s reaction, when she was eighteen.

      You don’t think my truck would get her equally excited? I asked.

      That truck wouldn’t excite a junk hauler. I’m surprised it runs. See you Sunday.

      Though I didn’t know if I would be able to make the next family brunch, I gave her a thumbs-up anyway. Maybe things would work out.

      “Everything okay?” Zadie asked.

      “I’m a bad influence, but, other than that, yes.” Remembering our conversation, I said, “This meal is more designed to please my guest, but I am planning on eating some.”

      Sarrlevi might find it suspicious if I didn’t. Once he was drugged, it shouldn’t matter if I too felt compelled to tell the truth. The part that worried me was getting the drug into him without his reading my mind first.

      Every time I thought about how he would react if he caught me before I could slip it to him, I broke out in a panicked sweat. Hell, I broke out in a sweat thinking about how he would react if I was successful too. Val had said he would remember everything.

      But… at least I would know the truth. It was worth risking his ire to learn that. I hoped.

      Shaking my head, I focused on the task again. “I’m making some improvements to the recipe. It sounded bland.”

      I thunked a pound of bacon on the counter, then pulled out the cheese Sarrlevi had brought me.

      Zadie snorted. “You’d make a horrible vegan. Is all of that bacon going in the soup?”

      “No. Some is to wrap around the halibut.” I took the fish fillets I’d purchased out of the fridge. “My elf guest isn’t completely vegetarian. I’ve seen him eat ham, and I’m pretty sure his people hunt and fish. You need protein to build muscles like he’s got, right?”

      “I don’t know,” Zadie said. “I haven’t seen his muscles.”

      “They’re there. They’re nice.”

      “Are they?” Her eyes glinted.

      I made a shooing motion. “Don’t you have properties to sell?”

      “Usually, but I came by to give you this.” Zadie opened her purse and plucked out a small velvet jewelry box. “For most of my clients, I get them house-warming gifts as a thank-you for using me for their home sales and purchases, but since we’ve done so many deals together now, I’ve elevated you to the special gift category.”

      “When do I get elevated to the special you-take-a-lower-cut-for-your-commission category?” I eyed the box warily, not only because I had particular tastes that ran more toward colorful and perky than tasteful and elegant but because I wasn’t sure people in a professional business relationship were supposed to give each other jewelry as gifts.

      “Don’t be silly. Nobody is in that category.” Zadie winked at me as she set the box on the counter, then delved into her purse again.

      “How many people do you give jewelry to?”

      “Mostly just my girlfriends.”

      “Uh.” I assumed she didn’t want to put me in that category.

      “To be honest, I was going to get you a chainsaw since you’ve talked about trying your hand at carving wood with one, but you mentioned having a date tonight.”

      “I specifically did not mention that actually.” I raised my eyebrows toward Tinja.

      She smirked and avoided my gaze by peering into Zadie’s still-open purse, no doubt wondering if anything interesting in there could be repurposed.

      “I have ways of learning such things. So, earrings.” Zadie pointed to the box, then drew out several zipper pouches. “And I’m going to give you a makeover and help you pick out a dress for tonight. You need a new look.”

      Groaning, I slumped against the counter. “I do not need a new look.” I’d been worrying about dodging makeover advice from Val’s fashionista daughter; I hadn’t thought it would waylay me in my own home, from my Star Trek-loving, nose-ring-wearing real-estate agent of all people. “I usually don’t even wear makeup.”

      “Which is why you need a makeover,” Zadie said in the tone of someone explaining a simple math problem to a dim student. “Just for tonight. It’s not like I expect you to change your style for your day-to-day life, but for a date, you should look smoking.”

      “It’s not that kind of date. I’m—” I stopped myself from saying I’d only invited Sarrlevi over to drug him. If he crossed paths with Zadie, he would have no trouble reading her mind. “It’s complicated.”

      “It’ll be less so if you pretty up for him. How long has it been since a guy put his wand in your chamber of secrets?”

      “Zadie, that’s awful.”

      “But not wrong, right? You seem so tense these days. Sex would be good for you.”

      “I’m tense because people keep trying to kill me.”

      “All the more reason to find a way to unwind and relax.”

      If the last kiss was anything to go by, sex with Sarrlevi would be far more vigorous and stimulating than relaxing, but I didn’t say so.

      “Look, Zadie. I appreciate your interest in helping me get laid—I think—and the gift too, but that chainsaw you mentioned sounds lovely and much more practical for me. Is there any chance you’d be willing to take those back to the store—” I pointed at the earring box and raised hopeful eyebrows, “—and trade them in?”

      “Fine jewelry isn’t purchased in the same store as chainsaws,” Zadie said dryly. “I don’t shop at Sears.”

      “I do. A good store should sell chainsaws and jewelry under one roof.”

      “And blenders,” Tinja said cheerfully, back to eyeing mine.

      “Yes,” I agreed.

      “You’re a lost cause, Matti,” Zadie said. “Get your dinner in the oven so there’s time to put on some blush and mascara. How someone who can grow caterpillars for eyebrows can have nonexistent eyelashes, I don’t understand.”

      I scowled at her as I flattened my hands over my eyebrows. I’d plucked them recently. They were fine.

      “Put your phasers back on stun,” Zadie said. “I’m teasing you about your eyebrows. They’re not that bad. But you want to be more than not bad for Date Night, don’t you? You want to be hot.”

      I rubbed my face, wondering if I should explain that I didn’t want to have sex with Sarrlevi. If he were wholeheartedly on my side, I would, but unless he told me the truth and I could help him get out from under Barothla’s thumb, I didn’t see a way forward for us as allies. Or anything else.

      “Here.” Zadie pushed the jewelry box toward me. “If you don’t like them, I’ll get you the chainsaw.”

      Not wanting to seem ungrateful, I opened it, but I’d liked it better when she’d been against me dating Sarrlevi.

      The flower-shaped silver earrings with glittering blue petals were closer to my style than I would have expected. Of course, Zadie did know me well after all the deals we’d done, and she’d seen the contents of my closet.

      “They’re to go with the blue dress with the sequins.”

      “The dress you tried to talk me out of wearing in public because of the sequins?”

      “Yeah, but you know what they say. If you can’t beat fashion sense into people, you buy them matching accessories to make their choices at least seem intentional.”

      “I haven’t heard that saying before.”

      “I like sequins,” Tinja said. “And glitter.”

      “And blender blades?” I asked.

      She grinned. “Naturally.”

      Maybe I should try to learn an enchantment that would protect my appliances against tinkering. I vowed to ask Santiago if he knew of a goblin deterrent that wasn’t as harsh as explosives.

      You have guests, Sarrlevi spoke into my mind.

      I couldn’t sense him but trusted he was close, and butterflies the size of elephants fluttered through my stomach again.

      Yes. They’re helping me prepare dinner. It’ll be about an hour.

      I will see if I can enhance the perimeter defenses, then look around your neighborhood. I’ve already discovered large bootprints in the mud next to a bush across from your house. He shared the image with me, his own foot placed next to the prints for a comparison.

      At more than six feet tall, Sarrlevi wasn’t a little guy. Whoever had worn those boots had been huge—orc sized.

      I saw prints like that at my job site today. The thug who set the trap, I assume.

      Thugs, Sarrlevi said with emphasis.

      You’re sure it’s those two brothers?

      I deem it likely. You are fortunate they did not snipe you from afar. They likely believe your hammer can provide magical protection and wished to assess you thoroughly before committing to an attack.

      I was sure I’d impressed them with my response. If you see them, can you ask who hired them?

      I can ask, but they’re powerful enough mages that it will be difficult for me to read their minds. If I catch one alone, I may be able to disarm him and question him under physical duress.

      Physical duress? Is that code for torture?

      I hadn’t intended my words to be encoded, he said dryly.

      Just haughty and pompous-sounding?

      Erudite and educated, perhaps.

      I think that’s code for haughty and pompous-sounding.

      You’re still an odd mongrel.

      And you’re still an odd elf.

      As I’ve admitted.

      “Matti?” Zadie snapped her fingers in front of my eyes. “Did you hear me?”

      “Sorry. My date is talking to me.”

      “I’ll pretend it’s not bizarre that a phone wasn’t involved. I asked if you want help cutting the vegetables?”

      “Yeah, thanks. I’ve only got an hour to get everything ready.”

      “We’ll both help, then.” Zadie shooed Tinja out of her purse and zipped it closed, leaving—unfortunately—the makeup kits out on the counter with the earrings. “One should have an hour just for a makeover.”

      “I need that much work?” I thought about mentioning that my dinner with Sarrlevi would be more likely to end in a battle against assassins than anything intimate, but Zadie would only be concerned for my tenseness if I did.

      “Two hours would be even better.”

      “Damn.”
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      Sarrlevi must have left to stalk about, seeking more footprints, for he didn’t show up on my doorstep as soon as I shooed Zadie outside, thanking her for the earrings I now wore. They did look snazzy with my dress, though I’d been having longing thoughts about chainsaws while she applied no fewer than ten different brushes to my face. I didn’t use that many to paint entire houses.

      Tinja, showing atypical solicitude, took some cheese and bacon and headed out to a meeting for goblin entrepreneurs that was taking place at the Coffee Dragon. Though I believed her fellow goblins would end up being more interested in gaming than running businesses, I hugged her and thanked her for clearing out. Having privacy for a dinner that could devolve into yelling, if not blows, would be ideal.

      I didn’t truly think Sarrlevi would attack me, but I wasn’t positive. Up until that point, I hadn’t intentionally done anything he would consider a threat or a betrayal of trust, and I didn’t know how he would react. From what I’d seen of him, he would be more likely to get frosty and acerbic than lose his temper and break things—that was more my style. But it was possible it could get ugly and that he would be majorly pissed. That thought clunked a dumbbell of worry down in my stomach.

      I didn’t want to lose his trust, and I didn’t want to betray him. But… I couldn’t continue working with him to find my mother the way things stood now. All I could hope was that he would understand my motivations.

      With my fingers shaking slightly, I rose on tiptoes to look out the peephole, as if he might be standing on the stoop. But I neither saw nor sensed him. Zadie hadn’t left yet. She sat in her car texting someone—or maybe sending pictures of my elf-repaired house off to Better Homes and Gardens magazine.

      I set the table, poured glasses of sparkling water, took out the salads, bread, and bacon-wrapped fish, then put my hands to either side of the stove to eye the soup. It was thick, creamy, and distinctly green. The delightful scent of cheese struggled to come out ahead of the more dubious bouquet of pulverized vegetables. I hadn’t yet dumped in the truth drug. It remained nestled in its vial in the back of the silverware drawer.

      Belatedly, I realized I didn’t know how much it would take to be effective. Originally, I’d planned to empty the vial into the soup pot, but what if it contained a single dose, and Sarrlevi had to consume it all for it to work? Unless he ended up being very hungry and ate most of the soup, it would be too diluted.

      The thought of risking his trust only for this not to work made me groan. I grabbed two soup bowls from the cupboard and filled one partway and the other all the way. He knew my vegetable preferences and shouldn’t think it too odd if I gave him more. And it was the easiest way to make it clear which was which without leaving a suspicious marker on the bowl. He was an observant person, and as innocuous as laying one piece of parsley on the top of one bowl and two on another seemed, he might notice it and think it significant. All it would take was for him to pry into my mind for a few seconds to learn the truth.

      No, I would keep my mind blank. He wouldn’t learn anything.

      Growling that at myself, I spun toward the silverware drawer and plucked out the vial. He hadn’t come inside yet, and I was already on the verge of a panic attack.

      I held the vial up and stared at the viscous liquid. Once again, my heart was pounding against my ribcage so fast and hard that its thumps reverberated through my entire body.

      It made sense to do this. He wouldn’t tell me the truth voluntarily. I’d been asking him for it since we met, and all I’d gotten were variations of lies and outright avoidance. I knew some of what he’d told me was the truth, if only because Zavryd had mentioned his old and ill mother living in the elven capital, but Sarrlevi had always held back.

      Even though using the drug was logical, I struggled to remove the cap and walk it over to his soup bowl. I wanted him to keep caring about me and believing he could trust me. I didn’t want to lose him. Which was silly because I didn’t have him. I couldn’t have him.

      A honk out front almost made me drop the vial. Whatever driver was in a huff out there probably had nothing to do with Sarrlevi, but it made me feel like the buzzer had been pressed, and I was out of time.

      Vial in hand, I turned and walked toward the soup bowls.

      But I only made it halfway. Cursing, I hurried back and returned the vial to the silverware drawer. I couldn’t do it.

      Val would call me a fool, but… there had to be another way. I would convince Sarrlevi to tell me the truth without drugs. Maybe he would be so moved to lust by my sexy dress, earrings, and makeover that he would blurt everything I wanted to know so I would agree to sleep with him.

      “Yeah, that’s going to happen.”

      The idea of me as a seductress was ludicrous.

      Another honk sounded, and my phone buzzed.

      I need help, Zadie texted.

      Shoot, was Sarrlevi disturbing her for some reason? Because she hadn’t left yet?

      Grabbing my hammer, I ran for the door, glad I wore flats instead of the high heels Zadie had suggested. If necessary, these were something I could fight in.

      Warily, I opened the door. A hulking ogre with a club stood in the street in front of Zadie’s car, his knees level with the hood. A second ogre in a similar pose and waving an axe blocked her car in from the back. She kept honking and flashing her lights at them. Bare-armed and bare-legged, they wore loincloths and chest armor made from bones. In those get-ups, they didn’t look like the ogres that wandered around on Earth.

      The one with the club, roaring in irritation at having the headlights flashed at him, hefted his hammer to smash it into the hood.

      Swearing, I threw my hammer and yelled, “Hyrek!” as it flew away.

      At the same time, Zadie pressed the acceleration and rammed into the ogre. The car reached him before my hammer, but it didn’t hit hard enough to make him move. It did startle him and kept him from landing his blow.

      When my hammer slammed into the ogre’s bare shoulder, lightning streaked from the head, branching out and wrapping around him. He stumbled to the side, dropping his club and clawing at his body as electricity surged. Even after the hammer fell away, the branches continued, and he pitched onto the pavement.

      The other ogre ran out from behind the car and blurted, “Jok kroknor!”

      His eyes were alight as they focused on my hammer—the prize he sought?—and he sprinted toward it.

      “Vishgronik,” I yelled, the command that would return it to my hand.

      Before the ogre could grab it, the hammer levitated into the air and zipped across the yard and into my grip.

      He spun and started after it, indifferent to his writhing comrade in the street, but he halted abruptly as he encountered the wards that Sarrlevi had set around my property. His head jerked back, and he yelled in pain and staggered away.

      Before he’d gone far, Sarrlevi appeared out of nowhere on the sidewalk beside him. Swords in hand, he lifted one high to rest at the back of the ogre’s neck as he glanced at the other brute.

      With the hammer back in my grip, the lightning had stopped. Groaning, the ogre rose to his feet. Sarrlevi turned so he could see both.

      What do you want, and who sent you here? He spoke telepathically so that I could hear.

      The hammer. The reward! the ogre with the blade at his neck replied.

      Don’t tell him anything. The ogre in the street took a step toward them.

      Sarrlevi pointed his other sword at him, and magic surged around him, a promise that he had more than the blades to attack with.

      That’s the elf Sarrlevi, his buddy replied, dropping his club and spreading his arms. He’s an assassin.

      So are the Thorgnok brothers.

      But they’re not here, and he is.

      The brothers opened a portal and sent you here? Sarrlevi asked them.

      For the first time, I realized the auras of the ogres weren’t that substantial. They were full-blooded magical beings but simple warriors, not mages.

      In her car, Zadie gripped her wheel tightly with both hands, looking like she wanted to peel out but wasn’t sure she could get away with it. She scowled over at me.

      I spread my arms and mouthed, “Sorry.”

      The brothers said we could earn a great prize if we got the hammer, the chattier ogre said.

      Sending you here was their idea, then? Sarrlevi asked.

      The ogre licked his lips and grimaced. Sarrlevi’s sword might have drawn some blood by now.

      Yes, the ogre finally said. We’re bounty hunters. Bounty hunters and assassins help each other out.

      Assassins help no one, Sarrlevi said coolly, unless it is for their own gain.

      He was keeping an eye on the ogres and didn’t look toward me, but I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows. I no longer believed that was entirely true, at least when it came to him doing things for me, but I also wasn’t foolish enough to believe that it was only my amazing half-dwarf allure that kept bringing him back to me.

      They sent you, expecting you to die, Sarrlevi continued. The half-dwarf is a strong warrior.

      Her hammer is strong, the ogre said.

      She is strong. She would have killed you.

      Killing people wasn’t part of my MO, but I kept my mouth shut. It might be better for my reputation—and for keeping more reward seekers away—if the Cosmic Realms believed me a ruthless badass.

      The ogres looked at me. I lifted the hammer and attempted to appear menacing. For some reason, the haft warmed in my hand, but the weapon didn’t glow or spark or do anything that might have intimidated the ogres.

      The Thorgnoks may have hoped you would succeed so she wouldn’t have the hammer when they attack her, Sarrlevi said, but they couldn’t have expected it. You probably irritated them.

      That’s not true. We aren’t dumb. We don’t irritate assassins.

      You’re irritating me.

      The ogre licked his lips again and responded, but my mind grew oddly fuzzy, and I didn’t hear the words. The haft warmed even more, and an image popped into my mind. No, a vision.

      From the hammer?

      It showed a female dwarf hunkered in a cage in a dark cavernous area. Only the cage and its occupant were visible. Thick steel bars ensured even someone with greater-than-human strength wouldn’t be able to escape.

      Since the dwarf sat with her chin to her chest, frizzy red hair hanging down around her face, I couldn’t see her features, but I knew without a doubt who this was. My mother.

      The lighting increased, and an army of elves, dwarves, and trolls with glazed eyes marched into view and surrounded the cage. Bracelets encircled their left wrists, glowing slightly, and the troops wore armor and carried swords, axes, or hammers. Moving as one, they put their backs to my mother and faced me—or at least the viewpoint from which I was experiencing the vision.

      Was it a viewpoint? The vision was so real—it had stolen my awareness of Sarrlevi, the ogres, and everything around me—that I felt like I was there.

      No, I was there. The perspective withdrew slightly, showing me from behind as I faced the army. The hammer was in my hands, glowing silver-blue with energy crackling around the head, as if it longed to go into battle. I found I could manipulate it—and my body—with my thoughts, as if I were controlling an avatar in a video game.

      For the first time, my mother looked up, and our eyes met. A jolt of intense longing struck me. I wanted so badly to help her, to free her so we could find my father and all hang out together as a family again.

      Hunkered in the cage, she was beaten-down and beleaguered, but when her gaze met mine, warmth and hope swam in her eyes. Hope that I could help her.

      Jaw clenching, I willed the avatar version of me to charge into battle and swing at her enemies, to clear them away. If I could reach the cage, I was sure the hammer could break those bars.

      The army of defenders raised their weapons, but their movements were wooden, their eyes remaining glazed. When I swung toward the chest of an armored dwarf, he was slow to defend himself, and my hammer knocked aside his parry. It struck his chest plate and sent him flying.

      I ducked a lumbering swing at my head from a troll’s club, then came up, jabbing my hammer into his gut. Armor protected him, but my anger and determination made the blow hard. He reeled back, toppling into an elf who moved with uncharacteristic slowness.

      Again, I swung, my movements as fast as I could make them. I was determined to hew my way through the troops to my mother. I had to get her out of the cage she’d been in for thirty years.

      A dwarf charged in with a raised axe. I barely registered him, simply blasting my weapon at him, as if he were a faceless obstacle to be knocked aside. The hammer crunched into the side of his unprotected head, and blood spattered me. More than that, it flew into my vision, and everything turned red, blocking my eyesight.

      Though confused, I kept swinging, afraid my enemies would converge on me and take me down. But the vision turned from red to black. Everyone and everything disappeared.

      Slowly, I grew aware that I lay on my back in the grass of my front yard. Zadie knelt beside me, patting my cheek. Sarrlevi stood over me, his chin in his hand as he gazed down, his blue eyes concerned.

      I still gripped the hammer, having fallen on my ass without letting it go. Before, the haft had been warm, but now it was abnormally cold, like ice, and I was tempted to release it. But I refused to do so, even if it froze my hand.

      “When I’m attempting to convince your enemies that you’re a great warrior,” Sarrlevi said, “it would help if you didn’t faint.”

      “I didn’t faint. I had a vision.” I scowled and sat up, though a wave of dizziness kept me from rising the rest of the way. That had been one hell of a vision.

      “A vision?” Zadie arched her eyebrows. “Did you put any special mushrooms in that soup?”

      “No.” As I well knew, no foreign substances of any kind were in that pot. “Is your car okay? Are you okay?” I looked from her to her vehicle, surprised that the ogres were gone. How long had I been out?

      “Uh.” Zadie glanced over. “I heard the fender crunch, but I was worried about you, so I didn’t check.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I expected that thing to move, not just stand there.” Zadie scowled.

      “Ogres weigh five hundred pounds,” Sarrlevi said blandly. “Or more.”

      “Is there any weight at which having a two-ton car ram into your legs feels good?” Zadie asked.

      He didn’t answer.

      “Where did they go?” I asked.

      “I created a portal and convinced them to depart through it.” Sarrlevi waved to his swords, sheathed again on his back.

      “Any chance it took them to the mouth of an active volcano and dumped them in?” I supposed I didn’t really want the ogres to be dead, but it would be nice to know they wouldn’t return to try again to steal my hammer. The hammer that had finally returned to a normal temperature in my hand. Was it my imagination that the frost had indicated it… wasn’t pleased with me?

      “It took them to the ogre home world.” Sarrlevi bent and offered me a hand. “The climate is similar.”

      “I guess the loincloths told me that.” The dizziness had passed, and I accepted the hand up. I hadn’t gone into battle, not real battle, but the vision had felt so real that it seemed like I had.

      “That is not your usual attire,” Sarrlevi said.

      No, and the blue dress had probably not helped convince the ogres that I was a great warrior.

      “It’s better than her usual attire, albeit probably somewhat grass-stained now. Check it out.” Zadie used her arms to gesture up and down my body—actually, that gesture was meant to draw attention to my hips and boobs.

      I glowered at her.

      “Doesn’t she look great?” Zadie asked, ignoring my expression.

      A familiar cocky smile came to Sarrlevi’s lips as he regarded me, his eyes glinting with humor. I grimaced in anticipation of a sarcastic comment. He had to know the makeover had been for his sake. Had I been missing his cocky smile?

      “She does,” was what he said, inclining his head toward me, his eyes warm instead of mocking. “Always.”

      “Aw,” Zadie said, “that’s actually romantic. Especially from someone with so many sharp pointy things strapped to his body.”

      I swallowed, my emotions shifting from wariness to being touched.

      “Yes,” Sarrlevi agreed, watching me even though he’d responded to Zadie. His smile grew a touch less cocky and simply… nice. “Dinner, Mataalii?” He spread his hand toward the door.

      I nodded and turned in that direction.

      Zadie hurried up to brush grass off my butt before gesturing for me to continue into the house and giving me a thumbs-up.

      Though I tried to smile as I waved to acknowledge her, the nerves that had been plaguing me ever since my plan first entered my mind returned in full force.

      I hadn’t drugged Sarrlevi’s food, I reminded myself. We could enjoy each other’s company without stress.

      No, that wasn’t true. I still needed to convince him to share the details of his relationship with Barothla with me and for us to figure out an alternative to his current plan of action. If we didn’t, it didn’t matter what romantic things he said. I couldn’t be with him. Ever.
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      As I brought out the bowls of soup and the main course, it occurred to me that even if I hadn’t used the drug, it was still in my kitchen. If Sarrlevi chanced across it, or had a reason to go look for it and found it, that would be condemning evidence. At which point, it might not matter that I hadn’t used it.

      I vowed not to think about it, instead mulling over the assassin brothers as I joined him. Sarrlevi had opted for the head of the table, his hand resting on one of the whorls in the slab of wood I’d used to craft it. His swords and pack hung on the back of his chair, never far from reach.

      Smiling pleasantly—definitely not nervously—I placed the dishes within his reach but didn’t presume to put anything right in front of him. As Val had pointed out, he’d eaten my food before, but I didn’t remember if he’d eaten right away. I had a feeling he’d watched the others take several bites before serving himself. A hunch told me he always did that.

      “I don’t suppose you found either of the brothers and got to ask them questions?” I sat beside Sarrlevi, waving for him to pick whatever he wanted.

      “No.” He was leaning back and watching me and didn’t yet reach for anything. “I believe they’re out there though. Those footprints were fresh. And they would have wished to see if the ogres were successful in stealing your hammer.” He raised his eyebrows. “What happened when you fell? I’ve received visions from my sword before, but they didn’t cause me to collapse.”

      “I really don’t know.” I cut and buttered a piece of bread, then laid a slice of cheese on top. There was cheddar in the soup, but one couldn’t have too much cheese. Besides, I hadn’t wanted to taint any of the exotic types Sarrlevi had brought by mixing them with vegetables. Nor had I wanted the blue orax cheese to turn the soup blue. The pronounced green tint was bad enough. “The hammer hasn’t done anything like that before. When did I fall down? After your conversation with the ogres or during it?”

      I had no idea how long I’d been experiencing the vision, but I’d missed seeing him make a portal and send the ogres through.

      “After.” His tone turned dry. “Had you been lying mysteriously unconscious in the grass, I wouldn’t have kept conversing with your enemies.”

      I pointed my bread at him. “That’s why you’re a good ally.”

      “Yes.”

      I groped for how to bring up Barothla in such a way that he would answer my questions. Honestly.

      Sarrlevi took a piece of bread and the bowl that was halfway filled with soup, the bowl I’d intended to select for myself. He glanced at me, and my nerves returned. Did he think I was up to something? And was intentionally taking the smaller portion to see if I reacted?

      Since there was nothing in either, I didn’t, other than perhaps having my heart rate increase, and took another bite of bread. “You can probably guess that there’s a reason I invited you for dinner.”

      He looked toward my chest—toward the dress. “Given your atypical attire, I thought you might intend to seduce me.”

      “This was Zadie’s idea. And this.” I waved toward the also atypical makeup artfully applied to my face.

      “She wishes you to seduce me?”

      I snorted. “I don’t know, but she does think I should get laid.”

      “Laid?” His eyebrows rose, as if he didn’t know the expression. Maybe he didn’t. “Such as in the grass?”

      “Such as in my bed. With a guy.”

      “Ah. In that case, would not the robe be a more appropriate garment?” The corners of his eyes crinkled as he sipped water from his glass.

      “That’s a big fluffy robe that goes down to my knees. It can’t be sexy.” Even as I said that, I remembered that he was tall and had been able to see down my cleavage in it without trouble. My cheeks warmed.

      “It allows easy access.” A smirk joined his crinkled eyes.

      My cheeks went from warm to scorching as I remembered us kissing on the bed, his hand slipping under my robe, and the amazing feel of his magical touch as he cupped my breast.

      Hell. I drank from my own glass, flustered and needing a moment to conjure a comeback. I needed to change the subject. How had we gotten onto this?

      He dipped his spoon into the bowl, and he watched me as he lifted the soup to his mouth. His eyes were still gleaming, so I didn’t think he was suspicious of the food, but would he watch me so closely if all he was thinking about was me in my robe?

      Well, maybe. I didn’t know.

      “Nobody’s getting laid tonight.” I took the other bowl, dipped my spoon in, and swallowed soup, not letting the vegetable taste linger too long on my tongue. The cheddar did help, but I found myself craving more of the blue cheese. Sarrlevi was turning me into an addict. What would I do when we had to part ways, and I could no longer get cheese from other worlds? Maybe I could bribe Zavryd to pick some up for me. He liked meat. A few racks of ribs in exchange for troll cheese?

      Sarrlevi snorted softly. It was barely audible, but I squinted at him, wondering if he was reading my thoughts. My skull didn’t itch, but maybe that only happened when someone was trying hard to get into my head, trying to access memories instead of what I was thinking about at the moment.

      “We need to reach an understanding if we’re going to work together again,” I said.

      He took another slice of bread, this time trying the butter spread. He’d only taken a couple of bites of the soup. “Such as?”

      “You know what the problem is. I can’t have you at my side when I reach my mother, not if you’re a threat to her. You haven’t told me what I want to know, but I hope you’ll change your mind about that. I’d like to work with you, Sarrlevi. Varlesh. You’re great. Who wouldn’t want you for an ally, and I’m touched that you—” I paused, my throat growing tight with unexpected emotion. “You seem to care about me. And I care too. For you.”

      I almost rolled my eyes at myself. This wasn’t going smoothly.

      “I want to help you with Barothla,” I continued. “Whatever she’s using to blackmail you with—or extort you, isn’t that what she said?—I assume it’s not something you can get around. Like if you could just kill her, you would. But she has something you need, right? And you don’t think you can force her, even with physical duress, to give it to you, because… Well, I don’t know why. It was clear when you helped me get a sample of her blood that you are at least her equal in power, and I know you’re a better warrior.” I raised my eyebrows, inviting a response.

      Sarrlevi didn’t give me anything.

      “If you tell me, maybe I can do something.” I touched my chest as I looked into his eyes.

      He only held my gaze for a moment before returning to the soup, eating instead of replying. Or responding in any way.

      “I know I’m a lowly half-dwarf mongrel from a backward planet and that my ability to make rust-proof nails isn’t the powerful magic of a great wizard, but Zavryd implied that if I were to scheme against Barothla, the dragons might not interfere. That it would be considered a family matter. Can’t you use that? If we work together, maybe we can come up with a way to outmaneuver her that doesn’t put you in danger with the dragons.” I watched him finish off the bowl of soup. Apparently, responding to my comments was so undesirable that he was willing to eat my sketchy food instead. Or maybe he’d accepted that it wasn’t drugged. “If you don’t want to risk their wrath, you could just give me a ride to her place, and I could thump her until she answers my questions. Presumably, she’s the other person who knows what’s going on between you two.”

      “You should do your best to avoid her. She’s dangerous, and she doesn’t like you.”

      “I don’t like her either. And I’m not entirely not dangerous myself.” I waved toward the hammer leaning against the wall, though it had been her magic that had made her so difficult to battle. “Give me some more time training, and I’ll get better at dealing with her noncombat skills. You’ll see. When I’ve mastered enchanting nails, I’m going to move onto something epic. Like drainpipes.”

      Why not? The ones on my house tended to get clogged with fir needles, leaves, and pinecones that the neighborhood squirrels liked to store inside.

      “Will the drainpipes also resist rust?”

      “When I’m done with the drainpipes, they’ll resist everything. Even elves who don’t realize what a good offer from an ally they’re passing up.” I frowned at him, wondering if I’d made a mistake in leaving the vial in the silverware drawer. But he’d taken the wrong soup bowl, so I wouldn’t have successfully drugged him anyway.

      “I’ll take some more of this.” Sarrlevi held the empty bowl toward me.

      For a moment, I stared at him in shock. He didn’t know it, but he was giving me an opportunity to change my mind.

      “Sure,” I said, striving for casualness.

      As I took the bowl and walked into the kitchen, my heart returned to pounding, jitters taking over my body. My hand shook as I picked up the ladle and poured more soup into the bowl. I almost dumped it on the stove because my gaze had gone to the silverware drawer.

      I would never have a better opportunity to get the truth out of him.

      But it would be a betrayal.

      But he’d already betrayed me with his lies.

      But not with anything else. As I’d said, he’d been an amazing ally and helped me so many times. I couldn’t drug him.

      But it wasn’t anything harmful. Val thought I should do it.

      I jerked to a halt in front of the silverware drawer, but I couldn’t bring myself to take my hands from the soup bowl to retrieve the vial.

      Disgusted with myself and certain I would regret the decision later, I turned to head back to the dining room. And almost ran into Sarrlevi. Startled, I fumbled the bowl, barely keeping from dropping it.

      I hadn’t sensed him, damn it. He’d camouflaged himself to sneak up on me.

      Had he been watching me wrestle with this the whole time? Or had he just come in, and he didn’t know if I’d drugged the soup or not? The fact that he’d camouflaged himself proved he’d known something was up. Maybe he’d been suspicious of me all through the meal.

      His hands came around mine to steady the bowl. I struggled not to shake as I made myself look from his chest slowly up to his face, afraid of what I would see in his eyes.

      It was hard to tell. He’d masked his face, but when he reached for the silverware drawer, I knew without a doubt that he’d been reading my mind. Without taking his gaze from mine, he reached in. The vial was in the back, but he knew its precise location and pulled it out and laid it on his open palm.
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      “It was a gift from Zoltan,” I whispered, not sure if Sarrlevi could tell the vial had the same amount in it that it had always had, that I hadn’t used any of it. Exactly how well could he read my mind? Would he feel betrayed simply because I’d accepted it? Even if I hadn’t used it? “I didn’t put any in.”

      “I know.” His face remained impossible to read. “Thorvald financed this gift?”

      I licked my lips, as nervous as the ogre with the sword against his neck had been. Though I didn’t want to throw Val under a bus, it sounded like he already knew. “Yeah. I admitted to her that I wished you would tell me the truth about everything, and she had him make it, I guess.”

      “Why didn’t you use it?” Sarrlevi asked softly.

      “Because…” Because why? I shook my head. “Because I’m stupid, I guess. Or naive. Val would point that out, I’m sure, but I didn’t want to betray you, damn it. I want you to be able to trust me, and I want to be able to trust you.” I swallowed, my gaze having shifted from his eyes to his chest, my voice going soft. “I want you to tell me the truth because you care, not because I tricked you into it. And I want you not to be working against me. I want that a lot,” I finished with a whisper.

      Sarrlevi set the vial on the counter. He took the soup from my hands and also set it aside. Then he stepped closer and wrapped me in a hug.

      Though I wanted the truth, not hugs, I mashed my face against the front of his shoulder, suspecting this was all he would give me. Maybe it was all he could give me.

      When he brushed his fingers through my hair, emotions swelled again, tightening my throat. I wished it were enough.

      “I thought about letting you drug me,” he murmured.

      I blinked. “Why?”

      “She forbade me from speaking to anyone of our deal and threatened it would be off if I did. If I were drugged and not in control of my own tongue…”

      I looked up at him and reached for the vial. “It’s not too late. Here you go. Want me to mix it into some melted chocolate or something? A nice fondue for dessert?”

      He snorted softly. It didn’t sound like a yes, but were his eyes slightly contemplative as he considered the vial?

      Did he want to tell me everything?

      “What happens if she finds out you did what she forbade you to do?” My first impulse was to suggest he tell her to shove it. Who the hell was she to order him around? Some second-rate princess from a world that had nothing to do with him. But I clamped down on my tongue and the indignant thoughts. Sarrlevi was powerful and proud; he wouldn’t have bowed to her unless the consequences were dire. I was sure of that.

      He sighed. “Someone I care about dies.”

      Vague, as always. But in the tales he’d told, he’d only spoken of one person still alive whose fate he cared about.

      “Your mother?” I asked in quiet realization.

      “My mother.”

      “Barothla didn’t poison her, did she?” I reeled back in his arms, imagining a goblin messenger delivering elven soda to her treehouse.

      “No. Had she done that…” Sarrlevi clenched his jaw, his eyes growing savage, but he shook his head. “She did not do that.”

      “What then?”

      He hesitated, looked at the vial again, then picked it up.

      “Wait,” I blurted, grasping his forearm to stop him.

      He arched his eyebrows.

      “I want to know the truth—you know I do—but if it puts your mother in danger, never mind, okay? You don’t have to tell me. I don’t want Barothla to see in my thoughts that you… Well, I don’t know how to keep her from reading my mind if she shows up on my doorstep again.”

      He gazed at me, the vial hanging in the air between us, and his eyes intense. Not for the first time, I wished I could read his mind.

      Without taking his gaze from mine, he thumbed off the cork on the vial. Only when he tilted his head back to drink did his eyes release me.

      I watched his Adam’s apple as the liquid went down, assuming he would tell Barothla, should she find out, that someone else had drugged him. He was a powerful enough mage that she wouldn’t be able to read his mind to learn the truth. Not from him. But I… I was the weak link. I shook my head bleakly as I imagined her finding me, questioning me, and learning everything.

      The vial clinked as Sarrlevi set it on the counter. Empty.

      He lifted his hand to the side of my head, his thumb brushing my cheek as his gaze returned to me. “Many have warned you not to trust me, that you’re foolish to feel any loyalty toward me.”

      “I’m not a very good listener.”

      His hands dropped to my hips, and he surprised me by lifting me into the air. I gripped his shoulders as he set me on the counter, our faces closer to level in that position. He slid a hand up my thigh, shifting my dress up so he could step between my legs. I swallowed, flushing at his closeness, at his touch. Even if he was fully clothed, and his eyes were on mine, not looking down at my bare legs, the position was intimate.

      My body apparently liked it, for my legs squeezed against his hips, and I went from gripping his shoulders to sliding my arms around them.

      “When I met you, I saw you as a means to an end, nothing more.” One of his hands massaged the small of my back through my dress, the other on the side of my head again, fingers rubbing my scalp. It was glorious. He was glorious.

      With my body so distracted, I struggled to focus on what he was saying. Means to an end, right. I should object to that, but all I wanted was to kiss him.

      “Lying to you was much easier then,” he added.

      “When did I stop being that?” I asked as I pushed a hand up into his short hair, scraping my nails lightly over his scalp.

      His lashes lowered, his eyes smoldering behind them. It was the look he’d given me the night we sat on my bed and I rubbed his head.

      “When the dwarf gave you a camouflaging charm and you didn’t abandon me, but especially after you flung yourself at that dragon’s feet and offered to let her mind scour you to protect me. And then again when you stood in front of me and defended me to her. And now…” He rubbed a finger over my lower lip, sending a zing of magic into me that made me gasp and arch toward him. “I know how tempted you were.”

      “When did you realize…” I started, but I didn’t want to talk. I wanted to kiss him, to more than kiss him.

      “At the coffee shop when you abruptly went from objecting to me coming to inviting me to dinner.”

      My jaw sagged. “You knew then? And you still came?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up. “I was curious what you would decide.”

      “I’ve been on the verge of a panic attack all day, and you were curious?”

      “Curious and… contemplative. As I said, I was considering letting you do it. You are no longer someone I can lie to without feeling like an ass.” He bent his head and kissed me, and my arms and legs tightened around him, thoughts of him carrying me back to the bedroom springing to mind. I do not want to hurt you.

      I don’t want that either. I kissed him back with more longing than I’d ever known. I want… you. Even though you’re a stalker who reads my thoughts without permission and probably does peep in my windows.

      He smiled as he kept kissing me, rousing fires within me. I do enjoy keeping an eye on you.

      To protect me or because you now accept that half-dwarves are hotter than you realized?

      I realized that a while ago. The hand that had been blissfully rubbing my back slid to my waist, tendrils of magic tantalizing my every nerve along the way, then up to cup my breast.

      When? I squirmed closer, wishing I were in the robe with the easy access instead of the dress. Even though I could feel the heat of his body through the fabric, there were far too many clothes between us.

      He shared an image with me, me as I’d appeared to him when I’d been naked on the walkway in his house, swinging my hammer and grabbing his thieving laundry device as it tried to yank my clothes away. There’d been a lot of… jiggling, and fresh embarrassment crept into my cheeks. Given how heated my body was, I shouldn’t have noticed it, but I did.

      He smiled again, though his kisses had deepened, and I was sure I wasn’t the only one thinking of my bed—and us in it.

      But his lips left mine, and his roaming hands paused. I protested with an inarticulate noise and tightened my grip on him, afraid he meant to leave. He couldn’t. Not now.

      Sarrlevi dropped his hands to the counter on either side of me, rested his forehead against mine, and closed his eyes. If you’re going to ask questions…

      Oh. I realized the drug might have kicked in. Even if he’d kissed me before, he hadn’t admitted that he’d been attracted to me or when he’d stopped thinking of me as a means to an end. Did he now feel compelled to honesty?

      I struggled to get my mind back on track, to stop thinking about sex. That would have been easier if he hadn’t gotten my body all flushed with desire and anticipation. I couldn’t help but ask, You don’t think it would still work in an hour, huh?

      An hour? He smiled again, the cocky smile, and opened his eyes. Really, Mataalii, you think an hour would be sufficient?

      Well, you’re not a dwarf. I don’t know how much stamina you would have.

      He snorted softly, wrapped his arms around me again, and rested his cheek against mine. Elven stamina is also renowned. But nothing has changed, and I don’t want you angry with yourself in the morning.

      I swallowed and rested my chin on his shoulder. He was right. Nothing had changed, and even if he told me the truth about everything, it wouldn’t mean he wasn’t still targeting my mother.

      I might be angrier with you than myself, I said as I struggled to convince my arms and legs to let go of him and put some distance between us so I could think. You’re clearly using your elven allure on me.

      He chuckled. “I know. I shouldn’t, but every time you don’t listen to the sound advice that others give you about me and instead defend me and stand at my side…” He kissed my neck tenderly, though there was tension in his muscles, and he growled when he added, “I want you.”

      I closed my eyes, squirming closer to him. I wanted him too, damn it. Despite what he was, despite everything I knew.

      But he reached up, gently unlinked my arms from around his shoulders, and stepped back. He looked up at the ceiling, took a deep breath, and met my gaze, the passionate look hidden away, replaced by one of determination.

      “Ask your questions.”
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      Sarrlevi and I sat across the table from each other. I’d taken a few minutes to clear the food, change into jeans and a hoodie, and collect myself, but I hadn’t wanted to dither around too much. As he’d pointed out, we didn’t know how long the truth drug would last, and it sounded like whatever promise he’d made to Barothla—or whatever coercion she’d used on him—would keep him from speaking the truth without alchemical influence.

      “What hold does Princess Barothla have over you?” I asked without preamble. “Or what will she give you if you succeed at…” I hated to bluntly say killing my mother, but I didn’t know how the truth drug worked. If I was vague, might he be able to avoid answering the question precisely? “What will she give you if you kill her sister?”

      “The cure my mother needs,” he said.

      I nodded, my guess confirmed that his mother was perhaps the only person left alive that he cared deeply about and would make deals with the devil for.

      “Perhaps not the only person,” he murmured, smiling faintly.

      “Are you allowed to read my mind while you’re drugged and I’m questioning you? That doesn’t seem right. There wasn’t a warning about that on the label.”

      “There wasn’t a label at all.” He extended his hand palm up. Urging me to continue? Maybe he could already feel its influence waning.

      Though I was touched he’d implied he cared about me, I would put that information aside to relish later. “Why does your mother need a cure? Zavryd said she’s old and ill.”

      His chin lifted. “She is not that old. As an elf, she could live—should live—many more centuries. But she has a degenerative disease that can affect our kind and that’s always fatal. It’s rare, but it does run in the family. Her grandmother died of it. There’s never been a known cure, at least not among the elves. A dwarven alchemist, however, published a paper a few years back, claiming that a formula she’d originally intended to do something else had turned out to be a cure for the disease. She’d gone to Veleshna Var to run tests on a couple of volunteers who were far progressed. They received daily doses of her formula. Within weeks, the disease was in remission. After two months, there was no sign of it in their bodies. Two years later, she’s not returned to give more doses, but they both still live. Healthily.” Wistfulness swept across his face. “I haven’t been able to visit my mother since I was banished, so I haven’t seen for myself how the disease is progressing, but I’ve received reports.” His jaw tightened.

      “From the elf ex-princess?”

      “Yes.”

      I resisted the urge to ask if he’d had to have sex with her every time he’d wanted an update. That wasn’t important now.

      “Slehvyra gives few things out of the generosity of her heart.” Sarrlevi must have still been monitoring my thoughts. “Even if she did, I’m not the kind of person people do selfless favors for. Most people.” His gaze grew intent again as he held mine.

      “It shouldn’t be a favor to tell someone how their mom is doing,” I grumbled, though I was pleased he appreciated that I wanted to help him. “Is she the one who told you about the elves who’d been cured by this dwarven alchemist?”

      “No. When I learned of the disease, I did my own research. I hoped I could find a way to help, even if it was from a distance. I always felt responsible for my mother, and I regretted what happened. I couldn’t regret killing my father, not after he killed my sister, but I’ve wondered if I made things worse for my mother. Maybe she would have preferred to endure pain—to endure him—if she could have at least kept one of her children. I don’t see how that could logically be true, since I’m far from an ideal son, and she lost my sister regardless, but it’s haunted me over the years. If there was a way to cure her, I wanted to find it.”

      He leaned back, took a breath, and looked toward the ceiling. Was that moisture gleaming in his eyes?

      “She used to be a talented artist, one our people sought out, wishing for one of her beautiful paintings of nature. I’ve seen her early work, work done before she met my father, and she had a way of making things come alive, of creating landscapes of such beauty and serenity that you wished you could escape into those worlds. There was one like that hanging in our home when I was a boy, and I remember…”

      He remembered wishing he could escape into it? Into another world where his father hadn’t been vile and abusive?

      “I remember it well,” was all he said. “Her work changed a lot after she lost her husband and daughter and I was ostracized. It became much darker, angstier. I don’t think she paints at all anymore. She’s too ill, the disease too advanced.” He lowered his gaze again. “You can imagine my surprise when I realized the author of the paper, the alchemist who’d cured the disease, was the princess who’d once hired me to assassinate her sister. I hadn’t seen her since I’d given up on that assignment and sent her money back.”

      “Forty years ago?”

      “About that.”

      “Were any others hunting my mother during that time?”

      “It’s possible. I was busy with other work and didn’t reach out to Barothla again for updates.”

      “So, is the deal now that if you find and kill her sister, she’ll cure your mother?”

      “It is. And if I don’t, she won’t. I considered forcing her to write down the formula so that I could find another powerful alchemist to create it, or physically dragging her to the elven capital to treat my mother, but Barothla made it clear she could as easily kill as heal. Even if I inflicted pain on her and forced her to make a formula with my hand around her throat, I can’t read her mind. I wouldn’t know if it was the right formula. I also can’t visit the capital city. If I showed up there with Princess Barothla slung over my shoulder, my own people wouldn’t let me in.” His lips twisted into a sneer. “Because she cured those two elves, and promised she would do more research on the disease when she had time, she’s respected by my people. King Eireth and the queen like her.”

      The mention of Eireth reminded me that he was Val’s father. I couldn’t help but think that I, because I knew Val, might be able to gain entry into the elven capital, even if Sarrlevi couldn’t. To what end, I wasn’t sure, but if nothing else, I might be able to visit his mother and tell her that her son still cared.

      The anger faded from Sarrlevi’s face as he watched me, and that wistfulness returned to his eyes.

      “Did Barothla come to you to renegotiate your deal, or did you go to her?” I couldn’t help but mistrust Barothla and suspect her of engineering everything. If Sarrlevi’s mother had been poisoned, I would be sure of it.

