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      Somewhere outside the dark cave, pots clanked and the wind moaned. Harsh, guttural voices spoke, rising and falling in a discussion. Zenia couldn’t understand them. Were they even human?

      Fear flowed through her veins. Where was she?

      She lifted her head, and chains rattled. For some reason, she lay on her belly, looking toward the misty gray sky outside the mouth of the cave. She tried to rise, but the chains held her down. The shackles bound her limbs and ran across her back, pinning her to the rough earthen floor. Her fear grew stronger as she realized how little she could move. Again, she tried to rise, muscles bunching and flexing in her haunches.

      Haunches? Strange. Her body did not seem to be her own.

      A grunt came from the cave entrance, and a large, muscled figure stepped into view, straight white hair hanging to its inhuman shoulders. She couldn’t see the face, but the hint of a tusk protruded from its silhouette. An orc?

      Zenia had heard stories of orcs, trolls, ogres, and how they hated humans, elves, and dwarves, and had once battled great wars with them, but those races never came to the capital anymore. They had not been welcome for many generations, with people hunting them until they fled the continents that men claimed, and sightings were rare throughout the kingdom.

      Wherever Zenia was, she doubted she was in the kingdom anymore.

      The orc lifted a sword and pointed the sharp tip at her. It spoke in the guttural language. She heard herself growl, the deep growl of a dangerous predator, but the orc wasn’t afraid of her. It strode in, lifting the sword as it—

      

      A knock sounded at the door. Zenia bolted upright in bed, her fingers clenched in a blanket that fell to her waist. She peered around the dim room, struggling to get her bearings. The shadowy figure of the orc remained all too prominent in her mind, and she expected to see it crouching behind the armoire, poised to drive that sword through her heart.

      The knock came again, and she managed to push the memory—the dream—away, rational thought overriding the fear that lingered. She was in her room at Alderoth Castle where she worked as captain of His Majesty’s Crown Agents. There weren’t any orcs within hundreds of miles.

      Dim light filtered through the window and signaled dawn’s approach. Who was knocking on her door so early?

      Jev?

      Excitement stirred in her breast at the possibility, and she hurried to grab her robe and don it.

      She hadn’t spoken to Jev in two days, not since she’d pulled away from his kiss and told him they couldn’t date, not when there was no possibility of marriage between her—a common woman—and him—zyndar and heir to his family’s estate. She hadn’t been deliberately avoiding him, even though part of her was tempted since she didn’t know what to say to him now, but he hadn’t been around the castle much. She’d had to hear from Zyndar Garlok in the office that Jev’s friend Cutter and the dwarven gem cutter Master Arkura Grindmor were missing. First, her magical diamond-encrusted carving tools had disappeared and now the dwarf herself.

      As Zenia opened the door, she wondered what she would say if it was Jev. What if he wanted to convince her that she’d been wrong, that they should date and enjoy each other’s company even if marriage wasn’t a possibility?

      But it wasn’t Jev.

      “Oh,” Zenia said.

      Rhi Lin, former monk of the Water Order and current rookie Crown Agent, stood in the hallway. She gripped her six-foot-long bo staff in one hand and held a pack over her shoulder with the other.

      “Oh?” Rhi asked. “I realize it’s early, but you needn’t sound disappointed to see me. Unless I’m interrupting something?” Rhi cocked an eyebrow and peered around Zenia and toward the bed. “Your sheets are certainly rumpled enough to suggest vigorous lovemaking was going on last night, but I don’t see a naked zyndar. Unfortunately.”

      “No. I had a dream.”

      “A dream or a nightmare?”

      The sheets were a tangled mess, and her blanket had fallen to the sheepskin rug beside the bed.

      “I’m not sure.” Zenia rubbed her face, memories of being chained and of the hulking, sword-wielding orc returning to her mind. “It doesn’t matter. Your arrival here must mean it’s time to get up.” Thank the founders. She didn’t want to go back to sleep and risk the dream returning. Wherever it had been heading, she knew she wouldn’t have liked it. “Though you’re earlier than necessary, Rhi. Are you trying to earn the approval of the king and your fellow agents by being extremely punctual?”

      “Actually, I’m looking for someplace to throw my stuff until I can find a room to let. Archmage Sazshen kicked me out of the temple almost as quickly as she kicked you out. I told her I’d gotten a job up here and tried to give her a week’s notice, and she fired me on the spot.”