      “After reading the paper, I went to Barothla. A part of me was also suspicious of her, but she could have hired another assassin if all she wanted was her sister found and killed. She didn’t have to come up with an elaborate years-long scheme to get me to do her bidding.”

      “Unless she thought you were the best and nobody else would be able to find my mother.”

      Sarrlevi waved a dismissive hand. “I didn’t find her the first time, so I doubt she believed I was irreplaceable.”

      “Was it possible she was irritated that you’d failed back then?”

      “That’s likely true. Having her sister go missing instead of having it be known she was dead meant the king didn’t alter his succession line to name Barothla as his heir for a long time. He may still not have.”

      “Yeah, I don’t trust anything she told me. Maybe she’s gotten tired of waiting, and felt compelled to move things along.”

      Sarrlevi nodded.

      “All right.” I rested my hands flat on the table, staring at the whorls in the wood and debating if there was anything else I should ask while he was drugged. I didn’t want to take advantage, especially since he’d voluntarily swigged the potion and he would remember all this. Even so, I flirted with the temptation to ask him for the truth about the rumor Barothla had passed on that Sarrlevi didn’t kiss women he was just having sex with because of deals or one-night stands or whatever assassins enjoyed. But I nobly resisted asking. It wasn’t important. “I want to help you, Varlesh. Not for entirely unselfish reasons, of course. You know that. I want to save my mother, not see you or anyone else kill her.”

      “I know,” he said softly. “I agree that it’s possible you could get an invitation into the elven capital more easily than I—and the dwarven capital, for that matter—but I’m reluctant to put you in Barothla’s sights again. I think she underestimated you and didn’t come as prepared for that battle as she might if she challenged you again. I’ve seen her laboratory. There are thousands of vials and even weapons she’s altered with alchemical magic. That smoke concoction she threw at the end when she was trying to get away from you was only a tiny example of what she can make. I wouldn’t be surprised if she has weapons capable of taking out this entire city, and, if she’s irked with you, she would feel little remorse in deploying them. The dragons would care nothing about a city on a wild world being destroyed. Earth is nothing to them.”

      “I understand the threat, but I want to help you anyway. I want your mom to be healed and for you to be reunited with her. You’re not a bad son. I’m sure that if she got to spend time with you, it would make her happier. It would make her life better.”

      Sarrlevi gazed at me as I spoke, then closed his eyes. Trying to hide the emotion he felt?

      I stood up and went around the table to hug him and rest my face against the top of his head. “None of the crap that happened to you as a kid was your fault,” I whispered. “And nothing that’s happened to her is either.”

      I didn’t know if he believed me or if my words made a difference, but he sighed and leaned against me.

      “I know I’m just a mongrel who’s barely learned to use her power,” I continued, “and now I have a hammer hurling visions at me at inopportune times, but let me try to help you fix both our problems. Even if you’re right and all I can do is get into places you can’t, that’s worth something, isn’t it?”

      His arm slipped around my waist. “I did not say that’s all you can do. I am simply reluctant to put you in danger.”

      “Dude, there are assassins after me, and all your problems are because of my relatives. I should be apologizing to you as well as volunteering to help.”

      “Maybe not all of my problems,” he murmured.

      “Just the biggest one?”

      “Perhaps.”

      I kissed the top of his head, letting my face linger, enjoying the softness of his hair against my skin. “Will you let me help you?”

      I, of course, intended to help whether he let me or not.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. After we’ve saved both of our mothers, will you show me this renowned elven stamina you mentioned?”

      Sarrlevi tilted his head back. Since mine was still lowered, it would have been easy to kiss him, but it had been hard enough the first time to recover from having every nerve roused—aroused.

      “I will,” he said, his smile returning. “Is there a human term similar to…” He said something in Elven, then translated, “Do not plan to plant a new orchard this season?” Only context and the mad twinkle in his eyes told me that had anything to do with sex.

      “Uh, I think maybe clear your calendar.”

      “Then, yes, you will need to clear your calendar. I—” He paused, looking toward the front of the house.

      I swept out with my senses, certain the ogres or assassins were back. Though I didn’t sense anything, Sarrlevi narrowed his eyes, and I was sure he had.

      After a moment, he grunted and said, “Idiots.”

      “More hammer hunters?”

      “One of the Thorgnok brothers is speaking telepathically to me. I have not responded, but perhaps I should. I could pretend to entertain his offer so I can gather more information.”

      “You absolutely should. Find out who hired them.”

      Sarrlevi turned his face back to me, an eyebrow quirked. “You do not know what the offer is.”

      “I do want to know who hired them. If we can find out who’s behind the hammer reward and going after Artie and Hennehok and most likely me too… It’s worth it, isn’t it? As long as they’re not asking you to kill anyone.”

      “They are asking what it will take for me to step aside so that they can kill you.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t do that. I’m a delight.”

      “Indeed. They recognized my magic in the wards and the vines on your house and have realized I’ve claimed you as my female.”

      “Claimed, huh?” I might have objected more to that term if he hadn’t had his arm around me. More, I would have given into my earlier lust if he hadn’t been the one to hit pause.

      “Yes. They’re offering to get me as many females as I wish if I’ll step aside. Apparently, they know where the most voluptuous orc females can be found and can ensure they’ll be eager to have sex with me.”

      “So these brothers are pimps as well as assassins.”

      “They’re idiots.”

      “Are the orc females also eight feet tall, hugely muscled, and endowed with tusks?”

      “Smaller ones than the males.”

      “Sexy.”

      “Some men enjoy exotic fare.”

      “I’m not going to ask if you ever have. After all, you’ve lived for centuries.”

      Sarrlevi smiled slightly, but his gaze had returned to the wall. “I will go speak with them. It’s possible they’re setting a trap and will attempt to kill me, but you’re correct that I may be able to learn who hired them and if there are more assassins out there.” He lowered his arm and stood.

      Though I was reluctant to let him go, I stepped back. “Are orcs good at hiding their thoughts from mind readers?”

      “Mages are, regardless of species, and the brothers are powerful. Even so, I don’t think this meeting will take long. You should stay inside until we know if there are more assassins as powerful as they.”

      “Actually, I was thinking of visiting Val.”

      “To enjoy the superior protection of her dragon-warded home?”

      I hesitated, tempted to keep my plans to myself, but he’d agreed to let me help him. “To plot and scheme until someone takes me on a portal trip to the elven capital city.”

      “Ah. It’s unlikely assassins will find you there.”

      “That’s good.” I smiled, relieved he wouldn’t object, that he seemed to agree that I might be able to help. I was also happy that he’d finally told me the truth. “Be careful with them, and don’t kiss anyone with tusks tonight.”

      “I am uninterested in tusks at this juncture in my life.”

      “I’ll pretend it’s not alarming that you might once have been.”

      He leaned down to give me a parting kiss, and I gripped his shoulders, wishing it wasn’t a parting.

      He smiled and patted me on the butt before pulling away. As he grabbed his weapons and headed for the door, he said telepathically, To answer the question that you did not ask, it had been a long time since I kissed anyone.

      Until now?

      Yes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      It was late, but when I texted Val to ask if I could come over to talk to her, she said yes. She seemed bemused that I wanted to talk at her house instead of on the phone, but the person I really needed to speak with was her mate, and I thought getting his help would require in-person imploring, not a phone chat. In the hope of making that imploring successful, a freshly purchased bag of barbecued meats was tucked into the saddlebag of my motorcycle.

      Unfortunately, as I parked and headed for the front door with my bag, I didn’t sense Zavryd’s aura. Nor was Freysha among those in the house. Val, Dimitri, and Zoltan were the only ones home.

      Though disappointed that nobody who could create a portal was present, maybe I could at least arrange transportation. Now that I had a clue about what was going on, I wanted to meet Sarrlevi’s mother right away. What I might learn from speaking with her, I didn’t know, but I was positive more could be dug up in person than from another world.

      It was possible Barothla hadn’t had anything to do with Sarrlevi’s mother developing that disease, but, at the least, she’d taken advantage of it. I wanted all the details. I also hoped to get into the dwarven court. If I said I wanted to meet with my grandfather, would he wave his suspicious guards aside and let me in? I wouldn’t mind seeing him again, regardless of my goals, but what I really wanted was to search Barothla’s laboratory and try to find the recipe for the formula she was holding over Sarrlevi’s head.

      I would need someone along who could read Dwarven for that. Too bad Artie and Hennehok had left. They’d never gotten around to telling me their plans, but I didn’t have high hopes that they would amount to anything. After all, Hennehok had been trying unsuccessfully to find my mother for thirty years.

      “Hey, Matti,” Val said, opening the door. “Everything okay?”

      She looked me up and down, her brows rising as she noticed the bulging bag of meat.

      “Fine. I brought a gift for your dragon.” I held it out to her.

      “Because you’ve realized how magnificent he is and that it’s appropriate for a lesser being to bring a dragon offerings?” Her voice suggested that was something close to a direct quote. “Or because you’re hoping for a favor?”

      “Can it be both? I’m willing to butter up his magnificence while depositing barbecued meat in his stomach in the hope of some assistance.”

      “It sounds like you need a large favor,” Val said, waving for me to follow her inside.

      “To him, I think it would be small, but to me, it would be major.” I trailed her into the kitchen. “I think I may need your help too.”

      “Oh?”

      “I also brought you something.” I set a box of chocolate-covered sea-salt caramels on the counter, trying not to think of my offerings as bribes. One wasn’t supposed to bribe friends or acquaintances. “I’m working on my enchanting abilities so I’ll be able to make better gifts soon, but this is what I’ve got for now.”

      “Better than chocolates?” Val picked up the box. “Are you sure?”

      “Well, more hand-tailored to the recipient, anyway.” I took a deep breath. “I’m hoping you and Zavryd can help me visit the elf home world and get in to see someone.”

      “King Eireth?”

      “Sarrlevi’s mother.”

      Val set down the caramels and looked at me. No, she studied me. “Did you use that truth drug on him?”

      He’d used it on himself, but… the end result had been the same. “Yeah.”

      “Ballsy. I wasn’t sure you would. Did it piss him off?”

      I remembered sitting on the counter with him between my legs, sharing passionate kisses that had almost led us to a more horizontal position. “Not exactly.”

      Her eyebrows rose again.

      I cleared my throat. “I think he was a little relieved to tell me. Someone has been—is—manipulating him. And is using his mother’s life as leverage. Promising to cure her of a terminal disease if he finishes the assignment he started forty years ago.” Telling her that made me nervous since Sarrlevi had made it clear Barothla would retaliate if she learned he’d told people, and the more people who knew, the more chance word would get back to her… But I doubted Val would be able to get a random dwarf mongrel into the elven capital without a good reason. “I want to talk to his mom about it and get some more information.”

      “Hm. I wouldn’t have guessed Sarrlevi was the kind of guy to care about his mother. Or anyone.”

      “He cares a lot. His people drove him out before he became an assassin. He didn’t become an assassin because he was born evil and that was his childhood dream.”

      “You got his whole story?”

      “Enough of it.” I admitted that his history hadn’t been revealed under the influence of the drug, but everything he’d said tonight had jived with what he’d told me before. As far as I knew, the only thing he’d been consistently lying to me about had been that my mother was still his target, and that had only been because of my aunt.

      Val put the barbecued meat in the refrigerator—that made me grimace with disappointment since it implied she wasn’t expecting Zavryd back soon. “I guess Freysha would be the one to ask the next time she comes. Zav could take you—he’d probably take both of us—but Freysha and my father are the only ones who have any interest in me. The queen does not like me. She’s stern as hell with Freysha too.”

      It didn’t sound like Val wanted to go see the elves. I couldn’t blame her if they treated her like Eireth’s mongrel offspring rather than a part of the family, but I wouldn’t be deterred.

      “Is there any chance the king has a birthday coming up?” I asked. “Elven Father’s Day? Christmas? An occasion where it would be appropriate for you to visit with a friend and bring a gift?”

      “What gift? Barbecue ribs won’t work on elves.”

      “No, I’d assume it would have to be barbecued tofu, but maybe I could make something for you to take him. Did I tell you I’m learning how to enchant?”

      “What can you make?”

      “I’m pretty badass at nails.”

      “I don’t think elves use those to build,” Val said.

      Reminded of the vines and leaves all over my house, I nodded ruefully. “I’m working on expanding my repertoire. Give me access to one of your goblin junk boxes, and I might be able to make something by the time Zavryd returns.” Though a gift built with junk might not be up an elf’s alley; maybe I could poke around in the conservatory out back for ideas.

      Val lifted a hand. “All right. I can ask Zav to take us, but tell me one thing first. Was this your idea or did Sarrlevi put you up to this?”

      I bristled at the thought that Sarrlevi would send me to ask a favor from Val and her mate on his behalf. “It’s my idea. He didn’t want me to get involved because it would be dangerous for me. I had to talk him into letting me help.”

      “By offering to rub magic on nails for him?”

      “Nails aren’t what I’d like to rub for him,” I said before I could think better of it.

      Val’s mouth opened in a silent, “Oh.”

      She couldn’t have been that shocked since I’d admitted to being attracted to him before, but, for some reason, she looked thoughtfully at me for a long moment.

      “What?” I finally asked.

      “I was considering whether he might have magically compelled you to do this.”

      “No, he did not, and you’ve brought that up before.”

      “Sorry. I just don’t trust him, and you’re…” She spread a hand toward me.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “What? Infatuated with him? Is that what you’re thinking?”

      “No.” Val hesitated. “Well, yes, something like that.” She waved her arm. “I’m sorry. I should trust that you know what you’re doing and can take care of yourself. You’re a tough girl. I’ve just come up against enough baddies now to know what it’s like—to repeatedly know what it’s like—to be unable to fight off the ones that can use magic to manipulate you. It’s hard for me not to think that’s a possibility whenever…” She waved again, then lowered her arm.

      “He’s not a bad guy.”

      “Okay.” Val smiled, though it appeared forced, and nodded at me. “If you help his mom, will he leave your mom alone?”

      “Yes. He doesn’t want to bother her as it is. Barothla, my aunt, is the one behind all this. She always has been.”

      “Not all this, right? She doesn’t have anything to do with the people who kidnapped your mom—and now your father—right? Or does she?”

      “No. At least, I don’t think so. I can’t imagine why she would care about dwarven reactors or enchanted helicopters when her people can already make all that stuff.”

      “Willard still wants to get to the bottom of that. Badly.”

      “If we find my mother, we’ll learn who’s been stealing stuff and probably why.”

      Mataalii, Sarrlevi’s voice sounded in my mind.

      Yes? Are you back?

      I’m outside but can’t cross the wards unless I want to tear them down and offend the dragon.

      Don’t do that. I haven’t had a chance to bribe him yet. Did you talk to the Thorgnok brothers?

      His telepathic tone turned dry. They set a trap for me.

      Is that a no? And are you all right?

      Too many enemies set upon me for me to question them, but in the skirmish, one dropped something from this world. It may mean something to you. If you come outside, I’ll give it to you before I leave.

      Leave? Leave where? To look for them again?

      A rant one made led me to believe I should check in at the Assassins’ Guild Headquarters on Zokthoran. I haven’t been by for a while to look for new assignments since my current assignment has kept me preoccupied.

      His current assignment of hunting down my mother. I grimaced.

      He shared an image of us entwined on my counter and smiled into my mind.

      Sure, I’m the one keeping you too busy to take on other work. The words came out sarcastically before I could consider that there might be truth to his claim. Maybe my beauty and allure weren’t keeping him up nights, but he’d come by often—more often than I’d realized, if his admission of checking in on me was true—because so many people were after me.

      “Are you talking to him now?” Val asked, amused.

      “No.” I jerked my gaze up, realizing I’d been staring at her oven for a long time. “Yes,” I admitted. “I need to go outside for a minute.”

      It worried me that Sarrlevi hadn’t yet answered whether he was all right or not.

      “I’ll ask Zav for a ride to Veleshna Var on your behalf,” Val said, “but there’s no way he’s going to risk irking the elves by taking Sarrlevi there.”

      “I know,” I said, heading for the front door, “and he’s not asking for that. Besides, he can make his own portals and doesn’t have use for a dragon.”

      “Everybody can use a dragon.”
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      Val followed me to the door but not out onto the porch. As I stepped out, Sarrlevi’s camouflage faded, and he registered on my senses. He stood on the sidewalk at the head of the walkway, framed by two dragon topiaries. The bushes must also have sensed him, for their eyes glowed crimson, and smoke wafted from their foliage nostrils.

      If Sarrlevi was injured, I couldn’t tell, but there were a couple of tears in his uncharacteristically rumpled clothes, and… was that blood in his hair? At night, it was hard to tell, but the blond made dark stains noticeable.

      He lifted a hand as I approached, as if to give me something, but he paused and frowned over his shoulder toward Green Lake. “Thorvald’s mate is coming.”

      “Oh, good. I want to ask him for that ride.” I held out my hand.

      “He won’t appreciate finding me here.” Sarrlevi dropped a matchbook on my palm.

      “Uh. This is the clue?” I pulled out my phone and tapped on the flashlight app.

      “One of the assassins dropped it.”

      “Are they smokers? Do cigarettes exist on other worlds?”

      “They do.”

      The gold writing on the black matchbook wasn’t in English.

      Sarrlevi looked over my head, and I sensed Val approaching.

      “You may want to disappear before Zav gets here,” she told Sarrlevi.

      “Is this not a public sidewalk?” he asked.

      “You know he gets suspicious of you whenever you show up in my presence. Something about you once trying to kill me.”

      “He is suspicious of me all the time, regardless of your presence.”

      I tapped Val’s arm, more curious about the clue than worried about Zavryd’s approach. The dragon had eaten dinner at my house and flown Sarrlevi and me to Ft. Lewis and back. I doubted he would try to ruthlessly slay Sarrlevi now.

      “Do you recognize this language?” I showed her the matchbook, my light shining down on it.

      “No. It looks Middle Eastern. Where’d you find it?” Val looked at me, and I looked at Sarrlevi.

      “In the pocket of a half-orc/half-elf assassin.”

      “Half-orc half-elf?” Val asked. “That can’t have been a child born out of love.”

      “From what I’ve heard, it was not. The orc father raped the elven mother, and the brothers—twins—were the result. She raised them on Veleshna Var and educated them and tried to instill elven morals and values in them, but they killed her and left to become mercenaries and eventually assassins.”

      “That’s gruesome as hell.” Val looked at me.

      I didn’t disagree, but I was downloading a language identification program for my phone and didn’t answer.

      What is that vile elf doing in our lair? Zavryd boomed as he flew close, his winged form growing visible against the cloudy night sky. Especially now! The gall! The presumptuousness!

      I frowned and stepped closer to Sarrlevi, wondering if I would have to defend him to another dragon.

      “Especially now?” Val echoed.

      Take the half-dwarf Puletasi inside the lair, Zavryd ordered. She is not safe around that one.

      Sarrlevi sighed.

      “Do you know what he’s going on about?” I whispered.

      “No.”

      My app had downloaded, but Zavryd landed in the yard, his tail almost flattening my motorcycle, and I didn’t dare take my eyes from him. Val lifted her arms and walked toward him. Usually, he shape-shifted into human form when he arrived, but he remained a dragon, his violet eyes flaring with inner light as he looked past me to Sarrlevi.

      I have a feeling the Dragon Justice Court may have reached a new decision regarding me, Sarrlevi murmured into my mind, the words only for me.

      Maybe you should disappear for a while.

      Sarrlevi rested his hand on my shoulder. And leave you to deal with assassins on your own?

      The name of Puletasi the Mongrel is now known to the assassins in the Cosmic Realms, Zavryd boomed into our minds, for a great monetary reward has been issued for her head. Not only a monetary reward, but those who issued it paid extra to have her death made the annual prestige hunt for the Assassins’ Guild.

      Sarrlevi stiffened beside me, his grip tightening. Whatever that was, it meant something to him.

      Val looked blankly from Zavryd to me and Sarrlevi. It didn’t seem to mean anything to her.

      Usually, Zavryd continued, his head lowering on his long neck and drawing closer to us, assassins in the guild do not act as bounty hunters and compete with each other, but the prestige hunt is an exception, is it not, assassin?

      “That’s right,” Sarrlevi said.

      One that you, as a member of the guild, would be compelled to partake in.

      “It’s not compulsory, and assassins busy with their own assignments typically ignore it, unless the prize is particularly appealing that year.”

      You have collected the prize many times during your career, Zavryd stated. Clearly, it holds appeal to you.

      It’s a way to test yourself against others in your field.

      And will you test yourself this year? By killing the friend of my mate? Zavryd growled, the sound reverberating all the way up his long throat. More smoke wafted from the topiaries.

      I stepped in front of Sarrlevi, even as he tried to shift me behind him. He’d dueled Zavryd before, but the dragon had been in human form and not as powerful as he was in his native body. Also, they’d supposedly been sparring and not trying to land mortal blows then.

      “He’s helping me, not assassinating me.” I resisted Sarrlevi’s attempt to place himself between me and Zavryd—it helped that he couldn’t cross onto the lawn—and hugged him and rested a hand on his chest as I looked at the dragon. If Zavryd truly cared about the friend of his mate, he shouldn’t attack Sarrlevi when I stood next to him. I hoped. “He’s my ally.”

      Zavryd’s head whipped on his long neck toward Val. For confirmation? I silently urged her to give it.

      Sarrlevi rested a hand on the back of my head. You should not insert yourself between dragons and those they loathe.

      I’m partial to the person this one loathes.

      Val gave us a long look before meeting Zavryd’s gaze again. “Yeah. I think they’re about two beers away from shacking up for the rest of the year.”

      Shacking up? Zavryd asked. What does this mean?

      “They’re on their way to becoming not just allies but bed allies.”

      I dropped my face in my hand, though the memory of Sarrlevi and me in the kitchen popped into my thoughts again. We very nearly had become bed allies that very night.

      The bed? Zavryd asked. The nest?

      “Yes, the nest,” Val said.

      Zavryd also looked at us, some of the glow fading from his eyes. I hoped that meant he was less incensed and unlikely to try to light Sarrlevi on fire.

      You are certain this is not a ruse? That he will not mate with her and then ruthlessly slay her like the vile, conniving assassin that he is?

      “You insult me, dragon,” Sarrlevi said coolly. “I am an honorable assassin. Should you wish to face me in a duel, I can remind you of this fact.”

      “No dueling,” I said as Val lifted her hands and stepped between them.

      “Nope, nope, definitely nope,” she said. “I don’t want a crater in my yard the size of the one you two left in front of Willard’s office. I don’t have a goblin to fill it in, reseed the grass, and put up a no-dragons sign.”

      “I was not responsible for that crater,” Sarrlevi said, his chin up.

      “You prompted its creation,” Val told him, then made a circle in the air toward Zavryd.

      I couldn’t guess what the gesture meant until he, after another minute of mulishly staring at Sarrlevi, transformed into the human version of himself.

      “Matti brought food,” Val told him. “It’s in the fridge but should still be warm. I’ll come inside in a minute to join you. I need to talk to you about something.” She nodded at me.

      “Food?” Whatever remained of Zavryd’s ire and suspicion faded.

      “Barbecue.”

      “Oh. That is excellent. This friend is much better than your others, my mate.” Zavryd looked at me, stuck his thumb out sideways, and nodded.

      Val adjusted his thumb so that it pointed up, then waved him toward the steps. “Save some for me,” she called after him.

      He stuck his thumb out again, getting it pointed in the right direction this time.

      “Thanks, Val,” I said as Zavryd disappeared inside. “I know you aren’t that certain about…” I looked up at Sarrlevi.

      He arched his eyebrows.

      “She thinks you could be using your power to magically compel me to do your bidding,” I told him.

      His brows rose higher as he looked at Val. “Have you ever attempted to compel a dwarf to do anything?”

      “I don’t know how to compel anyone,” Val said.

      “Dwarves are not only a stubborn species, but they are a magically stubborn species with strong mental barriers that make it difficult to read their thoughts, much less compel them to obey.”

      “Matti’s only half-dwarven,” Val pointed out.

      I looked back and forth with bemusement as they discussed me. I might have objected but decided it was better to have them talking than glaring suspiciously at each other.

      “You think she did not inherit dwarven stubbornness?” Sarrlevi asked.

      Val looked at me, then smiled. “I suppose she did.”

      “I am troubled that you’ve been named as the prestige hunt,” Sarrlevi told me, “but some good may come of it.”

      “Some good may come of being hunted by dozens of assassins?” Val asked.

      “There are hundreds in the guild,” Sarrlevi said.

      “Oh, excellent. Matti likes a challenge.”

      “What good?” I asked him, not able to think of any. It had been daunting enough when every bounty hunter in the Realms had been after my hammer. If these assassins were as talented as Sarrlevi, they would be a lot more dangerous. And they didn’t want my hammer but my head.

      “I know the organizer and head of the guild,” Sarrlevi said. “I should be able to get information from her on who put out the reward and nudged her into making it this year’s prestige hunt.”

      “The owner of the guild is a woman?” I wasn’t sure why that struck me as odd, since I was standing three feet away from the Ruin Bringer, but I wouldn’t have imagined a woman being able to collect dues and enforce rules on the kinds of people who worked in an assassins’ guild. Such as half-orcs who killed their own mothers.

      “She is.”

      I squinted at him, tempted to ask if she was beautiful and if he’d slept with her, but I dashed the thought from my mind. I wasn’t going to obsess or let myself be insecure about his past lovers. We weren’t even lovers yet.

      I turned the app onto the matchbook so my phone could search for a translation.

      Sarrlevi pushed his fingers through my hair and rubbed my scalp, and I promptly melted against him. He had my number. Cheese and head rubs.

      She’s more a competitor than an ally, he spoke into my mind.

      Look, I’m trying to be mature and self-confident and not ask you about your past lovers. That’s really hard when you can read my thoughts.

      She tried to kill me twice.

      Hell, given the typical women you have sex with, I’m positive you slept with her then.

      He chuckled. Long ago. And there was no sleeping. Assassins don’t relax around other assassins.

      The Christmas parties must be a blast.

      Half-dwarf plumbers are more restful company.

      Have I mentioned how much I enjoy your teasing?

      I think you do enjoy it. He gave me his cocky smile.

      Since he was arousing deep bliss in me with the head rub, I managed not to glower at him. Besides, the program had finished running.

      Arabic, the language identification popped up, then translated: The Nikrah Hotel. Pamper yourself.

      “That is not the kind of place I’d expect half-orc assassins to stay when they’re in town.” I showed Val.

      She’d stuck around, probably wanting to know what my search turned up, though she’d been admiring the topiaries instead of watching me lean on Sarrlevi and get my head rubbed.

      “Me either,” she said. “What’s Google say about the hotel?”

      “It’s in Dubai. Five stars and rooms are… uh, it doesn’t say what the rates are. Judging by the marble floors and columns and the personal chef that visits your suite, I have a feeling it’s the kind of place where if you have to ask the price you can’t afford to stay there.”

      “I think most of the hotels in Dubai are like that,” Val said. “How much money do Cosmic Realms Assassins’ Guild assassins make, Sarrlevi?”

      “If they’re good, enough to stay anywhere they wish, but I brought that item back because I thought it might be a clue about where their employer stays. They may have picked it up while getting details on the mission. It is not that common for the detritus from this world to end up on others.”

      “I can ask Willard to do some more digging on the hotel,” Val said, “and see if there’s a known link to the magical community over there.”

      “Thanks.” I handed her the matchbook.

      Sarrlevi released me and stepped back. “I now have more reason to check in with the Assassins’ Guild. Will you stay here under the guard of the shrubberies?”

      “Yes. I hear guard shrubberies are great protection from assassins.”

      “Those are.” He pointed at them.

      “If Val doesn’t mind, I can stay here. Or…” I looked toward her, though she was flipping over the matchbook while running a search on her phone. “In Veleshna Var.”

      “If you stay in the city there, assassins shouldn’t be able to reach you.” Sarrlevi nodded. “However, perhaps you should put off going until we get to the bottom of who issued the reward.”

      I shrugged easily, though I had no intention of doing so. While Willard looked into the hotel, I would visit the elven world. This might be the clue that could lead us to my mother’s captors, and I wanted to make sure I’d figured out how to help Sarrlevi’s mother before he possibly came face to face with mine and had to make a decision.
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      After warning Tinja that it wouldn’t be safe for her to return home and that Val had said she could crash with me at her house, I’d spent the night in the same guest room that I’d slept in before. Since my mind had kept conjuring schemes for getting into the capital to see Sarrlevi’s mother and figuring out how to convince Barothla to cure her, sleep had been elusive. I’d finally dozed off a couple of hours before dawn.

      All night, I’d been hoping Val would come in to tell me that she’d talked Zavryd into taking me to Veleshna Var, but they’d gone to their bedroom after eating. She probably wanted to see what Willard dug up on the hotel before leaving Earth.

      Understandable, but I couldn’t help but feel time was running out. For some reason, the people who’d been content to let me live my entire life undisturbed, perhaps to ensure my mother’s compliance, had now hired assassins to take me out. I had to get to the bottom of things before one of them got to me. Especially if I was the damn prestige hunt and could expect dozens of powerful enemies to target me.

      It was possible my parents’ captors weren’t behind the assassins and that Barothla had hired them, but, either way, this was all tied in with Mom. I had a feeling I’d set things in motion when I’d tried to reach my father, or when I’d shown up on their mountain and battled their helicopters. They knew now that I was looking for them—for her. But if I could rescue her and convince those who had her to leave her alone forevermore, maybe the assassin problem would go away. And my mom could go home and deal with her sister. I would volunteer to help.

      “Wow, that’s really good,” Dimitri rumbled in his New York accent.

      I’d met Val’s quarter-dwarven roommate a number of times in passing, but I hadn’t had many conversations with him, other than to thank him when he’d mentioned how dope my hammer was. While I waited for someone to offer to open a portal for me, I was in the backyard with him, making gifts, one for Freysha and one for Sarrlevi’s mother. The height of the fence and trees and shrubs made the yard private, and the wards protected it.

      “It’s just a pot.” I held up what I’d cobbled together out of scrap metal he’d offered. Half of it was from the junk box Val had given Tinja to entertain her while she’d been sick, and using such low-grade materials made me feel like a goblin.

      “Yeah, but I’ve been watching you use your magic to layer on… it must have been three different enchantments. What do they do?”

      “Uhm?” I considered the pot with my senses and realized there was more going on than the rust-resistant enchantment I’d woven into the metal as I worked. “I don’t know.”

      Distracted by my thoughts, I’d barely been paying attention, but I remembered thinking it would be cool if I could make Freysha a pot that caused the soil to hold moisture better than normal and that helped the plants resist parasites. Was that… what I’d done? Santiago hadn’t taught me either of those things. Of course I’d managed to accidentally enchant my dining room table when I’d been building it, and that had been before I’d had my first lesson.

      “You don’t know?” Dimitri sounded amused.

      “Is that not normal?” I asked with genuine curiosity.

      From what he’d been saying, he’d been teaching himself enchanting for years and was now learning from a half-troll enchanter. That meant he had a lot more experience than I did.

      “Well, I have to know what I’m doing to do it,” he said, “but maybe it’s easier for you since you’re half-dwarven instead of a quarter.” He looked wistfully at me or, more accurately, at the pot.

      “Don’t envy me. You’d have my height if you were half-dwarven. You have the look of a man who’s never worried about reaching things on the top shelf at the grocery store.”

      “That’s true. I’m the guy short people ask to grab things for them.”

      “See? Wouldn’t you hate to give that up?”

      “I’m not sure. This is my passion.” Dimitri waved toward a tool shed as overflowing with materials and projects as the one in my backyard. “I make the dragon door knockers and a few other things that the customers at the Sable Dragon like, but I’d rather make art than commercial stuff.”

      So he was the one who called the coffee shop that. And who’d painted the sign?

      “Aren’t you the person who had the idea of opening a commercial establishment to sell things to people?” I asked.

      “Well, yeah. A guy has to make a living. Nin and Val told me I should make some pieces to please the people and some to please myself. But I’ve done over a hundred dragon door knockers now.”

      “I saw the one out front.”

      “It’s simple. It can only do one thing. Shoot flames at unwelcome guests.” His gaze shifted to the pot again. “Do you really not know how you added multiple enchantments? That’s advanced.”

      “If that’s true, I’ll be shocked. I’ve never been advanced at anything in my life. Except making things.”

      “Maybe that helps then. I know it’s easier to enchant items that you’re building yourself than something already existing.”

      “Oh?” Maybe I should have been making my own nails instead of applying magic to existing ones. “I guess that means I need to build drainpipes from scratch instead of fixing the current ones.”

      “What’s wrong with them?”

      “They clog with needles, pinecones, and peanuts, and the water overflows the gutters.”

      “Peanuts?” Dimitri asked. “Those don’t grow around here.”

      “They sprout from my neighbor’s kitchen. She feeds everything living in the area.”

      “Oh, huh. Squirrels don’t come here.”

      “Probably because there’s a resident predator in the turret.”

      “Val is fierce.” Dimitri smirked.

      “Anyway, I’d been thinking of installing gutter guards, but I was wondering if I could solve the problem with magic.” I wiggled my fingers.

      “You could make your drainpipes shoot flames when squirrels come near.”

      I gazed at him for a moment before deciding it would be impolite to suggest Dimitri had a one-track mind. “I’ll keep that idea in mind.”

      While I was working on a present for Sarrlevi’s mom, what I hoped would be an enchanted paintbrush-cleaning device, my phone rang. My sister’s name popped up. Earlier, I’d left her a voice mail warning her to keep an eye out and let me know if anyone suspicious showed up at her house. I’d given the same message to my grandparents. I hoped assassins who’d never been to Earth wouldn’t have any way to find my relatives, but it bothered me immensely that my family might be in danger because of me.

      I vowed to ask Santiago for lessons on setting wards and other protections. They weren’t exactly enchantments, as far as I knew, but it seemed like something an enchanter might be able to learn. If nothing else, the next time Sarrlevi was here, I would try to talk him into setting wards for the houses of my family members. Sneakily, since I was sure Penina and Grandpa would object to an elf skulking along the property lines.

      “Hey, Penina,” I answered. “Everything okay?”

      “You tell me. Grandma said the Army came by to ask about our father, who apparently broke out of jail after thirty years, and then you leave a message telling me to watch out for big scary guys lurking around the house. Matti, my children live here.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” I winced, wishing I could say I had nothing to do with the Army people, but that wasn’t true. If I hadn’t tried to see my father, he would still be in prison. As wrong as it was, that had been a safer place for him than wherever he was now. And the assassins… were entirely because of me.

      “What are you involved with?”

      While I took a slow deep breath, I debated whether to make an excuse again or tell her the truth. As much as I could, anyway. Even though Penina had seen Sarrlevi’s pointed ears and Tinja’s green skin, along with who knew how many other telltale signs of the magical community, she refused to accept that magic existed or that dragons, elves, and other intelligent nonhuman beings lived on Earth.

      “I’ve learned that my mother isn’t dead,” I said, deciding I could admit that without mentioning magic. “She was kidnapped and is involved in… I’m not sure yet. I think she’s being forced to work for people who want her, uhm, unique engineering skills.”

      “Engineering skills? Matti, she was a stay-at-home mom.”

      “Not always.”

      “And she was weird.”

      “She was not.”

      “I remember her better than you do. You were just a little kid. She had a funny accent and talked to her hammer like it was a pet.”

      If that was true, that made me want to figure out the weapon’s sentience and how to rouse it even more. It was possible the hammer had talked back.

      “Our grandparents were immigrants,” I said, since I couldn’t explain her other objections. “I really don’t think you can frown upon accents.”

      “I can frown upon accents that make people sound like they’re not from Earth.”

      “She wasn’t from Earth. You know that.”

      “Oh, don’t start that again. Why can’t you have a normal life? For your own good.”

      “Because I’m not normal,” I said grimly. “Don’t think I never wished I was.”

      Penina made an exasperated sound. “You could try harder to fit in and obey the law. You’re going to get yourself killed, and if you take me and my family down with you, I’m going to haunt you from the grave.”

      “You can’t haunt someone who’s dead.”

      “Try me. I—” Penina broke off.

      Someone young in the background—was that Josh?—spoke. “Mom, there’s a weird man with a dog face looking at the house from across the street.”

      Utter terror propelled me to my feet. “Stay inside. I’ll be right there.”

      “Matti, I’m going to kill you.”

      “And haunt my corpse. I know. I’m coming.” Abandoning my projects, I ran toward the back door, hoping Zavryd would give me a ride to my sister’s house in Shoreline. But my senses told me he’d left the area. Damn it.

      Before I reached the door, it opened and Val held up her phone. “Willard says the hotel isn’t known to have a connection to the magical community, and there’s not a lot of activity in that part of the—”

      I gripped her arm, halting her. “I think those assassins are at my sister’s house. Will you help me deal with them? Will Zavryd?”

      Given what Sarrlevi had said about the half-orc brothers, I worried that Val and I wouldn’t be a match for them.

      “Yes, but Zav just headed off to Dubai to check that hotel and the area. Willard asked if he would.” Val waved for me to follow her through the house. “I’ll see if he’s still close enough to hear me telepathically.”

      She reached for her keys, but I ran straight out the front door. “My motorcycle will be faster.”

      “Uh. If we get arrested for reckless driving—”

      “I don’t care.” Not sure if she would be willing to ride behind me, I shouted the name of my sister’s housing division to her and jumped on my Harley. I glanced at the phone, the line still open. “Penina, are you there?”

      She didn’t answer. Fear ran down my spine.

      Before I could drive off, Val, who’d only paused to grab her weapons, sprinted to the street and climbed on behind me. “Do you have an extra helmet?”

      I handed her mine.

      “That’s not extra,” she said.

      “I have a hard head.”

      “I don’t doubt that, but I was thinking more about—” Val broke off as the Harley surged forward, and she flung her arms around me. “The police.”

      “Activate your cloaking charm,” I told her, doing the same with mine as I headed for Green Lake, figuring it would be faster to cut through neighborhoods than take the freeway.

      So only the motorcycle will be visible flying down Aurora? Val asked, switching to telepathy as we roared onto Green Lake Way. I’m not sure the charms will work if we’re moving quickly. In fact, I doubt they will.

      Not answering, I tried to summon my fledgling magic to hide the motorcycle, willing the charm and even the hammer to assist me. I couldn’t tell if it worked.

      It didn’t take long to hit traffic. I veered off the road and into the park, avoiding packs of people ambling across the grass, and rounded the north end of the lake. Startled pedestrians glanced in our direction, but they squinted in confusion rather than wide-eyed horror. I hoped that meant they heard us but didn’t see us. Either way, I didn’t care. Getting a speeding ticket was the least of my concerns.
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      We roared past two police SUVs on the way to Penina’s gated neighborhood in Shoreline. Neither vehicle took off after us, so the camouflage magic had to be working to some extent. I was going eighty while weaving in and out of traffic and up on sidewalks. A few times, Val’s grip around my waist tightened, but she didn’t otherwise complain about my driving. I suspected it took a lot to faze her.

      When we turned into the neighborhood, its elevated perch on a hill offering a view of Puget Sound that I would have admired in a less stressful moment, the gate was closed. I was supposed to stop and press a button so Penina could buzz me in, but I couldn’t reach her. She’d never hung up, and I’d left the line open, but she’d never returned. Imagining the assassins hurling her family about as her phone lay on the counter, I drove straight at the gate.

      “Do you have the code?” Val asked.

      “Yeah, I’ve got the code right here.” Rising on the floorboards, I hefted my hammer and hurled it at the mechanism that lifted the metal arm. The head smacked into the post, obliterating it, and the arm tumbled to the pavement. As we rode through, tires rolling over the broken metal, I barked, “Vishgronik,” and held out my hand.

      “It’s amazing it took so long for Willard to decide you were a menace and try to hire you,” Val said as the hammer flew into my grip.

      “It’s amazing she hired me at all.”

      “I’ve been known to destroy things. It’s not a deal-breaker for a prospective employee.”

      As we tore through the curving streets, passing perfectly manicured lawns and large houses with three-car garages, I sensed someone. Two someones.

      “Those’re the brothers,” I blurted, frustrated when kids playing soccer in the street forced me to slow down. I drove up on the sidewalk to give them a wide berth, but a mom loading children into her minivan yelled at me. Could she see me or only hear the Harley? I rubbed my charm again, just in case. “They’re not bothering to camouflage themselves,” I added.

      “Did they before?” Val asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “They may want you to sense them. They could be baiting a trap.”

      “As long as Penina and the kids are still alive.” I assumed her husband was at the office since Penina had been at the house when she called. They took turns working from home when Josh and Jessie were off school.

      Val gripped my shoulder. “Don’t park in front of the house. I’ll call Sindari, and we’ll try to sneak up on them.”

      Wanting to ride straight into my sister’s driveway and into the house if necessary, I clenched my jaw and almost ignored the suggestion. But if our camouflage was working, the brothers might only have heard the bike and not know it belonged to me.

      I turned into their cul-de-sac but parked at the corner and hopped off. Tidy hedges kept me from seeing their house near the end, but the white picket fence I’d often teased Penina about was still standing.

      “Sindari,” Val whispered as she slid off.

      Not waiting for the magical silver tiger to form, I rubbed my charm again and ran for the house. My senses said one assassin was in the front yard and one was on the roof. A sob of terror came from the house. It sounded like one of the kids.

      Aware of the noise of my shoes on the sidewalk, I forced myself to slow down as I approached. Val was right. These guys had had time to lay traps.

      Hammer in hand, I rounded the hedges and stepped into the driveway. Penina’s SUV was parked there, and the towering assassin I’d sensed in the yard crouched and faced the street. As when I’d seen one of them in the video message, he wore a cloak and deep hood, but I could make out his tusks, fangs, and cruel eyes underneath it. Those eyes were pointed roughly in my direction, but he didn’t seem to see me. He carried a sword longer than I was tall, but it hung at his side.

      Cries continued to come from the house, but they sounded like cries of fear, not pain. My gaze shifted to the roof, and my breath caught.

      The second assassin stood at the apex, Penina gripped in front of him, her back smashed against his abdomen. At eight feet in height, he towered over her, but he had no trouble pressing a dagger to her throat. Terror widened her eyes, her clothes were rucked and torn, and her always tidy black hair hung in her face.

      Grip tightening on my hammer, I started to lift it, thinking I could throw it and crack him in the head. He was so much taller than Penina that I could strike him without hitting her, but as soon as I released the weapon, it would come into view. Even though it would fly toward him quickly, it wasn’t a bullet. He would have time to slit her throat and dodge.

      Val and Sindari appeared beside me, close enough that I could see them through their camouflaging magic. We were still fifteen feet from the orc in the yard, so he shouldn’t be able to yet.

      Shit, she spoke into my mind.

      Yeah. Is there any chance you can climb up there and get behind that one if I keep them distracted? If the Thorgnok brothers were as dangerous as Sarrlevi had implied, it was a big thing to ask, but I couldn’t be squeamish about requesting favors now. After we get Penina away from them, we can just fight them.

      Just, I said. As if it would be a simple matter to come out on top against experienced mage-assassins.

      You going to pretend to give yourself up? Val asked.

      Yes. I hoped it would be a pretense, but if I had to trade my life for Penina’s… Well, I had to do that. She had a family that needed her, and this was all my fault.

      Sindari will get close to that one. Val pointed at the one in the yard. I’ll get behind the one on the roof. I’ll try to entangle them with roots, but their auras are powerful. My meager magic may not work on them.

      Perfect. Thanks. As Val headed toward the backyard so she could climb onto the house from behind, I added, I’ll owe you one. Another one.

      Maybe you can enchant something for me when you get good at it.

      Anything you want.

      With the camouflaging magic wrapped around her, she disappeared from my view again. I’d like for enemies not to be able to hurl my Jeep into trees.

      Does that happen a lot?

      Once is all it takes to get your insurance canceled.

      The assassin on the roof grunted something in their tongue to his brother. His grip on the dagger shifted, and Penina gasped. Tears streaked down her cheeks.

      I crept toward the half-orc in the yard, wondering if Val and I should simply coordinate and both attack at once. But I was terrified the assassin would have time to slit Penina’s throat—and that he wouldn’t hesitate to do it. What did some human from a wild world mean to him? Nothing.

      “What do you want?” Penina whispered, the words barely reaching my ears. “I can open the vault in the bedroom. We have some jewelry and gold. You can take it. Just—”

      The dagger pressed into her throat. Silence, female, the half-orc spoke telepathically.

      I am in position, Sindari said into my mind. As is Val.

      I took three more steps toward the orc in the yard, halting when his eyes fixed on me. With my hammer raised, I could throw it at any second. His confident smile, blue lips stretched behind his tusks, made me want to badly. But Penina gasped, and blood trickled from her throat.

      “Stop,” I ordered, again tempted to throw the hammer at her captor. But he’d lowered into a crouch to make himself a smaller target. With neither Sindari nor Val visible to me from a distance, I could only trust that they were in position and would act soon. “You want me, and I’m here.”

      The closest brother chuckled. The goblin was a good little informant. He said you’d leave the dragon’s lair if your family was in danger. And he even managed to find them for us.

      A surge of betrayal blasted through me. What goblin had that been? Gondo? I didn’t know many other male goblins, but it was hard to imagine him turning on me. But they might have threatened him. Or tortured him.

      What did you do to him? I asked, though I was more worried about Penina at that moment. The fearful cries of Josh and Jessie echoed from inside the house and tore at my heart.

      The half-orc shared an image of Gondo, bloody and mangled in an alley. The alley beside the Coffee Dragon? Hell.

      I’m the one you want to mangle, and I’m right here. Let go of my sister, and I’ll fight you in a duel. Both of you, if you want. That would be suicidal, but I was furious enough to do it. As long as Penina could get away.

      A duel? The half-orc in the yard threw his head back and laughed. We are assassins, not elven nobles playing at war. We kill however we can, whenever we can, and— his head lowered, his yellow eyes pinning me, —we enjoy it immensely.

      I had no doubt about that.

      Growling, I stepped forward. Now, Val, I told her, attempting to make my telepathy pinpoint so the assassins wouldn’t overhear.

      Magic surged in front of me, an invisible barrier such as my aunt had made, and I smacked nose-first into it. Abruptly, I grew aware of more magical beings in the street behind me—full-blooded orcs dropping the magical camouflage that had hidden them from us. There were at least ten.

      Shit.

      The assassin laughed again.

      Crumbling and popping sounds came from the ground under his feet, and roots shot up. They must have appeared within his barrier, for they easily wrapped around his ankles.

      A curse came from the roof, accompanying the clang of metal against metal. Val appeared behind the brother up there as he lifted his dagger and blocked a sword slash that had been meant for his head. Green vines slithered up from behind the house and shot toward his legs. Penina tried to pull away from the assassin, but he kept his arm around her as he deflected Val’s blows.

      With a surge of power, the assassin in front of me jerked his legs up, breaking the grip of the roots. Sword raised, he crouched to spring at me. I lifted my hammer to parry his blow as I maneuvered around him. The orcs in the street were running toward me, and I couldn’t let them be at my back.

      Sindari appeared, sailing through the air toward my foe with his claws extended, but he also struck a barrier. I ducked a surprisingly fast sword swing toward my head—it took off some of my hair. These guys were half elven, I reminded myself, then slammed my hammer into his barrier, willing the weapon to break through, as it had against my aunt.

      It didn’t, and I scrambled away as orcs swarmed around me. On the roof, Penina managed to drop to one knee, doing her best to escape while Val and the assassin fought.

      Metal clanged as I defended myself against the multiple foes on the ground, but I kept glancing at my sister, terrified she would be killed by accident.

      For a moment, the back of her captor was toward me. Though I would be dead without my weapon, I called, “Hyrek!” and hurled it at the assassin.

      As soon as it left my grip, I sprang away from the other brother. His big sword whistled close, the tip scraping the side of my neck.

      A thud came from the roof, and I knew I’d hit my target, but something grabbed my leg, and I couldn’t look up to check. Five feet away from me, the ground erupted, grass and dirt flying.

      A startled yelp escaped my mouth as I was yanked into the air by my ankle. A vine like something out of Jack and the Beanstalk sprouted rapidly up from the yard, and one of several tendrils had me in its clutches. The vine grew up ten feet or more, dangling me upside down as the orc swarm stood below.

      The brother on the ground laughed. That is how a real mage calls upon elven roots.

      More clangs came from the rooftop, promising my blow hadn’t taken out the assassin up there. Now, I could see the fight—the vine had raised me almost as high as the roof—and I could also see Penina on hands and knees crawling away from it.

      “Get out of there,” I yelled to her. “Get the kids and run.”

      “No shit,” she yelled back in a screechy, terrified voice.

      Now you will die, mongrel, the assassin on the ground said. Magical power tightened around my neck, evoking pain as it cut off my air. What a simple battle this was. There were rumors that you were a great warrior, and your dwarven weapon made me wary, but we didn’t even need the reinforcements.

      With the last of my air, I rasped, “Vishgronik,” and held out my hand.

      The assassin on the roof sprang back from Val, lunged, and plucked up my hammer before it could fly to me. Val tried to take advantage and yanked out her magical gun, firing several shots at him. But her bullets weren’t powerful enough to breach his defenses.

      The magic flowing from the brother on the ground tightened around me further. Something cracked in my neck, and the fear that I would die rushed to my head. No, damn it. I couldn’t. Not yet. I hadn’t saved my mother or my father or helped Sarrlevi.

      Sindari, who’d been distracted by the extra orcs in the yard that had been keeping him away from their boss, sprang over them toward the assassin’s back. Once again, the powerful barrier thwarted him. Worse, several of the orcs swung blades at his exposed belly.

      No longer able to suck in any air, I flailed and managed to contort my body enough to grab the vine with both hands. I pulled and twisted, but its magic was too much for me to tear. Blackness edged my vision.

      A flash of light came from the roof, surprising me. If not for my senses, I wouldn’t have seen my hammer flying toward me. Somehow, it had escaped the assassin. When I held out my hand, it landed firmly in my palm.

      Swinging with desperation and fury, I turned it on the vine. What my strength had failed to accomplish, the hammer handled easily. It slammed into the thick vine, lightning springing forth and branching up and down its length. Plant material sizzled and charred.

      Mataalii, Sarrlevi spoke into my mind.

      At first, I thought he was here, but, as the dying vine released me and I fell, I realized his voice was distant. He was probably on the other side of town.

      You are not at Thorvald’s abode or your home.

      I’m at my sister’s house. I managed to twist and land in a crouch, but the assassin was right in front of me, already swinging. I need help! Even as I lifted my hammer, using the haft to block an overhand sword swing toward my head, I shouted the address into his mind.

      But that wouldn’t work for him. I attempted to picture a map of the area in my mind and thrust it toward him. Doing that while defending myself from someone who was a better fighter than I, even without magic, was not easy. Only Sindari harrying the assassin from behind kept him from unleashing everything he had on me. But with more orcs in the yard, some trying to surround us, the tiger’s help wasn’t enough.

      Shingles flew off the roof, and Val cursed. Sindari had been about to spring at my opponent again, but he paused and looked toward her.

      Undistracted, my foe slashed and stabbed with his blade, backing me toward some of his buddies. The earth surged under me, and I leaped to the side an instant before another huge vine rose up. It grew toward Sindari, the tip like a kraken’s tentacle that attempted to wrap around him. He sprang back, snapping at it.

      An orc lunged at me from behind. With a sword slashing toward my face from the front, I barely had time to dive to the side to avoid the attacks. After hitting the ground and rolling to my feet, I leaped up with the house at my back, braced to defend against the orcs that kept coming.

      To the side, a loud bang startled me. The front door. After knocking it from the hinges, two orcs charged inside.

      Josh and Jessie.

      “No!”
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      Val jumped from the roof and landed beside me.

      We need to work together, she spoke into my mind. Side by side with the house at our backs. Zav is twenty minutes away.

      So many orcs advanced toward us, the brother smiling as magic swelled about him, another attack imminent, that there was no way we would last another two minutes, much less twenty.

      “I have to make sure they don’t get the kids.” Busy using my hammer to knock aside stabs with spears and slashes from swords, I couldn’t look toward the door, but scared shouts came from the house, along with clatters and thuds. The last I’d seen Penina, she’d still been on the roof. Even if she’d made it inside, she didn’t have combat experience.

      Val, sweat dripping from her face, could only shake her head. The second assassin leaped from the roof, landing at his brother’s side and facing us. Blood smeared his chin, but he didn’t appear that injured. Neither of them did.

      As the first assassin cast the magic he’d been preparing, I raised my hammer, willing it to help shield us. Energy blasted toward us, knocking us back and threatening to mash us against the siding.

      Furious, I summoned all my strength to heft my hammer and hurl it at our attacker’s face. To my surprise, it got through his defenses and smashed into his nose, knocking him backward. His magical attack halted abruptly as he reeled away.

      That didn’t give us the reprieve I’d hoped, for the other assassin pushed aside his allies to rush toward me.

      “Vishgronik,” I cried, but the hammer wouldn’t return to my hand quickly enough.

      I balled my hands into fists, ready to use kicks and punches if need be.

      Before the assassin reached me, Val stepped in, swinging her sword and blocking him. Sindari darted in from the side and bit one of the less dangerous orcs on the leg, making him lurch into the assassin’s back.

      The hammer returned to my grip, and I swung at Sindari’s prey. That orc wasn’t protected by powerful magic.

      My target got his sword up to block, but my strength and anger knocked the lighter weapon aside. The hammer clipped him in the shoulder, and, even though I hadn’t yelled hyrek, lightning surged all around him. The haft warmed in my hand, and the dual heads blazed silver-blue, as if the hammer had a mind of its own. If Santiago was right, it did.

      The assassin I’d hit recovered, turning back to me with his nose and the left side of his face smashed and bloody. Fury burned in his eyes. With the brothers once again side by side, they lifted their hands.

      Magic blew Val and me against the house—no, the wall crunched behind us, and the power blew us into the house. Pain erupted as my shoulders and the back of my head crashed into siding and wood.

      More magic swirled in the yard, and I cursed as we slammed down in the living room, drywall and insulation and shards of wood all around us. What new enemy was coming now?

      “It’s a portal.” Val pushed herself to her feet, though she gasped with pain. She’d gone through the wall right beside me. “It better not be spitting out more orcs.”

      Aware of the assassins stalking toward us, I also forced myself to my feet. A shriek came from upstairs, followed by thunderous footfalls. Were those orc bastards chasing the kids around?

      Fresh clangs of metal came from the yard, and the assassins spun toward whoever had come out of the portal. Sarrlevi. I sensed him right before I saw him, his swords whirring and uncharacteristic rage twisting his face as he tore into the orcs.

      “I’ll help him,” Val said, climbing back out through the hole in the wall. “Make sure your family is all right.”

      Though I hated to abandon Val and Sarrlevi to fight the assassins alone, more heavy footfalls from upstairs promised I would find another fight without trouble.

      “Thanks!” I charged for the stairs, my shoulders and skull throbbing with pain. “Penina?” I called as I ran, though I didn’t know if she’d made it inside.

      The back door flung open as I hurried up the stairs. There she was, her eyes furious. With a rake in hand, probably all she’d been able to find in the yard, she took the steps three at a time behind me.

      A crash came from the master bedroom. When I sprang inside, hammer raised, the orcs had finished heaving the mattresses off their frame—Josh and Jessie had been curled up underneath with their arms wrapped around their heads. Now exposed, they shrieked in fear.

      My camouflage had long since worn off, so the orcs sensed me coming and spun to face me. They lifted swords to defend themselves. My rage had taken over, and I leaped for them without any thought of testing their abilities before committing fully.

      Fortunately, they weren’t the combat specialists the assassins were. I knocked their parries aside, and kicked one in the gut hard enough that he stumbled away. The other raised his sword overhead, but it lodged in the ceiling. Taking advantage, I sprang forward and head-butted him in the stomach. As he grunted and bent forward, I swung my hammer from below, smacking him in the chin so hard that his head not only snapped back but his body tumbled over the bed frame and into the wall.

      As he crashed into it, I spun in time to deflect a stab from the orc I’d kicked. When my hammer knocked his sword wide, I slammed my foot into his groin, then shifted my weight on my standing leg so I could kick him again, this time striking the inside of his knee.

      He lurched toward me, and I slammed my hammer into his chin, as I had the last orc. He tumbled back, knocking a lamp off a table as he fell through a window with a great shattering of glass. His big frame stuck, but I ran up and kicked him again. He pitched to the yard below.

      “Mom, Mom!” The kids squirmed out from under the bed frame and sprinted to Penina, who stood in the doorway, still gripping the rake.

      “Stay in here,” I said, intending to run out past them, but I sensed another portal forming and lunged first for the window to check on the battle outside.

      A silver disc appeared over the sidewalk beyond the smashed picket fence, but nobody came through it, not yet. Maybe the assassins had made it to flee?

      Val and her tiger had shifted their focus to fighting the lesser orcs, or at least the less dangerous orcs. Many of them were bigger and brawnier than the half-orc assassins, but they didn’t have as much speed or agility—or powerful magic that could armor them with barriers. That meant Val and Sindari could get through their defenses, and they were taking advantage of that.

      That left both twins to focus on Sarrlevi. Even though I’d injured one, and I didn’t think he could see out of that swollen eye, they were still fighting capably, one attacking with a sword and dagger while the other hurled magic at Sarrlevi.

      His own magic deflected those blows as he fought, his dual swords glowing as they blurred through the air. Once, he lowered one and held it in place long enough to shoot a familiar red beam of power at the injured assassin. It was enough to blast through the half-orc’s defenses and knock him back for a moment. Sarrlevi sprang at the other, using both weapons and gaining the advantage. As fast and competent as the assassins were, he was faster.

      The injured one backed away instead of returning to the fight, and he pulled something out of a pouch. A glowing sphere. A magical grenade?

      I’d been on the verge of running back downstairs so I could return to the battle, but there wasn’t time. The assassin drew his arm back, ready to throw the sphere toward Sarrlevi as soon as an opening presented itself.

      I grabbed the frame of the broken window with one hand, cursing as glass stabbed my palm, and leaned out so I could throw the hammer. It was a horrible angle, and I had to be careful not to clunk it on the window frame, but I hurled it accurately. Thanks to his injured eye being toward me, the assassin didn’t see the hammer coming. It slammed into his shoulder, and he stumbled back as lightning streaked around him.

      Sarrlevi glanced back and then toward me, our eyes meeting. He nodded curtly.

      Val fired her gun, magical bullets streaking toward the injured assassin’s chest. They clanged off armor and did nothing to wound him, but they and my hammer discombobulated him. He lost his grip on the sphere, and it fell behind him.

      Cursing, he tried to spring away before it hit the ground, but it struck and blew up. The shockwave shook the ground and the house and knocked him toward the hedges.

      As my hammer flew back toward my grip, Val’s heel caught on a fallen foe. She flailed to catch her balance, and an orc sprang at her while her sword and gun were lowered.

      Though Sarrlevi was still engaged with his more dangerous foe, he swept both swords into one hand for long enough to hurl a dagger. It sped through the air as Val hurried to get her defenses up and caught her enemy in the eye. The brute collapsed, weapons falling from his grip.

      Another orc rushed in to fight her, but she’d recovered and was ready, meeting it with a slash to the throat.

      The assassin in the hedges rose, another sphere in hand. I lifted the hammer again, but he was too fast this time. He didn’t throw it at Sarrlevi but at the ground between the battles.

      The explosion rocked the yard, and the house shuddered, more broken glass falling from the window frame. I pulled myself back inside as smoke covered the yard.

      “They’re getting away,” Val shouted, then fired again.

      A pained grunt promised she hit at least one target through the smoke, but I doubted it was one of the brothers. I could sense them running for the portal. Sarrlevi started after them, but the portal disappeared as soon as they went through it. They didn’t care that they left behind several of their orc reinforcements.

      “Matti,” Penina rasped from behind me. She gripped her children to her, burying their faces against her body. Her eyes were locked on another window that looked out over the yard. “What the hell is going on? What were those things?”

      “Half-orc assassins and a bunch of cannon fodder they brought along.” I checked the orc remaining in the room. He was still alive and groaned when I approached.

      After kicking his sword away, I hefted him to his feet and shoved him out the window. He was too dazed to resist.

      “Are you all right? Are they? Is Bob at work?” Hammer in hand again, I started toward the door, but I sensed Sarrlevi running up the stairs toward us.

      Penina screamed when he charged in, blood smearing the side of his head and his swords in hand.

      “He’s on our side,” I blurted, hoping to reassure her.

      Her nerves had to be frayed to the breaking point. I was surprised she hadn’t gone into shock.

      “It’s all right,” I added, though it wasn’t. Not in the least. I was thankful Penina and the children didn’t seem to be badly wounded, but such guilt and anguish filled me that it was all I could do to keep from collapsing at her feet and begging for forgiveness.

      Sarrlevi looked toward the overturned mattresses, blood on the floor, and the broken window, but when he didn’t see any orcs remaining inside, he lowered his swords. Outside, the sounds of fighting had stopped. I could sense Val and Sindari in the yard, standing guard while the remaining orcs slunk off.

      “Thank you for coming,” I whispered and ran to hug him.

      Maybe I should have hugged Penina, but she was wild-eyed and looked like she would club me with the rake if I came close.

      “It is not safe here.” Sarrlevi sheathed his swords so he could wrap an arm around me. “You should return to Thorvald’s house with your kin.” He inclined his head toward Penina, who was gaping at him now.

      More guilt flooded me when I saw the dried blood at her throat. The cut wasn’t deep, but if the assassin had sliced in any further… I wouldn’t have a sister, and Josh and Jessie wouldn’t have a mother.

      The thought shook me to the core.

      “I’m so sorry, Penina.” Risking the wrath of the rake, I stepped away from Sarrlevi and toward her.

      We’d never been big huggers, but I didn’t know how else I could apologize to her. Still afraid she would clobber me, I leaned my hammer against the wall and wrapped my arms around her. The kids responded, shifting to make room for me. Josh, the eldest, peered curiously over at Sarrlevi as he held his mom. Penina barely stirred. She was staring at Sarrlevi. Maybe she was going into shock.

      “I’ll fix your house,” I said, because that was the only thing I knew I could do. “Maybe Sarrlevi will help. He’s great with vines.”

      I sensed Zavryd’s great aura as he flew into range, and relief flowed over me. We’d driven away the assassins but hadn’t killed them. They remained a threat, but as long as a dragon was around, I doubted they would return. Too bad I couldn’t install him permanently atop the house, like a weathervane.

      How did you get here so quickly? I asked Sarrlevi telepathically as I pulled out my phone, wanting to check on my grandparents. I didn’t think you could make a portal from one part of the city to another.

      I cannot. I went to the nearest world I know of and then to here, hoping you’d given me enough information to find this place. Sarrlevi met my eyes grimly. And hoping I wouldn’t be too late.

      “That man’s ears are pointy,” Jessie whispered, her tear-stained cheeks turned toward Sarrlevi.

      “So what?” Josh asked. “He kicked those guys’ asses.”

      The word finally bestirred Penina. “Language, Josh,” she said, more on reflex than conscious thought, I was sure.

      “Aunt Matti kicked ass—uhm, butt too.” Josh looked at me with reverence. “That was so cool.”

      Judging by Penina’s scowl, she didn’t agree. Or she blamed me for all of this. Since she wasn’t wrong to, I could hardly defend myself as she pulled away from my hug.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up,” Penina told the kids. She was the one who needed a washcloth—and a bandage for her neck—but I knew she wouldn’t ask me for help. Without looking back, she led Josh and Jessie from the room.
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      Before calling my grandparents, I reached out telepathically to Val and went to the window to look down on her and Sindari. Sarrlevi suggested I get my family to stay at your place for a bit. Would that be all right? I hate to impose, but I’m afraid for them.

      It’s fine. Val was on her phone, but she gave me a thumbs-up. She was probably calling Willard and requesting that the corporal with the corpse-mobile come collect the orc bodies from the front yard. More than one had a dagger sticking out of an eye.

      Zavryd flew into view, and I trusted Val wouldn’t have any more trouble.

      I pushed my hands through my sweaty hair, wincing as the movement irritated my battered shoulders and back, then dialed my grandparents’ number. What I would tell them, I didn’t know. They were past the age when they enjoyed going off on adventures, and staying at a stranger’s house wouldn’t appeal to them.

      Sarrlevi came over and rested a hand on my shoulder. The dragon will be able to heal you more fully. Even as he said the words, his comforting magic flowed into me, cooling my heated body and soothing the pain.

      I sagged against him, wishing I could thank him with more than words. Had we been at my home instead of my sister’s house, with people all around, I might have been tempted to find a way. I gazed up at him, and he smirked, his eyelids drooping as he watched me through his lashes. Being the professional mind reader that he was, he’d probably caught my drift exactly. Somehow, I doubted he would object to physical forms of gratitude.

      “Hello, Matti,” Grandma answered.

      Even though she couldn’t know what I’d been contemplating, my cheeks flushed, and I looked away from Sarrlevi’s bedroom eyes. “Hi. I need you and Grandpa to pack to stay a couple of nights at a friend’s house. It’s important. I’m with Penina, and she was just attacked.”

      “Attacked?” Grandma almost shrieked.

      “What happened?” came Grandpa’s voice in the background.

      I did my best to explain. At least Grandpa, unlike Penina, accepted that magical beings existed and had grasped that Mom was a dwarf from another world. With Grandma, I’d never been sure. She tended to turn her back and bake or crochet or do crossword puzzles whenever I brought up the magical.

      “But it’ll be fine,” I finished. “They’re okay, and I’ve got a place where you can stay and be safe, until I can…”

      Until I could what? I looked at Sarrlevi, realizing I didn’t yet know if he’d learned anything from the Assassins’ Guild leader.

      “Oh, Matti,” Grandma said. “I don’t know. All of our things are here, and it’s such a hassle to pack. We don’t want to be an imposition either. Even if we left, wouldn’t a hotel be better?”

      “No, Grandma. There aren’t wards around a hotel, and a dragon doesn’t live in the turret.”

      The silence that followed was long, probably because that was my first mention of Zavryd or dragons at all.

      “It might not be a bad idea,” came Grandpa’s voice in the background again.

      That made me wonder if someone besides Army soldiers had come by their house. Maybe he’d noticed, but Grandma hadn’t.

      “I really don’t think so, dear,” she told him. “Do you want to lug your C-PAP machine all over Seattle?”

      “Please, Grandma.” I groped for something else that might sway her. “Don’t you want an excuse to visit Penina and your grandchildren?”

      I can take you and the half-dwarf Puletasi to Veleshna Var now, Zavryd said telepathically, sharing the words with me.

      Sarrlevi arched his brows. He must have heard them too.

      But I shook my head. This attack had changed things. As much as I wanted to help Sarrlevi with his problem—with our problem—I couldn’t leave Earth when a proven threat to my family was lurking.

      “I will protect them while you’re gone,” Sarrlevi said. “And convince them to go to Thorvald’s house.”

      “How are you going to convince my eighty-five-year-old grandmother to go with you? You’re a stranger to her.” I squinted at him, certain he wouldn’t wrap a hand around her throat but not certain what he had in mind.

      “It is rarely difficult for me to convince females to accompany me.” Sarrlevi beamed a radiant smile at me, the kind that could have made any woman swoon.

      “My grandpa might punch you if you look at my grandma with that smile.”

      “He’s a deadly foe, I’m certain.” Sarrlevi had finished trickling his healing magic into me and released my shoulder to brush a hand through my hair.

      “Who are you telling my age to, Matti?” Grandma asked, reminding me that she was still on the phone. “That’s private information.”

      “Sorry, Grandma. He’s… a good friend.” I started to feel bad about lying to her but decided it wasn’t a lie. Sarrlevi and I just had to deal with Barothla so that it could be true in every sense of the word. So we could be more than friends. “I think he’ll carry your luggage for you. And he’ll definitely protect you from threats.”

      I watched his face, making sure he didn’t object to any of this. Since I would only be leaving to help him, I doubted he would, but I hated to presume.

      “Yes,” he said simply.

      “Start packing, Alani,” Grandpa told Grandma, and a clunk sounded as he took the phone. “Matti?”

      “Yes?”

      “Penina and the kids are all right?”

      “Yes. Thanks to my friends. I’m going to get this sorted out so there aren’t any more threats to you or anyone I know. I promise.”

      “What species is the person you’re sending? The one who can get women to accompany him?”

      Dang, he’d heard that? His sleep apnea might trouble him these days, but there was nothing wrong with his hearing.

      “An elf,” I said.

      “Figures.”

      “He’ll be there soon.”

      He grunted and hung up.

      “Grandpa looks forward to meeting you,” I told Sarrlevi.

      “Clearly.”

      “Did you learn anything from your guild-leader acquaintance?”

      “She said an elf wearing a control bracelet presented himself as a representative of a powerful organization from Earth and gave her a magical trinket and gold bars worth a great deal of money, enough to pay for the reward and a large bonus to incentivize her to call it the prestige hunt of the year.”

      “How would people from Earth know about prestige hunts?” I’d never heard of them before this, but I supposed if the organization had elf and dwarf minions, they could know a lot about the Cosmic Realms.

      “Even though the elf was acting as a servant—” Sarrlevi’s mouth twisted with indignation, “—he was a powerful enough mage to keep my acquaintance from reading his mind. And he was accompanied by enough warriors that she didn’t consider trying to take the gold by force. She’s generally honorable and doesn’t backstab people who want to engage her services, so I wouldn’t have expected that from her, regardless.”

      “How are bracelets enough to keep powerful people obedient? I would have assumed that someone strong would be able to beat such magic.” I’d figured the minions the organization had acquired were weaker-willed people.

      “It depends on the power of the enchantment on the bracelet. I haven’t looked that closely at any of them. Perhaps that was a mistake.” He gave me a significant look.

      Did that mean he thought my mother had made them as well?

      My gut twisted at the thought of all the weapons and tools she was making for people who couldn’t be up to anything good. At the least, they’d kidnapped her and my father and were trying to get me killed. That predisposed me to file them firmly in the bad-guy category.

      “I brought back two things that you may find interesting.” Sarrlevi dipped a hand into a pocket. “The first is one of the gold coins from the reward chest. Nesheeva—that’s the Assassins’ Guild leader—allowed me to trade one of equal weight for it. No.” His tone turned dry. “One of more than equal weight. I thought the stamp would tell you where it was minted and that there might be value in knowing that.”

      He deposited a one-ounce gold coin in my hand. It wasn’t an American eagle or Canadian maple leaf, but it was definitely from Earth.

      “South Africa,” I read from the front, then flipped it over. The back held a horned—or maybe antlered—animal I couldn’t name and said it was a one-ounce Krugerrand. I recognized the name if not the animal. “I think these are pretty common, and I’m sure you can get them in the States, but it may mean something that the people who want me dead are using African coins instead of North American ones.”

      Since all my encounters with the members of this organization had been local, I’d assumed they were based in the Pacific Northwest, but maybe that wasn’t true. Or maybe they weren’t only based in the Pacific Northwest. I thought of the matchbook from Dubai, though the link between that and the organization was tenuous at best.

      “I also have this.” Sarrlevi withdrew a thin folded piece of paper, or maybe that was parchment. “Nesheeva wouldn’t let me trade anything for the trinket, but she permitted me to make a rubbing of it. It was enchanted with familiar dwarven magic.” He gave me the significant look again.

      “As in my mother made it?” A shiver went down my spine at the thought of my mother making an item that was being used to bribe assassins to kill me. I assumed she’d had no choice, but, for the first time, I wondered if it was possible she… didn’t care about me. What if I was going through all this effort, and it turned out she was voluntarily working with those people?

      I shook my head, not willing to accept that. It was true that my age-four memories were fuzzy, but I knew she’d loved me and my father. She’d been a warm and gentle person, nothing like her sister. I couldn’t believe thirty years would have changed that.

      Sarrlevi arched his eyebrows. I hadn’t yet unfolded the paper.

      “Just pondering things.” I opened the rubbing and sucked in a startled breath. The pattern, a cave mouth with a sun glowing in it, was familiar.

      I waved for Sarrlevi to hold the paper open while I lifted my hammer and held the top of the double head next to it. Nothing was visible until I whispered the power word that made the weapon glow. It also made the hidden rune glow, confirming that my memory was correct. The exact same pattern was embedded in the hammer.

      “What did the trinket do?” I whispered, afraid it was linked to the hammer, that it might be designed to let someone track me down.

      “I don’t know. I asked, and Nesheeva said the elf didn’t say. From what I sensed, it might have been scrying magic, but it also might have been something to prevent scrying.”

      “Scrying is what? Like seeing things at a distance? Tracking things at a distance?” I’d been wondering if someone in that organization had been keeping an eye on me. I couldn’t imagine another way they’d have known that I would break into my father’s prison that night.

      “Essentially.”

      “So my mom is helping people find me to kill me?” I let the hammer droop.

      “Maybe not. It’s part of the reward, so it wouldn’t assist the assassins in finding you—not until after they’ve accomplished the mission and received payment.”

      “Lovely.” I wasn’t mollified. “I guess it would be linked to the hammer, not me, anyway. They probably still want that too.” I rubbed my face. “Do you trust this Nesheeva? Are you sure she told you the truth?”

      “I’m not certain, no, but she’s considered a fair leader and honorable among assassins. She’s half-dwarven. You might like her.”

      “You mean you’ve actually had sex with someone who’s not entirely vile?” I snapped my mouth shut, wishing I could retract the words. I hadn’t meant to sound judgmental but was certain it had come out that way.

      When he said, “She did try to kill me,” he sounded more amused than offended.

      “Yeah, but a lot of people do that, don’t they?”

      “They do, but she tried twice. Because she thought I was vile.”

      I wasn’t sure I should hold that against her.

      “She didn’t originally let me in the guild for the same reason she didn’t let the Thorgnok brothers in for a long time. Killing your own family is considered egregious, unless it’s for an assignment.”

      “Does she know your story?”

      “No. Few do.”

      I touched his hand, pleased that he’d trusted me with it.

      “After a few decades of independent work, I established a reputation as a professional, and she and the guild accepted me. The fact that she’s been the leader for more than three centuries attests that she doesn’t cross the wrong people often. I’m not sure what happened that made her decide to let the Thorgnok brothers in. That was more recent.”

      “What’s her other half?” I wondered if she was also half-orc.

      “Elven.”

      “She’s half-dwarven and half-elven?” I raised my eyebrows. He’d mentioned that such pairings were rare. “Did her parents live on the ground together?”

      “I haven’t asked her about her parents,” he said. “Assassins don’t discuss family when they have get-togethers.”

      “What do they discuss?”

      “Missions, occasionally, but meetings, such as they are, are often quiet. Nobody trusts anybody else in that line of work.”

      “Sounds lonely.”

      “You grow used to it.”

      “I’m not sure I would.” I handed the gold coin back to him but folded the paper to keep, assuming he meant for me to have it, then leaned against him.

      He wrapped an arm around my shoulders. I was thinking that I should check on Penina when Val walked into the bedroom.

      I sensed Sindari downstairs and was about to ask what he was doing when Josh’s voice floated up. “OMG, that is the coolest tiger ever.”

      “Can we pet him?” Jessie raised her voice. “Matti, is it okay to pet the tiger?”

      “I need to save Sindari from the presumptuous hands of children, as he calls them,” Val said, “but I wanted to return these to you before we left.” Val looked not at me but at Sarrlevi and stepped forward, a wry expression on her face as she doled out not one or two but four daggers. “Willard’s corporal arrived to dispose of the bodies,” she told me.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’m sure having corpses in the yard is against the HOA rules here.”

      “I have no doubt. I saw the sign on the way in. Your sister might want to get the craters filled in quickly, lest she receive sternly worded warnings in her mailbox.”

      Sarrlevi wordlessly accepted the daggers, stepping away from me so he could use his magical kerchief to wipe them clean before returning them to their sheaths.

      Val hesitated, then told him, “Thanks for the help.” It sounded grudging, like she didn’t want to admit that he’d been useful. Or maybe it was that he’d intervened at a timely moment and kept her from being hurt? I had little doubt she was as proud as I and hated to admit needing help.

      Sarrlevi could have said something smug, but he only inclined his head.

      We will depart so that we can finish this errand quickly and return in time for dinner, Zavryd announced from the yard. I flew many miles today and crave meat.

      Val sighed and headed for the door.

      “Wait,” I blurted, remembering how the assassins had found my sister’s house. “I think Gondo was interrogated and may be injured in the alley by your coffee shop. Can you have someone check on him?”

      Face grim, Val nodded. “I will.”

      After she walked out, Sarrlevi lifted his fingers to my temple. “Show me the location of your grandparents’ house so that I may retrieve them.”

      “You didn’t need to touch me to get the location of this place,” I pointed out, though I leaned into his hand to show him that I didn’t mind.

      “True. Your telepathy has improved.” Sarrlevi smirked. “You shouted your map into my mind loudly enough to blow off the top of my head.”

      “Sorry. I was fighting at the time. I was afraid you wouldn’t hear me and that it wouldn’t be enough.”

      “I know.”

      With his fingers touching my head, I imagined my grandparents’ house and neighborhood. I couldn’t keep from remembering how Barothla had shown up there as well.

      Sarrlevi, no doubt catching that, was grim when he said, “Be careful in Veleshna Var. It’s unlikely she’ll show up there, but remember that she’s well liked, thanks to her work for the elves.” His grimness turned to a scowl. “If someone informs her that you were there, she may grow suspicious.”

      “Hey, what’s suspicious about me taking a trip to another world? I’m going to visit my friend’s sister’s home world and see the sights. As everyone knows, half-dwarves love cities built in trees at great heights.”

      “As much as they love elven vegetables, I believe.”

      “If you’re talking about those chewy green sticks, that sounds about right.”

      Sarrlevi smiled, then kissed the top of my head before we headed downstairs. It didn’t sound like I had much time to explain to Penina that she needed to let Sarrlevi escort her and the kids to Val’s house, that our grandparents would join them, and that Sarrlevi would watch over them all.

      Not for long, I promised myself. I wasn’t abandoning my family. This trip shouldn’t take more than a few hours, and then Sarrlevi and I could put our heads together and figure out what to do next to deal with the assassins and the organization that had hired them.
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      “Thank you for adjusting the wards on your house to allow my family to stay there,” I told Val as we rode together on Zavryd’s back over a vast forest of trees with pink-tinged green leaves.

      When we’d first flown through the portal, I’d believed the sun was setting or rising to cause the effect, but slight magic radiated from the leaves, and Val had said the elves sometimes changed the colors in the forest surrounding their city to coincide with holidays and festivals. It was something akin to illusions and didn’t do anything to disturb the trees.

      Not that I was peering down that closely, mind you. Zavryd’s strong wings flapped slowly and powerfully toward the elven capital city, and it was a smooth ride, but my fear of heights still had me sweating and trying to dig my fingers between his scales. Why dragons didn’t have handholds I didn’t know. With the gifts I’d brought balanced between my legs, and my hammer tucked under my butt, I didn’t feel safe at all.

      “You’re welcome,” Val said from her spot in front of me. “Though I wasn’t responsible.” She patted Zavryd on his scaled back.

      “Well, you made the request, and he listened to you.” I tried not to let it bother me that I owed Val—Val and Zavryd—a lot of favors. It was hard. I’d been on my own and able to take care of myself since I’d left home after high school. And now… everything was falling apart.

      Val glanced back. “I’m sorry he refused to give Sarrlevi access.”

      “Really? I assumed you didn’t want Sarrlevi rummaging around in your house either.”

      “He might not be my first choice as a houseguest, but you said he was going to stick around and keep an eye on your family, right? I wouldn’t choose to have him camped out on the sidewalk.”

      “Are you afraid people will think it’s odd?”

      “Oh, everyone in the neighborhood already knows my house is odd. It just doesn’t seem right to stick him out there.”

      “It’ll only be for a short time.” I’d vowed that this side trip wouldn’t take long and hoped I was right.

      “I’m feeling less jaded toward him since our battle,” Val said over her shoulder. “I no longer believe he’s out to get me, but I wouldn’t have expected him to help me. The regular orcs weren’t anything out of the ordinary, but I’m not that used to fighting people who can maintain a powerful barrier around themselves—one capable of deflecting even Storm.” She tapped the hilt of her magical sword. “The assassin on the roof almost got the best of me a couple of times, and then it was utter chaos in that minute or two after you went inside. One of Sarrlevi’s dagger throws was very timely.”

      “He’s a good ally.” I didn’t point out that I’d been saying that all along, not when Val had technically been right, that there’d been a reason I shouldn’t have trusted him.

      “If you can win him to your side? I can’t imagine he helps defend the nephews and nieces of many people.” Val smirked back at me.

      “I’m clearly a unique person who should be treasured.”

      “Apparently so. I am amused that you charged him with going to pick up your grandparents.”

      “I didn’t tell him to do that. He volunteered.”

      “I hope you can find a way to help his mother then, because he might actually be boyfriend material.”

      I snorted. “I’m not sure he wants that.”

      Sarrlevi’s words about wanting to make sure I was set up with my enchanting tutor before he left came to mind. Even if we somehow figured out how to save his mother—and my mother—it wasn’t as if he would stay on Earth. It wasn’t his home, and I always got the impression that he thought everything humans did was silly and beneath him. I couldn’t see him moving into my house in Lynnwood. Nor could I see leaving my family, friends, and career to live in some remote and isolated home with only him for company. What the hell would I do?

      “Do you?” Val asked.

      “I’ll miss him when this is all over, but it’s not like anything long-term could work out.” I didn’t mention that my sister kept telling me to find someone and settle down and have kids and how vociferously she would object to me doing any of that with an elf assassin from another world. She’d been disturbed by him when he’d only been standing bloody in my living room. Now that she’d seen him kill people—even if they’d been orc people—she would be terrified of him.

      “Well, it’s okay if you just eat his cheese and have sex.”

      “I’m glad that’s socially acceptable.”

      “It’s the modern era.” Val gave me a thumbs-up, then switched topics. “Before we left, I called Willard to see if she had any updates. She hasn’t found out anything more about the hotel, and Zav didn’t sense any magic there when he located it. He said there were some artifacts in Dubai but no large concentrations or anything suspicious. If anything, there was a lot less magic there than in Seattle. When refugees come to Earth, they gravitate toward the more northern and southern latitudes, where there are still lots of forests. I guess it’s easier to hide out in a forest than a desert. Though jungles are also acceptable. Apparently, the trolls quite dig Central America. One clan has taken over some Aztec ruins that are far from tourist areas.”

      The information was vaguely interesting but didn’t help me much. “I should have told you to tell her that the organization who put up the reward for my death paid in gold Krugerrands.”

      “Oh? Huh.”

      I shared my hypothesis that the organization that had my mother might be more global than I’d originally guessed.

      “Maybe Willard will be able to dig up something then. When we talked, she’d been scouring the internet, trying to find something that would point to the reactor being used somewhere. She said something about putting together a list of people who’d be interested in such a device.”

      “Isn’t that almost everyone?” I remembered Willard’s pointed look when she’d said the magical dwarven reactor was reputed to be more advanced than any energy-generation technology that existed on Earth.

      “Everyone who’d be interested in such a device and willing to kill for it,” Val said.

      “I’m betting that’s still a long list.”

      Val snorted. “Probably. But Willard is smart and likes puzzles. She may be able to figure something out. I know she was intrigued that the hotel on the matchbook happens to be in one of the oil capitals of the world. She said she wished she knew for sure that whoever had hired the assassins lived in Dubai, as it would fit in with one of her hypotheses.”

      “One of? She has many?”

      “She’s the kind of person to have lists of lists.”

      “Why would people in an oil-rich country care about acquiring an alternative energy source?” I asked.

      “Could be lots of reasons. A, they don’t want their competitors to get the schematics, make oil obsolete, and put them out of business. B, they’re planning long-term for what happens after they run out of oil and want to be able to offer an even better replacement option. C, they want to control bringing a clean-energy resource to the world that complements their oil while blowing the pants off wind, sun, and hydro and putting all those industries out of business. And… I forget D, E, and F. Willard mentioned them.” Val cleared her throat. “She also mentioned that someone could plan to weaponize the reactor and that, with its power, it might be able to take out an entire country. Or worse.”

      I groaned, depressed that we hadn’t been able to get the reactor, that someone else already had. What if my mom was working on many more of them?

      “Anyway, don’t be surprised if our next mission is knocking on doors to sniff around the homes of the majority stakeholders in mega oil companies.”

      Zavryd spoke telepathically to us, his wingbeats slowing to a glide. We will pass through the barrier now. Warn your comrade so she stops trying to enchant my scales.

      “There’s going to be a buzz.” Val glanced down at my hands. “I’m not sure what you’re doing to his back, but you might want to grab me instead.”

      “I’m not doing anything but holding on.” A buzz rippled over my skin. The warning didn’t keep me from being startled by it.

      “It’s the barrier that protects their city. It keeps dragons and others from creating portals and popping up inside,” Val explained. “We’ve always been allowed in, but I gather the elves can make the barrier keep even dragons out.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Magic flows from your fingers as you grip my scales. It is too weak to affect a dragon, but I sense you are attempting to attach yourself to my back.

      “Uh.” I lifted my hands. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to do that at all.”

      You deny using magic?

      “No, not if you say I am, but I guess I do it by accident sometimes. I’m just learning. I started lessons recently with an enchanter.”

      He should have informed you that you cannot magically affix yourself to a dragon.

      My cheeks warmed. “I really wasn’t trying to do that. Not permanently, anyway. I get a little uneasy about being so high above the ground.” I glanced at the pink-tinged trees below and shuddered.

      “It’s your own fault for not installing seat belts,” Val told him. “Or one of the saddles like the elven riding birds wear.”

      My mate, we have discussed this before. I am not a domesticated beast of burden. Dragons are mighty. We do not wear saddles.

      “Your mightiness wouldn’t be diminished by safety features.”

      Zavryd issued a mental huff. When other lesser beings are permitted to ride on a dragon, they are properly reverent.

      “Are they?” Val leaned forward and wrapped her arms around him—inasmuch as one could a dragon—then sat up. “I’ll make you some ribs later to apologize for my irreverence.”

      That may be acceptable.

      “Do the elves know we’re coming?” I asked as something glinted in the distance. The sun reflecting off a roof or other man-made—elf-made—structure? The elves probably didn’t use metal in construction, but they might have some decorations or fixtures that weren’t made from wood and vines. I couldn’t imagine hinges made from vines, not effective ones, anyway.

      I have informed King Eireth that his daughter wishes to see him and visit her half-sister. As my mate has told me. Zavryd’s neck shifted enough for one of his violet eyes to gaze back at us. I trust these things are true, even though my mate has been somewhat evasive with me in regard to why her acquaintance is coming. And why this acquaintance insisted we return to the lair to pick up magical pots before leaving.

      “Only one is a pot. The other is a paintbrush holder.” I’d tried to make it a brush cleaner too. I didn’t know if I’d succeeded. The fact that I’d enchanted the pot with more than I’d been taught how to do had bolstered me, but I would need a lot more lessons before I had any confidence in my abilities. “It’s for Sarrlevi’s mother,” I added. “I’m hoping to be able to see her.”

      I was glad Val hadn’t presumed to tell anyone else my plans, even her mate, but I wasn’t worried about anyone reading Zavryd’s mind and passing the information along to my aunt. Dragons presumably had no problem keeping others out of their thoughts.

      To what end? Did Zavryd sound suspicious? That assassin is known to have killed his own father.

      He was suspicious. What, did he think Sarrlevi had sent me to do away with his mother?

      “Because his father was an asshole who deserved it.” I barely kept from saying more, reminding myself that Sarrlevi’s family history wasn’t information he wanted shared around. “He cares about his mother and wants to know how she’s doing, but the elves—King Eireth—won’t let him come here to see her.”

      You are going to check on her for him?

      “Yes.” I was hesitant to say more. Even though others wouldn’t be able to read Zavryd’s mind, it was possible he would voluntarily pass the information along to someone who might be an acquaintance of Barothla’s.

      And take her a gift?

      “Yes.”

      It is likely the elves will wish to scrutinize it and you before allowing you access to one of their nobles, especially one who is in poor health.

      “I’m fine with being scrutinized.”

      It is also possible they will not allow you to see her at all. They do not know you, and, unlike my mate, you claim no elven blood and no link to the king.

      “I’ve got a link to the dwarven king. Any chance that will count for anything?” What would I do if the elves didn’t let me see Sarrlevi’s mom? Ask someone to deliver the pot with a note attached? Would they allow that from a stranger? “The dwarves and elves are kind of allies, right?”

      This is true. Perhaps that will be a point in your favor.

      “Just talk to Eireth, okay?” Val patted him on the back. “Not the queen or anyone who doesn’t like me and may object to Matti simply because we carpooled.”

      Carpooled? My mate, I am not a flying conveyance.

      “I know that. I was teasing.” Val patted him again but also muttered back to me, “A conveyance would have seat belts.”

      I nodded in agreement, realized my hands had dropped to Zavryd’s scales again for support, and forced myself to rest them on my thighs. Fortunately, we were descending toward the trees, our journey almost over.

      The platforms and vine-and-wood bridges of the elven city had come into view. The homes themselves blended so well into the great trees, trees that could have dwarfed ancient redwoods, that it took me a few minutes to realize how big the place was. Soon, my senses twanged with all the magic present. There was magic in the homes, in the artifacts inside, and in the people themselves, thousands of people. Maybe tens of thousands.

      The greater Seattle area had millions, so I admitted this wasn’t that large of a population center, but people in Seattle didn’t emanate magic. This was sensory overload to someone who could feel it.

      I gaped as a few giant birds with riders—and saddles, yes—flew past us, heading in the opposite direction. The male and female riders carried bows and quivers of arrows. Heading off on a hunt? They looked curiously at us, but none appeared alarmed by the arrival of a dragon.

      Smaller birds squawked, and something similar to squirrels nattered from branches as we angled toward a large platform that extended more than a hundred feet in all directions from the thick trunk of a tree. The landing pad? I glanced down and shuddered. We were at least two hundred feet above the ground.

      A couple dozen armed elves in squads waited on the platform. They wore green uniforms and magical chain-mail armor. Several carried their weapons in hand, not simply sheathed in scabbards.

      Was this how visitors riding on dragons were typically met? Or did the elves find the arrival of Val and me concerning? Maybe it was my imagination, but as we glided toward the platform, the elves seemed to focus on me.

      “Is it always like this?” I asked Val.

      “The first time we came, it was. They didn’t even let me into their city. Zav had to go find Eireth, and he slipped out alone to see me.”

      I looked bleakly at the stone-faced troops, certain Sarrlevi’s mother wouldn’t come out to see me, even if she were physically capable.

      The elves didn’t raise their eyebrows when Zavryd landed on the wide platform. Talon marks gouged in the wood suggested it was indeed a designated landing spot, if not for dragons, then those birds.

      Valmeyjar Thorvald has come to see her father King Eireth, Zavryd announced, with her acquaintance the half-dwarven granddaughter of King Korvik Ironhelm.

      We are honored by your presence, Lord Zavryd’nokquetal. A male elf with long blond hair held back by a vine circlet stepped forward and bowed to him. He didn’t acknowledge Val or me, not even glancing at us. Please wait while we relay that you have arrived and ask if the king is available. He is very busy, and I believe this is an unscheduled visit, is it not?

      It is unscheduled, but a dragon expects to be seen when he arrives, regardless of appointments.

      Val swatted him on the shoulder. “Be polite and diplomatic, please. Matti doesn’t want to get tossed over the railing because you irked the guard captain.”

      Especially not a railing two hundred feet in the air.

      The stern elves were reminding me of the stern dwarves who’d accompanied my grandfather.

      “These people make Sarrlevi seem friendly,” I muttered.

      “An opinion I suggest you not share with them,” Val muttered back. “If I were you, I wouldn’t mention his name at all.”

      How was I supposed to ask to see his mother if I didn’t mention his name? With chagrin, I realized I didn’t know her name. Would it be the elven equivalent of Mrs. Sarrlevi? I had no idea if in this culture wives assumed their husbands’ surnames when they married.

      Val opened her hands—to show she wasn’t holding a weapon?—then slid off Zavryd’s back to land facing the elves. I did the same, though I had to gather my gifts and hammer before hopping down. I straightened and faced the elves, but I barely had time to register how many were regarding me coolly when the haft of the hammer warmed in my hand.

      Now is not a good time, I told it as a vision encroached.

      The hammer didn’t listen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      When the vision took hold, I found myself in the same cavern at the same distance from the cage that held my mother. Once again, her chin was drooped to her chest in defeat. I willed my avatar body to move closer to her so I could unlock the gate and free her, but nothing happened. Instead, the same army of trolls, dwarves, elves, and more marched in. As they had before, they surrounded the cage, standing three and four deep, and raised their weapons toward me. Again, their eyes were glazed, but if this was like last time, they would fight back.

      I grew aware of my body and weight in my hands. The hammer.

      This time, I didn’t charge straight in swinging. That hadn’t worked before, and the hammer had seemed… Maybe it had been my imagination, but when I’d woken up, it had seemed irked at me. That had been after the vision had ended abruptly, everything turning red when I’d bashed one of the dwarf defenders in the head.

      Normally, I wouldn’t clobber anyone with a potentially deadly blow, but these guys were working for the other side. Even if they hadn’t been the ones to originally kidnap my mother, they were keeping me from reaching her and freeing her now.