      “I’m sorry,” Zenia said, guilt welling in her chest. “That’s because of me. I’m…”

      “A delightful person who’s going to let me stash my belongings here for the day. And perhaps recommend to the king that his newest and sexiest agent would love a room down the hall from yours here at the castle.”

      “Sexiest?”

      Rhi no longer wore her monk’s gi from the Water Order Temple, but she had chosen a crisp, long-sleeved shirt and trousers that snapped in a similar manner when she punched and kicked people. The new outfit didn’t show off any more skin than the gi had.

      “Sexiest,” Rhi said firmly. “I’ve seen the bulbous blowhards that work in your office. The competition is scant.”

      “I work there.”

      “Yes, and you’re quite pretty and you have those perky bosoms, but the more rugged sex finds you distant and unapproachable. Also, you walk like a man. To be sexy, you need to sway your hips in a way that rivets men’s eyes to your backside as you walk away.”

      “Hm.”

      Zenia didn’t think she was as unapproachable as she had been when she’d worked as an inquisitor for the Water Order but admitted she wasn’t the best judge. Had she ever truly been distant? She was inclined to deny that but then thought of the way she’d pushed Jev away, not willing to let him get close out of the fear that their kisses might turn into something she’d long ago vowed to avoid as long as she was an unmarried woman.

      “Go ahead and put your stuff down,” Zenia said, having the urge to change the subject. She waved for Rhi to set her pack inside the door. “As for the rest, I don’t think it’s within my power to get you a room here. None of the other agents stay in the castle, and I barely know King Targyon, so I would feel awkward asking him for a favor.”

      “Zyndar Dharrow stays here.”

      “Yes, but Jev is the king’s army buddy. The rest of the agents stay in town with their wives or girlfriends.”

      “Alas, I don’t have one of those to impose upon.”

      Zenia smiled faintly. She was glad Rhi was coming to work in the office, especially since the only other female agent had turned out to be instrumental in the deaths of King Abdor’s sons. The day before, Lunis Drem had sailed away from the harbor on a ship bound for another kingdom. Though horrified at what the former agent had done, Zenia was glad she had been exiled instead of executed.

      “Did you know your chest is glowing?” Rhi asked.

      “Uh.” Zenia looked down.

      The dragon tear that King Targyon had given her to use while in his employ lay under both her nightshirt and robe, but a faint blue glow was indeed seeping out. She glanced at the bed again, wondering if the dream could have anything to do with the gem. Her old dragon tear had never prompted odd dreams, but in the few days she’d had this one, she’d quickly come to realize it was different from the norm. More powerful and… she wasn’t sure exactly. The dragon tear almost came across as sentient.

      A faint vibration emanated from the gem.

      “Yes,” Zenia said, “it does that sometimes.”

      “Do people find it alarming?” Rhi spoke in her usual joking tone, but her brown eyes held a hint of concern.

      Had Cutter told Rhi what he’d told Zenia and Jev? That the gem, its oval surface intricately carved with the likeness of a dragon instead of a typical dagger or quill, might take on some aspects of the creature?

      “Only if they’re looking at my chest,” Zenia said, hoping if she kept her own tone light Rhi wouldn’t worry.

      “But doesn’t that happen a lot? Due to the previously mentioned perkiness?”

      “I don’t encourage it. If you’re not sure where to stay,” Zenia said to change subjects again, “my old room may be available. It’s only been a few days since I moved my things up to the castle.”

      “The room that’s actually the hayloft of a stable?”

      “Yes.”

      “Behind a farmhouse that burned down?”

      “The stable didn’t catch fire.”

      “Comforting. Any chance to get a discount on that room? Due to the view of a charred and smoldering house?”

      “I’m sure it’s stopped smoldering by now.” Zenia stepped back into her room, waving for Rhi to come in and close the door. She might as well get dressed for the day and start work. The king hadn’t yet assigned her to look for the missing dwarf master, but she expected he would soon, so she had better get a start on gathering information. One of the few dwarves living in the city, Master Grindmor was the most skilled carver of dragon tears—for those able to afford the gems and the carvings that added specificity and potency to their innate magical powers.

      A soft knock came at the door.

      “My room is popular this morning.” Zenia stepped around Rhi to open it, once again thinking it might be Jev.

      A female page of thirteen or fourteen stood in the hallway holding a silver tray with an envelope on it. The edges were curled up as if it had been rolled like a scroll at some point.

      One of the castle’s ubiquitous guards stood next to the page, frowning deeply as he looked at Zenia.