      No, I amended, my gaze dropping to the bracelets they all wore. Whoever was controlling them through those was keeping me from reaching her. For all I knew, the dwarves, trolls, and elves were innocent. If that was true, it might be why the hammer had objected to violence.

      Could I find a more creative way to get past them? Unfortunately, as far as I could tell, the hammer was the only thing I had. There wasn’t a toolbox nearby.

      The hammer had, however, proven that it could destroy magical items. If I hit those bracelets, maybe I could break them—and the hold they had over these people. Would the hammer object to such pinpoint violence? I doubted I could smash the bracelets without breaking bones, but… before, the vision had only dissolved when I’d landed a fatal blow. Maybe the hammer hadn’t minded more minor wounds. After all, it had to want my mother rescued.

      The defenders raised their weapons and shouted at me in their various languages. Those in the front row charged toward me. I was out of time.

      At first, I only defended against the swords, hammers, and axes that swept toward my head, but with so many opponents, I couldn’t do that indefinitely. The troops attempted to surround me. If one got behind me, I would be dead.

      Roaring, I parried several more blows as I backed away, then swept in, aiming at the wrist of an orc that was slow to retract his axe. Before my hammer struck, I shouted, “Hyrek!”

      The head smashed into the bracelet, and lightning streaked up the orc’s arm. As he stumbled back, the battered bracelet fell off, clanking to the stone floor.

      I expected the orc to shout a thanks for his freedom or maybe drop his weapon and run away. Instead, as I deflected more blades aiming toward my face and torso, he reeled back farther. He grabbed his head and screamed.

      What the hell?

      A troll chopped a huge axe toward the top of my head. Cursing, I held my haft horizontally with both hands. His weapon smashed against mine. My arms absorbed the power of the blow, and I didn’t let my hammer give way. The attack left the troll’s body open, and I kicked him in the balls. His arms jerked downward protectively, the axe blade catching on my hammer. I kicked him again. When he grunted and released his weapon, I batted the axe to the side. It tumbled toward two enemies who stumbled back. For a moment, the troll’s wrist was exposed, and I smashed my hammer into his bracelet.

      Lighting didn’t streak from my weapon this time, but it still broke its target. As the troll backed away, the bracelet clattered to the ground, landing a foot from the other.

      A scream jerked my attention back to the orc. Still grabbing his head, he toppled to the ground, body twitching. Blood flowed from his ears, nose, and even his eyes. The troll also screamed and grabbed his head. Blood trickled from his nostrils too.

      Shaking, I backed away. Were they being punished for breaking the bracelets? For removing the devices that controlled them?

      The orc stopped moving, his eyes frozen open in death. It was more than punishment.

      More enemies strode toward me with their weapons raised, but blackness swept over my vision, and I lost sight of them. Of everything. Terrified that they would strike while I couldn’t defend, I swung wildly to keep them at bay.

      But the vision ended before any weapons touched me, and I woke with a gasp. I lay on my back, looking up at pink-tinged leaves and branches high overhead. Also several unfamiliar people with pointed ears. The words of a language I didn’t understand—Elven, I remembered—came from the lips of those peering down at me.

      A hand rested on my shoulder. Val. Hers was the only familiar face, but I exhaled in shaky relief as my senses told me that Zavryd remained close.

      I probably hadn’t been out for that long, but it was annoying that the hammer kept choosing inopportune moments to inflict these visions on me. At least it hadn’t happened when the half-orc assassins had been attacking.

      “Are you all right?” Val whispered. “I thought you were having a seizure or something.”

      “Was I twitching?” I shuddered, thinking of the troll and orc and watching them thrash around with blood leaking from their orifices.

      “No. You froze like a statue and tipped backward. Only your eyes were moving around behind your lids.” Val pushed something toward me. The pot. I must have dropped it and the paintbrush holder.

      My hand remained tight around the hammer, but its warm haft cooled quickly in my grip. Cooled to ice, as it had before. I’d failed again, at least in its eyes. But what else could I have done?

      A male voice spoke, and the elves around me parted.

      Val remained close, but she stood and waved to someone. It was hard to pick out individual auras, aside from Zavryd’s great dragon presence, but as I sat up, I recognized Freysha’s aura before I spotted her.

      The crowd had parted for her, or more likely the regal, silver-haired male elf beside her. He wore browns and greens similar to other elves in the area, and only a silver circlet on his head differentiated him, but the soldiers all bowed toward him, so I assumed this was King Eireth.

      Welcome, Lord Zavryd’nokquetal. Eireth bowed politely, a reminder that even the royals in elfdom and dwarfdom deferred to dragons, then faced Val and spoke in English.

      “It is good to see you, my daughter,” he said formally as Freysha looked curiously at me. “Your arrival is unexpected though. Is all well with you? And… your family?”

      I didn’t know what family he referred to—had he met Val’s daughter?—but climbed slowly to my feet. It was doubtful I should be lounging around when royalty was present, but I didn’t want to draw anyone’s attention. As it was, several of the soldiers frowned at me—more specifically, at my hand and the hammer still held in it. I kept it down and attempted to appear unthreatening, but I wouldn’t release it.

      “Mom is fine,” Val said, “and Amber too.”

      “That is good.”

      “We’re actually here because…” Val started to point in my direction but stopped herself. “Actually, is there any chance we could speak with you in private?”

      Before Eireth could answer, another elf approached, someone else the others stepped aside for. Even more stern-faced than the troops, she wore a crown and several rings, all of her jewelry emanating significant magic. When she looked at Val and me, her expression radiated disapproval. She reminded me of my first-grade teacher, a woman who’d thought I was trouble and a little dim, and had liked grabbing my chin as she scowled down and spoke slowly to me. Mrs. Hickenbottom.

      The female elf—this had to be the queen—said something to Eireth in their tongue. Something tart. She pointed at Val several times, then frowned fiercely at her own daughter. Eireth didn’t sigh as he responded, but he looked a little henpecked.

      Val caught my eye, lifted her gaze toward the branches, and shook her head.

      Did that mean the queen would kick us out? She was ignoring me altogether now.

      Dad had his fling with my mom before they were married, in case you’re wondering, Val told me telepathically, and I believe before he found out he was going to be king and would have to marry her. She treats me—and him—like I was some kid born to a mistress. I would love to get to know my father better, but you see why I don’t ask to come here often.

      I’m sorry I talked you into it, I said, though I would do it again to help Sarrlevi. How could I get past the welcoming committee to see his mom?

      Have Sarrlevi bring me some exotic cheese to make amends.

      I’ll see what I can do. He’s started bringing extra because Tinja eats half of everything. It’s amazing she’s not a rotund goblin.

      My theory is that all the caffeine goblins consume keeps their metabolism high.

      Either that or all the scheming they do. Brains burn a lot of calories, don’t they?

      Goblin brains must.

      Eireth turned toward us as his wife stepped back. Unfortunately, she didn’t leave altogether. She remained, her arms crossed over her chest and a lemon-sucking expression on her face. She’d stopped scowling at Val and was eyeing me and my hammer and gifts suspiciously.

      “You are welcome to stay for the day and visit Freysha, Val,” Eireth said to her, then looked to me. “What is it that the granddaughter of King Ironhelm seeks in Veleshna Var?”

      With all the elves, including the uptight queen looking on, I was hesitant to say. Val’s request to speak in private hadn’t been addressed. The guards were still holding their weapons and looking at me more often than Val—they didn’t threaten Zavryd in the least.

      Freysha spoke up, saying something in Elven to her father.

      “Ah.” Eireth turned to the guards and gave an order, then waved. To dismiss them?

      His wife objected, pointing significantly at Val’s sword and my hammer. Val looked skyward again. It wasn’t quite an eye roll, not like the copious ones I’d seen her daughter do in the short time we’d sparred together, but it was close.

      She still doesn’t trust that I’m not an enemy, Val told me.

      If it helps, my grandfather’s army of dwarf advisors or bodyguards or whatever they are don’t trust me either. And they’re threatening to take the hammer if I can’t find my mother.

      Isn’t everyone threatening to take that hammer?

      Yeah, but the dwarves would have a right to do so, to return it to my mother’s people. I only have it because she disappeared and left it behind. Actually, I’d never figured out how it had gotten from her hands to my grandparents’ house, where it had sat in the umbrella holder until I’d been old enough to take an interest.

      Better than only having a powerful weapon because you killed the zombie lord who stole it from someone else.

      Is that how you got your sword?

      Yeah. The dwarves know I have it now though and seem okay with it. I helped them fight a dragon lich and its minions.

      You’ve led an interesting life.

      Tell me about it.

      Eireth’s tone grew firm, and he pointed down one of the walkways. Most of the guards departed, though they didn’t look happy about leaving him with us. Two remained. A concession to the queen?

      She said something final to him, then lowered her arms. Before leaving, she frowned at me, and a mad itching started up under my skull. The telltale sign that a mage was trying to read my mind. The queen? Her aura hinted of plenty of power, so maybe so.

      At first, I thought to open my mind and let her see whatever she wanted, but that could be dangerous. She was exactly the kind of person who might have contact with the royals in the rest of the Realms, including the dwarven court. I blanked my mind other than to envision giving my pot gift to Freysha.

      Whether I was quick enough to shift my thoughts toward that to make a difference, I didn’t know. The itching continued for several more seconds before Eireth seemed to notice and snapped at her, summoning some of his own magic. It didn’t look like he did anything physically or mentally to her, but the itching halted. Maybe he’d blocked her somehow.

      She said what sounded like the English equivalent of, “We’ll talk about this later,” and walked away.

      I slumped with relief.

      “Is that really Freysha’s mom?” I muttered. She was such a sweet kid.

      “Unless a stork dropped her on their doorstep,” Val said.

      “Are there storks in Veleshna Var?”

      “If there are, I bet they let the elves put saddles on them.” Val smirked over at Zavryd.

      He gave her a baleful glower, and I suspected Val had been sharing telepathic asides with him too.

      Eireth stepped closer to us, waving for the guards to stay back. Most had left, but the two who remained kept their hands on their weapons as they observed. Given how good Elven hearing was, I doubted this was that private of a meeting, but it was better than before. Besides, Eireth had spoken in English. Hopefully that meant he and Freysha could understand us but the others couldn’t.

      “It is rare for dwarves or half-dwarves to visit us,” he said, nodding toward me.

      Even if Val hadn’t said anything to him yet, I had a feeling he knew I’d been the reason for the visit.

      “It’s because your people glower a lot and your houses are two hundred feet in the air.” Belatedly, I remembered he was a king and a big deal. His lack of airs or regal attire had allowed me to forget. I hurried to bow—wait, was I supposed to curtsy?—and add, “Your Majesty.”

      “We do have an insular streak,” Eireth said, “and don’t always welcome outsiders with open arms.”

      “That means he agrees that they glower a lot,” Val said.

      “Thanks for the translation,” I murmured, then raised my voice. “Your Majesty, my name is Mataalii Puletasi. You can call me Matti if you like. Anything but mongrel or plumber is great.”

      “Plumber?” Eireth mouthed and looked at Val.

      “Never mind.” I waved that away, not sure Val knew the genesis of the moniker. “I’m here, hoping to see one of your people because…” I stumbled to a halt, realizing Sarrlevi had specifically said King Eireth was the one turning down his requests to see his mother. “Well, I’m hoping to see her and talk to her. I’ve learned she’s a painter and is sick. I’ve painted myself, so we’d have lots to talk about.”

      Judging by the frown Val gave me, I wasn’t doing a good job of making my request.

      “A dwarven… painter?” Eireth asked.

      Maybe that was even less common than dwarven alchemists.

      “I paint the interiors and exteriors of the houses that I renovate.”

      “She’s a craftswoman and does everything,” Val offered.

      “I am not tracking your request,” Eireth said. “What elven painter do you wish to see?”

      “Uh.” And here was where I admitted I didn’t know her name, only that she was Varlesh Sarrlevi’s mother.

      She wishes to visit Meyleera Sarrlevi, Zavryd surprised me by supplying.

      Then I remembered he’d known who Sarrlevi’s mother was and that she lived in the elven capital and was sick.

      “Yes,” I said, nodding to him.

      Unfortunately, Eireth didn’t appear any less confused. There was no reason why he would know I’d been hanging out with Sarrlevi, and without knowing that, there wasn’t any logical link between me and his mother.

      “She’s quite ill and doesn’t take visitors beyond a cousin who occasionally assists the caregiver who attends her,” Eireth said.

      “I know she is, Your Majesty. I…” I was going to have to tell him the truth. Without it, my request wouldn’t make any sense to him. The more people I shared this with, the more likely Barothla would find out, but he was a door I didn’t think I could get through any other way. I hoped he wouldn’t continue to block me when he knew the truth. “Look, I’m here to see her on behalf of Varlesh Sarrlevi. He didn’t send me,” I hurried to say, for Eireth’s face clouded over as soon as I spoke the name, “but I’ve got a problem. Sarrlevi is trying to kill my mother, Princess Rodarska, because my aunt, Princess Barothla, hired him to do so. He doesn’t want to do it, but she’s holding a cure for this rare elven disease that’s afflicted his mother over his head. Barothla won’t help his mother unless he helps her. By killing my mother. And I think, because Barothla poisoned my roommate and good friend, she’s downright evil and may have done something to Sarrlevi’s mother—Meyleera—in the first place. I don’t know that. It’s a hunch. I want to talk to her to figure things out to help Sarrlevi so he doesn’t feel compelled to kill my mother, and, uh—” Aware of everyone, even Zavryd, staring at me in open-mouthed astonishment, I wound down. “I brought this paintbrush holder as a gift for her.”

      Eireth stared from it to the pot to me, down to my hammer, and then back to me before finally letting his gaze settle on Val. He opened his mouth, as if to ask her something, and she raised her eyebrows, but he shook his head and looked back to me.

      “If I followed that correctly,” Eireth said, “it sounds like you have more reason to want to kill Meyleera than help her.”

      I shook my head. “I want her to get better. And I want her to know that her son still cares about her. I… understand he’s not allowed to visit your world.”

      “He’s been exiled,” Eireth said stiffly.

      “Right, which means he can’t visit his own mother.” I tried to keep the accusation out of my tone but probably didn’t succeed.

      “He told you he cares about his mother?” Eireth asked. “He’s a heartless assassin who’s killed hundreds. Maybe thousands. Including his own people.”

      “He cares,” I said firmly. I didn’t address the rest since it wasn’t as if I could deny it.

      “That is difficult to believe.”

      “If I could see her for a short time, that’s all I ask. I want to let her know that her son cares and see if there’s anything I can do for her.” I almost rolled my eyes at myself. The king wouldn’t think a mongrel dwarf who had nothing to do with elves could accomplish anything that his powerful people couldn’t.

      But he didn’t scoff or reject my words outright. Instead, he considered me thoughtfully before answering, and he glanced at the gifts I still clutched.

      “Yes,” Eireth said, “perhaps this is a way.”

      I arched my eyebrows hopefully.

      “A method of communication between mother and son, if that is truly what he wishes. It has bothered me to deny his requests to see her, but there’s been no way for me to know if they are genuine or if he seeks to gain entrance to our city to facilitate the dispatching of a target.” Eireth’s mouth twisted. “Or many targets.” He touched his own chest. “I know he has no love for me. It is possible someone has a bounty on my head, and he would be happy to collect it.”

      In my opinion, it was more likely his wife would arrange his death than Sarrlevi, but I didn’t voice the thought. Besides, just because the queen didn’t like Val—or me—didn’t mean she was out to get her husband.

      “And a dying elf shouldn’t be denied enchanted dwarven trinkets,” Eireth added, managing a faint smile.

      Though I should have been relieved, the words dying elf stabbed like a dagger, and I couldn’t help but fear it was already too late, even if Sarrlevi did exactly what Barothla wished.
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      Freysha was the one to escort me through the city to see Sarrlevi’s mom. This involved many treks across long hanging bridges made from wood and vines that were suspended between the platforms.

      They swayed as we walked across them, reminding me of something out of an Indiana Jones movie, and I couldn’t keep from pausing numerous times to grip the vine railings. Even worse was when someone else came along the bridge from the opposite side. Once, a whole group of hunters jogged past on their way to the stables for their giant birds, and the wooden slats under our feet quaked.

      Fortunately, Freysha volunteered to carry my gifts for me so I only had to manage keeping hold of my hammer as we traversed the aerial city.

      “That one is for you, so you can keep it.” I nodded my chin at the pot. “If you like it, that is. You don’t have to keep it. I’m really new to enchanting, so it’s probably junk.” At the least, it had been made from junk.

      Freysha paused, thankfully on one of the sturdier and less wobbly platforms instead of a bridge, to regard the pot. “Did you not tell me you knew no enchanting at all when I translated your letters a couple of weeks ago?”

      “That’s right. I’ve got a half-dwarf teacher now. I’m mastering nails.”

      “There are numerous enchantments on this pot, but I can’t tell what they all do.”

      “Yeah, I can’t either.”

      Her brows rose.

      “The main one will keep the pot from rusting. The rest… Apparently, I subconsciously add other things. I’m sure they’re nothing bad.” I was reasonably sure of that anyway.

      “My field of study is nature magic, and I am not always attuned enough to enchantments to detect their purpose, especially enchantments placed by a person from another race.”

      “I won’t be offended if you keep it in isolation until you’ve had the bomb squad come by and take a look.”

      Her eyes widened as she mouthed, “Bomb squad?”

      “Sorry, it was a joke. I’m sure it won’t explode. I wish I knew how to enchant things to explode. That would be so helpful when it comes to defending my home.”

      These words didn’t assuage the concern in her eyes. Maybe I should have kept my mouth shut. I wished Val had been the one to escort me through the city, but Eireth had taken her off to have a chat about her family and see how her marriage to a dragon was going. Val wouldn’t have known where Sarrlevi’s mom lived, regardless.

      Freysha looked toward my other gift, her eyes growing slightly unfocused as she examined it with her senses.

      “It doesn’t explode either.” I held out the paintbrush holder so she could examine it as closely as she wanted. I didn’t think Val’s half-sister had any reason to be suspicious of me, but who knew what went on inside the heads of elves.

      Even as I had the thought, something tickled my senses, or maybe my instincts. With all the magic in the city, I doubted I could have picked out danger before it smacked me in the face, but, at that moment, I was certain I was being watched. We were alone on the platform where we’d paused, but other elves were above and below, the city built into the trees in layers. When I lifted my gaze, I spotted Mrs. Hickenbottom—the queen—frowning down at me from a large platform dotted with guards.

      Had we happened to walk near the palace? Or had she gone out of her way to watch me?

      “Can we keep going?” I asked.

      “Yes, of course,” Freysha said. “There are multiple enchantments on that one as well.”

      “I was trying to make it clean brushes. I thought a painter would appreciate that.”

      “I’m not sure she’s able to paint anymore, but it’s a thoughtful gift.” Freysha nodded and continued toward a tree containing a cluster of small homes that hung from the great branches like pinecones, each with a balcony and a bridge linking it to a central platform around the trunk.

      I didn’t look back, but my instincts told me the queen was still watching me. My instincts also told me that was a bad thing.

      “Do you mind if I stay while you visit her?” Freysha asked.

      Something told me her father had requested that. He had let us walk off without guards, but I doubted anyone here trusted me.

      “That’s fine,” I said.

      Freysha stopped at one of the pinecone dwellings and rested her hand on a dome-shaped gem embedded beside the closed door. It glowed slightly under her palm, and I detected a faint ping of magic. The doorbell, presumably.

      After a minute, Freysha said, “She’s not responding. She may not be awake.”

      I grimaced, worried her disease was too far advanced, that she wouldn’t be able to speak to us or even be aware that I’d come.

      I knocked on the door. Not obnoxiously loudly but firmly.

      Freysha’s eyebrows rose.

      “That’s how we do it on Earth.”

      My method also didn’t receive an answer. I sensed a full-blooded elf inside, but her aura wasn’t nearly as noticeable as Sarrlevi’s. I didn’t know if the illness had diminished it or if he’d gotten his power from his father.

      An elf carrying green blankets—were those made from moss?—and towels approached from behind. She bow-curtsied to Freysha and spoke to her in Elven.

      Freysha stepped aside and waved for me to do the same. This had to be the caretaker. The door opened with a whisper of magic, and she strode in.

      I peeked inside. What might have been the equivalent of a living room was as filled with projects as my own, but instead of blueprints and goblin crafts, it held easels and other contraptions for holding paintings—some hung on vines from the ceiling. A storage area made of vines—what else?—held brushes, scrolls, charcoal sticks, and other implements I couldn’t name. The walls were filled with finished pieces, nightscapes of forests being the most serene offering. Many of the paintings were darker, showing what might have been graveyards or crypts with trees twisted into malevolent shapes.

      The caretaker strode through an open door into a bedroom where Meyleera was visible lying inside. A magical device hanging from the wall was attached to her arm, with a liquid concoction flowing into her vein. The equivalent of an IV bag, I supposed, though the substance inside tingled with magic, so it was more than a saline solution.

      Meyleera didn’t stir as the caretaker worked.

      “I’ve seen her older pieces,” Freysha said quietly, her gaze stuck on one of the more macabre paintings. “Some even hang in the palace. She used to create works that spoke to the elven soul and its craving to belong in nature and feel the serenity of the wilderness. Her work is still beautiful, but, as you can see, it grew much darker after she lost her family.”

      “I’ve heard that.” I itched to go into her room but didn’t want to disturb the caretaker. Besides, how would I ask Meyleera questions if she was unconscious?

      My gaze snagged on the IV bag as the caretaker changed it. “Do you think there’s a chance we could get a blood sample to take back?” Would Zoltan know anything about elven diseases? Probably not, but if there was a foreign substance in her body beyond the indicators of the degenerative process, maybe he could spot it. “And literature on the disease?”

      Freysha gave me an odd look. “Everything that can be done for her has been done by our people. We are very good healers. We can’t cure everyone, but…” She trailed off, looking like she didn’t want to insult me. “I do not think anyone on Earth would be able to do something we can’t.”

      “Someone on Dun Kroth apparently can.”

      She tilted her head.

      “Have you heard that Princess Barothla cured two elves afflicted with this disease?” It occurred to me that I had only Sarrlevi’s word for that, but he’d spoken of it while under the influence of the truth drug.

      Freysha touched a finger to her lips. “I actually do remember hearing something about a miraculous cure, but I do not know about taking Meyleera’s blood. You would have to have her permission.”

      Something that would be hard to get while she was asleep. Or unconscious.

      When the caretaker left, bow-curtsying again to Freysha and ignoring me, I stepped inside. The bedroom smelled clean, though more nature clean than bleach clean, as I was accustomed to, and faintly of moss and leaves. I pulled a stool to the side of the bed.

      Meyleera’s face was thin and wan, but I could see the remnants of what must have been great beauty before she’d grown ill. Her hair was blonde with a few streaks of gray—or maybe that was silver, a hair color some of the elves had and that didn’t seem to connote age. I remembered Sarrlevi saying his mother wasn’t that old for their people and, if not for the disease, might have lived centuries longer.

      Doubting Meyleera would understand English, even if she were awake, I attempted to use my telepathy on her—without shouting. Impulsively, I took her hand. Maybe it wasn’t appropriate since I was a stranger to her, but I felt a connection through Sarrlevi.

      Hi, I thought, not sure how to address her. I’m not sure if you’re… in there right now, but I’m Matti, a friend of your son’s.

      I pictured him in my mind, first with his usual intent and serious expression, and then, thinking it might please her to know he knew how to smile, with one of the cocky expressions he adopted when teasing me. Hm, maybe that wasn’t the best thing to share. A mother might not want to know that her son teased girls, even if Mr. Cocky was right and it didn’t truly bother me anymore. I suspected he liked the exasperated glower I gave him when he did it. He probably thought it was cute.

      Aware that I might be sharing all my musings, I thought of him in my sister’s bedroom, storming in to help us, and then letting me lean on him and smiling radiantly as he promised he could charm my grandmother.

      That is my son? Meyleera asked weakly. Weakly and skeptically.

      Delighted by her response, even if she hadn’t opened her eyes or otherwise stirred, I squeezed her hand gently. Yes. Didn’t he ever smile as a boy?

      A long pause followed, and I worried I shouldn’t have brought up his childhood. Given what Sarrlevi had said about his father’s abuse, it couldn’t have been a happy time for him or his mother.

      Rarely. Usually only when he was triumphant about some accomplishment he’d made.

      Cockily triumphant?

      He never doubted his abilities.

      Sounds right.

      Meyleera squeezed my hand back, and I smiled, relieved she was still capable of doing so.

      Her eyes opened. They were the same striking blue as Sarrlevi’s, though they took a moment to focus and find me. Her face had none of his fierce intensity, reminding me more of my mother’s face, which was strange since Mom had a dwarf’s typical broad features, with no similarities to elven elegance. But I remembered her as a gentle soul, something Artie had confirmed about her, and suspected Meyleera was too, despite the gloomy paintings in the other room.

      You are not an elf. She sounded surprised.

      Not disappointed, I hoped. I’d only come, thinking to find a way to help her and Sarrlevi, and hadn’t been worried about whether I would be an acceptable mate for her son, but now that fear rushed into me.

      No. Not even a half-elf, I’m afraid. My father is human, a good man. Then, out of some notion that it might make me more acceptable added, My mother is the dwarf princess, Rodarska.

      You do have my son’s aura about you, Meyleera mused.

      At first, I didn’t know how to respond and wondered if she’d fully understood my words, but I realized she might be trying to figure out if I was telling her the truth.

      I saw him earlier today. He helped me and my family in a battle.

      I would not have expected… From what I’ve heard of him since he left… I would not have expected you.

      My cheeks warmed, though I doubted she meant to insult me. He did make it clear when we first met that he’s not into scruffy humans or dwarves or anyone from my world. But we’ve been through some stuff together. I didn’t go into details on the mind scouring, but I did let an image of the black dragon and Zondia destroying one of Sarrlevi’s homes show in my thoughts.

      After a moment during which she appeared to process that, Meyleera said, I did not mean to imply that there’s anything wrong with you, just that he’s not known to care about anyone.

      Well, I’m charming. Okay, not really, but I smash bad guys with my hammer, and he seems to like that. I also destroyed his magical soap dispenser, which he keeps bringing up, so I think that amused him. I didn’t mention his admission that half-dwarf female parts jiggling had intrigued him. I’m obviously a delight. I attempted to smile delightfully at her, even if it was a more self-deprecating smile than I would have wished. And he cares about you. He’s been trying to come see you, but the king wouldn’t allow it.

      I thought about mentioning that Sarrlevi might have a way to have her cured, but I didn’t want to get her hopes up, not only because I didn’t know if it would truly be possible but because that deal involved my mother being killed.

      Varlesh regrets that his choices in the past have meant that he couldn’t see you again, and that you ended up losing your son as well as everything else.

      I see. Moisture gleamed in her eyes.

      I swallowed. I hadn’t wanted to distress her further than she already was and groped for something lighter to discuss, but nothing light had brought me to her world and her bedside.

      Meyleera surprised me by squeezing my hand again. I think that perhaps you are a delight.

      Thanks.

      I wouldn’t have thought my son could appreciate that.

      I didn’t want to try to tell her that Sarrlevi was a good guy, because I didn’t have any delusions about that, but I wished she could know that he cared about some people and that he wasn’t pure evil. He was just doing what had made sense to him all those years ago.

      I don’t think his career is what he might have chosen if he’d had more options. If he’d been allowed to stay with his people.

      Perhaps not, but I was referring more to the females he usually gravitates toward. Whether intentional or inadvertently, Meyleera shared images of a few achingly beautiful elf females, all with such uptight, haughty expressions that they looked like someone had lodged swords up their butts. The ex-princess Slehvyra was in the mix.

      Oh, yeah, I said. They’re loathsome.

      Meyleera smiled.

      It has taken a while for him to learn to appreciate me, I added. He started out calling me mongrel and plumber.

      Plumber? Her brows twitched.

      Because I was installing a garbage disposal one of the first times he saw me. I almost mentioned it had been one of the first—the first of many—times he’d been spying on me through a window, but mothers probably didn’t want to hear that their sons were stalkers. I repair houses, and I’m building some from scratch now too. I like to make things.

      You’re a craftswoman? That makes sense for a dwarf. It is an honorable trade. It should not be mocked.

      Definitely not. But I tease him about being an assassin and a stalker too, so we’re probably even.

      I’d meant it as a joke, but her face grew troubled. Those are less honorable trades.

      I agree. I’ll continue to tease him about his work until he changes careers. He doesn’t think he has the necessary training for anything else, but I’d take him on as an apprentice. He can make shelves and repair the siding of a house with vines. Hoping she would find it amusing—and forget what Sarrlevi’s current trade was—I shared imagery of the vines and leaves covering the damage to my house. That’s his work.

      Her lips pursed. He may need a lot of time as an apprentice to become a craftsperson.

      I smiled at her.

      What does your work look like? She sounded curious rather than defensive on her son’s behalf. Did you build that house?

      No. It’s where I live, but I’ve mostly only done improvements to make things more functional. I spend more time on the projects I do for others since that’s how I make a living. I showed her my memory of the staircase I’d carved in the last house.

      Beautiful. She patted my wrist. I hope Varlesh truly does appreciate you.

      My throat tightened with unexpected emotion, and my insides tangled at the fear that we wouldn’t be able to find a solution, one that would save both of our mothers. What if Sarrlevi had to choose? Even I hated the thought of choosing, though I would have to pick my own mother if I could save only one. But what if I couldn’t save either?

      Uhm, Mrs. Sarrlevi—

      Please call me Meyleera.

      Okay. Meyleera. Have you ever met Princess Barothla? I formed her face in my mind in case she wasn’t familiar with the dwarven royals. It made sense to me that King Eireth and Princess Freysha would know the royal families in other kingdoms, but would a painter, even one from a noble family?

      I did meet her briefly perhaps three years ago. She was here working on Shiserathi Disease and treating two elves who had it. My understanding is that she accidentally created a formula that could put it into remission. Meyleera’s face grew wistful. This was before I realized I’d developed it myself. The princess came to see me at my gallery and bought one of my paintings.

      Suspicion roared through me. While I had no trouble believing my aunt might like hauntingly dark paintings, it was way too much of a coincidence that she’d popped into the gallery of Sarrlevi’s mother right before she’d gotten sick.

      She didn’t give you any elven soda, did she? I asked.

      No. Confusion creased Meyleera’s brow. After looking at the paintings, she purchased one.

      With gold coins?

      As I recall, she traded a trinket for the painting. It was enchanted to preserve parchment and canvas, so it seemed like a good trade. Meyleera shared an image of a device that reminded me of a sander with a fluffy square where sandpaper would have been attached. It ran over a painting after it had dried.

      It didn’t look like anything that could emit a poison, but my suspicion didn’t lessen. Do you still have it?

      It was in my gallery, but it’s been closed these past couple of years. I’m not sure if someone else has been given the space.

      I looked toward the outer room, wondering if Freysha could check, but she wasn’t there. Busy with my conversation, I hadn’t noticed her leave. Had she wanted to give us some privacy? Or been called away?

      That’s the only time you saw Barothla? I wished I could get some of Zoltan’s truth drug to force down my aunt’s throat. That might be the easiest and most direct way to find out if she’d somehow been responsible for Meyleera developing this illness.

      Yes. My cousin brought me information on the two elves she cured, and I sent a message to Dun Kroth, hoping she could help me, but their people have been distracted of late. I heard a dragon lich took up residence in one of their sacred mountains. It’s understandable that I haven’t heard back.

      I think that’s been dealt with. Maybe we can figure out something to help you. I didn’t want to promise what I couldn’t deliver, but I sure planned to find a solution.

      Meyleera smiled wistfully and patted my wrist again. I do wish I could see Varlesh. Especially if he’s… not what I feared. Or, not as much what I feared.

      He isn’t.

      He was a good boy when he was young. Her eyelids drooped closed.

      I thought about asking her for a blood sample, but I hadn’t brought one of Zoltan’s syringes, nor did I have the medical know-how to draw blood. Maybe if Meyleera agreed to it, I could ask Freysha to arrange it. The caretaker had been respectful toward her and might do what she wished without asking many questions.

      Meyleera? Could I take a couple drops of your blood home for a medical expert to look at? I didn’t know if a vampire alchemist counted as a medical expert, but Zoltan knew his way around blood; that was for sure.

      Mmhmm, she thought blearily, her eyes still closed.

      I didn’t know if she’d understood my question or truly answered it. It was clear she was drifting off and needed her rest. I was about to extract my wrist from under her hand when she shared a memory. Intentionally? Or was she simply remembering it for herself while we remained linked?

      In it, she was in a larger home, one with enough room for the two pointy-eared children playing inside to run around. A brown-haired girl in pigtails and a blue-eyed boy with his blond hair tied back in a loose braid. Sarrlevi and his sister. He looked to be about eight, with the girl even younger. Maybe they were older, since elves aged differently than humans, but their play suggested that age was about right. They raced around a wooden sofa grown up out of the floor, each armed with paintbrushes and palettes that they were using as swords and shields. Blue and orange paint smeared Sarrlevi’s cheeks, and red spattered the girl’s hair.

      I smiled at the play until a door slammed open, and they both whirled, dropping their brushes. A male elf strode in, his silver hair in a wild mane about his shoulders, his face handsome but fearsome, anger blazing in gray eyes. He staggered twice as he strode across the room.

      Sarrlevi pushed his sister behind him. The elf—their father?—was yelling, but the words were in Elven and didn’t mean anything to me. Meyleera, whose eyes I’d been seeing the memory through, took a deep breath and stepped out of a studio to face him. He pointed accusingly at her, then lifted a hand to strike. Sarrlevi was less than half his size but leaped in the way to try to keep the blow from landing. His father shifted the strike to him. Sarrlevi attempted to duck, but he wasn’t fast enough, and the fist clipped him, sending him across the room. The next hit was for Meyleera.

      As she tumbled away, the memory dissolved, or at least what she was sharing with me. Eyes still closed, Meyleera turned on her side, her back to me, and buried her face in her pillows.

      I rubbed my face, wiping away moisture that had crept into my eyes, and wished I could leave her with some more pleasant memory. Though she was half asleep and probably hadn’t intended to share that, I longed to make her dreams better.

      But Freysha spoke into my mind, concern lacing her telepathic voice: You need to leave now, Matti.

      I sensed her again, not in the other room but out on the bridge leading to the home. She wasn’t alone. My senses told me the queen was with her.

      Hell.
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      I hadn’t had a chance to show Meyleera the paintbrush holder, so I left it on a table as I grabbed my hammer and hurried out. As I’d sensed, Freysha stood on the bridge about twenty feet away, with two books under her arm and her hand up as she faced the queen. Her mother. There was nothing maternal or kind about the queen’s demeanor. She spoke sternly in Elven and pointed past Freysha’s shoulder toward the home. Toward me. The caretaker stood behind her, leaning out and frowning fiercely in my direction.

      What did they think had happened?

      Not sure if I should wait—or hide—or join Freysha, I remained on the balcony.

      Freysha glanced back. My mother believes Sarrlevi sent you to harm Meyleera.

      He doesn’t want his own mother harmed. I tried to share the words with all three of them. He’s not a monster.

      The queen was the one who replied. He is a monster, mongrel girl. And if you are doing his bidding, you’re either his accomplice or his pet.

      I’m neither. I lifted my chin.

      Talons clawed through my mind, and I gritted my teeth to keep from wincing. Hadn’t she gotten enough of my thoughts earlier? What the hell was she looking for?

      His magical compulsion is subtle, but I’m certain it is there, the queen said. Either that, or you’re simply a fool eager to do his bidding because— Her eyes closed to slits. I see. You’re infatuated with him. You are a fool. He’s killed our kind, he’s killed dwarves, and he’ll think nothing of killing you and your family.

      I shook my head.

      Freysha stepped closer to her mother and put a hand on her arm. She spoke respectfully but urgently, and her words prompted a scowl. The queen pointed at the books, demanding to know what they were for.

      Thankfully, I sensed Zavryd approaching. The caretaker glanced up as his winged black form arrowed between the trees toward us. Val rode on his back.

      It is time to depart, he announced into my mind.

      Gladly, I replied, before I remembered the magical device that might be sitting in Meyleera’s gallery. Freysha, I blurted into her mind, doing my best to make the communication pinpoint so the queen wouldn’t hear it. I need you to look for something. Please.

      As Zavryd landed on the edge of the platform extending from the tree, I hurried to show Freysha the device in my mind, hoping I remembered it well enough.

      I will do my best, she replied, but she looked daunted. Maybe the gallery no longer existed. Or maybe it was her mother’s chilly presence that daunted her.

      Thank you. I let out a startled oath as magic swelled under me and lifted me into the air.

      Zavryd levitated me toward the platform, which involved floating me over the bridge and a whole lot of open air with nothing but a few branches to hide the ground far, far, far below. I clenched my hammer to my chest and squinted my eyes shut.

      Wait, Matti. These are the books you requested.

      Though I wanted to keep my eyes shut until I was safely on Zavryd’s back—or maybe back on solid ground on Earth—I made myself look. The thick tomes floated toward me as the queen scowled after them, then looked suspiciously at her daughter. Meanwhile, the caretaker hurried past and into Meyleera’s home. To make sure my infatuated self hadn’t done anything to hurt her patient? I was tempted to stick my tongue out, but I didn’t want to make an enemy of the queen. If— when Sarrlevi and I found a way to help his mother, we would have to return. Or I would.

      The books reached me as I landed behind Val on Zavryd’s back.

      They’re in Elven, Freysha said. There wasn’t time for me to translate anything.

      I grimaced, realizing that would be a problem unless Zavryd would lower the wards to let Sarrlevi into Zoltan’s lab long enough to read everything to him. Any chance you want to come back with us?

      She looked wistfully toward us, but her mother gripped her arm and marched her off in the opposite direction. The queen must not have been too concerned about Meyleera if she wasn’t going in to check on her.

      A chill went through me as I wondered if there was another reason she’d stormed out there. The queen wasn’t an ally of Princess Barothla’s, was she? As strange a wish as it was, I hoped she only hated Sarrlevi and mistrusted me because I’d come on his behalf. And because I wasn’t an elf.

      I’ll visit later if I can, Freysha promised, though she didn’t look back as Zavryd sprang into the air.

      I could use a sample of Meyleera’s blood too, if it’s possible to get it. For Zoltan. I’m going to ask him to do some research on this disease.

      Blood? I’m not a—

      Maybe the caretaker can help? Meyleera said… I wanted to say that she’d given me her heartfelt permission, but I didn’t want to lie—or be caught in a lie. She didn’t not say I could have a sample.

      For a moment, Freysha didn’t respond. My mother may be right that you’re a dubious influence.

      I am a dubious influence, but I’m also trying to help Meyleera and her son. And my mother.

      I’ll see what I can do. It was spoken neutrally, in the tone of someone who doubted she would comply.

      I couldn’t blame her. Will you at least look for the doohickey from Barothla?

      Yes.

      “I should have made Freysha two pots,” I muttered. “Maybe an entire potting shed.”

      “Did you learn anything?” Val asked as Zavryd flew away from the platform. She glanced back at the books.

      “I hope so.”

      A silver portal formed in the air ahead of us, surprising me since we were still well within the barrier that extended around the city. Maybe one could leave from within it, simply not arrive.

      Zavryd flew through the portal; reality contorted and blurred past, and we came out above his house. It felt like I’d been gone a long time, but the sun hadn’t yet set in Seattle. He banked, flying over my grandfather’s truck and Penina’s SUV as he landed in the yard, wings spreading.

      “Looks like your family all arrived,” Val said, sliding off Zavryd’s back.

      “Yeah.” I was relieved. After we’d left, it had occurred to me to wonder how Sarrlevi would get everyone here, as I wasn’t sure my grandparents or sister were ready to handle portal travel. Maybe he’d ridden with them in their vehicles. “Do you have room for them all?”

      “We’ll find everyone a spot if Dimitri hasn’t already.” Val waved toward the door. “I sense him in the backyard.”

      The banging of a hammer floated to us.

      “And hear him in the backyard,” she added.

      “I’ll come in and check on everybody in a minute. Uhm, here.” After scrambling off Zavryd’s back, I handed her the books. “Will you give those to Zoltan?”

      “Yes, but I don’t think he can read Elven, except maybe a bit that pertains to formulas.”

      “I’m hoping Freysha will be able to come back and help with the research. If not, Sarrlevi may be able to translate.”

      “Research on what?”

      “The terminal disease that Meyleera has. It’s probably natural, but… maybe it’s not entirely. Even if it is, Barothla knows how to cure it. Maybe another talented alchemist could come up with a formula.”

      “The only talented alchemist I know charges a fortune for his help.”

      “I know. I think Sarrlevi would pay all the gold he has for a cure for his mother.”

      I half-expected Val to scoff. All the elves and most people who’d encountered him would.

      “Understandable,” was what she said.

      After Zavryd changed into his human form, they headed into the house together.

      Suspecting Sarrlevi was nearby and outside the magical protections on the property, I headed for the street. Though I couldn’t sense him, I’d come to trust that he would do what he said he would.

      Before encountering him, I almost stumbled over the body of a troll lying between two parked cars. The blood from his slit neck was still dripping onto the pavement, and a magical sword lay under the limp hand that had dropped it.

      I gaped until a soft telepathic voice spoke in my mind.

      Over here, Sarrlevi said.

      I skirted the SUV and walked in the direction of his voice, though I couldn’t help but look back, wondering who that was and what we were supposed to do about the body.

      It was Darikoor Darkblade, Sarrlevi said, one of the assassins partaking in the prestige hunt.

      He showed up to kill me? Or… my family? A chill went through me. Even though the nature of that so-called prestige hunt had suggested numerous assassins would end up coming after me, I hadn’t expected two to show up on the same day. How many more would come?

      He sought you. I did not approve. Sarrlevi came into view as I drew close.

      He leaned with his back against a telephone pole where he could see the house—and me approaching. His expression was fierce, and blood spattered the back of one of his hands. For a moment, I thought of the boy I’d seen playing with paintbrushes in his mother’s memories, but there was little of the child left in the deadly assassin before me.

      His eyes were intense as he lifted an arm toward me. Though he appeared to be in a dark mood, I didn’t hesitate to step close.

      Thanks for, uhm— I waved back toward the body, though the chill lingered. Given what the troll had wanted to do, it shouldn’t have bothered me that Sarrlevi had killed someone on my behalf, but it did. Or maybe it bothered me that the organization had set the assassins after me in the first place, that I’d become someone who needed people killed on her behalf.

      I slumped against Sarrlevi, burying my face into his shoulder.

      If it matters to you, I challenged him to a duel, he said, still speaking telepathically. Though it crossed my mind to spring on him from behind and slit his throat. I understand that you’re nothing to them, but I am irritated with the situation.

      I’m not real pleased with it either.

      At least he came alone. Because the brothers fight together and are bringing mindless minions to help distract their foes, I wasn’t able to kill them. That irked me. Had I not promised to watch over your family, I might have gone to hunt them. His arms came around me, his touch gentle, though I could feel the tension in the taut muscles of his body.

      That’s probably not necessary. You can just hang out with me, remember? All bad guys come after me sooner or later. I sighed, wishing that weren’t true. Of course, the brothers had gone after my sister. Even if she and my grandparents were safe under the eye of a dragon now, what about Abbas and Zadie? Assassins who’d questioned Gondo and found my sister might also be able to find them, and I had little doubt the brothers would regroup and return.

      When they do, I will kill them. I will not fail again. Soon, the rest of the guild will know that they have to face me to get to you.

      I leaned back so I could see his eyes. Will you get in trouble for that? For killing people in your guild?

      I do not care. Sarrlevi was looking broodingly toward the house and the dead troll instead of me.

      I slumped. That was a yes, wasn’t it?

      I will not let them kill you. His gaze lowered to mine, and his intensity sent a shiver through me.

      Even though I wanted to be able to handle my own problems, and certainly didn’t want anyone killed on my behalf, having him as a protector was nice.

      I was able to see your mother, I said.

      His expression lightened minutely, but there was wariness in it. Maybe he expected it had gone badly? She spoke to you?

      Yes. Telepathically. She’s pretty weak, but she was coherent, and I think she appreciated hearing about you from someone who cares and wasn’t reporting how many people you’ve killed this week.

      His eyebrow twitched as he glanced toward the troll, but his gaze soon returned to me. Did she mind that you weren’t an elf?

      No. She agreed that I’m a delight. I smirked at him. She’s nice. Much nicer than you.

      He snorted. I’m certain. Some of the tension seeped out of him, and he leaned his face against the top of my head. May I… will you share the memory with me?

      Can’t you read my mind any time you wish? I asked dryly, though my humor faded when I remembered the queen and how she hadn’t bothered to hide that she’d been rooting around in my head.

      To some degree of success, yes, but I’d like your permission this time.

      You should always ask for my permission.

      I know. Sarrlevi slid a hand up my back to push through my hair and rub my scalp. Little tingles of his magic flowed from his fingers, and I leaned my head into his grip. Show me? he asked politely.

      You think you can get whatever you want from me by rubbing my head, don’t you? I asked, but I was already thinking back on the meeting to share the memories with him. I wanted him to see his mother, even if it was filtered through my eyes, and know she was still coherent.

      It does seem to be an effective way to loosen dwarven stubbornness. That and cheese. He continued to massage my scalp as I shared with him, trying to remember everything his mother had said. You think I’d make a good crafting apprentice? Sarrlevi asked when that part of the conversation came up.

      No. You’d be haughty and overconfident and dreadful, but I would work with you anyway.

      Teaching me to plumb?

      Yeah. You’d look good covered in dirt and grease and with a wrench in your hand.

      He smiled but only briefly as I replayed the rest of the conversation. A frown drew his eyebrows together when his mother spoke of Barothla buying a painting with a magical trinket.

      “She hopes to be able to see you again,” I whispered in the end, when I’d shared everything I could remember.

      Sarrlevi leaned his head back against the telephone pole, looking up toward the cloudy sky, a glint of moisture in his eyes. “I want that too,” he murmured.

      He took a deep breath and collected himself. When he looked at me again, his face was back to normal, though maybe not as grim as it had been before. He inclined his head in a bow I’d come to accept as his version of a thank-you.

      “I can’t imagine,” he said, “that the trinket you—she—described could deliver a disease or poison or anything else that might affect the body, but I agree that it’s suspicious that Barothla was there three years ago. My mother is not the only painter in the capital, not by far, and it is an unlikely coincidence that she happened to be treating elves for the same disease that my mother was soon diagnosed with.”

      “Definitely. I’m sorry my aunt is so horrible and has you wrapped up in her schemes.”

      “As am I.” He touched his thumb to my lips.

      I might have kissed him, but my phone rang, startling me. Abbas’s number popped up.

      My earlier concern that he might be in danger again because of me prompted me to answer right away. “Hello?”

      “Hi, Matti. Are you coming out to the work site today?”

      I glanced at the clock on my phone. “Probably not. My sister’s family was attacked today by an assassin that was trying to use them to get to me. Two assassins.”

      He swore. “I was afraid someone new might be after you.”

      I grew still. “Why? What happened?”

      “Earlier, the Dunston brothers came by to catcall me and throw some garbage at the work site. No problem there—I threw a paintbrush at them, and they got huffy about paint spattering their truck and drove away. They’re not a big deal. But a weird guy in a cloak came by at different points during the day too. I couldn’t tell what he was, but I sensed he was a magical being. Full-blood. He didn’t bother us, but I got the feeling he was looking for something.”

      “Me.” I grimaced, glancing at the troll body again. It could have been the same person, but there had to be multiple assassins on Earth by now.

      “Tinja is out here working on the interior of the tiny home. I worry about her being little and vulnerable.”

      “I worry about you being vulnerable too. Why don’t you guys take off for the day? And… maybe stay at a friend’s house tonight.” In an earlier message, I’d warned them both, and Zadie as well, about the assassin threat, but it was more real now that people had shown up. “I’m going to figure something out so you won’t be in trouble, but I may need a day or two.”

      Especially since I had no idea where to start. Unless Willard called and said she’d figured out where the head of the organization and my mother and father were…

      “Okay,” Abbas said, “but try not to let anyone bother our new work site, all right? I’ve got fresh drywall up in the old place, and I’ve cleared the ground for the foundations of the three new houses. This is going to be amazing as long as nobody sabotages everything.”

      “They only want to kill me, I think, not sabotage anything. This isn’t my vengeful aunt again.”

      “I’m not sure how reassured to be,” he said.

      I sighed. “Not very.” After hanging up, I looked at Sarrlevi, certain he’d heard everything, and wondered if he had any ideas. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come back to Earth, but I didn’t feel welcome in the elf city, and they didn’t invite me to stay. Your mom was great, but everyone else besides Freysha was stiff.”

      “That describes many of my people.”

      “No wonder you’ve realized I’m way more fun.”

      “You are certainly more fun to tease.” His eyes glinted before growing more serious. “I could take you to another world, one free of stiff elves, but your family and acquaintances would still be in danger, unless we could make it clear to the entire guild that you weren’t on Earth and threats to your kin would be futile.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s a Guild WhatsApp group I can hop on?”

      He hadn’t given me his flat you’re-talking-gibberish look for a while, but he did now.

      “Never mind.”

      “I think the Thorgnok brothers know more than the average assassin who heard about this from the guild. They gave me the impression that they were on the assignment before it became the prestige hunt. In fact, they were ranting that someone else wanted you dead. It’s possible someone hired them, deemed them insufficient, and then went to the Assassins’ Guild, but you may also have two people offering a reward for your death.”

      “A cheery thought. Is it two people from the same organization, or is one my aunt?”

      “I don’t know.” Sarrlevi looked off up the street. “I regret that I haven’t been able to capture one of the Thorgnok brothers to question more thoroughly. Perhaps if we set a trap…”

      “Well, I have this five-acre property that’s apparently catnip to my stalkers. We could try to set something up there. Abbas won’t be pleased with me, but I’d rather lure assassins there than to my own house again. It can’t handle anymore vines.”

      “No? You saw how they proliferate in the elven city.”

      “Unfortunately, I did. I prefer bridges to be made out of sturdier materials that don’t sway in the wind or when someone jogs across them.”

      “Your house is now well-warded and wouldn’t be ideal for setting a trap,” Sarrlevi said, not commenting on the evil of elven bridges. “If they believe you’ll show up at the other property, we could go there and set traps to tilt the odds in our favor. There are many trees. It would be less complicated than working in your neighborhood.”

      “You’ve been out there?”

      “To check on you and ensure you were unharmed, yes.”

      “In a stalkerly watching-from-the-bushes kind of way?”

      “I didn’t know if you would wish to see me.”

      “That’s a yes, then, right?”

      He smiled. “Yes.”

      “I guess I’d rather have you spying on me than random assassins.”

      “Checking on you, not spying on you.”

      “I don’t think it’s checking on if the person doesn’t know you’re there.”

      Judging by his set jaw, he disagreed. Assassins.

      “All right, let me make sure my family is doing okay, and then we’ll—” I swore. “My motorcycle is still at Penina’s house. And my truck is at home. I’ll have to see if Val can give us a ride.”

      “I can create a portal.”

      “Then we’ll be stuck out there without a car.”

      “I’m capable of creating multiple portals in one night,” Sarrlevi said dryly. “Have I not mentioned that elven stamina is superior?”

      “Yeah, but it was in a different context.”

      “In all contexts, my stamina is more than sufficient.”

      My objection had been more to not having a vehicle out there in case he needed to take off after an assassin, but the property wasn’t so far out that I couldn’t get an Uber if need be. “Okay. Thanks for the offer. I trust, since you’ve apparently spied on me there before, you don’t need me to picture it in my mind for you.”

      “That’s correct.”

      I patted him on the stomach and pointed to the house. “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.”

      He nodded, but as he walked away, he called, Mataalii? silently in my mind.

      I looked back. Yes?

      Thank you for speaking with my mother and letting her know I care.

      I didn’t think he’d ever said the words thank you to me before, and it touched me. Even though we hadn’t solved anything when it came to our mutual problem, I nodded back and said, You’re welcome.
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      I knew Sarrlevi couldn’t make a portal from one part of the city to another but had no idea what other world he would take us to before we reached our ultimate destination across town. Some Cosmic Realms truck stop where people popped out to grab chips and a soda?

      No. We appeared in a log chalet with a high ceiling, its thick wooden beams visible. The air was chill, and ice frosted a large window overlooking a snowy valley. A great stone fireplace rose up in the great room, logs inside waiting to be lit, but I assumed we wouldn’t be there long enough to bother heating the place.

      “One of my homes,” Sarrlevi explained as I looked around, my gaze pausing on a beautiful autumn-colored lake-and-trees landscape above the hearth. “It’s on the wild world of Jiaga. Beings from many species come here to hunt game, but this cabin is on a mountainside, only accessible by levitation. It’s also protected by magic and hasn’t been bothered yet.”

      “Did your mother paint that?” I pointed.

      I didn’t have an experienced eye when it came to art, so it was only a hunch, rather than a recognition of style, that led me to believe that.

      “Yes. Before she met my father.”

      “It’s a lot brighter than her more recent work.”

      “Yes. I paid a collector for it.”

      I blinked a few times at the idea that he would have to pay for a painting his mother had done, but if she hadn’t been in possession of it, it wasn’t as if she could have given it to him. And it sounded like he’d acquired it after he’d been exiled.

      “Her early works are highly valued and don’t trade hands often. If you look closely, you can see birds and animals hidden in the bark, leaves, and even the sky and the lake. It’s something she was renowned for doing. Someday, I’d like to ask her how many there are in this one.” He stepped up to the hearth and pointed toward a whorl in one of the tree trunks, and I picked out the ears and nose of something like a chipmunk. “I’ve counted forty-three.”

      “It’s a beautiful piece.”

      Sarrlevi bowed to me, looking far more pleased by the compliment than if I’d called him beautiful. If I hadn’t known it before, I would have realized it then: my fearsome, independent, and deadly assassin missed his mother. We were more alike than I ever would have guessed.

      “I’ll hope no assassins or dragons find this place and disturb it,” I said, in part because it would be a shame if he lost the painting, and in part because I wanted him to have a safe bolt-hole.

      “I don’t bring people here, so its location isn’t known by many.” He lifted a hand to form another portal.

      I didn’t point out the obvious, that he’d brought me. Whether that meant he trusted me implicitly or didn’t think I could find my way back and tell anyone, I didn’t know, but it touched me that he’d shared the place, and the painting, with me.

      We traveled through the portal back to the damp air of the Pacific Northwest, and I gazed at the twilight dimness shrouding the work site. My senses told me that Abbas and Tinja had left. They hadn’t left any lights on in the house, so I started toward it to turn them on. If I was the bait, I might as well make it clear that I was there.

      I’ll set traps around the perimeter, Sarrlevi told me, already fading from my senses as he wrapped his camouflage around himself.

      Do you want help? Or for me to do anything? I didn’t know what. My grandparents had put me in martial arts, not Girl Scouts, so setting traps didn’t evoke any specialized knowledge in my head. Given enough time, I could come up with something, but he had to be more experienced.

      No. Pretend you’re doing your normal work. If someone comes by, they shouldn’t find it suspicious that you’re here. They should feel they’ve found what they were waiting for.

      Is it okay if I do actual work instead of pretending? I’d been feeling guilty about my part-time focus of late. How was I supposed to keep teasing Abbas about taking off two religions’ worth of holidays when he’d been on the job more than I these past weeks?

      I’ll allow that. Perhaps you can plumb something.

      Perhaps I can enchant the drainpipes to shoot water at snobby elves.

      Soft laughter came from the trees at the side of the property.

      Are you supposed to laugh when you’re camouflaging yourself and being sneaky?

      Never.

      I’d been joking about the drainpipes, but after turning on the lights in the old house—now with new hardwood floors and drywall—I went outside and eyed them. I did want to learn a trick for keeping the ones at home unclogged. As long as I was killing time while looking like appealing bait, maybe I could practice enchanting.

      Deciding it wasn’t that late, I texted Santiago and asked if he had any suggestions for magical drainpipes.

      At least put your back to the house and the glowing light of your communications device away if you’re going to remain outside, Sarrlevi said.

      In the darkening night, the light probably did make me an obvious target, but I couldn’t keep from saying, Isn’t the point for them to see me?

      To know you’re there, not to be able to snipe you from three hundred yards away. I suggest you find a task to perform within the dwelling.

      How am I supposed to work on the drainpipes from inside?

      Perhaps something on the interior needs to be plumbed.

      Santiago’s return text suggested I could use magic to increase the speed at which water flowed and perhaps add a barrier to keep large objects from entering. He gave a few tips on barriers, and that excited me. It might be the same kind of magic that Barothla and others used to thwart attacks. If I could master keeping pinecones out of drainpipes, it might be only a matter of time before I could turn myself into Super Woman and deflect bullets aimed at my chest.

      Reluctant to abandon the project now that it filled my mind, I gripped the drainpipe, thinking about unfastening it to take inside. Half of the fasteners were missing or bent so it wobbled mightily. I snorted and ripped it free. I’d fix it later, after I’d enchanted it.

      You have a strange method of repairing things. Sarrlevi sounded more amused than exasperated that I was still outside, dithering around.

      You’re not very focused on setting those traps.

      It’s important that I keep an eye on you.

      Is it important that you tease me too?

      Yes.

      Smiling, I dragged the drainpipe inside, hunted down tools I’d brought over earlier, and debated what Sarrlevi would say if I went back for a piece of the gutter. Ideally, the barrier should be integrated into that. Or maybe I should take a page from Dimitri’s book and see if I could add a fire element. What if the drainpipes could incinerate anything improper that attempted to flow into them? Too bad Santiago hadn’t taught me how to make incineration enchantments yet.

      As I tinkered, hammering the dents out of the copper drainpipe while I attempted to employ his less destructive suggestions, something occurred to me.

      “What if the answer to that vision isn’t violence but enchanting?” I eyed my hammer where it leaned against the wall within reach.

      Twice now, it had given me the same vision, and neither time had I twigged to what it wanted. It was like it was testing me, waiting for me to figure out the solution. If I never did, would it forever assume I wasn’t a worthy wielder?

      The weapon was useful as it was, but ever since Santiago had suggested it had an intelligence, I’d longed to speak with it, to ask it about my mother and about what all it could do. More, I’d longed to have it accept me.

      “The bracelets enslaving the people are key, I think,” I mused as I returned to working on the drainpipe. “If I can get them off, those people shouldn’t want to continue to hold my mother prisoner. Maybe they’d even become allies. But something would have to be done to keep the bracelets from harming—killing—people once they’re removed. It’s like they have a dead-man’s switch. Or a fail-deadly switch.”

      Maybe that was part of the spell and could also be nullified. But how could I, a newbie half-blood enchanter, hope to use my meager power to overcome the existing magic? Or alter the bracelets in any way? Especially if my powerful full-blooded dwarven mother had created them. Had she? Sarrlevi had suggested she might have, but he hadn’t been sure.

      Though it was getting late, I texted Santiago: Is there a simple way to remove an enchantment on an object that someone else created?

      So far, he’d never seemed exasperated or irritated when I messaged him out of the blue, but I added him to my list of people that I would make things for once I improved enough to create better gifts. I didn’t want him to wish to help me only because Sarrlevi had paid him a fortune for my lessons.

      Not a simple way, no, he answered, but it is easier to destroy than create.

      I figured. That’s a famous saying, isn’t it?

      I don’t know if it can be found in fortune cookies, but it’s at least a famous truth.

      Santiago called and walked me through a couple of processes, one using extreme heat and one deconstructing an enchantment at the molecular level. That boggled my mind, as I hadn’t imagined magic having molecules. He laughed and said the items being enchanted did and that enough alterations to the original material would cause the enchantment to fail. That made more sense, and I eyed the drainpipes speculatively.

      “At your next lesson, we can practice doing it with the nails you’ve enhanced.” Santiago yawned. “It’s easier to unravel one’s own enchantments than those of powerful mages whose work you’re not familiar with.”

      “Thanks,” I said, though I was disappointed since I was sure powerful mage applied to the creator of those bracelets. There’d been so many bracelets too. One on every fighter there. How could I break forty enchantments at once?

      After apologizing for bugging Santiago at night, I hung up and went back to work on the drainpipe since that was a much simpler project than the daunting vision. I did, however, experiment on it. Using the rust-resisting enchantment I knew well, I applied a tiny amount of magic before banging out a dent, then checked to see if altering the copper had indeed broken the enchantment. Not quite, but it was noticeably weaker. Breaking the drainpipe in half would likely destroy the enchantment completely.

      “That’s something anyway.” Still, I couldn’t imagine affecting all those bracelets in the time the hammer gave me during the vision. “Maybe I have to free Mom, and then she can help me with the enchantments.”

      What kept her imprisoned in the vision? The cage, of course, but it hadn’t been magical, not that I’d noticed. With her power, breaking free from mundane metal should have been easy. Had she also been wearing a bracelet? I tried to remember but couldn’t, and my gaze drifted to the hammer.

      With assassins possibly on the way, I was loath to ask it to give me the vision again, especially when I hadn’t yet figured out the puzzle. How many times would it let me take the test before giving up on me?

      When faint magic emanated from the now dent-free drainpipe, I declared it complete. I would have to wait for it to rain, or pour buckets of water down it to test it. There were more drainpipes and the gutters to do, but Sarrlevi would complain if I went back outside.

      “Unless he doesn’t see me.” I rubbed my camouflage charm, opened the door, and carefully carried the drainpipe out without clunking it against anything.

      If there were assassins lurking in the street, I couldn’t see or sense them. The one that had come by earlier hadn’t been camouflaged, not if Abbas had detected him, but that didn’t mean I was dealing with a lesser opponent. It might imply that the assassin had been so confident in his abilities that he hadn’t bothered to hide.

      After reaffixing the drainpipe, I went around the house to enchant the others. Not wanting to make noise, I didn’t hammer out the dents. I did tighten the fastenings and, to my surprise, found that I could use my magic to manipulate warped metal and mold it back into place. I’d done that with the flowerpot and paintbrush holder, I realized; at the time, I’d thought I’d been using muscle to do the molding, but it had been easier than expected.

      While I was climbing up on the roof to work on the gutters, my phone rang. So much for being quiet and not alerting Sarrlevi or anyone else that I was outside.

      Val’s name came up, and I answered in a whisper as I reached the roof. “Hey.”

      “Zav is volunteering to create magical protector topiaries and install other defenses around your house. He says he’ll also leave a mark on it to inform potential intruders that a dragon has claimed the property and others would be foolish to step foot on it uninvited.”

      That made me imagine a dragon lifting his leg to mark territory like a wolf. “Does that improve the property value?”

      “I haven’t had the house appraised since we did the improvements, but I think dragon magic may detract from the value, at least on this world. I’ve noticed a lot of houses on my street have gone up for sale lately at reduced prices.”

      “Odd.”

      “Yup.”

      Zavryd’s voice came from the background. “This world is backward, benighted, and forsaken for a reason.”

      The laughter of children and the shout of an adult—Penina’s husband?—were also audible in the background. And was that clinking the result of Dimitri working on a project? Or Tinja? Abbas and Zadie had refused to spend the night at a stranger’s house, but Tinja had been happy to return, mentioning that Val always had spare parts and Goblin Fuel coffee in her cupboards.

      “Does your mate’s willingness to do all that work on my house have anything to do with my family overrunning yours?” I hoped they weren’t disturbing him too much. And also hoped Sarrlevi and I would be able to catch and question the brothers tonight, at least one of them.

      “It might.” Val chuckled, not sounding bothered herself. “Zav wants to be able to wander around the house naked and enjoy the sauna, steam room, and hot tub out back.”

      “Don’t you forbid him from doing that even when other people aren’t over? Because you have roommates?”

      “Well, I forbid it less. Since Zoltan and Dimitri are male, they shouldn’t be that aggrieved by seeing a naked guy.”

      “Something tells me Zoltan is aggrieved by your mate whether he’s naked or clothed.”

      “That’s not untrue. Maybe I should have said he’s not any more aggrieved than usual.”

      “Tell him I’d be appreciative if he added defenses to my home, but I’m not there right now. I’m baiting a trap that Sarrlevi is setting.”

      “Are you placing bait in it, or are you the bait?”

      “That latter thing.”

      “Be careful, Matti. Those brothers are dangerous opponents, and who knows how many minions they’ll bring to distract you this time?”

      “I know, but, this time, my family won’t be in danger. They’re all still there, right? And doing okay?” I worried more about my grandparents and Bob than Penina and the kids. My sister had experienced the danger firsthand and would likely stay put. Those who hadn’t witnessed the orc fight might be more likely to scoff. I didn’t know if Penina’s husband had any inkling about the magical community and the threats it could represent.

      “Your grandmother is asking when Sarrlevi will come back,” Val said.

      “Uh.” I didn’t know how to respond, though Val sounded amused.

      “Apparently, he carried all their luggage, complimented her on her beauty, and used a magical cloth to clean the interior of their truck on the way down.”

      “Ah. He does have a fastidious streak.”

      “She took your grandfather to bed early. I’m not sure he’s the one she’ll be imagining as they get horizontal.”

      “Val.” I looked at the phone in horror. “They’re eighty-five.”

      “Then he’s definitely not who she’ll be imagining.”

      I smacked my hand to my face and shuddered. “You’re wicked.”

      “Yup. My daughter would agree. Oh, Nin found Gondo. He was injured and hiding because he was ashamed he’d let the half-orcs bully him. Zav healed him, but he’s worried you’ll hate him now and will tell Tinja not to visit with him anymore, even though he’s wondrous and a city goblin like her, so clearly they should hang out.”

      “I don’t have any power to tell Tinja who she can and can’t visit, but tell him not to worry about it. Tell him I’m sorry he was hurt because of me.”

      “Will do,” Val said. “Everything is under control here. Do what you need to do, and call if you need help.”

      “Thanks. Wait, Val.” Something I’d been thinking about earlier sprang to mind. “Can you ask Zoltan to make another truth drug for me?”

      “Do you think Sarrlevi held something back?”

      “Not him, no, but I’d dearly like to have a frank and honest chat with my aunt.”

      “Right. Are you planning to see her soon?”

      “One way or another, I am positive I’ll end up in her orbit again.” How I would force the liquid down her throat, I didn’t know, but I hoped I could—and that Sarrlevi would be at my side when I asked her what she’d really been doing when she showed up to buy that painting.

      “I’ll ask him to make it an express order,” Val said.

      “Thank you.”

      More laughter rang out in the background, followed by the clatter of something falling and breaking.

      Grimacing, I said, “I can fix that tomorrow.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” Val said with a snort.

      As she hung up, a touch at my shoulder made me jump. Sarrlevi, who was doing a much better job of stealth than I, crouched beside me, his magic so effective that I still didn’t sense him.

      “You are not plumbing the interior of this abode, as I suggested.”

      “I know. I can’t take the gutters in the house though.” I looked toward the street, aware that I wasn’t behind cover. The camouflage charm should have kept me from view, but the neighborhood was quiet, and the phone conversation had likely been audible beyond the property.

      “Perhaps such improvements can wait.”

      “I’ll work on them quietly.” I stuck my phone back into my pocket. “Without talking to anyone.”

      “You are as stubborn as a full-blooded dwarf.”

      “At least I’m not so bothered by entropy that I have to clean people’s vehicles while riding in them.”

      Maybe Sarrlevi hadn’t heard that part of the conversation, for he didn’t have an answer right away. Or maybe he’d cleaned my grandparents’ truck and Penina’s SUV and didn’t know to which I referred.

      “They put me in the back with their obstreperous offspring,” he said with distaste.

      I almost snorted. He had cleaned Penina’s vehicle.

      “There were toys everywhere, a loathsomely scented dessert product mashed into the carpet, and dried sticks of potatoes wedged between the seats.”

      “Entropy.” I smirked, intending to mention it to Penina the next time she accused me of not cleaning my home often enough. Though she was a tidy person, I knew that some of the perennial cleanliness of her house was a result of weekly visits from a maid service. Maybe they didn’t do cars.

      “Yes.” Sarrlevi rested a hand on my back.

      “I asked Val to get me some more of that truth drug so we can pay my aunt a visit.”

      “In the royal quarters in the well-protected dwarven capital city?”

      “Yeah, is it hard to get in?”

      “For me, yes.”

      “What about me?”

      “You’d go alone?”

      “To get the truth out of her, yes.”

      Sarrlevi didn’t answer, but he had to be skeptical that I could do anything to her by myself. Maybe I was delusional to believe I could.

      The weight of his hand left my back, and he switched to telepathy. We have a visitor.

      I swept out with my senses and caught the familiar aura of one of the half-orc assassins. He was walking up the street, as if he were a neighbor out for an evening stroll for his health. If only.

      Where’s the other one? So wounded from our battle that he had to be rushed to the hospital?

      Doubtful. You did smash his face effectively though. Sarrlevi squeezed my shoulder.

      Proud of me? I shouldn’t have been into a guy who dug violence, but I leaned against him anyway, waiting for the assassin to come into view.

      The once-rural neighborhood—a mix of old houses on larger properties and pockets of six or ten new homes that had been infilled, much as Abbas and I were doing—had a lot of trees and bushes blocking views and no streetlights. Even so, the night was bright enough that I spotted the huge cloaked figure as he walked into view and stopped in front of the driveway. With his hood up, I couldn’t tell if it was the one I’d struck. Even if it was, the half-orcs probably healed quickly. The injury might be gone by now.

      He carried his huge sword and also wore a bow and quiver of arrows on his back. All of his weapons were magical, as was the armor under his cloak.

      Doubting he was alone, I envisioned his brother and an army of orcs camouflaged and standing behind him.

      Perhaps thinking the same, Sarrlevi said, I’ll get close and see if I can detect others.

      Thanks. Is that the one who had the matchbook? Can you tell?

      It is not. It’s the one who attempted to lure me into a trap by offering voluptuous tusked orc females.

      So it might be better to question the other one.

      Yes. If this one is truly alone— Sarrlevi’s telepathic tone turned to ice as he added, —I will kill him.
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      After Sarrlevi moved away from me, disappearing as if he’d never been there, I crawled quietly across the roof toward the ladder. The gutters would have to wait.

      In the street, the half-orc’s head rotated slowly from left to right as he studied the property. With my camouflage charm activated, he shouldn’t have sensed me, but… that was a problem, wasn’t it? I needed the assassins to know I was here so they didn’t leave. They needed to commit to attacking—and stumbling into Sarrlevi’s traps.

      Had he finished laying them? I should have asked him that instead of about dirty cars.

      If I was going to reveal my presence, it needed to be from behind cover. I climbed carefully off the roof and eased through the back door. I turned off the lights inside—the assassin ought to notice that—and padded to a front window. He remained in the street, now looking directly at the house.

      With my hammer in hand, I willed the camouflage charm to deactivate.

      The half-orc’s head came up like a bloodhound that had caught the scent of its prey.

      “Here I am, big guy,” I murmured. “Come on in, and bring your brother.”

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. I’d turned it to silent but winced at the vibration, imagining keen half-orc ears catching the noise from a hundred yards away. But I wasn’t hiding now. If he thought I was distracted by a phone call, maybe he and his brother would rush the house.

      “Hey, Val,” I whispered.

      “Zoltan made extras of the truth drug last time, so I was already able to get a vial for you. Do you want to come pick it up tonight?”

      “Yes, after the assassin staring at me through the window decides what he’s going to do.”

      Val hesitated. “That’s not Sarrlevi, right?”

      “No. Though he has admitted to spying on me through windows.”

      “Don’t make me retract my words about him being boyfriend material. Do you want me to bring the vial over there?”

      “In your Jeep or on your dragon?” I didn’t want the arrival of Zavryd to scare away the assassins, not before we caught and questioned one, but given how challenging our first battle with them had been, it wouldn’t hurt to have Val’s help again.

      “Zav has locked himself in the sauna and threatened to incinerate anyone who disturbs him.”

      “How much meat do I have to bring to ensure he only incinerates bad guys who disturb him?”

      “A few orders of ribs would help appease him.”

      “Tell him I’ll deliver them as soon as my current problem is resolved.”

      “So… next summer?”

      “If you bring me that truth drug, maybe it’ll be this weekend. Wait, can you bring two doses?” Originally, I’d only been thinking of using the drug on Barothla, but if Sarrlevi captured one of the assassins, we could force some down his throat.

      “I’ll see what I can get. Zoltan has a tendency to raise his rates on formulas he knows are popular.”

      I opened my mouth to say I’d pay whatever he asked, but that wouldn’t be wise. Zoltan was a known price-gouger. “Tell him if he gives them to me for free, I’ll enchant the backyard to create a perpetual haze around the hot tub area so he never has to accidentally see dragon nudity.”

      “Can you do that?”

      “Tell him I can.”

      “So, no.”

      “Not no, just not quite yet. But I’m learning quickly.”

      “Well, I might pay you for that. Then sparring practices with my daughter would be safer. I’ll be there soon.”

      “Thanks.”

      As I slipped my phone back in my pocket, the assassin spun toward the side, crouched, and hefted his sword. He must have sensed Sarrlevi. I ran for the door, expecting the half-orc to spring, but by the time I opened it, he was gone. Camouflaged? I hadn’t sensed a portal forming.

      Long seconds passed as I stood in the doorway, my hammer raised. Don’t give me that vision right now, please.

      Was it my imagination or did the faintest hint of indignation come from the weapon?

      I’m still trying to figure out how I can get the bracelets off without hurting people, I added.

      No response. Maybe the indignation had been my imagination.

      Close the door, Sarrlevi warned. He’s still here. He’s camouflaged, but I can smell him. I think he suspects traps. He hasn’t triggered them yet.

      Though I longed to help, I stepped back and closed the door. As it thudded shut, the wood split loudly, startling me. A magical arrowhead thrust through, the shaft lodging in the door.

      Backing farther, I stared at it. If I’d been a second slower, that would have taken me in the eye.

      Maybe asking Val to come here had been a mistake. As handy as the truth drug could be, I didn’t want her to be hurt helping with my problem. Again.

      The clash of metal weapons striking sounded in the street. I hesitated, torn between wanting to see the fight, and help if I could, and knowing I was the target and that the half-orc’s brother was likely out there.

      For an instant, I sensed Sarrlevi. Had the fight knocked out his camouflaging magic? Then he was gone, shrouded again. The half-orc’s magic lapsed next, and I fully sensed him. Swords clashed once more before he sprang away and disappeared from my awareness.

      This time, they were playing cat-and-mouse instead of fighting openly.

      The magic of a portal swelled, and I risked opening the door again, though I only leaned out a couple of inches. Unless I got a chance to throw my hammer, I wouldn’t run out. Even with the wall in front of my body, I wasn’t safe. That arrow hadn’t had trouble going through the door.

      I couldn’t see or sense Sarrlevi or the assassin, but the glow of the portal lit the street, its silver disc hanging in the air above the pavement. A woman out walking her dog with a flashlight had halted to stare at it—and the noise.

      “Go home!” I yelled.

      The dog barked at the portal.

      Sarrlevi and his opponent appeared briefly, weapons swinging between them, then clashing. The woman tugged the dog back, trying to heed my advice. Sarrlevi and the half-orc sprang back and disappeared again. Metal balls on a rope clattered across the pavement. A bola? If the assassin had thrown it to tangle Sarrlevi’s legs, he’d missed. It skidded to a stop at the side of the street, and a burst of fire shot into the air. One of Sarrlevi’s traps.

      The surface of the portal rippled, and someone sprang out. The other half-orc assassin.

      The woman finally convinced her dog that all hell had broken loose, and they sprinted out of my view.

      The new arrival had something—no, someone—draped over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

      Fresh fear for my family stampeded into me, but his prisoner wasn’t human. He—she had the aura of a magical being, a familiar one.

      “Artie,” I blurted.

      The assassin glanced over at me. Wearing nothing but a nightshirt, Artie struggled. She had no weapons, and magical ropes bound her wrists and ankles.

      Metal rang out again, Sarrlevi and the other brother coming together in a flurry of sword strikes. They were on the property now, between the house and the tiny home. Someone dove and rolled from an attack, but I couldn’t tell who. The person brushed a bush, and more fire shot into the air. He jerked away quickly enough to avoid being burned and sprang up, sword still in hand. The half-orc. Sarrlevi disappeared again.

      In the street, Artie’s hulking captor slung her off his shoulder to stand in front of him, her back to him, her head barely reaching above his belt. Her short stature didn’t keep him from effectively pressing his sword against her throat. It was the same bastard who’d held Penina on the roof.

      Fury flushed my body with heat, almost driving away my rational thoughts. It was all I could do to keep from running out there to attack him.

      But that was what he wanted. For me to give myself up to him while Sarrlevi was busy with his brother.

      Before the portal and its glow faded, I saw Artie’s battered and dazed face. It took a lot to daze a dwarf, but she looked like she’d been hit by a semitruck. Or an asshole of an assassin.

      And what of Hennehok? Had he been with her when the brothers showed up? Was he already dead?

      Come, mongrel, the half-orc spoke into my mind, staring straight at me. Will you not trade your life for that of a friend?

      As he finished the question, his head jerked to the side, and he lifted his sword arm. His defensive magic grew stronger, but a projectile—a dagger—spun toward him. Also emanating magic, it pierced the barrier he’d wrapped around himself. Unfortunately, he’d gotten his sword up in time to deflect the dagger away.

      Belatedly, I realized it had distracted him.

      Throw another if you can, I told Sarrlevi telepathically.

      I took a few steps out of the house, attempting to move quietly so the half-orcs wouldn’t notice I’d left cover, and hefted my hammer to throw. Artie’s captor started to turn back toward me, but he cursed as another dagger sped out of the darkness toward him.

      A yard from him, a gout of flame roared twenty feet into the sky. His focus remained on the dagger and blocking it.

      I hurled the hammer, praying for an accurate throw.

      Usually, I wouldn’t doubt my ability to hit a target, but with Artie vulnerable and in the assassin’s grip, I was terrified I would miss and get her.

      As the hammer spun through the air, I willed it to have enough power to breach the half-orc’s defenses, but I didn’t dare utter any of the power words. If lightning struck the assassin, it would strike Artie too. But Sarrlevi’s dagger had made it through his magical barrier, and it was a lesser weapon.

      The half-orc succeeded in knocking aside the second dagger, but my hammer landed, thudding into his chest. Even as it struck, my instincts warned me of a threat from the side. I flung myself to the ground an instant before another magical arrow whizzed past, scant inches above me.

      A scream of pain sounded in the direction it had come from, followed by a snap of wood.

      Sarrlevi’s camouflage dropped, and so did the half-orc’s. They were no longer sword fighting but wrestling on the ground, a broken bow to the side.

      A clatter in the street yanked my attention back to Artie’s captor.

      Trusting Sarrlevi had the other brother busy, I called, “Vishgronik,” to my hammer. It had struck the pavement after hitting its target, knocking the half-orc back. Now, it flew toward me as I ran at my foe. Despite the powerful blow I’d landed, the assassin hadn’t fallen to the ground, and he still gripped Artie. He hadn’t yet brought his sword back to her throat though. I ran faster, and as soon as the hammer returned to my grip, I threw it again.

      Duck! I cried into Artie’s mind, hoping she could. This time, my target wasn’t as clear. The assassin was crouching, trying to use her as a shield. What a bastard.

      Though she still appeared dazed, a surge of power came from Artie, and she was able to pull away. But without daggers flying toward him, the half-orc wasn’t distracted. He whipped his sword up to deflect my hammer. Lightning streaked from the head, and he grimaced in pain, staggering back a step as it struck, but his blade was also magical and succeeded in knocking my weapon away.

      I cried, “Vishgronik,” before it hit the pavement, expecting it to fly back into my hand, as it had the other times. The assassin lunged for it, his fingers wrapping around the haft. Panic pounded me in the gut, and I yelled the power word again. The hammer flared, trying to obey.

      Snarling, the assassin tightened his grip and stalked toward me with his sword and my hammer raised. I’d been sprinting toward him but skidded to a stop, almost tripping on the uneven ground where the grass met the pavement.

      Artie didn’t have a weapon, but she used her magic to free her wrists and ankles, then crouched, summoning further power. The assassin didn’t look at her. He only gave me a toothy smile as he stalked toward me, eyes gleaming in anticipation.

      Before he reached me, he launched a burst of power. It smacked into me like a tree trunk. My shoes left the ground as I tumbled backward through the air. I managed to twist, get my legs under me, and land facing him in a crouch, but without a weapon, what could I do? If I’d known where the traps were, I could have lured him toward one, but they were as hidden from me as from the assassins.

      To the side, Sarrlevi and the brother still battled, thrashing about on the ground, each trying to gain the advantage.

      “Hyrek,” I tried as my foe stalked closer. Perhaps vainly, I hoped my weapon would feel loyalty to me and attack him with lightning.

      Fool, the assassin spoke into my mind. He who holds the weapon is the wielder.

      Lightning sprang from the head, and he laughed, certain it wouldn’t harm him. His eyes widened when it streaked down the haft and wrapped around him. His laughter turned into a cry of pain as the air sizzled, smelling of burning meat.

      Artie thrust her hands outward and blasted him with power. Somehow, he kept his defenses up, magic enrobing him. It protected him from her attack, but the lightning was coming from inside his barrier, and I hoped it would keep going. But he snarled and used his power to end it. A scowl replaced the pain that had briefly—far too briefly—contorted his face.

      He barked something in his tongue toward Sarrlevi and his brother, grunts and thuds and snarls coming from their battle. It sounded like the equivalent of, Quit screwing around, and finish him.

      Artie grabbed a rock, wrapped magic around it, and threw it at our foe. It bounced off his barrier, and he barely glanced at her.

      “Vishgronik,” I yelled again, hoping the half-orc had been distracted enough to loosen his grip.

      The hammer flared silver-blue. Trying to get away from him?

      Though his jaw clenched with the struggle, the assassin retained my hammer. When Artie lifted her hands to try another attack, he pointed his sword at her. An icy white beam shot out of it, striking her in the chest. She wore no armor, only that nightshirt, and snarled in anger and pain as she tumbled away, rolling into the brush beside the road.

      I sprinted at the assassin, willing my hammer to help me.

      Please, I whispered to it. I’m trying to be good enough to wield you. Don’t let some thug take you.

      With Artie knocked to the ground, the half-orc turned back to me. The beam still shot from his sword, and he swept it toward me.

      Before it reached me, the hammer throbbed with a burst of energy. An attack?

      The assassin cursed and almost lost his grip, not on my hammer but on his sword. As he fumbled and recovered, clenching his weapon tight, the beam extinguished. His barrier must have been extinguished too for when I sprang at him, I reached him. I grabbed my hammer with both hands, using it for leverage to swing my legs up to kick him in the face.

      Both feet landed, knocking his head back, but he snarled and snapped his jaws at me like a werewolf. Refusing to let go of the hammer, I whipped my legs away from his teeth. Savagely, he swung the weapon—and me—about, trying to dislodge me. I kicked again, aiming for his sword hand this time. I connected with his knuckles. Hard.

      His hand spasmed, and he released the sword.

      A swell of magic at the side of the road made me curse. Another portal formed. What now?

      I groaned as the assassin jerked me about, determined to fling me free of the hammer. My neck protested the wild swings, but I managed to catch him in the groin with my knee.

      Abruptly, he stopped trying to throw me free and instead jerked me close. A hand came up as he attempted to grab me by the throat. I bit down hard, catching him between thumb and forefinger. He cursed and thrust me away.

      “Vishgronik,” I yelled again, hoping I’d hurt him enough that it would work this time.

      With another curse, the half-orc released the hammer and me.

      There wasn’t time for me to get my feet under me, but when I hit the pavement, I managed to turn the fall into a roll. Chest heaving, the half-orc snatched up his sword. Instead of coming after me again, he faced the house.

      Sarrlevi stalked toward him, his twin blades bloody, his clothing ripped, and his eyes blazing. Behind him, the other brother lay on the ground, not moving.

      “Matti,” Artie whispered, running up and grabbing my wrist. “We have to—”

      A cloaked figure—another assassin?—and two armed orcs leaped out of the portal. The figure camouflaged himself and disappeared as soon as he landed.

      “—get out of here,” Artie finished as another two orcs came through.

      The assassin bellowed an order, and all four orcs ran at Sarrlevi. It was possible the camouflaged person did too. Someone stepped on a trap. Another blast of fire lit the night sky, eliciting a grunt of pain from whoever had triggered it. But I doubted the traps would be enough to help with all this.

      Weapons raised to defend himself, Sarrlevi looked briefly at me, then held Artie’s gaze longer, as if they were speaking telepathically.

      Hammer raised, I stepped toward Sarrlevi, afraid he would be overwhelmed, but more orcs came out of the portal, blocking my route. How many minions had the brothers convinced to wait at their beck and call for the opportunity to throw their lives away?

      “Hennehok has arranged help to find your mother.” Artie grabbed me again. “We have to get back to Dun Kroth to meet him.”

      “We can’t leave Sarrlevi. Or that guy.” I pointed at the remaining assassin, but more orcs came through the portal. Some ran straight at Sarrlevi, and others faced us, blocking the way to their master.

      Sarrlevi backed to a tree, twin swords swinging as he faced all the enemies attempting to surround him. Faster than they, he kept them from doing so, but he couldn’t ignore them. They attacked en masse, determined to take him down, and the half-orc assassin roared in fury and launched a magical attack at him.

      I lifted my hammer. Maybe it was dumb, considering what had happened before, but I threw it. With the assassin looking at Sarrlevi instead of me, the back of his head was an open target.

      The hammer struck a barrier, but it distracted the half-orc and halted the magical attack he was casting at Sarrlevi. Without me commanding it to do so, the hammer issued lightning, not at the protected assassin but at the orc troops ready to charge me now that I didn’t have a weapon.

      Sarrlevi glanced toward Artie and me again, then sprang into the tree and caught a branch. From just out of the orcs’ reach, he summoned magic. An attack, I assumed, but another portal opened, this one right behind me.

      Go to Dun Kroth with the dwarf, Sarrlevi ordered as an orc with a bow took aim at him. An instant before an arrow would have skewered him, he dropped from the branch, his swords slashing at the horde again. You’ll be safe from the assassins there.

      I’m not leaving you here to be overwhelmed by a thousand orcs! I opened my mouth to order my hammer to return, but it swept toward me before I uttered a word.

      There are only ten so far, plus the half-orc and possibly another assassin.

      Only!

      Two more orcs hopped out of the other portal. Sarrlevi needed help, not for his allies to flee.

      When I started toward him, Artie grabbed my shoulder, halting me. She must have heard Sarrlevi’s command, because she pointed at the portal he’d made. Come. It goes to Dun Kroth. We’ll find Hennehok, get help, and come back.

      “No.” I tried to jerk away, but her grip was strong. I pointed my hammer at the half-orc. “We can handle that guy.”

      But we couldn’t, not with his minions there to help. My hammer’s lightning attack had stopped, and they crouched around their boss, looking pissed.

      At a command from the assassin, the orcs charged toward me. As I prepared to throw the hammer, Artie surprised me by kicking the back of my knee and knocking me off balance. Before I could recover, she yanked me through the portal.

      The last thing I saw was more orcs springing out of the other portal and charging at Sarrlevi.

      “No!” I yelled, furious, but it was too late.

      The magic enveloped me, taking me to another world.
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      As soon as I came out of the portal, the stone walls of a cavern visible to either side, I spun toward Artie. Furious, it was all I could do not to lift my hammer and strike her.

      “What did you do that for?” I shook the weapon instead, mirroring my body as it shook with anger. “Sarrlevi needed help. We could have gotten the assassin if we’d worked together.”

      “The assassin and the dozens of orcs showing up?” Artie, unarmed and wearing only a nightshirt, held up her hands and eyed the hammer—and me—warily.

      “There weren’t that many, not yet.”

      “There were enough. Besides, he’s the one who asked me where he could send us where the assassins wouldn’t get you. He opened the portal.” Artie waved toward it as the silver disc faded. “He was the one who told me to get you out of there.”

      “You can’t listen to everything he says. He’s an assassin.” Feeling like a bully, even though I knew she had power beyond weapons, I lowered my hammer.

      “As I’ve been trying to tell you all along. But, this time, he and I were in agreement. There’s no point in you fighting the dangerous people who are after you.” Artie propped her fists on her hips. “We have to find those who have your mother and who financed the prestige hunt for the Assassins’ Guild. That’s the only way to get the assassins out of your beard.”

      “I’m working on that.” I thrust a finger in the air. “Make a portal and take me back.”

      She glowered stubbornly at me.

      “Please,” I bit out.

      I didn’t doubt that Sarrlevi had wanted to get me out of trouble, but it galled me to leave him behind against overwhelming odds.

      “I’m not capable of making portals. We’ll have to find Hennehok first.” Artie looked to the right.

      I followed her gaze, hoping to find Hennehok standing there, but four unfamiliar dwarves in plate armor, with crossbows slung across their backs, were gripping large axes as they gazed blandly at us. Two were stationed to either side of wide, shallow marble stairs that led up to a gate—the entrance to a walled city that spanned the vast cavern.

      That wall, nearly twenty feet high and several feet thick, hid most of the city from view, but through the gate, buildings were visible, some one or two stories high and some rising ten or more, halfway to the roof of the cavern. The structures appeared to be carved from stone, but they were tinted with colors, everything from pale blues to oranges to pinks and yellows.

      My jaw dropped. “Is this… the dwarven capital?”

      “Yes. Kragorok. The royal quarters are here.”

      Though my concern for Sarrlevi hadn’t faded, I rocked back with the realization that I might be in the same cavern as Barothla. Would Artie be able to get me in to see her? If only I had that truth drug.

      The guards didn’t appear concerned by our arrival, but two murmured to each other.

      “This isn’t where I would have chosen to open a portal and come out,” Artie admitted, rubbing her head and glancing in the other direction.

      The cavern transitioned into a wide tunnel that stretched away from the city, magical lanterns on the walls illuminating it. A road and rail tracks traveled down the center, eventually bending out of view as they followed the shoreline of an underground lake with long stalactites dangling above the placid water.

      “Are you—we—not going to be welcome?” As I asked the question, the large gate swung open.

      A squad of armored dwarves, most male, some female, and all with stern faces, marched out.

      Artie sighed. “It’ll be fine, but we’ll be expected to report to the king, and I was hoping not to speak to him until after we’d found your mother. Or at least had some good news.”

      The squad of dwarves strode down the steps toward us. Artie held out her open palms. Several of the troops eyed my hammer. I refused to set it down, but I kept it by my side instead of raised.

      I didn’t recognize any of the dwarves. That wasn’t surprising, as these were probably simple city guards, but it would have been nice to spot the general or priest that I’d interacted with before. Even if they weren’t my biggest fans, they knew who I was. These dwarves would have no clue, and if Artie had been living on Earth for the last forty years, they might not know her either.

      They halted a few yards away, and a female in the lead spoke in Dwarven.

      Artie shook her head and answered in kind.

      Is there any chance we can chat telepathically? I smiled at them.

      They frowned at me. You carry a powerful dwarven weapon enchanted by one of our greatest enchanters. Yet you are a mongrel from that overpopulated primitive wild world.

      Yeah, my mother. I resisted the urge to mention that people using axes as their state-of-the-art weapons probably shouldn’t call Earth primitive. Besides, from what I’d seen, magic tended to equal or surpass what technology could achieve. Ask the king about me, please.

      The king. The leader scoffed.

      Artie frowned at her and spoke, her tone one of patience layered atop irritation. She pointed her thumb at her chest, pointed toward a distant building in the city—the palace or royal quarters that she’d mentioned?—and finally pointed at me. I recognized a few words but not enough to do more than guess that she was letting them know who she was and explaining me.

      The guards looked uncertainly at each other. The female leader held up her axe, as if it were a finger indicating they should wait, and the others nodded. Her eyes grew distant.

      “She’s checking with her superior,” Artie explained, “who will hopefully check with his superior, who should remember me. I’ve been away a while but not so long in the way that our people measure time.”

      I had a feeling Artie’s arrival, whether they recognized her or not, wasn’t the problem. A mongrel human with what they believed was an ill-gotten dwarven hammer of great value was another matter. I’d half-expected the word to have gotten out around dwarfdom that the king had a granddaughter, but maybe not. He’d seemed like an okay guy, but his uptight advisors had made it clear that half-human offspring were nothing to write home about. If my mother, their beloved princess, had been found, that would have been another story.

      The leader pointed to Artie. General Yagthor Grantik remembers you. She shifted her finger toward me. And you. Her brow furrowed, but her expression wasn’t hostile. The general will see if King Ironhelm has returned to the city. He has been in discussion with the Stormforge Clan of dragons about possible threats to his family.

      Hell, not that stuff about Sarrlevi again. Were the dragons—and the dwarves—still deliberating about whether he should be dragged to the dragon home world for punishment and rehabilitation?

      Artie nodded, apparently content to wait.

      As time passed, I shifted from foot to foot, wanting to return to the battle to help Sarrlevi. Later, I would happily come back here, but I didn’t have Zoltan’s truth drug or anything I could use to get the upper hand against my aunt. Assuming they would even give me permission to see her.

      Of course, if I could see King Ironhelm, maybe I could tell him what his daughter was up to. Would he believe that she’d schemed and manipulated Sarrlevi and was still after her sister? Sarrlevi had mentioned that Ironhelm and my mother both had trinkets she’d enchanted to protect against poisoning, so he couldn’t be completely oblivious to his younger daughter’s machinations.