      “Is there a problem?” She lifted her chin, prepared to defend herself if need be. Only a second later did Rhi’s words come to mind, making her realize the expression might be construed as unapproachable.

      “Inappropriate delivery of mail,” the guard said. “Messages are to be delivered to the post room for inspection, not shot over the castle wall tied around an arrow.”

      Zenia stared at the envelope, understanding the curl to the paper now, if not why it had been sent that way.

      “Are you going to punish her?” Rhi asked dryly from behind Zenia. “Because I’m not sure she appreciates spanking as much as I do.”

      The guard’s mouth dropped open, his sternness shifting to surprise, then contemplation as he met Rhi’s eyes, her smirk slightly inviting.

      “It’s addressed to me?” Zenia asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.” The page lifted the tray.

      “Did you see the person who, uhm, shot the arrow?” Zenia asked the guard.

      “I wasn’t walking the parapet when it happened, but Sergeant Dakru was and said he didn’t see who did it. The person must have worn dark clothing and shot the bow when it was still full night. He found the arrow sticking out of a crack in the mortar in one of the crenellations. He didn’t think it had been there for long but couldn’t be positive.”

      “I see. And it’s been inspected?”

      “No, ma’am,” the guard said. “Seeing as how you’re captain of the Crown Agents now…” His lips twisted. Did he not approve?

      Her chin twitched upward again before she could stop it.

      “It’s usually someone from your office that gets all the suspicious mail anyway,” the guard said. “And this is suspicious.” He turned his disapproving frown toward the tray.

      “I agree.” Zenia used the tips of her thumb and forefinger to lift the envelope. She had read two-thirds of the thick Crown Agents’ handbook and remembered seeing a section on the appropriate protocol for handling and searching suspicious mail, but she hadn’t yet read the section.

      “Afraid it’s poisoned?” Rhi asked. “I don’t think you’ve worked here long enough to irk people into wanting to poison you and get you out of the way. Unless the elven ambassador counts. I bet he wants you dead. I rode past the embassy the other day. Almost all of the courtyard garden burned down.”

      “Yes, thank you, Rhi.” Zenia gave her friend a quelling look, then nodded to the page and the guard. “And thank you. I’ll handle it from here.”

      The page recognized a dismissal and scurried away without hesitation. The guard was another matter. He frowned at the envelope dangling from her fingers and looked like he wanted to follow it into her room.

      Zenia stepped back and closed the door firmly. He didn’t stop her.

      She turned and took the envelope to the dresser where her wash basin, brush, and a small folded piece of paper rested. The last mysterious message she had received.

      “Think it’s from the same person?” Rhi trailed her over and nodded to the old message, the one that had warned Zenia to keep an eye on Lunis Drem.

      Zenia had received it too late for it to be useful, but she’d kept it, wondering who had sent it. Rhi had picked it up at the temple and brought it to Zenia in the castle, so she knew all about it.

      “The writing looks similar, doesn’t it?” Rhi waved at the name on the front of the envelope, Captain Zenia Cham.

      “We’ll find out.”

      Zenia gingerly opened the envelope. If it had come from the same person, she didn’t suspect poison, but being careful couldn’t hurt.

      The message inside contained only three words: ‘Ware the wealthy.

      Rhi, reading over her shoulder, grunted. “File that under obvious.”

      Zenia gazed down at the words, not finding anything obvious in the message at all. She was positive it wasn’t some vague fortune teller’s warning but a hint about a crime. Something to do with Master Grindmor’s disappearance? Or something related to a crime she hadn’t yet heard about?

      “The writing is definitely the same.” Rhi pointed at the new message and then the old.

      Not only was the elegant writing the same, but both messages had been penned in blue ink on the same unadorned beige stationery. Unfortunately, the stationery was unremarkable, and she doubted going hunting for the store that had sold it would be easy.

      “Yes,” Zenia said.

      “Any idea who would want to send you clues?”

      “No.”
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      Jev set the axe aside and helped his father lift the freshly hewn rail into the top position on the fence they were repairing. The sun had been up for less than an hour, but the day promised to be hot. He and the old man were shirtless, sweat dripping down their chests, and Jev already longed to run up to the pond beside the castle and fling himself into it. If he gave in to the urge, he had no doubt his father would sneer and imply it was a sign of weakness to want to cool off. Jev was in good shape, but he admitted he hadn’t fully reacclimatized to Kor after his years at war in the chillier northern forests of Taziira.