      Magic stirred the air behind us, and another portal formed.

      I spun, worried the half-orc assassin had followed us. Several guards also eyed the portal and lifted their weapons.

      Sarrlevi jumped out, both swords in hand. I gaped, stunned by his audacity. Why would he show up on the threshold of the dwarves’ capital city? He knew they’d been complicit in the dragon attack that had destroyed his home, and that the king knew he’d once been—and technically still was—angling to kill his daughter.

      Sarrlevi nodded when he saw me, frowned toward all the dwarves with their weapons up, and strode toward me. Blood dripped from his weapons, and his clothes were rucked, muddy, and torn. The fight might have ended, but my usually fastidious elf hadn’t taken any time to tidy himself.

      Worried he meant to attack the dwarves because he believed they were a threat, I lifted a hand. Sarrlevi stopped at my side, his shoulder brushing mine as he stared at them.

      They stared back, their weapons still up, and they glanced at their leader. Waiting for a command to attack?

      “What are you doing here?” I whispered.

      “Making sure you’re safe,” he said aloud, then telepathically added, One of the brothers is dead, but the other got away before I could capture him. Another assassin jumped in, keeping me from reaching him. The traps, unfortunately, caught only the orc minions. Several were burned, and three hang from trees around your house.

      Such arbor decorations will delight the neighbors. I thought of the poor woman with the dog.

      Thorvald arrived and gave me two vials of the truth drug for you. They’re in my hip pocket. Under the guise of raising a sword protectively, Sarrlevi shifted his hip closer to me. Take them. Any second, those dwarves will recognize me and chase me off.

      Yes, the dwarves were whispering and glancing at each other as they considered him.

      “They’ve called for reinforcements,” Artie said quietly, glancing at me and frowning at Sarrlevi. She didn’t look like she was sure she should be translating when he could hear. “They know who he is—and what he’s responsible for.”

      I slid my hand into Sarrlevi’s pocket, felt the vials, and slipped them out.

      He backed away from me.

      Stay right there! the dwarf leader ordered telepathically.

      More armed dwarves charged out the gate, another squad. Sarrlevi took another step back and disappeared.

      Both squads raced toward where he’d been. Artie gripped my arm and pulled me to the side.

      Thank you for bringing these, I told Sarrlevi telepathically as the dwarves rushed past, armor clanking. I was taller than all of them. Please leave and don’t hurt anyone. I’ll do my best to get to Barothla and find out what she knows.

      How I would do that, I didn’t know, but I would try. For both our sakes.

      Be careful, Sarrlevi replied softly. She won’t be happy to see you again, and she may try to kill you and take your hammer.

      Remembering the scathing look Barothla had slanted me as she departed Earth after our battle, I was positive she would try to kill me. I know, was all I said. I’ll hide behind Artie.

      He sighed into my mind. I doubt you will.

      In the distance, somewhere near the lake, a faint tickle of magic touched my senses. A portal forming? It was out of sight, beyond the curve of the tunnel.

      As much as I would have liked Sarrlevi’s help, I hoped for his sake that he’d created a portal and jumped through.

      “Why did he come here?” Artie gazed after the squads of dwarves as they followed the road around the lake and disappeared from view. “He had to know they would attack him.”

      She must not have seen me slip the vials out of his pocket and into mine. Since the original four dwarves guarding the gate remained, all within earshot, I didn’t say anything. Besides, when it came to this plan, I didn’t know if Artie would be an ally. She wanted my mother to live, but what would she care about Sarrlevi’s?

      “He’s been watching out for me,” was all I said.

      Artie gave me an incredulous look. “He’s the one who sent you here. He had to know you’d be safe.”

      “Am I? If the king isn’t here…” I spread a hand. What if Barothla was, and what if, in the king’s absence, she was in charge?

      Artie nodded firmly. “You will be.”

      I wasn’t so sure.

      Several more dwarves walked out of the gate. This time, I recognized one. The general who’d accompanied my grandfather when he’d met me and who’d also come to Earth to give me a warning I hadn’t needed. At least he knew Barothla was a threat to me.

      Come, he called telepathically to us. You’re invited in. I understand there are assassins in the tunnels.

      The portal faded from my senses, and I hoped the general’s words weren’t true, that Sarrlevi had gone.

      The king isn’t here, he added, assuming that was who I wanted to see. Or maybe Artie had told him that?

      Not hesitating, she headed toward the stairs.

      I followed but took a deep breath and asked, May I see Princess Barothla?

      The general’s jaw sagged open. I don’t think that’s a good idea.

      Because she wants me dead?

      She hasn’t said that, but… His gaze dropped to my hammer.

      Maybe she’d fumed when she’d returned from Earth with a needle hole in her neck and no hammer in hand.

      She doesn’t like you, was all he said to complete the sentence.

      Does she like anyone?

      I won’t speak about her behind her back.

      Because she might end up in charge one day?

      The general grimaced but didn’t deny the words.

      As we neared the stairs, Artie pointed at a faint line etched in the smooth tunnel floor. That’s the boundary. You’ll feel a buzz of magic as we cross. Those who aren’t invited in can’t cross at all.

      Meaning Sarrlevi wouldn’t be able to go in if he were still here? I wasn’t surprised. He’d warned me about that.

      Exactly. Even if he had the power to get past the barrier, it would deactivate his stealth magic, and the guards would shoot him.

      Clanks came from the direction of the lake. The squads of dwarves were heading back.

      He left, did he not? Artie squinted at me.

      I assume so.

      I assumed that, and I’d told him to leave, but I couldn’t help but wish there was a way he could come with me. Barothla would be able to read my mind, and, unlike Sarrlevi, she wouldn’t have a guilty conscious and feel compelled to consume a truth drug of her own accord.
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      General Grantik led us through the city, light shining from yellow globes strung across the streets from the colorful stone buildings and also through windows. With a start, I realized they were electric lights. From people who wore plate armor and carried axes, I had expected candles or glowing magical lamps, but I supposed if they had the equivalent of fusion reactors that their enchanters crafted, it made sense that they would have electricity. Plenty of it.

      I’m taking you to the royal quarters, General Grantik told us. You’ll be guests. The king is expected back tomorrow. Artnoroka, I’m certain he’ll wish to speak with you as well. You’ve been away so long. He glanced back at her, his bushy brows elevated.

      I know, was all she said. As you’ve no doubt heard, we believe Princess Rodarska is alive.

      Yes.

      The wishful expression that crossed the general’s craggy face warmed me. I was glad these people wanted my mother back.

      His face turned grim when he added, But the assassin still seeks her.

      Artie looked at me. Yes.

      I bit my lip, tempted to tell them that Sarrlevi didn’t want to seek her, to tell them everything. But I’d already shared his story with more people than I was comfortable with. More people than he would want, I was sure. I doubted the general would believe it, regardless. As badly as I needed allies, I feared I would have to find a way to best Barothla on my own.

      Nothing daunting about that.

      We stopped on a raised platform in front of railroad tracks, and Grantik rested his hand on an orb. Dwarves walking down the street, carrying toolboxes or backpacks, passed by, some chatting easily, some growing silent and regarding me. Curiously? I decided it was more that than hostility. They would be able to sense that I had dwarven blood.

      Soon, an open carriage on steel wheels arrived, and we climbed in. It was sturdy and well made, more reminiscent of a large mining cart with seats than the elegant carriages in fairytales. It swept us deeper into the city, occasionally switching rail tracks, and I made careful note of the route, in case I needed to find my way out again later.

      The carriage took us past warehouses and smithies, clunks and clangs emanating from forges within. A sense of longing came over me, a desire to explore the area and have my mother’s people invite me for lessons on dwarven crafting. Maybe there were enchanters back there, infusing magic into their creations.

      The distant walls of the cavern shifted in color from reddish-brown rock to a grayish-white substance that I couldn’t identify. Crystal? Some type of rock I hadn’t seen before? Even the ground changed, and when the carriage veered onto a rail stub that traveled between twin ponds, the collection of buildings behind them were also made from the grayish-white material. These buildings weren’t colored, but that didn’t detract from their beauty. The architecture was creative and elegant, with large arching windows inviting in light that radiated from the walls and ceiling.

      The royal quarters, Grantik said as the carriage slowed in front of a wide set of stairs.

      What is the stone? I asked.

      Salt. There are numerous deposits in this part of our world.

      Oh. The work here is beautiful.

      Yes. Grantik nodded proudly.

      As we headed up the stairs, the risers short and the treads deep, perfect for those with short legs, Artie gazed around fondly, like someone who’d been gone a long time and appreciated coming home. I didn’t know where she and Hennehok had been looking for help, but I doubted they’d swung by the capital.

      Surprisingly, no guards stood beside the open stone doors that led into the interior. Maybe they weren’t worried about threats from their own people, only outsiders.

      A wide hallway stretched ahead of us, doors along the walls alternating with tapestries woven from colored metal filaments rather than thread. They showed a mixture of mountainous and subterranean landscapes and dwarven warriors in armor battling everything from hydras in underground lakes to invading trolls. In one, they even fought elves.

      We were not always allies with their kind, Grantik said when I paused to gape at that tapestry. But for most of our history, since portal magic was discovered and we were able to travel to other worlds, we were. They don’t covet our resources, and we don’t covet theirs.

      Right, elves in trees probably didn’t care much about ore.

      Artie halted abruptly and bowed to someone in the hall ahead. My insides knotted. Princess Barothla stood with her arms crossed, watching us approach. With magic emanating from the walls and everyone around me, I hadn’t noticed her aura.

      General Grantik also bowed before speaking to her in Dwarven. Had I known I was coming to another world tonight, I would have asked to borrow Val’s translation charm.

      Barothla wore her armor and had those twin hammers at her hips, as well as numerous pouches that hung from a wide utility belt. I imagined them stuffed with all manner of alchemical potions, explosives, and smoke bombs that she could hurl at me. Her fingernails gleamed red in the light of the hallway, as if she planned a night out on the town after dealing with me. Or maybe she liked to look good while flaying enemies.

      Something told me she’d heard about my arrival and donned all her gear. I doubted she usually wandered around her own palace in all that stuff. Though I didn’t yet feel the itch of a mind reader inside my skull, I did my best to clear my thoughts and not ponder the truth drug.

      When she answered the general, Barothla’s tone was clipped, and her eyes remained focused on me. Artie also spoke up. Barothla gave her a scathing look—because forty years ago, Artie had helped my mother escape?—and told her what I guessed was to shut up. Barothla’s tone was more respectful toward the general, but it was clear that she was in charge.

      When she pointed at my hammer and gave Grantik a command, I froze, certain I understood. Take that from her.

      He and Artie both hesitated.

      Barothla repeated her command, ice in her gray eyes.

      I stepped back, both hands tightening on the haft. This had been a mistake. I understood why Sarrlevi had opened the portal here—in addition to knowing I wanted to talk with Barothla, he couldn’t have been a hundred percent certain that he would survive the fight and be able to later collect me from wherever he sent me. He must have figured Artie would know someone with the power to return me home. Even so, this had been a mistake.

      Barothla spoke softly, dangerously, to the general. A question. Do you defy me?

      Grantik bowed his head and offered a defeated, “Yuh.” No.

      When I tried to step farther back, a magical barrier formed behind me, and it buzzed as my shoulders hit it. It was a warning buzz, nothing painful, but electricity ran through my body as if I’d run into a giant bug zapper.

      As Grantik turned toward me, holding out his hand for the hammer, I thought about spinning and hitting the barrier with it. It had cut through people’s magical defenses before and broken down an enchanted wall. Maybe it could clear the way.

      But could I run the miles that we’d traveled through the city to escape? And escape where? Out into the wild tunnels? Sarrlevi was gone, and it wasn’t as if I could make a portal.

      The guards I’d expected at the front door trotted out of a side room, armor and plate boots clanking. They stopped behind the barrier and further blocked me from leaving.

      Artie stood back, not offering any help. “I’m sorry,” she told me. Silently, she added, When I suggested Dun Kroth to the assassin, I didn’t think he would put us at the threshold of the capital. I also didn’t think you’d be threatened here.

      I had no problem guessing why Sarrlevi had picked the capital. We both wanted answers that only Barothla knew. Even though he seemed skeptical that I could get the best of her, maybe he’d hoped he would be wrong. Or had believed he would somehow be able to help me.

      I can’t disobey the princess, Artie continued, lest she exile me—or worse. I suggest you do as she wants. When the king returns, I’ll talk to him and try to get the hammer back to you.

      Try. I couldn’t keep from glowering at her, though Barothla was who deserved my ire.

      She stood smugly with her arms once again folded over her chest. She had to be delighted that I’d delivered myself and the hammer to her, and I couldn’t help but feel like an idiot for doing so. My instincts to stay behind and help Sarrlevi instead of fleeing had been right. We should have waited until we’d had time to plan and figure out how to get Barothla out of her web where we could face her on our own terms.

      Not that Sarrlevi could face her, I admitted. He’d helped me get the blood, but even that had been a risk for him.

      Somehow, I had to defeat Barothla on my own. But without my hammer, I wouldn’t have a chance.

      We must obey her. Grantik stepped closer, reaching for my weapon.

      “I mustn’t.” Like a dummy, I jerked back, forgetting about the barrier. It buzzed me again.

      I gritted my teeth and lifted the hammer. I didn’t want to fight the general, but I couldn’t let them take my only weapon.

      Frowning, Grantik drew a sword. Do not force a battle. You cannot win, not here in our capital. Even if you could defeat me, the princess is not without power.

      Unfortunately, I knew that well.

      My temper surged up in me, and I was tempted to unleash it, to fight them even if I couldn’t win. To pummel the general and then spring for Barothla. But Grantik’s calm stance as he faced me promised he was an accomplished warrior. I couldn’t win.

      The hammer haft warmed in my grip, and an image crept into my mind.

      No, not now, I told it. Please. If I collapse, they’ll take you from me.

      Maybe the hammer wanted that. Maybe it knew it was back home and wanted to stay. Whatever its logic, it thrust the familiar vision at me, and I lost all awareness of my surroundings.
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      It was the same vision. The same test.

      Frustration bubbled up in me. This wasn’t the time. My body had to be lying on the floor in that hall, the hammer available to whoever grabbed it.

      It knew that, but it insisted on once again showing me my mother trapped in a cage and the trolls, elves, dwarves, and other magically compelled troops marching in to surround it and face me. The bracelets gleamed on their wrists, exerting their control, almost inviting me to try to destroy them.

      But that hadn’t worked.

      For the first time, I noticed my mother wasn’t wearing a bracelet or any trinkets at all. Only the cage held her prisoner.

      From dozens of yards away, with rows of fighters separating us, I used my senses to examine it. A hint of magic infused the steel bars but not a lot. It was hard to believe she couldn’t have used her power to destroy the cage. But her head was slumped, her chin to her chest. When she lifted her weary blue eyes to meet my gaze, they were drowning in defeat.

      This probably wasn’t how she was actually imprisoned, I realized. After all, the hammer shouldn’t be able to know what was going on with her any more than I could. This was its version of events, its test.

      Her test, I corrected myself. If Santiago was right, the hammer’s intelligence was female.

      The defenders clapped swords and axes to shields and thumped their own armored chests. Trying to goad me to attack.

      In case they charged me, I kept the hammer up to defend myself, but I continued using my senses to examine the metal cage, specifically the locking mechanism on the gate. At first, I willed it to snap, to break open. Nothing happened. Santiago had said it was easier to destroy than create, but he hadn’t taught me how to break metal from fifty feet away.

      I might be able to cast an enchantment at it from a distance, but the cage didn’t need strengthening. No, it needed the opposite of that. To be weakened. To corrode so that it would crumble under pressure.

      His talk of fiddling with materials at a molecular level came to mind. If I couldn’t use brute force to break the steel, could I more subtly alter it from a distance?

      I willed magic to flow from my fingers, also trying to draw upon the hammer’s power to add to what I possessed, and for it to float over the heads of the defenders and toward the cage, toward the lock holding the gate closed.

      The troops must have sensed that I was doing something for they grew more agitated. Any second, they would charge. I was sure of it.

      My magic reached the lock, enchanting energy curled all about it. I willed it to wear away at the existing enchantment as well as the metal itself, to corrode it, to weaken it from within.

      Inside the cage, Mom’s gaze shifted from me to the lock, to what I was doing. Was that a hint of hope entering her eyes? My magic seemed to be working, to be nibbling away at the steel.

      Just as fledgling triumph crept into me, one of the trolls roared and charged. Shit.

      I dropped into a defensive crouch and blocked the sword swipe he sent toward my head. He retracted the weapon and swung toward my side. Again, I parried, and, this time, I jabbed him in his exposed chest with the hammer, knocking him back. But more of the defenders left their positions, striding toward me with their weapons poised.

      Though furious and frustrated and wanting to lash out at all of them, I tried to keep working on the locking mechanism. With my focus divided, it was almost impossible, but between each parry, I willed the existing enchantment to wear further away, for the metal to grow more brittle.

      Soon, there were too many attackers surrounding me, swinging axes and swords with the intent to kill. I couldn’t do anything but defend, my arms and feet moving as fast as possible to keep the rain of blows from reaching me.

      I’d failed again. I knew it.

      A snap echoed through the stone chamber, and several of my attackers paused to glance back. I jumped to the side and stood on tiptoes to peer over the head of a helmeted dwarf. Inside the cage, my mother stood up and pushed the gate open. The broken locking mechanism clanked to the floor.

      She nodded at me as she stepped out, then raised her hands. Immense power flowed from her and out into dozens of directions—toward the attackers who’d kept her prisoner.

      They raised their weapons defensively, many spinning away from me and toward her. I thought her power might flatten them, but it streamed into their bracelets instead.

      “If you break them, it’ll kill them,” I warned, my voice echoing oddly in the cavern.

      She nodded again. She knew.

      The bracelets glowed as her magic not only flowed into them but altered them. She was enchanting them, I realized. Or overriding the existing enchantment. Her magic altered dozens at once. Even though I’d learned little so far, I could imagine how difficult that was.

      The defenders gasped, then shook their heads, some of the glaze leaving their eyes. They blinked and looked around, then faded from view, as if they’d never been anything more than figments of my imagination.

      Mom lowered her arms, exhaustion slumping her shoulders, but she walked slowly toward me. I ran toward her, and she lifted her arms. I hugged her fiercely, experiencing a moment of confusion because I was taller than she was, my face pressing to the top of her head. The last time we’d hugged, she’d had to pick me up.

      You came, she whispered into my mind. I always believed you would.

      Tears welled in my eyes and leaked through my lashes.

      The vision faded, and I yelled a protest, not wanting to leave this world where I’d managed to free my mother.

      When I woke up, lying on my back on the hard floor of the palace hallway, the tears were real, seeping from my eyes and running down my cheeks as I tried to get my bearings. The salt ceiling arched high above, and angry voices rang from the walls. Mostly one angry voice. Barothla’s. The general was answering, but he didn’t raise his voice—dared not—as he expressed exasperation and frustration.

      To my surprise, the hammer was still in my hands. Unlike before, when it had grown icy at my failures, it emanated a pleasant warmth.

      That warmth didn’t do anything to keep Barothla’s yells from assailing my ears. Other dwarves were present as well, the guards from before and eight more. Any second, I expected one of them to hoist me to my feet and take the hammer. Why hadn’t Barothla taken it? Scant feet away, she was snarling like a dog.

      General Grantik said something terse and reached for me, but magic hardened around my hammer—around me and my hammer. His knuckles bumped it, and he shook his head and pulled back.

      Are you doing that? I asked the hammer as I sat up, careful not to relinquish my grip on it. Now that I was paying attention, I could sense the barrier, an invisible dome that protected me from all sides. It was the same kind of magical defense I’d encountered against so many of my enemies and railed at in frustration.

      The hammer emanated a sense of smugness toward me.

      Have you always been able to do that? And I just didn’t know the power word?

      I still didn’t know the power word.

      Yes, the hammer spoke into my mind for the first time ever.

      It was intelligent.

      Barothla lunged in, magic wrapping her hand as she reached for the hammer. She tried to bust through the barrier with her power, not only her fingers.

      I tensed, afraid it would work—her aura was as pronounced as I remembered, more powerful than that of any of the other dwarves surrounding me. But the hammer funneled more of its own power into blocking her. The barrier remained translucent, but, briefly, dangerous crackles of blue lightning appeared, delineating its surface.

      Eyes narrow, Barothla drew back. She didn’t appear afraid or alarmed—maybe she knew the capabilities of the weapon her sister had crafted. No, she looked like she’d been presented with a puzzle and believed she simply had to tinker until she solved it.

      Thanks for helping me, I told the hammer, regretting that I’d yelled at it, at least mentally, when it had thrust that vision on me again.

      I have considered doing so for a long time, but you’re young, impetuous, only half-dwarven, and you use me like a common sledgehammer.

      I winced. Ever since learning the weapon had an intelligence, I’d worried I’d been offending it all these years.

      I’m sorry about that. I watched the dwarves argue as they debated what to do with me. Feeling vulnerable on the floor, magical barrier notwithstanding, I pushed myself to my feet. I didn’t realize you were an intelligent being. And you’re so much more amazing than any of the tools in my collection that I couldn’t help but want to use you for everything.

      I am amazing because I’m not a tool. I am Sorka yen Zorkahnorak Krondar de Morathdom.

      What does that mean? I looked for Artie beyond the dwarves encircling me, hoping she would fill me in on what they were talking about—and what they planned to do with me.

      Defender of the Dwarven People. Specifically, Defender of Those Without the Power to Defend Themselves.

      Any chance I can call you Sorka? What does that part mean?

      Defender. Any chance you won’t hurl me at cabinets and walls anymore?

      There’s a really good chance of that, yes. I’ll learn how to enchant a sledgehammer for my demolition needs.

      Then, yes, you may call me Sorka.

      Are you male or female or does it matter to you?

      It does not matter, but Princess Rodarska thought of me as female and called me she when she did not use my name.

      Hearing the hammer speak of my mother warmed me inside, making me glad that it—she—remembered my mother. I’ll do the same then.

      She also did not use me to bash down doors and walls.

      I rubbed my face, afraid the hammer wouldn’t let that go. All these years, I’d been doing that, insulting Sorka without knowing. Why didn’t you say anything before? I wouldn’t have done it if I’d known.

      I had not decided if you were worthy of knowing me. I am the work of a master craftswoman.

      Oh, I know.

      And I had not decided if you should wield me. I kept hoping Rodarska would return.

      Me too.

      But I know that one is not worthy.

      Though the hammer had no fingers with which to point, I knew she meant Barothla.

      Do not let my maker’s treacherous sister take me, Sorka added. She defends nothing but her own ambitions.

      I’ll do my best.

      The dwarves had fallen silent. Barothla was trying something else. Like a vise, her power wrapped around Sorka’s barrier and squeezed with crushing force. The dome around me shrank, the buzz of its magic making my skin tingle as its energy grew closer to my body.

      I attempted to will my own power into the hammer to help. The haft warmed in my hand, and Sorka did seem to draw upon the energy I offered. She also pulled on more of her own power, and magic flowed into the barrier, reinforcing it. It pushed outward again, back to its original position.

      Barothla’s lip curled.

      No wonder the hammer had taken that moment to test me again. She’d wanted to give me a chance to prove myself. Maybe she’d been desperate, not wanting any of the dwarves present to have her. Definitely not Barothla, who was speaking again to the general.

      They’re debating what to do with you, Artie spoke quietly into my mind from down the hall. Barothla says she has plenty of artifacts in her laboratory that can destroy that barrier and make you accessible.

      Do you think that’s true?

      Probably. She said she could do it herself by applying more force, but she doesn’t want to risk bringing down the walls and roof of the royal quarters. Artie hesitated. I think she’s going to get you alone and kill you, Matti.

      She’s been trying to do that for a while now.

      General Grantik would object if she did it openly, but… I don’t think many people go into that laboratory. From what I remember of when I lived in the city before, it’s a creepy place.

      I don’t doubt it.

      Grantik spoke to Artie and pointed toward one of the doorways. His voice was gentle but firm. Barothla said something more snide to Artie.

      He’s telling me to go to the guest quarters until the king returns. Artie didn’t translate whatever Barothla said.

      Barothla snapped at Grantik and at the guards. They looked down and didn’t argue as they stepped closer to me, magic flowing between them. To do what? Jointly attack my barrier? I wasn’t sure.

      Barothla is ordering the guards to escort you to her laboratory. If you and that hammer have a way to get out of the city, it would be a good idea to do so. I’m sorry this didn’t go as I expected.

      Get out and go where? I can’t make a portal.

      Maybe you can hide in the wild tunnels until the king returns. If you stay here with Barothla…

      Yeah, nothing good would happen. I could tell from my aunt’s glare.

      The combined magic of the guards and the general turned into a force that pushed against the barrier Sorka was projecting. At first, nothing happened, the hammer resisting the push, but, inch by inch, the protective dome around me moved, and I had to move with it.

      Barothla stepped back and waved for them to continue down the hallway, pushing me ahead of them, not in the direction Artie had been directed.

      No guest quarters for me. I was going to Barothla’s laboratory.
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      The guards walked behind me, the general beside, and Barothla led the way deeper into the royal quarters. The decorative battles, creatures, and dwarven warriors carved into the salt walls were beautiful, but I was in no mood to appreciate them. The hammer’s protective barrier remained around me, blue licks of lightning occasionally streaking along its translucent surface, but I was a prisoner, regardless. The combined magic of the guards continued to nudge at the barrier, forcing it—and me—to move in the direction they wanted.

      If I escaped this, I would consider the experience worth it, no matter what happened next, to have awakened Sorka. But I didn’t know if I could escape.

      General Grantik couldn’t have cared that much about me, but his face was grave as we walked, and when he glanced in my direction, it was the pitying look one gave to a criminal being marched to the execution chamber. Whatever Barothla had planned for me, I doubted it would be as innocuous as a lethal injection.

      The vials of the truth drug remained in my pocket, since the guards couldn’t search me through the barrier, but I couldn’t imagine how I would get her to drink one except by force. I’d semi bested her once before, but I’d had Sarrlevi’s aid, and I’d tricked her by feigning my own defeat. This time, I lacked aid, and I doubted she would fall for my trick again.

      After passing banquet halls, a throne room, and what looked like a museum full of old inventions, we turned into an area of narrower hallways with the doors closer together. People’s quarters?

      A familiar dwarf waited at the end of one such hall, stone doors closed to either side of him. It was the priest.

      Barothla spoke curtly as we approached. A question.

      He bowed to her and spread his arms to reply, though he glanced past her to me and down to Sorka.

      Barothla snarled a response and pointed for him to leave.

      His gaze met mine. You have awakened the hammer.

      Yeah. It turns out she loved me all along, especially doing construction with me.

      Sorka must not have had any trouble hearing my telepathic words, even when I directed them in a pinpoint manner to others, for she emanated indignation.

      The priest’s eyebrows rose.

      Actually, I said, she suggests I enchant a sledgehammer and use her only for noble purposes, such as defending others in battle.

      That is in her name. The part I know at least. Did she give it to you?

      She did.

      Interesting.

      She seems to be, yes.

      That earned me a more contented emanation. Maybe even a smug one. Why did I have a feeling Sorka would get along with Sarrlevi?

      Barothla didn’t lose her curtness, but when she stopped in front of the priest, she asked what sounded like another question.

      He shrugged, bowed again, and said a single word.

      Without looking at me, he told me, She wants to know if I can remove that barrier.

      I wanted to scoff with the certainty that he couldn’t, but he had an aura as powerful as Barothla’s, so I didn’t know. Can you?

      That is High Priest Lankobar, Sorka informed me. He is not a warrior mage, but he has the strength to help defend our people.

      Such as by removing barriers? I asked.

      Yes.

      Likely, the priest replied to me, but I won’t. If the hammer chose you, I won’t interfere.

      Thanks. Any chance you’ll interfere with your princess taking me into her laboratory for an execution?

      The priest sighed into my mind. I dare not. Your grandfather is still hale, but one day, unless your mother is found and returned to our people, Princess Barothla will be Queen Barothla and hold our fates in her hands.

      Haven’t you people heard of coups?

      One of the stone doors opened, and Barothla flicked her fingers, gesturing for the priest to beat it.

      He smiled sadly at me as he walked past. The royal line was chosen long ago, and we’ve sworn to follow the leaders from it, as long as they guide us toward peace among ourselves. She has also given alchemical gifts to the Stormforge and Silverclaw dragons, so they approve of her.

      Great, she’d been sucking up to the dragons as well as the elves. They don’t care that she’s a heinous bitch?

      The dragons don’t object to females with sharp talons.

      I’ll bet. I hadn’t met the dragon queen yet, and didn’t want to, but she sounded like a hard ass.

      Barothla strode through the doorway and into a huge room lined with book- and scroll-filled shelves on one end and laboratory counters, workbenches, cabinets, and equipment on the other. Dozens of cages of various sizes occupied a side wall opposite one of glass cabinets overflowing with dusty artifacts and dead specimens in jars of liquid. A dragon skull yellowed with age leered at me as it dangled on chains from the ceiling.

      The guards nudged my barrier with their magic, and we all found out it was too wide to go through the doorway.

      Guess you’ll have to torment me in the hall, I told Barothla cheerfully.

      She looked darkly back at me. That’s doable. This wing is mine. Once the guards leave, we won’t be disturbed.

      You’re not afraid I’ll get the best of you again?

      Not without my suborned assassin. She curled her lip at me.

      I thought about pointing out that I’d gotten the best of her without Sarrlevi’s help, but he had reminded me of the vials of acid in my pocket. Those had been pivotal. I also wouldn’t have managed to snag a blood sample if he hadn’t stepped in at the end.

      There was no point in being smug. Still, I felt a little optimistic at the thought of being alone with Barothla. It would be easier to best her or trick her if eight guards and a general weren’t looming nearby. And Sorka might be more help now. Even if she didn’t love me, she’d made it clear she really didn’t love Barothla.

      He’s still planning to do as you wish. I didn’t want her to believe Sarrlevi had been scheming with me. Who knew what she would do to his mother if Barothla found out he was working against her? Unless I can find a way to talk you out of your plans and call him off the hunt for my mother. Any chance you want to be a good guy instead of a villain?

      Barothla strode across the laboratory and rested her hand on a globe that throbbed with power. A crackling energy field flowed out of it and wrapped around Sorka’s protective bubble, squeezing. This time, even a fresh pulse of power from the hammer couldn’t keep the barrier from bowing inward. We were forced through the door. Either Barothla or her device levitated me, barrier and all, to hang above a gray disc embedded in the floor. She released the globe, but the energy field continued to crackle and hold me in place above that disc.

      The new position faced me toward the cages along the side wall. Every one was filled with a furry, scaled, or feathered creature. Some were docile, similar to rabbits, but others were huge predators with claws and fangs, and they growled as they prowled the cramped confines. Two cages held naked goblins, their arms over their heads as they cowered on their knees.

      I guess villain is more in your nature. I growled, remembering how indifferent she’d been to the plight she’d caused Tinja.

      I’m a scientist. I experiment on lesser species, then use what I learn to help dwarves, elves, and dragons. Allies of our people who are powerful and worth helping. Barothla squinted at me. Wipe that righteous look off your face. Your people experiment on lesser species too.

      Goblins are intelligent.

      Barothla snorted. They’re obnoxious. Nobody cares if they disappear. Now, if you’ll excuse me. Her eyes glinted. I have some magical acid around here. A formula you’re familiar with, I know. She touched her neck. There was no scar, but it was the spot where Zoltan’s acid had spattered her after it had eaten through her magical barrier.

      I feared it was payback time.

      As Barothla turned away and headed for a cabinet in the back, the glass doors revealing racks filled with vials of colorful liquids, a distant voice spoke softly into my mind.

      Are you all right?

      I blinked. It was Sarrlevi.

      Where are you? I asked, hope filling me, though he sounded far away. I thought you left through that portal.

      I wanted the dwarves to believe that. Most did, but some remained to hunt for me with an artifact capable of seeing through magical camouflage. I had to move farther from their city than I expected. He shared an image with me of a forest of stalactites and stalagmites with a stream tumbling past. Wherever he was, there were no lights other than the illumination from his swords, and there was no sign of the road or rail tracks. They finally gave up and went back to their city. Are you all right?

      I haven’t been hurt yet, but I’m a prisoner in Barothla’s lab. I have the truth vials, but I don’t know how I’m going to get her to drink one. I’m not sure what good it would do right now anyway if she confessed all her evil plans to me.

      I thought the king would be there and protect you from her. I shouldn’t have listened to the dwarf. I should have sent you to my home on Jiaga. You would have been safe there.

      With nobody around who could make a portal and send me home. If you’d died, I would have been stuck there for all eternity with nothing to eat or drink. Admittedly, without food or water, eternity wouldn’t have been that long for me.

      There’s a cellar full of cheese and wine, he said.

      Exotic and delicious cheeses like the ones you’ve brought me?

      I buy only the best.

      In that case, what were you thinking? You should send me there every time you need me out of the way.

      I’ll keep that in mind for the future.

      Like daily.

      Yes.

      A soft clink came from the back of the lab, and Barothla hummed happily as she withdrew a vial of liquid the same shade of orange that Zoltan’s had been. Maybe it was the same recipe.

      They haven’t succeeded in taking the hammer from me yet, but I’m in a little trouble here, Varlesh. Is there any chance you can get into the city? And the royal quarters?

      As with the barrier around the elven capital, the one around the city here is maintained by a powerful artifact that many dwarves worked together to create. It would take a dragon, perhaps more than one, to pierce it.

      I walked through it.

      Because you were an invited guest. It works the same as the wards at Thorvald’s house. Grimly, Sarrlevi added, I’m sure Barothla wanted to see you.

      With a smile on her face, Barothla strolled toward me. As if to intentionally draw out the moment, she spread her fingers to examine her red-painted nails. Or maybe those were press-ons. Did dwarves have such things?

      Something like a parrot chirped uneasily in a cage. A pitiful hoot came from a raccoon-like creature with green fur. One of the goblins jumped up, grabbed the bars, and shook his cage. One of the predators roared.

      Barothla lowered her hand and barked a command at them. Silence! A wave of power flowed into the cages, knocking the complaining captives back. Several of the predators snarled, their eyes blazing as they focused on her, and they swiped at the air with their claws.

      Obnoxious creatures, Barothla told me. I don’t know what they’re complaining about. They usually get cut-up pieces of anyone I kill in here. She smirked at me.

      I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not. Oh, I had no doubt that she would kill me and take the hammer, but hacking up my body and feeding it to the animals? That seemed like dirty work for someone like her. Maybe whoever cleaned out the cages got the job. I couldn’t imagine her mopping up urine and feces herself.

      She’s going to kill me, I told Sarrlevi, doing my best to project my thoughts toward his distant location without letting Barothla hear them. But her eyes narrowed, and I didn’t know if I succeeded.

      Get her to come outside of the city.

      She’s not going to go on a nature walk with me, dude.

      Varlesh.

      Yeah, yeah, I know your name and enjoy using it in tender moments. This isn’t one of those.

      Barothla removed the lid from the vial and tossed it on a counter.

      Taunt her. Trick her. Find a way to get her out here. I’ll do the rest.

      I licked my lips, wanting to say that nothing had changed for him and that he dared not act against her, not if he wanted his mother to live. I would have to handle Barothla myself. I couldn’t let him lose his mother on my behalf. Whether he believed it or not, he would resent me as certainly as I would resent him if my mother died because of his actions.

      Barothla flicked the acid toward my face. Reflexively, I jerked the hammer up to block the attack. The acid spattered as it struck the barrier, droplets hanging in the air. In seconds, they would penetrate the magic to reach me.

      A knock at the door stole Barothla’s attention, and several of the animals growled, barked, or whined. She opened her mouth, as if to shout for the person to go away, but her brows rose in surprise, and she walked over.

      Any ideas, Sorka? I asked the hammer as the air sizzled before me, the acid eating through our barrier.

      I will try to re-form it when— A burst of disgruntlement and fear came from Sorka.

      Abruptly, the barrier disappeared. The field coming from the globe also disappeared, and I dropped onto the circular disc in the floor, landing in a crouch.

      Some of it reached me, Sorka said, almost a screech in my mind.

      Wincing, I grabbed the hem of my shirt and hurried to wipe off the hammer. But there wasn’t time to dawdle. I attempted to jump off the disc, knowing I had to attack while Barothla was distracted, but I smacked face-first into another invisible barrier. I stumbled away, and my back bumped against another obstacle. The disc under my feet pulsed, like a transporter beam on Star Trek, briefly outlining a cylinder around me. A cylindrical cage around me. I was as much a prisoner as the creatures on the far wall.

      Barothla had opened the door and was speaking to someone in the hall. She glanced back at me without surprise. Of course, she’d known I would still be trapped.

      As soon as she turned back to her visitor, I hefted the hammer. I need your help to break this thing and escape.

      I shall try. The artifacts in here are very powerful.

      A lilting lyrical voice spoke from the hallway, and I halted. That didn’t sound like a dwarf.

      At the risk of smashing my nose again, I leaned as far forward as I could and peered through the doorway. I couldn’t make out much of the person, but I spotted long golden hair and a pointed ear. An elf. My senses agreed. My first thought was that it might be the queen, but she hadn’t been blonde, and I would have recognized her aura. She might, however, have sent this person.

      A minion to let Barothla know I’d been snooping around and visiting Sarrlevi’s mom? Shit.

      I started to swing the hammer, wanting to break free and put a halt to that conversation before the elf could tattle about everything, but one of the predators flung itself against the bars of its cage, startling me. Barothla must have been accustomed to the creatures’ physical and vocal complaints, for she didn’t look, only twitching her finger and sending a flick of power to punish the animal. It flinched and backed away from the bars.

      Cages, I thought to Sorka. Like in your vision.

      Could I replicate what I’d done there here? Or had that been like acting as an avatar in a video game? Doing things that only worked in that world, not in real life?

      Remove their magic, Sorka suggested. Your power grows, and they are not greatly enchanted.

      Daunted by the idea of trying to manipulate the magic of multiple cages, I grimaced. But I had to try. If I could do even a few, the ones with the most dangerous predators inside…

      As I’d done in the vision, I focused on the locking mechanisms holding the gates closed. As soon as my magic trickled toward them, Barothla glanced back, and the elf peered inside too.

      I smashed the hammer into the cylindrical walls of my prison, more to distract Barothla than because I thought I would escape. Light flashed and power surged from the disc, reinforcing the barrier it projected around me. I struck again in a different place. Barothla snorted, pointed at me, and turned back to her conversation. I kept hitting the walls of my prison, hoping those flashes would keep her from noticing I was using my magic to do something else.

      With a more serious swing and the application of both our powers, I believe we can break out, Sorka told me.

      Good, but hold that thought. It was hard to focus on the locks while doing something else with my body, but I’d done it in the vision while trolls had swung axes and swords at my head. I could do it here. I had to.

      Barothla cursed in anger and whirled back toward me. At first, I thought she’d figured out what I was doing, and I struck the sides of my prison several times in rapid succession.

      She pointed at me and asked her visitor a question. The elf nodded.

      What were you doing on Veleshna Var? Why did you go see Sarrlevi’s mother? Barothla squinted at me. And what did you tell Sarrlevi?

      Damn, I had been ratted out.

      He wanted someone to tell his mother he still cares about her. She’s dying, you know. I squinted back at her and swung at my prison again. Before I could think better of it, I added. In fact, I know you know.

      What did he tell you? Barothla growled like one of the predators as she left the door and prowled toward me.

      The locking mechanism on one of the cages failed, the metal corroded away. But the animal inside didn’t know. How could it? I would have to open the gate before it knew it was free.

      Nothing, I lied, though I’d said too much. That had been a mistake. A terrible mistake. Damn it.

      Panting from my exertions and struggling not to panic, I tried to focus on the locking mechanism of another cage holding a dangerous predator.

      What did he tell you? Barothla repeated, closer now. She lifted a hand, her palm toward me. She wasn’t holding a weapon, but the gesture was menacing nonetheless.

      Nothing.

      Another locking mechanism failed.

      I moved to a third cage.

      Liar. Mad itching started up under my skull.

      I stopped working on the cages, certain she would notice. Besides, I needed to make sure she didn’t see the truth in my mind. With all my will and all the fledgling power I could conjure that might help me, I attempted to alter my memory of that dinner. I showed her that I’d sneaked the vial of the truth drug into his soup and that he’d eaten it.

      Suspicion burned in her narrowed eyes. Barothla probably couldn’t believe an assassin would fall for that.

      Desperate, I brought up the memory of sitting on the counter with Sarrlevi between my legs, me gripping his shoulders and kissing him hard. I tried to convey that I’d seduced him, distracting him so that I could slip the truth drug into his soup. I’d promised him wild and amazing sex, and he’d been thinking of that instead of the possibility of drugs in his food.

      That’s not what happened. Barothla halted in front of my prison.

      No? Then how did I learn the truth? I pulled one of the vials out of my pocket and held it up. Maybe it was showing my trump card prematurely, but I would never get her to drink it anyway. If she knew I had one vial, she might believe I’d had and used another. I’ve got one for you too. Care to share some tea? I’ll make it. I smiled. Unless you’d like to just tell me the ingredients to the formula to use on his mother to cure her?

      Barothla snorted. I’m not an oversexed male idiot that you can kiss and mash your boobs against.

      I held my breath, hoping that meant she believed my altered memory.

      What do you care about his mother, anyway?

      I like him and don’t want his last relative to die.

      That earned another snort. You think he won’t kill your mother if his is safe?

      That would be a nice perk of doing a good deed, wouldn’t it?

      You’re a naive mongrel. He’s an assassin. He doesn’t care who he kills, and I’m sure he won’t shed a tear when I kill you and take my sister’s hammer for myself. It deserves a worthy wielder, a full-blooded dwarf. Power flowed from the hand she had raised.

      I swung at the walls of my prison with everything I had and cried, “Hyrek!” right before Barothla’s power wrapped around my throat and tightened.

      The hammer smashed into the barrier, lightning streaking all over the inside of my prison. Fear gripped me with as much power as Barothla’s invisible vise, but the lightning didn’t hurt me. The cylindrical barrier flashed, then went out. Lightning streaked at Barothla, toward the globe, and toward shelves of equipment.

      Forced to defend herself, Barothla released me, but the globe blew with a great unleashing of power that sent me flying. Before I could twist in the air and get my feet under me, I smashed into a cabinet with glass doors. They shattered under my weight, and shelves and bottles and vials tumbled down all around me.

      Still gripping the hammer, I jerked my hands and tucked my chin as I thudded down amid the broken glass. Warm blood trickled from the back of my neck and my cheek.

      Footsteps thundered toward me, more glass crunching. I lurched up, trying to rise, but liquid and broken glass everywhere made it hard to find my footing. Then the icy tip of a dagger pressed against my throat, and Barothla’s furious eyes loomed in close.

      You’re dead, mongrel.
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      Any chance you can raise that barrier again? I asked the hammer from my knees as Barothla pressed the point of her dagger into my throat.

      Sorka didn’t respond. Had some of the acid eaten through and damaged her?

      I tried to pull back, wanting to whip the hammer up and knock the dagger away. Only then did I realize that Barothla had wrapped her power around me again. I couldn’t move. Triumph gleamed in her eyes as she leaned the dagger point in.

      A creak came from the other side of the laboratory. One of the cage doors I’d unlocked, dented from the explosion, wobbled open.

      The huge predator inside sprang out. Barothla cursed and spun toward it, the power gripping me disappearing.

      With glass grinding into my knees through my jeans, I swung one leg around and kicked her. Not prepared, she sprawled onto the floor. As the creature ran toward her, I leaped up and sprinted for the door.

      The elf, who’d been standing there and gaping throughout, lifted a hand to stop me. She would have had better luck stopping a freight train. I didn’t club her with the hammer, though I was tempted, but bowled into her and knocked her flying.

      Not waiting to see if she recovered or could cast magic, I sprinted down the hallway. Roars, hoots, and screeches trailed me, and I hoped the other big predator had gotten out to harry Barothla. I wished I could have freed all the captives.

      Not that it would matter. A few animals, no matter how well clawed and fanged, wouldn’t keep my aunt busy for long.

      Hoping to get lucky, I raced back the way I’d been led. I hadn’t gone far when two guards stepped into the hallway, peering at me in confusion. It didn’t look like I would get out of the palace, much less the city.

      I smiled at them and waved my hammer cheerfully. I’m all done with my meeting with the princess. Thanks so much for having me. Some of her animals escaped, and I think she needs your help back there. I projected the words telepathically far and wide, also sharing an image of the open cage doors. In case it helped, I willed the local dwarves to feel compelled to assist their princess and not think about the weird half-human lady sprinting from the scene of the crime.

      Judging by the frowns they exchanged with each other, it didn’t work. But they didn’t immediately spring for me. I made it all the way to the stone doors at the palace entrance before two guards placed themselves in my path and raised shields and axes.

      Not slowing down, I said, My appointment is over, and I need to leave. Thanks for your hospitality.

      I would knock them down with the hammer if I had to, but I worried that the instant I stopped to fight, I would be caught. The guards who’d been debating giving chase would be called to tackle me, and Barothla would show up soon after.

      From behind me, a gruff voice barked something in Dwarven. General Grantik.

      The two guards in my path glanced at each other, then shocked me by stepping aside. A tendril of magic whispered past me, and the doors opened.

      Was the general… letting me go?

      When I glanced back, Grantik’s gruff face didn’t give anything away. I ran outside, down the stairs, and followed the rail tracks toward the main road through the city. Nobody tried to stop me. Many dwarves looked at me, then peered behind me, as if they expected to find troops charging after me.

      I passed a few more guards, but they didn’t move to impede me. As the pinks, blues, and yellows of the buildings passed, I began to think I would escape.

      Then an angry female screech echoed from behind me. Barothla.

      The haft of the hammer warmed slightly in my sweaty hand. Hopefully, that meant Sorka had recovered from the acid and could help me, because I needed help. Badly. Even if I made it out of the city, I didn’t want to lead Barothla to Sarrlevi, despite his suggestion that I do so. She might have believed my altered memories and think I’d tricked him. If she didn’t yet think he’d disobeyed her, I didn’t want to ruin it for him. Better to find a cure for his mom and make sure she was safe before he turned on Barothla.

      With my breathing growing ragged, and the gate not yet in sight, I worried that we’d come farther on the rail carriage than I’d realized. My legs were heavy and longed to slow down, but more shouts came from behind me. This time, they didn’t belong to Barothla, or not solely to her.

      She’d probably ordered the general to get his troops in gear and catch me. When Grantik had been alone with the guards, he might have been willing to look the other way, but he couldn’t do that if Barothla was beside him.

      The hammer warmed further, and a barrier wrapped around me.

      The word of power for this is hygorotho, Sorka told me.

      Feel free to voluntarily put it around us any time we’re in danger. The lightning thing too.