      “How long you staying?” Father asked as they picked up another long rail.

      “I can’t stay long. It’s a work day, so I have to head to the office after I meet with the comrades I invited out.” Men Jev had worked with in the army—and that Cutter had also known. He hoped one of them had seen Cutter more recently than he had and had an idea where he’d gone. Or had been taken.

      “Office,” Father grunted. “Sitting at a desk. There was a time when zyndar spent their days out on the battlefields, practicing at arms. That and keeping up the estate were their only duties. Now, they sit at desks and shuffle papers around.”

      “Sometimes, I sit on the papers and shuffle the desks. To keep it interesting.”

      His father skewered him with a hard look. Someday, Jev would learn to rein in his wit around the old man. Heber Dharrow, zyndar prime and overseer of the family and all their land, always seemed like he’d come from the previous century rather than the previous generation. Maybe it was because he had married late and more than forty years in age separated them.

      Jev had never learned the art of conversing with his father without feeling awkward and uncomfortable. And they were picking up right where they’d left off when Jev had sailed away from home ten years earlier. He wouldn’t be out here at all if not for something he desperately needed to discuss with the old man.

      “I’m surprised you came home last night when you’ve got to go back to the castle this morning.” Father eyed him shrewdly.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something,” Jev admitted as they picked up their axes to hew more rails.

      “I figured. Got something to tell you too.”

      “Oh?”

      A faint giggle drifted up from a copse of trees beside the road a quarter of a mile away. A gaggle of teenage girls was down there, languidly filling their arms with firewood, though they hadn’t seemed to accumulate any more branches than they had ten minutes ago when they first showed up.

      Father looked at them, and Jev half expected him to yell for them to return to their chores. Jev didn’t know who they were but assumed they came from one of the villages on this side of the property. Everyone who worked on Dharrow land was a tenant and paid taxes for zyndar protection and a stable place to stay, so Father technically had the right to tell people what to do. Jev had a feeling he would holler at kids to get back to their chores whether he had any right to or not.

      “Zyndari Nhole came by yesterday,” Father said.

      Jev dropped his axe.

      “What? Why?” His voice came out squeaky with alarm, and he rushed to clear his throat and pick up the axe as Father frowned at him.

      “Made a marriage offer for you and her daughter, Ghara. She said you’d met and got along well.”

      “Got along— Uh, no. She’s a strange research doctor who keeps cadavers in her laboratory basement.” Jev hadn’t fought with her, but he certainly hadn’t found the woman charming or appealing. It was Zenia he’d kissed the night they had visited the Nhole estate to do research for their case.

      Zenia, who had decided they shouldn’t date or kiss ever again. He stared bleakly down at the stack of split wood.

      “The Nholes aren’t a prominent or powerful family, and they have little sway in government,” Father said, as if he hadn’t heard Jev mention the cadavers. To Jev, that was far more important than familial prominence. “We can do better. You’re still young enough and appealing to the women, I gather.”

      More giggles drifted up from the copse. Father grunted and nodded as if they reaffirmed his reasoning.

      Jev had his mouth open to protest the marriage topic, but he paused and glanced down the slope. The girls all looked away and pretended to hunt for wood. Dear founders, was his father insinuating those girls were there because of him?

      Jev had the sudden urge to find his shirt and yank it back over his head. He didn’t think they were more than fourteen or fifteen. In the old days, that had been considered a marriageable age, but he rarely heard of anyone under twenty marrying anymore, and he’d always thought it repulsive to see a lecherous old zyndar strolling around the city with a teenage girl on his arm. Maybe because he knew the young woman was only there because of the man’s status and money. Jev wanted someone attracted to him, not to his status. Or even—he thought of Zenia again and how she loathed zyndar—despite his status.

      “I’m glad you rejected the offer,” Jev said, eyeing his father. “Marriage is what I wanted to talk to you about today.”

      “You’ve got someone else in mind?” His father eyed him right back. Warily. “Someone from an appropriate family? Someone from a long line of noble warriors? Not from one of these zyndar families full of town fops. I want my grandchildren to have superior blood. Like ours.”

      Jev held up a hand. “I don’t want to marry at all. Not now,” he rushed to add when his father’s eyebrows flew up. “I just got back, and I’ve got a new job, new duties to the king. I want to relax and not worry about weddings and children, at least not this year.”

      Father frowned and grabbed a rail by himself and hefted it into place, his muscles still wiry and strong at seventy-five. “Having a woman in your bed ought to be relaxing, not stressful, or you aren’t doing it right.”

      Jev grimaced. “I’m not ready to marry the very month I returned from ten years at war. Give me some time, Father. There’s no rush, right?”

      There hadn’t been when he’d been twenty-three instead of thirty-three, but back then, he’d been madly in love with Naysha and she with him. Or at least he’d believed that. They had been engaged, due to marry in scant months, when King Abdor had declared war on the Taziir and ordered every zyndar family to raise a company from their lands and bring the men to fight in the army. Naysha, Jev had learned not from her but from his cousin Wyleria’s letter, hadn’t even waited a year before taking another lover and eventually marrying the man.

      “I’m not getting any younger, boy,” Father said. “I’d like to see grandchildren before I pass, to know our estate and the Dharrow family legacy are secured for generations to come.”

      “I know, Father. And I understand that. I’m only asking for a year.” Jev hated to lock himself into even that, as he didn’t want to feel rushed. He wanted to marry a woman he loved, not someone his father or relatives picked out for him. “And I’d like to choose someone, not have it be arranged.”

      Father made an exasperated noise. “Nothing wrong with having it arranged. This isn’t about love or any other storybook nonsense. It’s about producing superior heirs.”

      “And you’re convinced a zyndari woman from a less prestigious family, or even a woman of common birth, couldn’t bear good children?”

      “Common birth?” Father blurted, almost knocking off the rail he’d placed.

      Damn, Jev shouldn’t have said that. He hadn’t meant to suggest it, not yet. Maybe not ever since Zenia didn’t want to date him. But her reasoning had been that he could never propose to her, not that he was odious. If that changed, perhaps she would reconsider—

      “Did you get hit in the head when you were overseas, boy? Dharrows do not marry common women.”

      “I was hit numerous times,” Jev said. “Stabbed and shot too.”

      “Save your lip for someone who appreciates it, Jevlain. You’ll marry an appropriate zyndari woman, and that’s that. You want to take some common mistress, fine. I’m no prude, and I won’t object to that. Just be discreet. But first, you marry a zyndari woman and plant your seed in her womb. You want a firstborn legitimate heir before you get a child on some mistress and she starts begging you to legitimize him. Or her.” Father frowned in the direction of the girls, though they had drifted farther down their slope now, their arms full of wood.

      With an alarmed start, Jev realized one or more of those girls could be half-sisters to him. He knew of three his father had sired before the war, but Jev wouldn’t recognize any of them after ten years. And there could be more by now. It had been a long time since his mother had left—since she’d been killed—and he knew his father hadn’t been chaste that whole time.

      “You hearing me, boy?” Father asked. “No common women. We are Dharrows, not some lesser zyndar family, the likes of which let themselves get written up in gossip publications. If you don’t find someone appropriate this summer, I’ll set your aunts to finding someone for you.”

      “This summer?” What had happened to his year?

      “You heard me. It’s your duty to produce grandchildren, Jevlain. You gave up ten years to the king and his war, and that was an honorable act and not a duty to be shirked, but now it’s time to do your duty to the family.” Father swung his axe, lodging it in the top of one of the fence posts, and stalked off.

      Jev rubbed the side of his head. When did he get to do a duty to himself? Never?

      He wished his brother were still alive. The castle didn’t feel like home without Vastiun and his sarcastic mouth commenting on everything, and it wasn’t fair that his life had been cut so short. Further, if Vastiun were still alive—and Jev admitted this was an entirely selfish thought—he wouldn’t be his father’s only son. Maybe it wouldn’t have made a difference, since Vastiun had been younger and not the natural choice to become zyndar prime after Father, but it would have made Jev feel better, knowing Father had another potential heir, in case he did something… crazy. Like forgoing his inheritance and responsibilities and running off to marry a common woman.

      Jev sighed. He couldn’t truly consider that. Even if he wanted to. Even if he loathed his duty sometimes, he couldn’t shrink from it. He’d always known he would take his father’s place as zyndar prime one day. He’d just hoped that, somehow, he could marry and have children with someone he loved.

      Hoofbeats on the road pulled his focus away from the subject. Thankfully.

      Recognizing three of the four riders as his expected guests, Jev lifted a hand. Zyndar Krox, still serving as Captain Krox in charge of the vaunted fighters of Wyvern Company, led the way, riding a stout black stallion almost as muscular as he was. Zyndar Hydal, formerly Lieutenant Hydal of Gryphon Company came next. He had served as Jev’s slight, spectacles-wearing second-in-command. Zyndar Captain Tuoark, former leader of Tuoark Company, followed him, the burly man an artisan metalworker who’d turned into an armor- and weapons-smith during the war. He reputedly had dwarves in his ancestry, and he’d gotten along well with Cutter.