      Hmm.

      Maybe that wasn’t how it was supposed to work.

      You’re amazing, I added. It was true, and I figured I had years of kissing up to do after using the hammer to renovate kitchens. Thank you.

      Reminded that the weapon’s barrier had kept the guards from searching me and taking my belongings, I fished in my pocket for my keychain—and the camouflage charm. I rubbed it, willing its magic to hide me, but Val and Sarrlevi had both warned me that such magic tended to fail when one was moving quickly.

      The city gate came into view. Nobody had closed it yet. Seeing that gave my legs and lungs a fresh surge of energy, and I ran faster.

      A whir started up behind me, making me glance back again. Barothla and a handful of guards barreled after me on one of the carriages, the wheels grinding on the tracks. They were gaining quickly, and she was looking right at me. The camouflage hadn’t worked.

      Sorry in advance, I told the hammer and slowed enough to take a mighty swing. It smashed into one of the rails, its magic enough to warp even enchanted metal. I struck the other rail too, hoping it would be enough to make the carriage stop.

      You are much more of a brute than your mother.

      I have no doubt.

      With the carriage whirring closer, I propelled my legs into a run again. Two guards stepped into view in front of the open gate.

      Barothla shouted at them. An order to stop me, I had no doubt.

      I thought about halting, rubbing the camouflage charm again, and hoping I could slip out at a slower pace, but they knew where I was going. All they had to do was block the gate. Or close it. The smooth towering walls didn’t look climbable, not without rope and a grappling hook. I had to escape the city before I hid.

      The guards must not have gotten a message from the general to let me go, or they dared not appear incompetent with their princess in view. They braced themselves to stop me.

      I didn’t want to hurt anyone, but I hefted the hammer, hoping I could take them by surprise and knock them out of the way.

      Forty years ago, I projected into their minds, Princess Barothla hired an assassin to kill her sister. Did you know that? Now, because I know the truth, she’s trying to kill me. That wasn’t the only or even main reason she was trying to kill me, but I didn’t have time for long explanations. I’d almost reached the guards. I’m Matti, by the way, Princess Rodarska’s daughter.

      Her daughter who looked nothing like her, thanks to the dominance of human blood in the pairing. The guards glanced at each other, eyebrows raised in surprise. Or skepticism.

      A grrr-clunk came from behind me. The carriage had reached my small spot of sabotage. It hadn’t gone flying off the rails and pitched Barothla head-first into a building, as I’d hoped. The guards had seen the damage and slowed down, and she leaped out, ordering them to get me as she ran after me.

      I sensed her summoning her power and whispered, Hygorotho, in my mind, though Sorka was already protecting me.

      When I reached the gate guards, I sprang to the left of one, not wanting to face both at once. He hefted his axe and jabbed the butt rather than the head toward me. Thankful that his attempt to hurt me was half-hearted, I lifted my weapon to parry the blow, but Sorka’s magic kept it from reaching me. The barrier shifted with the hammer, allowing it to strike even as it deflected enemy weapons.

      With a silent, Sorry! I jammed my weapon into the dwarf’s armored chest hard enough to knock him back.

      When his colleague jumped aside to avoid him, I darted in, sweeping my foot out to hook the back of his leg. With a twist of my hip, I tugged his boots out from under him, then jabbed him in the torso.

      The dwarves were only discombobulated for a second, but that was all I needed. Praying nobody would shoot me in the back, I sprinted out the gate and down the stairs. Hammer in one hand, I grabbed the charm again as I ran.

      Energy buzzed in the air ahead, and I remembered the barrier around the city. What if someone flipped a switch, and, instead of letting me through, it halted me? Maybe the dwarves hadn’t bothered closing the gate for a reason.

      It was dumb, but I ran full-out at the barrier, willing Sorka to help me punch through. The buzz ran over my skin, and I waited to be blown back to the city gate. But the magic didn’t stop me from escaping.

      Another angry shout from Barothla floated after me, and her power swept out, attempting to wrap around me, to hold me in place. Sorka hadn’t lowered the barrier around me, but she did something else, energy flowing outward from it to meet Barothla’s power. The two magical forces tangled in the air behind me, sparking and clashing as they fought like intelligent beings on a battlefield.

      I kept running. Whatever magic the hammer was calling upon, Barothla’s didn’t reach me.

      Thank you. You really are amazing.

      Obviously.

      And modest.

      Hm.

      Only when I reached the lake and the bend in the wide road did I stop running and rub the camouflage charm again. With my ragged panting breaths echoing from the stone walls, anyone within a hundred yards would have heard me. But Barothla and the guards had stopped at the open gate. She was yelling, but some of the dwarves were pushing back, politely but firmly. Because they were afraid to come out here?

      I hoped there wasn’t a scary Loch Ness monster in the lake or great predators that liked to munch on dwarves—and half-dwarves—in the tunnels. Where had Barothla gotten the creatures she experimented on?

      Moving slowly and willing my breathing to slow, I continued down the road along the lake’s shoreline while looking for a place to hide. Whatever qualms the guards were expressing, I had no doubt Barothla would succeed in sending out a search party.

      Sarrlevi was out there somewhere—maybe the dwarves even suspected that, and he was who they were wary of—but I didn’t reach out to him. If it was possible Barothla didn’t blame him for telling me about his mother, I wanted to keep it that way. It was fine if she hated me for meddling, but I worried about what Barothla would do to Sarrlevi—and maybe Meyleera—if she learned the truth, that he’d voluntarily defied her. And if he joined me and sprang out to attack her and dump the truth drug down her throat…

      I shook my head. I had to figure out how to lay a trap, hope she would come out after me, and spring it on my own. Somehow.
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      The shouts faded as I traveled past the lake and deeper into the tunnel leading from the city, the road and rails continuing on through the center of it. Lights on the stone walls brightened the way and made me feel exposed. I kept rubbing the charm to make sure I was camouflaged. If the dwarves came out on rail carriages, it wouldn’t take long for them to catch up with me.

      Soon, smaller tunnels branched off from the main one. Most appeared to have been carved out of the rock by the dwarves, but some had wilder, more natural looks and were filled with stalagmites and stalactites. They all, however, had paths through the centers, the stone floors worn or carved smooth and level.

      I turned into a dimly lit natural tunnel, with green glowing growth fuzzing the walls, ceiling, and even the stalagmites. If moss could grow underground, I would have called it that. Magical moss.

      Larger and strangely shaped fungi grew up from patches of the fuzzy green growth, even rectangular patches that I wanted to call garden beds. They definitely looked cultivated. I couldn’t imagine eating any of that stuff, but I could very well be wandering through the farmlands outside of the city.

      In a dim area hemmed in by stalagmites, I stepped onto a lumpy rock formation and put my back to the tunnel wall. The elevated position gave me a narrow view through the stalagmites toward the tunnel entrance. I wiped sweat from my face and debated my options. I didn’t have food or water, so going on a nature hike couldn’t be part of my plan. I had to—

      A touch to my shoulder made me jump.

      It’s me, Sarrlevi said, the shadows and his stealth magic making it so I could barely see him a foot away.

      I thought there might be huge deadly predators out here. I shared an image of the caged creatures I’d released in the laboratory.

      Just me. You would have to travel farther to find animals. The dwarves patrol the tunnels around their cities to keep the threatening wildlife away.

      Oh? They seemed nervous about coming out here.

      They don’t know for certain that I’m gone, Sarrlevi said. Where is the friend of your mother’s who said to bring you here?

      Artie? The general told her to beat it when we got in the palace. The king isn’t there. I guess my lovely aunt is in charge when he’s gone.

      This Artie did not stand at your side to face her?

      No. I didn’t expect her to.

      These dwarves are cowards. You may be half-human, but your blood is superior to theirs.

      I snorted, then smiled. It was a strange compliment, but I would take it. It wasn’t as if he gave them often.

      Sarrlevi moved from touching one of my shoulders to wrapping an arm around both. Standing on the rock formation put my face level with his, and I had no trouble seeing the concern in his eyes when he added, Did she hurt you?

      No.

      He lifted a finger to brush my neck, and the memory of the dagger pressed there sprang to mind. I probably had dried blood on my skin.

      Sarrlevi growled like one of the deadly predators we’d discussed. Do you believe she’ll come out here after you? Did you do anything to ensure she will?

      His gaze shifted from me toward the main tunnel, his eyes icy cold.

      I broke a bunch of stuff in her lab and freed those animals on the way out, so she won’t be happy with me, but if she had a secret diary or something she doesn’t want anyone to see, I didn’t have time to root around for it.

      She wants the hammer.

      Yeah. And me dead. Reasons to propel anyone into the wilds. I rested a hand on his chest, his shirt still rumpled from his battle with the assassins. I know you want to help, but I think you should stay out of it.

      His gaze shifted back to me, difficult to read. I explained the memories I’d attempted to alter when she’d been reading my mind and did my best to share her reaction with him.

      You will not be able to capture her and force her to drink the truth drug on your own.

      I wanted to deny that, to tell him to trust me because of course I could do those things, but I hadn’t gotten the best of her when we’d been alone in the lab, and there was no way she would come out here without backup. If she were going to do that, she would already be here. She had to be rounding up troops for a search. A lot of troops.

      Maybe we should leave then, I suggested. If she wants the hammer, she’ll have to come to Earth for it, and it’ll be easier to best her there.

      Mataalii, I appreciate you wanting to protect me, and I do worry that, if Barothla realizes I’m not complying, she’ll find a way to kill my mother even more quickly than the disease would. But if she did do something to advance the disease or even start it when it would not have otherwise affected my mother, all to manipulate me… His jaw clenched. I will kill her.

      Tension radiated from his body, and I wasn’t sure I wanted his arm around me when he was contemplating murder, but I didn’t step away.

      Instead, I patted his shoulder, the warmth of his skin palpable through his shirt. You can’t kill her if she’s the only person who knows how to cure your mother. I’ll get the truth drug into her, and we’ll find out if that’s true. Maybe she didn’t invent that formula she used on the sick elves. Maybe she found it in an obscure recipe book somewhere. Even if she did invent it, if she has to tell the truth, she should give us the ingredients, right? Maybe Zoltan can replicate it.

      Sarrlevi rested a hand on my hand. We will get the drug into her.

      I wanted to object, to keep her wrath focused only on me, but I was afraid he was right. I wouldn’t be able to overpower her alone.

      Though he was still tense, he leaned his forehead against mine. I wish you to know that I did not speak lightly. I cannot let you face her alone again, but it means much to me that you care and wish to protect my mother even though… He closed his eyes.

      Well, you keep doing nice things for me and bringing me cheese. It’s made me inclined to like you. You’re also a good kisser.

      He smiled. Surprisingly, it wasn’t the cocky I-know-how-good-I-am smile. It was the sad smile that made my heart ache for him.

      I don’t know if I could do it anymore, he said.

      Do what? Bring me cheese?

      Finish the assignment, he said, holding my gaze, knowing what it would do to you.

      I swallowed and couldn’t manage a response.

      My mother means a lot to me, he continued. Even if I haven’t been able to visit her in ages, she’s all I have left of my family, and she didn’t deserve what she got. I always felt guilty for the role I played in her misery. He shook his head. But if I take emotion and my… feelings out of the equation, I can’t say that her life is worth more than the life of your mother. It’s just difficult to set up an equation that way. I’m not as emotional as some, but I’m not a machine. I can’t help caring.

      Tears pricked my eyes, and I touched his face. You’re supposed to care. It’s okay. It’s natural. And the whole point of coming here was to find a solution so you don’t have to choose. We’re going to figure out a way to save both of them, right?

      That’s the goal. The belief that we could achieve that goal didn’t reach his eyes, and that made my heart hurt all over again. Something in his face caused me to remember standing on the dark mountainside with him as he’d admitted that the idea of letting the dragons wipe his memories wasn’t entirely unappealing.

      A part of me was glad he was conflicted about killing my mother, but another part of me wanted to hug him and turn back time, make it so he hadn’t watched his family being abused when he’d been a boy, so he hadn’t been forced to become a killer, so he hadn’t been ostracized by his people and alone for centuries.

      You’re too kind of a person to be with an assassin, Sarrlevi said, his smile returning. He was probably reading my mind.

      Maybe I should have said something flippant, but all I could do was watch his lips, his face, and think about how beautiful he was and how much he’d come to mean to me.

      Kissing you now would be a bad idea, right? I asked. Because bad guys have a tendency to show up when we get… involved.

      If that’s true, perhaps we should fornicate with abandon.

      Because you’re tired of waiting?

      And it would be an enjoyable experience. Sarrlevi lifted a hand to my face, cupping my jaw and brushing his thumb over my cheek. That sent delicious tingles of pleasure through me even before strands of magic flowed from his fingers, awakening my nerves and stirring heat deep within me.

      Not if we had to stop in the middle. I shared an image with him of us with our pants around our ankles as armored dwarves stormed into our tunnel.

      True. That would be most frustrating.

      Tell me about it. I couldn’t keep from closing my eyes and leaning into his hand, his touch. Varlesh, I added since he’d been disgruntled earlier when I called him dude.

      He kissed me. It was gentle, not fiery with the passion that had been in some of his other kisses, and I knew he didn’t mean it to be arousing, but I couldn’t help wanting him. It wasn’t the time or place—my back was mashed against glowing green moss, and our enemies could show up at any moment—but my hands slid over his shoulders and pushed up into his short hair as I pulled him closer. He caressed me gently as our lips and tongues explored. Nothing intense since we truly couldn’t let this go anywhere now. At least that was the plan, and I knew it, but desire flared within me nonetheless.

      I’d been dreaming about him for so long, both awake and asleep. It was so hard not to think about wrapping my legs around him and begging him to ram me up against the wall and quench the desire that wouldn’t stop building…

      He drew back, and I thought he would admonish me for my randy thoughts, as if he hadn’t been the one to mention fornicating. But he closed his eyes, as he had when we’d kissed in my kitchen, and I realized he was as turned on as I was and also struggling not to give in to temptation.

      After we’ve resolved our mutual problem, I would like to take you to my house in the mountains. He opened his eyes, the moment he’d taken not enough to alleviate the intensity in them. For a week. At least.

      I’d like that.

      You would, he agreed.

      You’re still cocky.

      Yes.

      Sarrlevi pushed his fingers through my hair, sending a final magical strand of pleasure through me that would ensure he would be in my dreams again that night, then looked toward the main tunnel. They’re gathering inside the barrier to the city. Barothla, your grandfather’s general, and numerous warriors. They’ll come out soon.

      Glad we hadn’t succumbed to our passions, I nodded. What’s the plan? You crouch behind that stalagmite and jump out at her?

      If you don’t want any of the other dwarves harmed, you need to figure out a way to part her from them. I can handle her alone, but if she’s flanked by troops…

      I don’t want any of them harmed. Especially not after the general had looked the other way when I’d been fleeing the palace. But I’m not sure how I’ll part her from them.

      By not telling them I’m here. Sarrlevi touched a finger to my lips, then took two steps back, his camouflage wrapping around him so that he disappeared.

      But you will be here, I assume.

      Behind the stalagmite, per your wishes.

      Such obedience.

      Do not grow accustomed to it, he said dryly.

      Because haughty elf assassins don’t obey plumbers?

      Correct.

      What if I rub your ears while making my requests?

      That may alter my amenability.

      I started to smile, but lights brightened the main tunnel further, and numerous armed dwarf warriors came into view. They rode floating motorcycles without wheels, and I had just enough time to wish to examine and ride one before the general and priest also came into view.

      Even though I’d passed several side tunnels before choosing this one, they halted at the entrance to mine. The priest turned and pointed, and my stomach dropped into my shoes. It wasn’t right at me, but it was close. They knew I was in this tunnel, and I eyed the hammer, certain that the priest had, despite my camouflage, tracked it to me.

      Barothla rode into view with more guards, some with strong auras that made me fear we would be dealing with more than fighters. I couldn’t let Sarrlevi harm these guys, but how was I going to get Barothla off alone? For that matter, how would I keep from being caught again?
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      The dwarves flowed into my tunnel, their floating motorcycles emanating only magic, no sound. The glowing green walls and garden beds provided little light, but the priest conjured a globe of illumination to send ahead of his troops like a small sun. It drove back the shadows and made me feel vulnerable, even with camouflage.

      Their roving gazes probed the shadows between the stalagmites and rock formations. They didn’t yet see me, but they could sense something. They knew I—or at least Sorka—was in here.

      They are using the hammer to track you, Sarrlevi said quietly into my mind.

      I think so too. Should I go deeper into the tunnel? I worried about making noise, but the troops would soon be even with me and start searching all around my area. Barothla is hanging back. Maybe you could get her alone.

      She’ll have to be even farther back—not in their view.

      I fished a vial out of my pocket and almost called him over to take it, but if he subdued Barothla and did the questioning himself, she would know he was betraying her of his own volition. If there was any way I could make her believe this was all my doing, I wanted to. Otherwise, his mother would be vulnerable to retaliation from her. It wasn’t as if we could sneak into the elven capital and kidnap her to keep her safe, not when she was on that magical life-support concoction. As messed up as it was, Barothla could get into Sarrlevi’s home city much more easily than we could.

      See if you can get her and drag her off somewhere, I told him, easing off the rock I’d been standing on. I’m going to lead the others deeper, then try to circle around. I’ll bring back the drug and handle the questioning.

      As I crept away, I expected him to object, to ask for the vial and say he would handle the questioning, but maybe he was thinking similarly to me. He might have admitted he was conflicted about killing my mother to save his, but that didn’t mean he was ready to cast aside all hope when it came to Meyleera.

      I’ll get her, Sarrlevi said firmly.

      Since the dwarven bikes could zip through the tunnel much more quickly than I, especially when I was trying not to make noise, I did my best to hug the walls and stay behind stalagmites. At one point, two warriors sailed past less than five feet away, heading deeper into the tunnel ahead of me.

      I worried most about the priest. My nerves itched, almost as if I could feel him sweeping out with his power, searching for me.

      He and General Grantik were riding together. Barothla remained near the tunnel entrance. I couldn’t see her through the rock formations, but I sensed her and knew she had a couple of guards at her side. That worried me, both because Sarrlevi might have to hurt them to get to her and… he might be in over his head. She wasn’t the fighter that he was, but she had power, and she’d had time to grab who knew what formulas and gadgets from her lab to help in this.

      I had to divert these guys and get back to her as quickly as possible. Reluctantly, I accepted that would be easier if I set the hammer aside.

      The thought made me cringe. If I did that, I might never get Sorka back. None of the dwarves wanted me to have the hammer anyway.

      But an idea popped into my mind as I spotted a rock ledge on one side of the tunnel. Sorka, how far can you fly back to me when I call vishgronik?

      My range has not been tested.

      My mom never hurled you about the tunnels while running around and crying the power word?

      You didn’t know her well.

      Not at four, no. I would dearly like to get to know her well as an adult.

      At the least, I can cross many hundreds of yards.

      Okay. I’m going to stick you in a crevice and hope it takes time for them to find you. If you can magically hide yourself or dim your aura, that would help. Right now, I was sure only the camouflaging magic of my charm was keeping the priest from beelining right toward me. And if one of them does get you, maybe you can heat up and make his hand sweat so you slip from his grip when I yell the power word.

      You have great faith in my repertoire of abilities.

      Yes, I do. I tried not to think about how hard it had been to get Sorka back from the half-orc assassin.

      I climbed the rock to reach the ledge, though there was probably no point in hiding the hammer someplace high—the priest could levitate it down without trouble. But in case it helped, I tucked it back as far as I could reach.

      Some of the riders that had gone ahead turned around and headed back toward me. Had they already sensed it? Or did the tunnel dead-end back there?

      Trying not to feel like I was abandoning my best friend, I hurried toward Barothla. Her two guards remained at her side, so I trusted Sarrlevi hadn’t made his move yet.

      My senses told me that even more dwarves were heading through the main tunnel in this direction. Damn, how could we make this work? Sarrlevi could make a portal as soon as we got what we needed, but it was hard to imagine having time to question Barothla in this scenario.

      Unless he made a portal and we were able to kidnap her through it? Would that work? Or would the priest be able to tell where we’d gone and follow right after?

      Wishing I knew more about how the portal magic worked, I climbed over a rock formation to avoid two warriors that had stopped on the path, seemingly putting themselves on watch. If the priest had located Sorka, I couldn’t tell. Whatever communication the dwarves were doing, it was telepathic.

      On the other side of the rock formation, I hopped lightly down and almost came face to face with General Grantik. He looked not toward me but toward the wall of the tunnel in the distance. Sensing the hammer?

      He lifted a hand toward the priest, who was riding up behind him, and pointed in that direction. The priest nodded.

      They rode past me, and I kept going, but I felt I had to do something to tip the odds more in our favor. Grantik had helped me before. Would he again?

      General Grantik? I whispered into his mind, imagining my words bouncing off the rock formations before reaching him, to make it harder for him to pinpoint where I was, but I had no idea if that would work.

      Yes? he replied warily.

      You know Barothla hired Sarrlevi to kill my mother, right?

      The guard at the gate might have been surprised by that information, but Grantik and the priest were my father’s trusted advisors. They had to know what he knew. Maybe they’d even been the ones to first learn about her plot.

      She denies it, but we suspect that is true.

      You know I want to find my mother, but I also want to make sure she’s no longer in danger and can come home whenever she wishes. If you hear a skirmish, or Barothla shouts to you for help, will you delay coming to her? Just for a bit?

      Grantik hesitated. You cannot kill Barothla. Nor can I stand aside while you attempt to do so.

      No, I don’t want to kill her. I’d almost said we didn’t want to, but if they believed Sarrlevi was with me, there was no way they would go along with this. I want to question her. I have a truth drug with me, and it should make her willing to answer, to tell me everything she knows about where my mother is and her plans to get her.

      I winced since I was fuzzing the truth. If I got the chance, I would happily ask Barothla about those things, but I didn’t think she had any more idea than I about where Mom was. All I wanted, or all I believed I could get from her, was information on how to cure Sarrlevi’s mother. And maybe I could get her to admit in front of Sarrlevi that she’d been responsible for his mother becoming ill in the first place.

      May I have your word that you won’t kill her? I am—we all are—sworn to protect the king and his heirs.

      I’m not a killer. I did my best not to imagine Sarrlevi with all his deadly swords and daggers. And I never wanted her as an enemy. You have my word that I just want to question her.

      I dare not act against her, so I would not be able to buy you much time.

      Any little bit would help.

      I’ll see what I can do. Grantik hesitated again. Lankobar senses your hammer.

      I know. Maybe you should call all your men together to that area to investigate. After all, the dangerous wielder might spring out at any moment.

      Is that so?

      Yup.

      With the confirmation that Grantik would help, I picked up my pace, heading straight toward Barothla. After I passed the rock formation I’d stood on earlier and squeezed between two stalagmites, she came into view. Though she couldn’t have seen the hammer through all the rocks, she might have sensed it, for she was gazing straight in that direction. The two guards on bikes hovering scant feet to either side of her had their weapons out and were scanning their surroundings alertly. Too alertly.

      Worse, Barothla had, in addition to her magical armor, a barrier up around herself. Without Sorka, I had no way to puncture it.

      Magic swelled in the distance, back by the lake on the way to the city. The new dwarves that had arrived in the main tunnel murmured to each other and pointed in that direction. Was Sarrlevi by the water, trying to draw some of them away?

      If so, that left me alone to try to get to Barothla. I eyed her floating bike, wondering if I could tinker with the enchantments. I detected two of them. They were strong but uncomplicated, at least compared to those on Sorka. From what I could tell, one powered the device, keeping it in the air. The other allowed it to fly. Unfortunately, her bike was within her barrier and as protected as she.

      Those of the two guards though…

      I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans, aware of my utter lack of a weapon. I wanted to reach out telepathically to Sarrlevi and ask if he was here with me or back at the lake. But with Barothla so close, I was afraid to call out, even in my head, lest she catch it.

      In the main tunnel, the dwarves had disappeared, riding back toward the lake to investigate that swell of magic. This might be my only chance.

      Breaking the enchantment that kept the bikes aloft would have been easiest, since the magic constantly battled against gravity and was under strain, but I didn’t want the dwarves to simply plop down. Again, I ran my senses over the magical mechanisms, determining what made them fly forward and also hold still. Interestingly, the magic inherently wanted to propel the bikes forward. Being still, at least while powered on, had one magic restraining another.

      Barothla called out in Dwarven, startling me. I thought she might have detected me, but she was still looking toward the back of the tunnel. Her guards also looked, curious. Nobody was paying attention to their bikes.

      Working quickly, I used my power to erode the enchantment that braked one of the bikes. It was surprisingly easy. Magic seemed to spring up from within me and also flow into me from the ground and the air all around. I had never experienced that before on Earth.

      Before completely destroying the enchantment on one bike, I started on the other one. It would be best if they both took off at once, though this was already a test of my abilities.

      A bead of sweat dripped down the side of my face. Using my brain like this was almost as much work as sparring.

      With two final nudges, both bikes took off.

      One propelled a dwarf between two dangling stalactites and deeper into the tunnel. The other carried its rider straight toward a rock formation. He cursed and snatched the steering bar, jerking it to the side so hard that he almost pitched off. His bike clipped the formation and angled off after the other wayward dwarf.

      Wincing at their startled yells, I hoped Grantik would rush to help them instead of hurrying to find what had prompted them to careen out of control.

      A thud came from Barothla’s direction, and my senses pricked at an abrupt ripping of magic. Her barrier being torn away.

      By the time I reached her and could see Sarrlevi, he’d knocked Barothla from her bike and pinned her to the ground. His power flared as it overcame hers, and I winced again, certain the other dwarves would sense that—sense him.

      Barothla started to yell, her eyes blazing with fury, but Sarrlevi clasped his hand over her mouth as he hauled her to her feet. With a quick nod toward me, he lifted her from the ground and ran toward the main tunnel.

      Even with his burden, a burden that bucked and clawed at his arms and attempted to halt him with her power, Sarrlevi ran faster than I could. More, he wrapped his camouflaging magic around both of them, and I lost sight of him.

      Giving up on yelling, Barothla cried telepathically. That effectively broadcasted her location.

      Get him, you bastards! It’s the assassin. I told you he was still around. Where are you? Get him!

      Startled calls came from the dwarves deeper in the tunnel. Startled and puzzled? Maybe they were feigning their confusion.

      Sarrlevi ran into the main tunnel, now empty of the guards he’d tricked into leaving, and headed farther from the city.

      Abruptly remembering my hammer, I paused and called, “Vishgronik,” telepathically and aloud, hoping I hadn’t waited too long, gone too far.

      Sarrlevi applied more of his magic, and the telepathic curses Barothla had been issuing halted. Without them, I couldn’t tell where she was. I couldn’t sense either of them. I stood alone in the main tunnel on the dwarven road.

      Shouts echoed from back at the lake as well as the side tunnel we’d left. Footfalls thudded, and armor clanked as the dwarves inside headed toward me.

      I rubbed my camouflage charm again, certain my actions had broken its magic, and hoped the hammer could still find me. And that the dwarves couldn’t.

      Where’d you go? I asked, envisioning Sarrlevi’s face and sending my words in the direction I’d last heard Barothla’s telepathic cries.

      What if he’d dragged her off to kill her? Or question her by force without the drug? I’d told him about the device she’d left in his mother’s gallery. What if he was as positive as I that she’d caused her illness and meant to kill her outright in fury?

      No, he wouldn’t do that. Whether she’d been responsible or not, he still needed the cure.

      This way. The next tunnel to the right. Bring the drug.

      As the shouting dwarves headed toward my spot, I ran after him, afraid we wouldn’t have much time. When I turned into the indicated tunnel, another filled with rock formations and lit with beds of glowing moss and fungi, I caught a muffled grunt. Barothla was still alive and still struggling.

      Broken glass and a dark liquid on the path wafted acrid smoke that stung my eyes and ears. It looked like something that had come out of Barothla’s lab. Had she dropped it by accident, or tried to use it against Sarrlevi?

      Skirting it, I dashed tears from my eyes as my nose started running. Whatever the stuff was, it was powerful.

      This way, Sarrlevi repeated, directing me toward him.

      I passed two more broken vials, one’s contents eating into the floor of the tunnel, one’s sizzling and spitting like a firecracker. Even though I gave both a wide berth, a spark flew toward me, landing on my jaw. Such pain erupted that it took all my willpower not to scream. I did wipe my jaw vigorously with my sleeve, trying to brush off whatever it was. My sleeve started smoldering.

      Shaking it and hoping the stuff wouldn’t eat through to my arm, I rounded a clump of stalagmites. They would have blocked us from view from the main tunnel even without camouflaging magic. That was when I reached them, drawing close enough to see through Sarrlevi’s camouflage.

      He stood against a rock formation, Barothla’s back mashed to his chest, his hand over her mouth, her feet dangling off the ground. The shoe on one of those feet wafted smoke into the air. And she kicked that leg more vigorously than the rest of her body as she struggled. At least she’d gotten herself with one of her concoctions too.

      Scratches on Sarrlevi’s wrist wept blood. She’d managed to claw his face too, leaving a gouge in his cheek.

      Barothla’s fury hadn’t abated, and her eyes were murderous when they focused on me. Her struggles, physical and magical, grew even more profound. Her power railed at Sarrlevi’s, and he grimaced as he fought to keep it suppressed. Sweat trickled down the side of his face, and I was sure it was from more than the run. As he’d warned me often, my aunt was powerful.

      A shout in the tunnel reminded me that we didn’t have much time. I uncapped the vial.

      Can you force her mouth open? I didn’t know how to get the liquid into her around his hand.

      The glare Sarrlevi gave me was uncharacteristically exasperated. Yeah, he already had his hands full.

      I approached Barothla with the open vial, guarding it with my other hand, like a knife fighter protecting a blade. Not surprisingly, Barothla managed to get a tendril of power out through Sarrlevi’s attempt to stifle all her magic. It batted at the vial, but I tightened my grip, and the liquid didn’t spill.

      It’s not poison, I told her, hoping she wouldn’t fight as hard if she didn’t believe her life was in danger. We’re not here to kill you. We only want the truth.

      I will kill both of you, she railed, jerking her head back, trying to strike Sarrlevi in the face.

      But she barely brushed his shoulder. He was ready for anything she threw.

      Barothla glanced back at him. And I’ll kill her. You know our deal.

      Before, Sarrlevi’s face had been clenched with concentration, but now icy fury came over it. She has a terminal disease already. A knife would be a less painful end.

      I knew he didn’t mean that, that he didn’t want to rush his mother’s death or give up on her, but the cold way he said the words cast uncertainty into Barothla’s eyes.

      When I held the vial close to her face, Sarrlevi lifted his hand from her mouth. Her jaw clenched, her lips pressed together. Trying not to feel like a huge bully, I gripped the sides of her mouth to force it open. She thrashed, again trying to escape, but Sarrlevi held her so tightly she could barely breathe.

      I tipped the contents of the vial into her mouth, and he mashed his hand back over it and forced her head back, trying to make her swallow. With defiance hardening her eyes, Barothla held the liquid in her mouth.

      Shouts came from the tunnel. Closer now. General Grantik might be diddling with the search, but he couldn’t openly tell his people to abandon their princess.

      Again struggling not to feel like a complete ass, I pinched Barothla’s nostrils shut.

      You get air again when you swallow, I said.

      Her cheeks flexed, and I knew she wanted to spit it in my face, but Sarrlevi’s grip wouldn’t allow that. Fear replaced the defiance in her eyes.

      I shifted impatiently from foot to foot, willing her to give in. Even after she swallowed it, it would take time for the drug to kick in.

      We may have to make a portal and take her somewhere, Sarrlevi said, echoing my earlier thoughts.

      Will the dwarves be able to follow us? If we go somewhere they haven’t been?

      Sarrlevi hesitated. The priest may be able to. Some can see the faint remnants of magic that portals leave and follow, even if the portal went to a place they’re not familiar with.

      Barothla finally swallowed, and I released her nostrils. She inhaled deeply and tried to bite Sarrlevi’s hand.

      With all the pain he’d endured in his life, I doubted he would have let go, even if she’d gotten her teeth into his flesh.

      How long did it take to kick in when you took it? I shifted my weight again.

      A few minutes. Maybe more. You’ll recall that I was distracted.

      Yeah. I didn’t go into more details. With Barothla right between us, she might be able to hear our telepathic conversation no matter how hard we tried to exclude her.

      The clink of metal brushing rock came from my right, and I whirled, afraid the dwarves were charging into the tunnel.

      The hammer spun end over end as it sailed around stalagmites and toward me. Relief flooded me as I raised my hand, but it was short-lived.

      As Sorka landed in my grip, she spoke. I attempted to hide myself, but the priest and general saw me floating down the main tunnel and into this one.

      The dwarves are coming, Sarrlevi told me at the same time.

      What are the ingredients to the potion that will cure Sarrlevi’s mom? I asked Barothla, pulling out my phone and opening the Notes app. And how much is needed and when? Give me the recipe. I know you know it.

      Barothla stared defiantly back at me as her warriors charged into view. Screw you.
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      General Grantik, the priest, and more than twenty dwarves spread out, crossbows, swords, and axes pointed at us.

      Release her, assassin! the priest cried, glancing at me but staring in shock at Sarrlevi.

      Grantik frowned at me. You said you were alone, not that he was still here. You said you wouldn’t kill her.

      And we won’t. I focused on him. He was the most likely to work with me.

      The priest looked like he was ready to burn me to the ground, and Sorka created her barrier around me. I squeezed her haft in thanks.

      Sarrlevi could have killed her already if he planned to, I continued. I’ve given her the truth drug. Give me a few minutes, please. Until it kicks in and we can question her.

      Shoot her! Barothla cried telepathically, the words so loud in my mind that they hurt. What are you oafs doing? Kill her! Kill them both!

      Earlier, Sarrlevi had somehow been stifling her ability to shout telepathically, but he’d either grown too exhausted to continue or hoped the drug would kick in and she would blab answers to our questions.

      I know you want to hear what she has to say when she’s compelled to honesty. I held Grantik’s gaze. To find out if she’s a threat to your king as well as her sister.

      I broadcasted the words to all the dwarves, but only Grantik looked like he might be swayed. The guards kept their weapons pointed at us as they glanced toward him, waiting for the command to attack.

      I do want to know that, Grantik said quietly, the words for me alone. He couldn’t want Barothla to hear. Ask her.

      Facing Barothla again, I hoped enough time had passed that she felt the effects of the drug. Unfortunately, with the general watching, I needed to ask what he wanted to hear.

      Are you plotting to get your father out of the picture? I asked her. As soon as your sister is confirmed dead, will you arrange his death too? Maybe hire Sarrlevi to take care of it so you inherit the throne? I had no idea if Barothla had ever planned that, but when my mom had made charms to protect her and their father from poison, she must have deemed it at least a possibility.

      I wouldn’t hire him again. Barothla scowled.

      But you’d hire another?

      My father has power but doesn’t use it, and he lets the dragons step all over his beard and say what our people can and can’t do. It’s disgusting. I would be a better ruler than he, but I’m not plotting to kill him.

      Was that the truth? Was the drug working? She didn’t sound like she was holding anything back.

      Just your sister? I asked.

      My sister who everyone loves and who can never do any wrong? Yes, I want her place. She shouldn’t have been born first. I wouldn’t have had to get her out of the way then. But she can’t rule. She’s practically a pacifist.

      The memory of my mother fighting to defend her home, my father, and us children came to mind, and I didn’t think that was true.

      She would be a worse ruler than our father, Barothla continued. She doesn’t deserve the throne or all those accolades, and she’ll let the kingdom fall to ruin if she’s ever in charge. She’ll let the dragons run everything.

      Grantik and the priest exchanged looks. A lot of the dwarves were doing that now, their eyes wide. For many of them, this had to be new information.

      So you hired Sarrlevi to assassinate her? I asked.

      Yes. And he failed. Barothla struggled anew, trying to break his grip. I don’t think he even tried that hard. And he snubbed me, the arrogant bastard. As if elves are better than dwarves.

      Snubbed? As in insulted, or did she refer to when he hadn’t wanted to have sex with her? I wouldn’t ask about that in front of forty dwarves.

      Sarrlevi’s face was a mask now, a cold mask, and didn’t reveal anything. It was probably only in my mind that he thought I should hurry up and ask questions we didn’t already know the answers to.

      If you think Sarrlevi is so inept, I said, why did you go back to him?

      He wasn’t inept for others. He’s supposed to be one of the best in the Guild. I assumed he would be effective if properly motivated. None of the others I hired over the years were able to find her either.

      Others? I blinked. Grantik and the priest looked at each other again, faces grim.

      Nobody thought she would be hiding out on a backward wild world that barely has any inherent magic. What, by all the gods in the pantheon, is an enchanter supposed to do there? Barothla sneered. Besides rutting with the natives and birthing mongrel children. I can’t believe my own sister lowered herself to that. To make you.

      Ignoring that, I said, Tell me how you decided to motivate Sarrlevi.

      I was on a diplomatic mission for my father, assisting with a degenerative disease that some elves develop, when the subject of art came up. I mentioned that I prefer dark and serious work and had no interest in all the insipid nature landscapes elves create. Someone suggested Meyleera Sarrlevi, a painter who creates grim and moody pieces. I recognized the surname and went to her. Since I’d recently been studying people with Shiserathi Disease, I’d absentmindedly been using my senses to scan most of the elves I crossed. When I realized she was prone to it, that the seed of it lay dormant in her body, I left behind a device that emits a magical energy that disrupts one’s genetic material.

      It couldn’t have been a surprise to Sarrlevi, not after I’d told him my suspicions, but the confirmation made the ice in his eyes turn to fiery rage. His face barely moved—he barely moved. I wasn’t even sure he was breathing. But the rage emanated from him like heat from a boiler. A boiler on the verge of exploding.

      I believed that with time, Barothla continued, not able to see his face behind her, maybe not aware of how furious he was, it would cause her to develop the disease, and her assassin son would have to come to me for the cure.

      Yes. I tucked my hammer under my armpit so I could tap notes into my phone with both thumbs. What’s the formula for that cure? How does one create it?

      Barothla scoffed. Only a tremendously powerful alchemist can make it. I might be the only one in the Cosmic Realms capable of it.

      And you accused Sarrlevi of being arrogant? Tell me the recipe. It worried me that she’d avoided answering the question. Was the drug already wearing off?

      Her jaw worked back and forth as she fought answering. For the first time, Sarrlevi tightened his grip on her, and she winced in pain.

      Tell her, he growled audibly as well as telepathically. The wound on his face seeped a drop of blood that ran down his cheek, but he ignored it.

      Several of the guards had lowered their weapons as the revelations rolled out, but they lifted them again, pointing them toward Sarrlevi’s head.

      It’s fine, I told them cheerfully, hoping I was right. She’s fine.

      Barothla rattled off a list of stuff I hadn’t heard of, and I made her repeat everything, as well as the directions for combining them, three times. Still not certain I’d typed the words well enough to be recognizable, I switched to the voice recorder and had her repeat everything in Dwarven.

      A few times, she hesitated, her face twitching as she tried not to give up her secrets. I worried that she would find a way around the drug, or that it truly was wearing off, and that something about the formula would be wrong. But she gave the same ingredients each time, and it was a long enough list that I thought she would have messed it up if she’d been making things up. Still, it could be some other recipe she had memorized. I hoped I could take this to Zoltan and he would know if it would do what we needed.

      That’s everything we want to know, right? I looked at Sarrlevi and also at Grantik and his dwarves. It might have been more than they wanted to know.

      Sarrlevi, who’d been silent throughout, except for the two words he’d growled, surprised me by speaking. Why did you decide your quest for glory and power made it acceptable for you to kill my mother?

      I’m not killing her, Barothla replied. I’m motivating you. You failed forty years ago. I wanted to make sure you didn’t fail again.

      I gave back your money when I couldn’t find her. I owed you nothing.

      I didn’t want my money. Anger and frustration twisted Barothla’s red face. I wanted my sister dead. I was tired of everyone loving her and giving her awards and ignoring me.

      Would my mother have developed that disease if you hadn’t left that device in her gallery? His hand moved from her mouth to her neck.

      I don’t know. Maybe eventually. Probably not until she was old. That’s when most elves who are susceptible succumb to it.

      “Varlesh,” I said quietly, afraid he was angry enough to kill her even with all the dwarves watching. “If you were worried about the dragons getting after you for taking a sample of her blood, I’m sure they’d really be pissed if you killed her.” Not to mention all the armed dwarves with weapons pointed at him…

      Sarrlevi’s jaw set mulishly. Maybe he didn’t care. Maybe, in that moment, he was willing to give up his life if he took her down with him.

      I licked my lips. That wasn’t acceptable. I cared about him. Maybe I even loved him.

      “Let her go, please. We got what we came for.” I held up my phone, but maybe I shouldn’t have, for Barothla squinted at it, as if she was registering that all she would have to do was destroy it to destroy my record of the recipe she’d given me.

      I tucked it in my pocket and held the hammer again, reassured that Sorka was maintaining that barrier around me. Hopefully, Barothla couldn’t attack me, or my phone, through it.

      It would be better for the dwarves if she were dead, Sarrlevi said.

      Grantik stepped forward. You will not kill our king’s daughter.

      She deserves death, Sarrlevi said. She’s as vile as many of those I’ve been paid to kill.

      “If nothing else, we need to make sure her formula can be replicated and works on your mother before doing anything drastic, right?” I didn’t want to see my aunt killed no matter what, though I silently admitted it might be better for my own longevity if she weren’t around anymore. Even before we’d drugged her, she’d been ready to kill me. I might have an enemy for life now.

      Give her to us, Grantik said, stepping forward. Let her go, and leave our world forever. You are not welcome.

      The words were for Sarrlevi, but they made me wince. I doubted I would be welcome back either.

      It wasn’t as if I’d expected my grandfather to invite me into his home and give me a room, but it would have been nice to have an invitation to visit and maybe find a full-blooded instructor when I was ready to learn more than Santiago could teach. It also would have been nice to come back at my mother’s side and have her show me her world.

      Sarrlevi closed his eyes. He wasn’t relaxing, not at all, and seemed to be struggling with himself. He wanted revenge; he wanted to kill the person who was causing his mother to die a slow premature death.

      She’ll be a threat to you as long as she lives, Sarrlevi said, the words for me alone.

      I winced again. Revenge wasn’t the only thing on his mind. Maybe he’d convinced himself it would be better for me if Barothla were dead. Was he wrong? Hadn’t I just been thinking about that?

      Even so…

      Yeah, but how boring would my life be if nobody was trying to kill me? Let her go, please, Varlesh. Don’t do anything irrevocable. If Zoltan can’t figure this out, we’ll need her.

      She’ll never use that formula to cure my mother, not under duress.

      I didn’t point out that Barothla might if Sarrlevi fulfilled their original bargain. That wasn’t an option, not for me, and I hoped it wasn’t for him anymore either.

      Hand her over to us now, or we’ll open fire. The priest spoke that time. He’d stepped up to Grantik’s shoulder and glowered at Sarrlevi, whose hand was still around Barothla’s throat.

      “Varlesh.” I risked walking closer to him, though he was like a coiled spring—or a crouching panther. Not only was he still wrestling with Barothla’s ongoing attempts to escape, but he was wrestling with himself.

      I stepped close enough to put my hand on his forearm, the muscles taut under his shirt. “Let her go. I promised the general we wouldn’t hurt her, and your mother may need her alive. Please.”

      His face twisted, and, for a horrified moment, I thought he would disobey my wishes and snap her neck. Instead, he shoved her away.

      Barothla stumbled, flailed, and caught herself, then hurried to her people. She snapped at them when they reached out to steady her. Then she glowered back, not at Sarrlevi but at me.

      How many times a week do you have to suck his cock to get him to obey you like that?

      I groped for a witty response, but all I could think was that she might yet believe I’d been responsible for turning Sarrlevi against her. If so, that was for the best. Maybe she wouldn’t hold this against him, at least not to the extent that she wouldn’t work with him again if he needed her —if we couldn’t find anyone to replicate the formula.

      Barothla shifted her glower to Sarrlevi. I should have known better than to hire an assassin who makes decisions with his penis. She waved at the dwarves. Shoot them. I want them both dead.

      Not appearing worried, Sarrlevi waved his hand, and a portal formed next to us. He drew his swords and waved for me to go, prepared to defend me as I jumped.

      The dwarves didn’t obey Barothla’s command. That infuriated her, and she screeched at them in their tongue as well as ordering, Shoot them! again telepathically. That time, the words had magical compulsion behind them, but it still didn’t work. I sensed the priest extending his power to insulate the troops from her.

      You need to go, Grantik told me, holding my gaze.

      I will. Thanks for your help. Ah… I know you don’t owe me anything, but now that you’ve heard the truth, I would appreciate it if you let any elven envoys that visit know what the princess did to Meyleera.

      Sarrlevi was waiting in front of the portal for me. He heard the request and nodded gravely at me. He also had to realize that his mother was in danger from retaliation.

      What Barothla has done, even if his mother is a commoner— Grantik glanced warily at Sarrlevi, —could start a war.

      She is not a commoner, Sarrlevi said, his chin up. She is from a noble family.

      I held up a hand, ignoring Barothla, who was still trying to convince the troops to deal with us. We don’t want to start a war between your two peoples, but she could try to go after Meyleera again, to take revenge for this. We just want the elves to realize that Barothla shouldn’t be allowed to visit their world.

      Grantik shook his head grimly. That is also something that could start a war.

      Hopefully, King Ironhelm and King Eireth are too smart to let it.

      He sighed, neither expressing belief nor disbelief at the statement.

      Though Grantik hadn’t said for certain that he would talk to the elves, I was encouraged that he seemed to believe what he’d heard. With so many witnesses, I crossed my fingers that word would get back to King Eireth one way or another, and that he would protect Meyleera.

      At a wave from Sarrlevi, I jumped through the portal with him.

      I hoped we would appear in his cozy chalet, a fire burning in the hearth and cheese waiting to be eaten. We had a lot left to worry about, including finding someone to create the formula and making sure Barothla couldn’t take revenge on his mother, but I couldn’t help but wish we could have a peaceful night together first. Even an hour to relax and decompress before taking on the world—the Cosmic Realms—again.

      But Sarrlevi’s portal took us back to Earth, to the sidewalk in front of a familiar house. Val’s house.

      It was late at night on Earth, and it should have been quiet and peaceful, but right after we landed, a fireball sizzled past me and blew up a dragon topiary. Gunshots rang out, Val firing at enemies from the porch. Enemies who’d somehow breached the house’s defenses—or destroyed them?—and were charging across the yard toward her.

      My first thought was that some trouble from one of her past missions had found her, but I spotted a familiar cloaked figure. The remaining half-orc assassin. He was there for me, and he’d brought more allies.
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      The property’s defenses were not only down but smoke wafted from places where they’d been obliterated. Jagged purple strands of magic spat and streaked into the sky.

      On the porch, Val stood behind the nominal cover of a post, firing at two cloaked figures prowling toward her. They weren’t as large as the half-orc assassin, but they radiated almost as much power, and I knew right away that this wasn’t his typical cannon fodder. Val’s bullets bounced off them and disappeared into the foliage around the property, some of that foliage on fire.

      Sarrlevi, his swords in hand, sprang toward a robed enemy in the street—the one casting fireballs. An elf. He looked to be more a mage than a warrior, but at Sarrlevi’s approach, he waved his hands, and fiery blades made from pure magic appeared in his grip. He raised them to defend himself as Sarrlevi attacked, and his aura swelled with great power.

      More gunshots came from the porch. The lights were on in the house, and I glimpsed Penina’s husband picking up Josh and Jessie to get them away from the window.

      My stomach clenched in fear.

      “Coming in!” I yelled to Val so she wouldn’t accidentally shoot me.

      I charged at the cloaked figures, not wanting them to reach her, not when they were here for me.

      A furry silver shape blurred in from my left, crashing into the side of one enemy. No, the magical defenses of one enemy. Sindari raked his claws but couldn’t get through. He did, at least, distract his target.

      I shall chew off the legs of all those who presume to attack the Ruin Bringer in her home, Sindari announced, jaws snapping as he sought a way through the enemy’s defenses.

      The other intruder glanced back at me but didn’t slow, making it up the porch steps to spring at Val. She met him—no, her—with sword drawn as Sindari kept the other one busy.

      Sarrlevi’s mention of the female Assassins’ Guild leader popped into my mind. Had the half-orc convinced other assassins to come join in? To try to get to my family? To me?

      Worried about swinging my hammer in the confines of the covered porch, I hurled it at the female assassin’s back. She’d already engaged with Val, a magical blade stabbing rapidly at her, and didn’t glance back. Did she think I wasn’t a threat?

      Yelling, “Hyrek!” I willed Sorka to break through her defenses.

      The hammer head punctured a hole and landed with a thud against the assassin’s back. She staggered forward, arm flailing wide, and Val had the opportunity to stab our foe in the chest.

      This is what I was made for, Sorka informed me.

      Despite her words, the hammer’s blow hadn’t felled the assassin, nor did Val’s stab draw blood. Our enemy wore armor underneath her clothes.

      As I yelled, “Vishgronik,” to return the hammer to my grip, the assassin shifted for a side kick. Val saw it coming and leaped back, bumping the railing. The assassin turned and ran down the porch steps toward me.

      Well, at least I’d kept her from beating up Val.

      To my side, Sindari sprang about, still attacking the other assassin, slashing with claws and biting with fangs as he avoided rapid sword strikes.

      With the hammer back in my grip, I crouched to face the female assassin. What had been the Dwarven word to raise a barrier?

      Reading my mind, Sorka wrapped her power protectively around me. Right away, I could tell it wasn’t as strong as it had been on Dun Kroth. I hoped it would do.

      Using sword and dagger almost as adroitly as Sarrlevi used his blades, the female assassin slashed at me with both weapons. Aware that I would struggle to knock aside two blades with only my hammer, I willed the barrier to keep them away. I didn’t yet have enough experience with it to trust it fully though, and I whipped my hammer about, using both head and haft to parry the fast blows.

      At times, Sorka seemed to merge with the barrier, to defend against blows with it, and when I attacked, the hammer swept through the barrier so I could reach the assassin. She parried my attacks without trouble, but she grimaced as streaks of lightning swept from Sorka whenever our weapons met.

      A scream came from the street, but I dared not take my eyes from my opponent to look back. It hadn’t sounded like Sarrlevi. I hoped it had been his opponent. That mage had probably been responsible for destroying the topiaries and who knew what else.

      As the assassin and I alternated attacking and defending—she didn’t appear concerned by my magical barrier and probably had plenty of experience with them—Val leaped down from the porch to join Sindari against the other intruder.

      My instincts told me to duck, though my foe wasn’t swinging at that second, and I did so, skittering to the side as well. A huge battle axe with fire lining the blade flew through the air where my head had been. It narrowly missed my opponent and crashed into the steps.

      “We just fixed those steps!” Val yelled, throwing me an aggrieved look.

      “Sorry,” I blurted, raising my hammer to defend against the female assassin as she sought to use my distraction to slip a blade through.

      It almost worked, for I was now worried about the axe thrower at my back, especially when the weapon flew back from the devastated steps, levitating toward its owner. Damn. These assassins all had weapons nearly as powerful, or as powerful, as mine.

      How do we beat them? I asked Sorka, aware that neither Val, Sindari, nor I was coming out ahead. Though I tried to be heartened that we hadn’t been killed yet, I worried that more assassins might arrive.

      A male bellow came from the street. That sounded like the half-orc assassin, bitter about his brother’s death and out for revenge.

      You must swing me faster than she swings her blades, Sorka replied.

      Oh, sure. No problem.

      Already, sweat dripped from my jaw, and I worried about how long I could keep this up. More than once, those swords would have gotten through if not for the barrier aiding in my defense.

      Once, the barrier wasn’t enough, and I wasn’t fast enough to whip my hammer over to protect my left side. The sword crunched into my outer thigh. I sprang back, pain searing my leg, but was surprised that wicked blade hadn’t hurt more. Something in my pocket had partially stopped it. I swore, afraid it had been the remaining vial of truth drug, but that wouldn’t have stopped anything. I realized she’d gotten my phone. Hell.

      I’m behind you, Sarrlevi spoke calmly into my mind, and I sensed him approaching. Back to back. The mage is down, but the brother and Dorg, the axeman, remain. They’re here for you.

      I assumed. Knowing Sarrlevi had my back, I could focus fully on the female assassin.

      Again, I cried, “Hyrek!” while willing my arms and legs to move quickly enough to get past her defenses. Power from the hammer flowed into me, refreshing me, and my limbs moved faster.

      My opponent wasn’t daunted. Her blades blurred, magical power radiating from them as she parried blow after blow. She took the offensive, and I deflected seven attacks in a row without giving ground, but sweat drenched me now, and my breaths rasped in my throat.

      The tip of her dagger slipped through Sorka’s barrier. Fortunately, I wasn’t depending wholly on it and knocked the blade aside with a twist from my hammer.

      Clangs rang out behind me as the half-orc engaged in battle with Sarrlevi, though he cursed a lot as he did so. Probably complaining that he had to go through Sarrlevi to get to me. Too bad.

      Sindari’s roar came from the side, a triumphant roar. He and Val must have worn down their opponent’s barrier, for his jaws succeeded in getting through and clamped onto the assassin’s thigh. Val took advantage, swiping her sword toward his neck.

      The female assassin glanced over, concern flashing in her eyes for the first time. Sweat also ran down her face.

      Feeling energized by the power Sorka had shared, I renewed the offensive, jabbing and swinging with compact jabs that wouldn’t leave me open to a counterattack. One of those blows slipped through her defenses and clipped her on the shoulder.

      She absorbed the pain with a defiant sneer, but she was a little frazzled as I pressed her. I jabbed my hammer toward her face. When she raised her sword to knock it aside, I kicked her in the gut. Her armor saved her from any damage, but she staggered back a step. That gave me the time to wind up for a big swing. Unopposed, my hammer crashed into her torso. She flew backward, landing on the steps hard enough to break the boards and one of the railings.

      “Matti,” Val said in disgust.

      “I’ll fix that.” Afraid the assassin would spring up and recover quickly, I leaped after her, hoping to disarm her and take her out of the fight.

      But she’d sheathed her dagger to pull something out of a pouch and threw it at the ground. It struck down with a boom that shattered the walkway and rocked the earth. A cloud of smoke filled the air, and I sensed her jumping up and running away. I threw my hammer after her, but she was too fast, and my weapon smashed into the fence instead of a foe.

      “Matti!” Val chastised me again.

      “I’ll fix that too.”

      A portal formed in the yard next door, and I had little doubt the female assassin was escaping. As my hammer flew back into my hands, I could only hope I’d convinced her I was dangerous enough that she should leave me alone.

      At least Val’s opponent, with Sindari’s jaws wrapped around his leg, hadn’t been able to escape. He’d kept fighting, defending against Val’s sword blows as he tried to bash the tiger and force him away, but she and Sindari came out on top. The assassin finally crumpled to the ground, bleeding from a dozen wounds, and Val kicked his weapons away from him.

      Aware of grunts and clunks and clangs behind me, I turned in case Sarrlevi needed help.

      Face set with grim intensity, he was defending against the half-orc brother and the axeman. Keeping them from reaching me.

      Yet another assassin lurked in the street, not yet attacking but watching the battle—waiting for an opportunity? A deep hood hid the person’s face, but I thought it might be another woman. She wasn’t as large as the hulks facing Sarrlevi.

      When he knocked the half-orc’s blade wide, the brother’s back was to me. I stepped in with an unopposed swing, willing Sorka to tear through any magical defenses. The hammer landed in the small of his back. Though he was armored, my weapon struck hard enough to make him gasp and stagger.

      Sarrlevi, finding a break in his fight with the axeman, whirled to take advantage. With his blades glowing and crackling with magical energy, Sarrlevi thrust them as one through the half-orc’s magical defenses and armor and into his abdomen. Deep into his abdomen. The half-orc screamed and dropped his weapons.

      Reminded that I needed to question the guy, I swore. That had been a mortal blow; I had no doubt.

      The axeman tried to spring past Sarrlevi to get to me, but I raised my hammer to defend. Sarrlevi was even faster, yanking his swords out and spinning to keep the assassin from reaching me. With droplets of blood flying from his blades, he slashed both toward our foe. The assassin got his axe up to parry one sword but the other one made it through, cutting into his side.

      The blow wasn’t as deadly as the last, but it did enough damage to make the axeman gasp and fling himself away.

      Eyes blazing with anger and intensity, Sarrlevi stalked after him. With my thigh burning from the sword that had gotten through, I was content to let him handle that one. And the one in the street, if she decided to attack. Val and Sindari’s opponent appeared dead—at the least, he wouldn’t be making a portal home—so they could help keep an eye on things too.

      Since I could sense the aura of the half-orc fading, I worried I didn’t have much time to question him. After glancing around and making sure nobody else was about to spring at me, I shifted the hammer to one hand and dug in my pocket. Thankfully, the vial hadn’t been damaged.

      Gingerly, my thigh making me wince, I knelt beside the half-orc. He didn’t stir. Unless a healer came along, he wouldn’t make it. That made it easier to pour the truth drug in his mouth.

      From flat on his back, he didn’t try hard to keep it from going down. The only question was whether he would survive long enough for it to kick in and to answer the one question I wanted from him.

      Who hired you? I asked, though I knew the drug couldn’t be working yet.

      Die, bitch, he thought, panting and gasping with pain.

      If the half-orc hadn’t spent the last week trying to kill me, not to mention threatening to kill everyone I cared about, I might have felt bad for his distress. Instead, I planted my knee on his chest and repeated my question.

      Sarrlevi stood two feet away, swords drawn as he glowered toward the cloaked woman in the street. The axeman was down—maybe dead—but the power of her aura made me worry that we might yet have more trouble.

      Val, her gun back in its holster, but her sword still in hand, came to stand beside me. “I’m going to stop letting Zav leave the planet.”

      “Do you have the power to do that?” I kept watching the half-orc, who’d clenched his jaw and was mulishly ignoring my question.

      “I thought the freezer full of ribs would be enough, but he’s as loyal to his family and his people as his stomach. I guess that’s a good thing.”

      “I just hope the dragons aren’t in their meeting, deciding to get rid of us.” I glanced at Sarrlevi.

      “Ask again.” He waved to the assassin, though his eyes were locked on the female. “He’s dying.”

      “Is that another assassin who’s going to try to take us out?” I asked Sarrlevi before telepathically asking the half-orc, Who hired you?

      His jaw had unclenched, and his eyes were glazing. Hell, he was dying.

      “It’s Nesheeva, the leader of the Assassins’ Guild,” Sarrlevi said.

      That didn’t answer my question.

      Sarrlevi looked at the half-orc and used his magic to nudge him—coerce him—into speaking.

      “A human,” the assassin rasped. “Kurt Hart.”

      Val raised her eyebrows. “That doesn’t sound like the name of Willard’s hypothetical oil baron from Dubai.”

      The assassin stopped breathing before we could ask him to repeat the name.

      Val sighed and took out her phone. “I’ll call Willard.”

      “I’m sorry about all this.” I glanced at her house, at the faces of my family pressed against the living room window. At least everyone seemed to be all right. As far as I could tell, Val wasn’t even injured. The topiaries, her roof, and her porch were another matter. “I’m not great at landscaping, but I’ll fix the house, everything that’s broken.”

      As the phone rang, Val waved her fingers in an it’s-fine gesture. But it wasn’t. Everyone around me was being attacked because of me.

      The cloaked woman strode toward the yard, the yard that was no longer protected by wards.

      Tensing, I grabbed my hammer and rose to my feet. Sarrlevi waved for me to stay put, then stepped forward to face her, his swords ready.

      She pushed back her hood, revealing pointed elven ears and a beautiful but cold face. Her features were broader than typical for an elf, and I remembered Sarrlevi saying she was half-dwarven. She’d gotten more height than I had, but she was still notably shorter than Sarrlevi. That didn’t keep her from glaring fearlessly at him with her weapons at the ready.

      But she didn’t attack. She halted ten feet away from him and spoke to him in Elven. It sounded like a lecture. Or a diatribe.

      He listened impassively, not arguing. Her sneer and tone made me want to argue on his behalf, even though I didn’t know what she was saying.

      In the end, he replied curtly. It sounded like the equivalent of, So be it. He followed the words with a bow.

      Surprisingly, she returned the bow before forming a portal. She lifted a hand and levitated the bodies of the dead assassins into the air. Startled, I jumped back. The bodies floated through the portal. After giving me a dismissive look, Nesheeva followed.

      Only when the portal disappeared did I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. My shoulders slumped with weariness, and I tried to remember the last time I’d slept.

      “What was that about?” Val asked, the line still open. Maybe she wanted to report it to Willard.

      Sarrlevi turned to face us—more me than Val, but he answered her question. “Due to my recent actions, I’ve been removed from the Assassins’ Guild.”

      I slumped. “Because you defended me instead of helping them kill me?”

      First, he’d lost his house and now his career? He would be ostracized by yet another group of people? What next? Would he lose his mother too? I was terrified that Barothla would find a way to strike at her, even if General Grantik passed along word to the elves that she shouldn’t be allowed in their city.

      “I killed members of the Guild, not in a duel or because they were targets themselves. That is not permitted.”

      “Maybe,” Val said, “their dumb asses shouldn’t have been trying to kill Matti if they didn’t want to die.”

      Sarrlevi looked at her—annoyed that she’d butted in?—then headed to the sidewalk, as if he didn’t feel comfortable on the property, even though the defenses were down.

      Afraid he would leave and that he regretted the choice he’d made to protect me, I ran after him.

      “I’m sorry, Varlesh.” I hated how often I was having to apologize to people lately. Simply by existing and fighting to find my parents, I was causing everything around me—everyone—to be damaged or destroyed.

      “It’s not your fault.” Sarrlevi stopped on the corner, facing the park down the street and ignoring the dark houses in the neighborhood, their curtains closed. Their owners had no doubt decided it was safer to ignore another battle at Val’s place rather than investigate.

      “I’m pretty sure it is, actually.” I pushed my fingers through my damp hair.

      “No. It was my choice.” Sarrlevi held out his hand, palm up.

      It took me a moment to realize he was offering it for a clasp. I wanted to hug him, but with Val wandering around the yard behind us, talking to Willard, who was apparently on the way, and my family watching from the window, maybe this was better. I wrapped my fingers around his, his warm callused palm against mine. We’d never done that before, holding hands.

      “You should check on your family. They will be alarmed after witnessing another battle.”

      “I know.” I closed my eyes, having no idea what I would say to them. I’d thought they would be safe here, but they weren’t, not unless Zavryd was present. And this wasn’t even the end. We’d killed the half-orc brothers, but the reward remained. And the prestige hunt. “I need to show this formula to Zoltan first and hope he can make it.” That seemed easier to deal with than my family or future assassins.

      I dug in my pocket for my phone, and my thigh twinged, a reminder that I’d been clobbered there. Horror slammed into me when I saw that my phone had been clobbered too. The screen was cracked, and it remained dark when I tried to thumb it on. Pressing the power button for a restart didn’t work either.

      “Shit.”

      Sarrlevi gazed down at the dark phone. I didn’t know if he yet understood the significance. If all we’d done in Dun Kroth had been for nothing…

      “Hopefully, it just lost the charge, and it’ll restart when I plug it in. I can get it repaired if I have to. The memory should be retrievable.” I hoped. “My Notes app gets backed up to the cloud too.”

      At least it did when it was on Earth. Had I been back long enough before the phone had been struck? I didn’t know, and a feeling of desperation crept into me as I tried again to start it.

      “Shit,” I repeated.

      “Will you not be able to retrieve your cheese-smothered root-vegetable recipe if it’s irreparable?” Sarrlevi sounded more amused than worried. Since he could read my mind, he should have grasped what I was stressing about.

      “I won’t be able to retrieve Barothla’s formula.”

      “Ah.” Sarrlevi gazed toward the park in silence for a long moment before he slanted a smile at me. “I memorized it.”

      I lowered the phone and looked at him. “All of it?”

      There had been a lot of ingredients, with verbose and precise instructions for how to treat and combine everything.

      “You were thoughtful enough to have her repeat it three times,” he said. “There was no way I would allow myself not to memorize something of such significance.”

      “You’re amazing.”

      “Yes.” Still smiling, Sarrlevi squeezed my hand. “I will relay it to the vampire alchemist.”

      After the endless day we’d had, I was glad he could smile. I felt nothing but bone-deep weariness and slumped against him.

      “For the record, I have my cheesy scalloped potatoes recipe memorized.”

      “Naturally. Root vegetables are deeply important to dwarves.”

      “I only saw green moss and mushrooms growing in the tunnels when I was there.”

      “The mushrooms are similar to those on this world. The moss is a protein-rich edible substance akin to your algae and grows well in the dark with a minimal substrate, but the dwarves have above-ground farms as well. Even on their world, there are few things that will grow without sunlight.”

      “I don’t think I could live there if I had to survive on mushrooms and algae.”

      “Did your aunt not take you to the cheese caves in the capital when she gave you a tour?”

      “No, she did not. She truly is a vile person.”

      “Truly,” he agreed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn was brightening the sky when Willard arrived, parking her SUV in front of the house. Sarrlevi was in the basement, reciting the formula for Zoltan, and I’d gone into the house to check on everyone. Penina’s kids were finally asleep after seeing far more of the battle than their parents would have liked. My grandparents sipped warm milk in the kitchen, their eyes troubled, though Grandma commented that Sarrlevi was a young Baryshnikov while clasping a hand to her chest. Whatever compliments and smiles he’d given her while escorting my grandparents to Val’s house had won him an admirer for life. Grandpa only issued a surly glower into his mug.

      You may want to hear this, Val told me telepathically. She was in the front yard with Willard.

      Okay.

      I wanted to go downstairs to find out if Zoltan could make the formula, but I walked through the living room toward the front door. I paused when Penina gave me a haunted look from the couch. Since her husband was upstairs with the kids in one of the guest rooms they’d been given, I was surprised she hadn’t joined him yet.

      “Are you okay?” I’d asked before and only gotten a mumble.

      Her gaze lowered to the hammer I hadn’t stopped carrying around since I’d returned—and probably wouldn’t as long as assassins were after me.

      “It’s all true, isn’t it?” Penina whispered.

      “That my mom is a dwarf from another world, the hammer is magical, and my life is crazy? Yeah. But you knew that.”

      Penina shook her head numbly, and I didn’t know what else to say. Even though she’d seen evidence of the magical world many times over the years—hell, she’d even been at my house while Tinja tinkered in the living room—she’d somehow managed to block it out and not believe. Maybe if you needed to believe something badly enough, you could delude yourself into making it reality, at least for you.

      “I always resented her,” Penina admitted, looking at the rug instead of me.

      “My mom?”

      “Yeah. Because Dad left my mom for her.”

      I opened my mouth, wanting to say it hadn’t been like that, that he’d divorced Penina’s mother long before meeting mine, but I remembered the conversation I’d had with Grandpa in the garage, and I realized that might not be true. Since Penina and I were only a few years apart in age, maybe the clues had always been there, and I’d chosen to ignore them, not wanting my mother to be the Other Woman. Speaking of being delusional…

      “And then when my mom wasn’t even allowed to visit,” Penina continued, “it stung. When I was older, Grandma told me about her issues with addiction and that the court had said she was too dangerous to raise her own kid, but I didn’t want to believe it. Besides, I was almost a teenager before Grandma told me about all that. Before that, I always thought that if I was good enough and did all the right things, my mother would see what a fine daughter I was and come back.”

      “So that’s the reason you were an overachiever, huh?” I tried a smile, hoping to lighten her mood.

      Penina kept staring bleakly at the rug. Maybe nobody’s mood could be lightened after the day and night we’d all had.

      “I never admitted this because it was so wrong, and even as a kid I knew it, and it honestly really bothers me today that I felt that way, but…” Penina took a deep breath and looked at me. “I was glad when your mom died, or we thought she had. It never seemed fair that I lost my mom and you didn’t.”

      The words made me wince even though I didn’t blame her and wasn’t that surprised by them. “You were only seven then. It’s not surprising that you were resentful. I should have realized that you were dealing with stuff.”

      “At four?” Penina arched her eyebrows.

      “Since then.” I’d always been distressed by my perfect older sister who got good grades, graduated with multiple college degrees, had a respectable career, and always did the socially acceptable things and hung out with the right kinds of people. I hadn’t realized it had anything to do with her mom, though I supposed I should have. We’d been lucky that our grandparents had been there to take care of us, but that didn’t mean we weren’t both a little messed up. Or a lot. “I always resented you. For being perfect. For wanting me to be perfect.”

      “I wanted to watch out for you and keep you out of trouble because— I don’t know. It made it seem less awful that I felt that way about your mom back then. Like I owed it to Dad. Maybe even to her.”

      I remembered Sarrlevi pointing out that it was better to have someone care in a misguided way than not to care at all. “Well, I was in trouble a lot. I probably needed you there.”

      Instead of agreeing, Penina stood up and lifted her arms. Offering a hug? Dang, she really was distraught—or thought I was. We hardly ever hugged.

      Stepping in, I wrapped my arms around her. She was stiff, and I wasn’t sure if she genuinely wanted to hug me or if she felt obligated to after her confession. That, I decided, was okay.

      “Maybe we should be having alcohol with all this honesty,” Penina said, an admission that this was difficult for her.

      “Probably. But I’m not out of trouble yet, so getting smashed wouldn’t be a good idea.” Unfortunately. I released her and stepped back. “I need to talk to Val.” Val and Willard. I waved toward the front yard.

      “Okay.”

      When I reached the door, I paused with my hand on the knob. “Now that Sarrlevi has cleaned your car, is there any chance, once I get your house fixed for you, you’ll invite him to Sunday brunch?”

      She blinked slowly a few times. “The crazy guy with the swords who always has blood on his face?”

      “He cleans up nice.”

      “Please tell me he’s not the reason you haven’t set up a second date with Tyler.”

      “You’ve seen him fight. Twice now. Would you date an accountant if you could have…” I thought about repeating the name Grandma had used but was afraid I’d mangle it—I had only a vague notion that the guy had been a famous dancer back in the day. “Well, he’s pretty badass.”

      “Leave it to you to like some pugilist. With pointed ears. Matti, he’s not from here, is he?”

      “From Earth? No. But if you reconsider and are willing to invite him to brunch, he likes salads. Things overflowing with green vegetables. I’m not sure yet about his feelings on potatoes. He’s okay with cheese though.” I hadn’t seen Sarrlevi eat much cheese, but if he had that cellar in his chalet, he had to like it.

      Penina snorted. “No wonder you like him.”

      I smiled shyly. “He’s brought me exotic cheese from other worlds.”

      “Hell, Tyler didn’t have a chance then.”

      Matti? Val prompted telepathically.

      Coming. I had to have a moment with my sister.

      I’ll bet, Val said as I walked out, shutting the door behind me.

      Willard and Val were standing in the spot where the half-orc had fallen, both staring at their phones.

      “Is there a cool new meme,” I asked, “or are you doing research?”

      “Memes, right.” Willard made a disgusted face as she lowered her phone.

      “Our boss is flummoxed by the half-orc’s employer,” Val said.

      “Not flummoxed,” Willard said, “just rearranging my hypotheses in light of this new data.”

      “Flummoxed,” Val mouthed to me.

      Willard scowled at her.

      “Did you figure out who that guy is?” I asked. What had the name been? “Kurt Something.”

      How could Sarrlevi memorize a pages-long recipe, and I couldn’t remember a name? I would blame it on being exhausted. When was the last time I’d slept?

      “Kurt Hart,” Willard said, “assuming it’s the same person, is the founder and former CEO of Othrys Data Solutions.”

      The company sounded vaguely familiar.

      “Do they make bookkeeping software?” I asked.

      “Bookkeeping, tax, and mailing-list programs. They’re the preeminent software provider for small businesses and have more than a hundred million customers.” Willard waved her phone, probably reading that off the web. “The founder has billions.”

      “So, I guess he could afford to hire an elite assassin,” I said.

      “He could afford to hire an elite assassin with the money he keeps in the change jar by the door for tipping pizza-delivery drivers.”

      Val snorted. “My change jar mostly has pennies in it.”

      “Do you still have that huge thing?” Willard outlined a shape in the air more in line with a wine jug than a jar.

      “Yeah. It survived all the break-ins and vandalism. It was so heavy nobody ever stole it.”

      “What’s the tie-in with Dubai?” I asked, even as I debated how much trouble I would get in for knocking on a billionaire’s door and demanding to know why he wanted me dead and how he was tied in with my parents’ captors. “Is he a world traveler who happened to be vacationing there when the urge to hire an assassin came over him?”

      “It’s possible,” Willard said, “but it occurred to me to look up the owner of that hotel, not only if any magical beings were known to be in the area.”

      “That’s what got you on the oil-baron kick, right?” Val asked.

      Willard nodded. “One of the wealthiest families in the United Arab Emirates owns it. They got into real estate after making their fortune from the oil boom.”

      “Is there anything to link the two? I wouldn’t think tech moguls and oil barons would hang out.”

      Willard snorted. “You might be surprised who hangs out with who when you get to that tier of wealth.”

      “Huh,” Val said. “I don’t get invitations to their parties. I guess the gnome gold I earned doesn’t put me at their level.”

      “Haven’t you spent most of that on home repairs and meat for your dragon?” Willard glanced at the devastated front yard and porch.

      “Not yet. Nin advises me on smart things to do with my money.”

      “Like investing in that coffee shop?”

      “That was one of them.”

      “Maybe try investing in something that isn’t regularly demolished by angry magical beings gunning for you and your friends.”

      “Picky, picky.”

      I yawned loudly, hoping they would get back on track. With the fighting past, my weariness was getting more noticeable, and I wanted to collapse on a bed. I’d even take the grass, though maybe not the oddly pristine lawn in the middle of the fairy ring. Somehow, those mushrooms hadn’t been damaged in the fighting.

      “As far as links go,” Willard said, nodding at me, “Hart was at the hotel a few weeks ago. So were some other billionaires. I couldn’t dig up more than the list of people who checked in, but there were a number of titans from various industries. More than a few were in energy, and I can’t help but feel they’d be the ones most intrigued by your mother’s reactor, but… this is all supposition at this point. Other than that assassin naming someone with his dying breath, we don’t have any proof to link any of these guys to your problem.”

      “His dying breath that he took under the influence of a truth drug,” I said.

      “I’ve noted that. I’ll keep researching, but…” Willard gave Val a significant look.

      “What?” I was too tired to click together puzzle pieces right now.

      “I’m going to have to do this on the down-low, Puletasi,” Willard said. “You were worried about the Army being behind things, but the military is just a tool for the government. And these are the kinds of people who buy politicians and control the government.”

      “Governments, right?” Val asked.

      Willard nodded. “Yes. This is a list of the global affluent. I’m sure they have influence all over the world.”

      I grimaced. I’d already been daunted by the thought that the organization might be far-flung instead of local. Still, my gut told me that my parents were being held in the area. I kept running into the helicopters Mom had enchanted here.

      “Where does this Kurt Hart live?” I asked. “When he’s not cavorting around the world on his private yacht?”

      “How’d you know he has a yacht?” Val lifted her phone.

      “Isn’t that a requirement to get into the club?” I asked. “Private yacht, private limo, and private jet?”

      Willard thumped Val on the shoulder. “That’s why you didn’t get invited in. No jet.”

      “I have a dragon.”

      “But he doesn’t have in-flight beverage service.”

      “You’re hilarious.”

      “As my soldiers will attest. Here, Puletasi.” Willard texted something to me, something I wouldn’t be able to see until I got my phone repaired. “His primary residence is listed as being on Lake Washington in Medina. You ever flip any homes there?”

      “Oh, sure. Abbas and I regularly pick up twenty-million-dollar houses to renovate. We finance them with our change jars.” Despite my sarcasm, a twinge of excitement ran through me. Maybe not all the billionaires were local, but if the dude who’d hired assassins to kill me was… I could reach him.

      “I figured.” Willard put her phone away. “I’m going to, as a responsible military officer and law-abiding citizen, suggest you don’t employ your vigilante justice on him, but if you fail to heed my advice, do me a favor and don’t let your assassin fight a battle at the front door with his security cameras looking on.”

      “Battle at the back door,” I said. “Got it.”

      Willard shook her head at Val. “I don’t think this one’s going to make it.”

      Val grinned. “Nah, she’s tough. She’ll be fine.”

      As Willard headed to her SUV, hopefully to do more research, Val received a text.

      “It’s Zoltan,” she said. “He needs you to go downstairs and protect him from the wrath of your assassin.”

      “He’s not my assassin,” I protested but was already jogging for the fence gate. All I could assume was that the news Zoltan had given Sarrlevi about the formula wasn’t good.

      When I burst through the light-lock and into the basement, Sarrlevi was merely standing, his face a mask, as he glared at the wall. He was several feet from Zoltan and hadn’t drawn his weapons.

      Zoltan stood at the counter in his laboratory, a number of books stacked beside a notepad where he looked to have written down the recipe for the formula. Two of the books were the ones I’d brought back from Veleshna Var.

      “I don’t see any wrath happening,” I said, though I gave Sarrlevi a worried look.

      “He’s exuding more menace than a smoking volcano poised to erupt,” Zoltan said. “I fear he’ll explode and kill me. All the way dead.”

      “He won’t, but what did you tell him?” I stepped forward and took Sarrlevi’s hand, but he didn’t stir. I already knew exactly what Zoltan had told him, that he couldn’t make the formula.

      “That I’m a well-educated and very talented alchemist but that I can’t perform some of what is required by this recipe. As a vampire, I have some access to magic, but, in the end, I was born on Earth, and I am human. I can start looking for these ingredients, but you’ll need someone knowledgeable with the power of a full-blooded magical being to combine them and create the formula.”

      “That should be doable, right?” I worried from Sarrlevi’s bleak expression that he didn’t think it would be, that he believed only Barothla could do it. “There must be other full-blooded magical beings who are alchemists out there. Maybe it’s not a popular career among dwarves, but you said elves go into alchemy, right?”

      I didn’t remind him that he hadn’t killed Barothla, so she was still a possibility too, if we could coerce her. But maybe he didn’t think that would be possible, that he’d crossed the line with her and there was no way she would help. He might be right.

      “You think an elf will assist me?” Sarrlevi asked in a flat tone.

      “An elf might help your mother. Especially if I charmingly explain everything to them. Elves adore me. You should have seen the warm looks the queen was beaming at me.”

      Sarrlevi sighed and squeezed my hand but only briefly before withdrawing his and walking out of the basement.

      Zoltan slumped against the counter in relief. He tended toward the melodramatic, but maybe he truly had feared Sarrlevi would kill him.

      “Thanks for looking at the recipe, Zoltan. Uhm, yes, if you could gather what ingredients you can and let me know what needs to be acquired from other worlds, I would appreciate it.”

      “I will do so and charge only a modest fee since I’ll be unable to complete the formula in its entirety.”

      “A modest fee of thousands of dollars?”

      “Certainly. My time is valuable.”

      “You don’t have a private yacht, do you, Zoltan?”

      “A method of transportation that carries you about on water and under the sunlight? Certainly not. What a dreadful notion.”

      I smiled as I headed for the door. Sarrlevi might be disappointed that Zoltan couldn’t make the formula, but I was positive we could find someone capable. And once we ensured his mother would recover and live centuries longer, as befitting an elf, I believed he would wholeheartedly help me find and save my parents.
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      The drainpipes hadn’t been damaged in the fight, but Val had been delighted by her new and improved and enchanted porch steps, so I was making a few more tweaks around her house. Drainpipes might very well become my specialty, but I was proud of the steps as well. They were now reinforced with greater strength—for when innocent houseguests were hurled against them—and also had treads that sucked mud and snow off one’s shoes as one walked up.

      My improvements were modest compared to what a dragon could do, but my progress pleased me. I was enchanting things that nobody had taught me how to do. Even if it was half subconscious and only seemed to work on objects I was building or repairing at the same time, I looked forward to showing Santiago what I’d learned.

      That morning, Zavryd had returned and, after bellowing in affronted rage and declaring war on the Assassins’ Guild, quickly fixed the damage to the yard and his defenses. He’d reluctantly admitted that he would need Freysha to help him regrow the special dragon-shaped topiaries, as nature magic wasn’t his specialty. I hadn’t the foggiest idea how to make plants grow at enhanced speed. Or at all, as my infrequent and lamentable attempts to keep houseplants alive attested. Thankfully, Zadie had stopped giving them to me after our deals closed.

      “Plumber Puletasi?” a goblin with a familiar aura called from the walkway. Gondo waved to me clutching a plastic bag with a giant fang inside. A hint of magic came from it. “I’m most pleased to see that you are well.”

      “Hey, Gondo.” I waved back at him. “I’m glad you’re well. I’m sorry you got mangled by assassins.”

      “Yes, it was most unpleasant.” He shuddered. “Why torture innocent goblins who barely know anything?”

      “I’ve heard you know a lot of things.”

      Wasn’t that why Willard employed him? It couldn’t be for his secretarial skills. I’d seen him disassemble keyboards, paper shredders, fans, and other office equipment rather than using them for their intended purpose.

      “It’s true. I do know a lot.” Gondo sounded smug and held up the bag again. “Such as where we kept this.”

      “Is that what you used to fend off the assassins?”

      “I wish I’d had it with me then. I would have stabbed them many times in the knees.” He gripped the fang through the bag and whirled as he made thrusting motions. At three-and-a-half feet tall, he might indeed be capable of menacing knees.

      “Those are vulnerable spots on half-orcs, I hear. Ah, what is that for, and why are you bringing it here?”

      “It’s a hydra fang. The Ruin Bringer brought it back from a mission a few weeks ago, per Willard’s request, since the teeth of the hydra are magical. You never know when you’ll need one.”

      “She needs it now?”

      “The vampire alchemist does. He’s gathering ingredients for a formula.”

      “Oh, yes. Thanks for bringing that then.” I smiled, glad Zoltan—or Val—had thought to ask Willard for help collecting ingredients. She probably had all kinds of things stashed away in the bowels of her office building.

      “You’re most welcome.” Gondo’s nose lifted in the air, and he sniffed. “Do I smell coffee?”

      “From three houses away, I wager.”

      After waving again, he trotted up the steps and disappeared inside, hoping for some of the Goblin Fuel blend, I was sure.

      As I knelt on the roof, fastening the final revamped drainpipe to the gutter, I sensed a familiar aura on the sidewalk. Sarrlevi stood watching me, his hands clasped behind his back. He was crisp, clean, and wore fresh clothing, but the scratches Barothla had landed on him hadn’t healed fully. It had been three days, so that surprised me. Full-blooded magical beings healed quickly.

      Maybe the scratches didn’t bother him, for his face wasn’t as grim and devastated as it had been when he’d walked out of Zoltan’s laboratory.

      Did you just arrive, I asked, giving him a wave, or have you been camouflaged like a stalker and watching me for an hour?

      I enjoy watching you work.

      Even when I’m butt-up on the roof, and there’s no plumbing involved?

      The butt-up position is intriguing. And is not handling exterior water drainage considered plumbing?

      I most definitely did not let my cheeks warm with pleased embarrassment at his description of my butt, or at least its current position, as intriguing. Gutter installation is usually done by sheet-metal workers, but, as a house renovator always looking to save money on expenses, I repair and install almost everything myself. It’s all strictly on the up and up of course. In Washington, you have to be licensed out the wazoo to get permits.

      I waited for him to question me on what a wazoo was. Instead, he asked, Do you have a plumbing license?

      I’m licensed as a master plumber, actually. While Penina was getting her fancy college degrees, Grandpa was teaching me everything he knows about working in the trades.

      A master. Fascinating.

      I looked down to see if he was smirking at me. He was. Smugly.

      It made me grin. Sarrlevi hadn’t come by since Zoltan had said he couldn’t make the formula, and I’d worried that he’d been off somewhere getting drunk and regretting his involvement with me. Late at night, staring up at the ceiling, I’d even worried that he wouldn’t return. At this point, however, our fates seemed irrevocably intertwined.

      Once my work was complete, I climbed down the ladder with my toolbox.

      “How are you doing?” I asked, joining him on the sidewalk. “I’ve been worried that you’re hopelessly bereft and listless now that you’re unemployed.”

      Sarrlevi’s eyebrows rose. “My removal from the Assassins’ Guild doesn’t preclude me from getting future employment.”

      “No? What’s its purpose then?”

      “Only those with a certain level of talents, professionalism, and experience are permitted to join, so membership is seen as a boon to prospective employers. Guild members also work together to set more lucrative rates for all, and senior members may lend their clout in negotiating disputes.”

      “So… it’s kind of like a union?”

      Sarrlevi gave me one of his bland you-do-not-understand-the-Cosmic-Realms looks. I’d missed those looks almost as much as his smug smirks and couldn’t resist hugging him.

      “My reputation is firmly established.” He wrapped his arms around me. “My lack of membership in the guild will not keep people from seeking me out.”

      “That’s good, I guess.” Was it wrong that I would have liked it if he could no longer kill people for a living? “But, hey, if you’re ever struggling to make ends meet, don’t forget my offer to take you on as an apprentice.” I leaned back to grin up at him. “You’re pretty handy with those vines.”

      “My ends have been sufficiently met to suffice for numerous lifetimes,” he said.

      “So you’re just assassinating people now for the love of it, huh?”

      “I enjoy the challenge.” Sarrlevi brushed a few strands of hair off my forehead. “However, I have resolved, going forward, to spend more time researching targets before accepting missions. I would prefer not to kill dwarven princesses beloved by their people.”

      “I would prefer that too.”

      “Dwarven princesses feared by their people would be more appealing targets.”

      I forced a smile and patted his chest, but I also stepped back, the talk of assassinating my relatives too disturbing for me to joke about. Even if I wouldn’t shed a tear if Barothla died.

      “Were I to end my career and become your apprentice, what would my duties be?” The humor had returned to his eyes.

      I was positive he wasn’t actually contemplating going into house renovations. “Making me coffee and holding my tools.”

      He snorted. “You do not even make the goblin do that.”

      “Tinja. She’s my intern, not my apprentice.”

      “Apprentices do more lowly work than interns?”

      “Of course. They’re committed to going into the field, so you give them all the grunt jobs. It’s to build their character.”

      “Did you make coffee and carry the tools for your grandfather when he taught you to plumb?”

      “Of course. It’s the way of the world, Varlesh.”

      “This is a strange planet.”

      “I won’t argue that.”

      A swell of magic in the yard made me turn in that direction. It felt like a portal forming, and I tensed. Barothla wouldn’t come to see me—attack me—again, would she? Maybe it was Artie and Hennehok. I’d never learned about the special plans they’d made to find my mother.

      Sarrlevi, ever wary, drew a sword.

      “It’s elven magic,” he said as the silver disc finished forming in the air.

      “It must be a friend,” I realized, “since he or she is arriving inside the home’s defenses.”

      “Hm,” Sarrlevi said neutrally. He didn’t sheathe his weapon.

      Freysha hopped through the portal and turned to face us. Her eyebrows rose in surprise when she spotted Sarrlevi and his sword, and she stepped back, lifting a hand.

      Though I was sure he wouldn’t attack, or step into the yard, I pressed his arm down. He was an alarming figure when he was armed—and also when he wasn’t.

      After recovering, and seeming to realize he wouldn’t spring for her, Freysha smoothed the smock she wore, tools in a leather apron clinking. She must have come to work on some projects with goblins rather than as an elven envoy sent by her father, but I hoped she had an update on Sarrlevi’s mother. When we’d left Dun Kroth, I hadn’t been sure if General Grantik would send word of Barothla’s betrayal to the elven royal court or not.

      “Hey, Freysha,” I said.

      “Matti.” She bow-curtsied to me, which I decided was an honor, since she was a princess.

      I bowed back, though it was more of a martial-arts we’re-about-to-spar bow than an I’m-honored-to-greet-royalty bow. It was the only kind I knew.

      “You are who I sought, so I am pleased to see you.” Freysha glanced at Sarrlevi, pursed her lips, and didn’t say the same of him.

      Not looking offended, he sheathed his sword.

      “Do you have good news?” I asked.

      Freysha hesitated, glancing at Sarrlevi again. “I have… news.”

      “Go ahead.” I supposed wanting it to be good had been too much to hope for.

      “Meyleera Sarrlevi’s gallery had been taken over by another artist in the city, but she carefully put away Meyleera’s paintings and other belongings, including a dwarven magical device that had been on a shelf overlooking the work area.”

      My gut twisted now that I knew exactly what that device had done. I didn’t know the details of the elven disease or how it worked in the body, but I envisioned something like a radioactive ingot scrambling Meyleera’s genes and giving her cancer.

      “I took it to one of our medical researchers to examine and…” Freysha looked more fully at Sarrlevi, appearing slightly more relaxed now that he’d sheathed his sword.

      “It’s what brought out the disease in my mother,” he stated flatly.

      Freysha blinked and looked at both of us. “You knew? Or suspected?”

      “We recently returned from a chat with Princess Barothla,” I said, “where we convinced her to take Zoltan’s truth drug.”

      Freysha mouthed, “Convinced her,” with a concerned look.

      “Is there any chance,” I asked, “that General Grantik or another of King Ironhelm’s advisors visited Veleshna Var and suggested to King Eireth that Barothla not be allowed to visit anymore and most definitely not allowed to do any medical experiments on your people?”

      The elves might have been delighted that Barothla had cured two of their citizens with her formula, but I was certain medical experiment was the accurate term for what had been going on, regardless of the positive outcome.

      “There has been a dialogue between the dwarven king—” Freysha nodded to me, “—and my father. I haven’t been able to get the details, as I’m considered young by my people’s standards, and my parents rarely confide in me when it comes to politics, but I do know that there’s now a guard standing outside Meyleera’s home.”

      Sarrlevi drew in a deep breath—a pleased breath? With Freysha present, he didn’t hug me or smile or do anything to indicate how much the words meant to him, but I could read him better these days and knew he was relieved.

      “I’m glad to hear that, Freysha,” I said. “Thank you. Sarrlevi thanks you too.”

      Freysha raised her brows again. In skepticism?

      “Yes,” Sarrlevi deigned to say, then bowed to her.

      “He’s turning into a gentleman,” I told Freysha. “My grandma likes him.”

      This time, Sarrlevi’s eyebrows rose. “Your grandmother flirts with me.”

      I grinned at him. “You carried her luggage and cleaned her car. Grandpa doesn’t do those things for her anymore.”

      “I was trying to be hospitable enough that they would accompany me to Thorvald’s house.”

      My grin widened. “She would accompany you anywhere now.”

      Freysha cleared her throat. “Perhaps I will go inside and visit my sister.”

      “Good idea. Visit Zavryd too. He needs his dragon topiaries regrown.”

      “Hm, yes.” Freysha surveyed the mangled remains of the guardian shrubs. “Was there a battle here?”

      “A small one.”

      She pursed her lips and headed inside.

      “It’s too bad that defeating those assassins doesn’t mean the reward on my head and that dumb prestige hunt will be ended.” I needed to repair the damage to my sister’s house next, and it would have been nice to know I wouldn’t be attacked.

      Penina and Bob had decided to take Josh and Jessie on an impromptu vacation to Disneyland while I fixed their home. I’d wanted to object, but having them continue to stay at Val’s house would have been a big imposition. Further, since they didn’t have any magical blood or own anything magical, beings coming to Earth to hunt me down shouldn’t be able to locate them in another state. I hoped to find a way to end the assassin threat before they returned.

      “Indeed,” Sarrlevi said, “but I did hear from a guild acquaintance who is still speaking with me that the attacks may be less frequent.”

      “Oh? Why is that?”

      “It’s now well known that any assassin who wants to get to you—” his eyelids drooped in what might have been a menacing squint to someone whose butt he didn’t find intriguing, “—must go through me.”

      “I would point out that you’re kind of full of yourself, but you did convince a number of them to stop hunting me. Fatally.”

      “Yes.” His eyes were usually intense, but now they were doubly so. “Others will not be successful.”

      I decided it wasn’t right to notice how hot he was when he was talking about killing people, but I did allow myself to be thankful that he wanted to look out for me. As much as I liked to be an independent woman, my world had grown too daunting to handle alone.

      I slipped my arms around his waist to hug him again. “Will you help me sneak into the house of a billionaire with top-notch security and question him about my parents?”

      “Of course.”

      “And when this is all done, will you still take me to your chalet for a romantic week together?”

      “Will you be romancing me or my cheese?”

      I smirked up at him. “Can the answer be both?”

      “You’re still an odd mongrel.”

      “And you’re a terribly odd elf.”

      “Yes.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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      Thank you for continuing on with my Legacy of Magic series. I hope you’re still enjoying the adventures.

      If you’d like to order the next book, Wrenched, you can do so now (it comes out in March).

      If you’re wondering how many more books are in the works, I have tentative plans to wrap up the series, or at least the current story arc, in six novels. I might feel compelled to do another adventure or two with Matti and Sarrlevi and the gang after that. We shall see!

      In the meantime, please consider leaving a review for Tested. Your support means a lot, and reviews can help new readers decide to try a series.

      While you’re waiting for more books, you can check out the original Death Before Dragons series, if you haven’t already (Book 1 is Sinister Magic). For more contemporary fantasy, you might also like my A Witch in Wolf Wood series (Book 1 is Mind Over Magic).

      Thank you!
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