      The fourth rider was a woman Jev didn’t know. She rode sidesaddle, a yellow dress flapping in the breeze as the group trotted up the road.

      Jev grabbed his shirt and headed across the field to meet them. His father had disappeared from sight, but the thwack of a distant axe suggested he’d found tools and work elsewhere. No doubt someplace where he wouldn’t have to listen to his son’s crazy desires.

      Jev had to force an affable smile onto his face for the approaching riders.

      “Nice of you to put a shirt on for us, Dharrow,” Krox growled in his typical baritone. “I didn’t come up here to see sweaty men. Had enough of that in the army.”

      Jev would have been shocked if Krox wasn’t still throwing sandbags around and dragging people off to wrestle with him.

      “I did it for the lady.” Jev extended a hand, assuming she was related to one of them. He thought she might be Tuoark's little sister, but she had only been ten the last time Jev had seen her. She wore a lot more makeup now, and he wasn’t sure it was the same person.

      “My sister,” Tuoark said. “Zyndari Elle. She wanted to come along to visit with your cousins.”

      The twenty-year-old woman smiled shyly at Jev.

      “She’s welcome, of course.” Jev nodded at her but focused on the others. “I’ve breakfast if you want it and coffee at the castle. I invited you up here to see if you’ve had any news about Cutter. He’s been missing for three days. Master Arkura Grindmor, the city’s prominent gem cutter, is also missing.”

      “You sure they didn’t intentionally go missing together?” Krox asked. “Romantically?”

      “I don’t think so,” Jev said. “My understanding is that Master Grindmor found Cutter’s beard lacking, and he was trying earnestly to prove himself to her but hadn’t yet.”

      “His beard?” Krox asked.

      “As you may know,” Hydal said, “a dwarf male grows out his beard with great care in order to help attract a mate. It’s akin to the male peacock spreading his tail and displaying his plumage to draw the females.”

      “I hope Cutter wasn’t spreading anything,” Krox said. “Nobody wants to see that.”

      Jev didn’t smile. He didn’t have a lot of love for Krox and had only invited him up because Cutter had occasionally joined in with his company’s dice and chips games. Even though Cutter was missing a hand, he was a solid fighter, and he’d liked wrestling and boxing with the highly trained men of Wyvern Company. Jev thought it possible Cutter would have sought some of them out to help with his quest to find and retrieve Grindmor’s valuable magical tools.

      “Have you seen him?” Jev asked. “Have any of you?”

      “Not since we sailed into port,” Krox said.

      “Same here,” Tuoark said.

      “I saw him, oh, it was about four days ago,” Hydal said. “You know that old quarry in town that was abandoned last century and turned into shops about twenty years ago?”

      “Yes.” Jev leaned forward. It had been three days since Lornysh reported that Cutter was missing. Hydal might have been one of the last people to see him.

      “I waved when we chanced across each other, but we didn’t speak. He was heading into the clockmaker’s shop in there. I had business with my tailor across the way and didn’t see him again when I came out.”

      “Thank you, Hydal.” Jev had hoped for more, but he could visit that clockmaker easily enough and see if anything suspicious had happened while Cutter had been there. For that matter, maybe he could find out why Cutter had been there. He was staying in a fully furnished room in Dharrow Castle. Cutter shouldn’t need a clock.

      “You going to feed us now that you’ve interrogated us?” Krox asked.

      “That was a modest interrogation,” Jev said, “as any inquisitor would tell you, but yes. Head on up. I’ll meet you there.”

      As Krox and Tuoark nudged their horses into motion again, Hydal swung down from his mount.

      “May I have a word with you in private, Captain?”

      “Of course, and it’s Jev, eh? We’re back in the realm of civilians now.”

      “Certainly, sir.”

      Jev snorted. Sir wasn’t any better than captain. But he knew what a stickler for social rank Hydal was, and that since he came from a smaller and less established zyndar family, he might have sirred Jev even if they had never served together.

      Hydal, the breeze riffling through his short brown hair, moved his horse to the side of the road and gazed pointedly at Zyndari Elle, who hadn’t yet followed the others.

      She smiled shyly again, glanced at Hydal, grasped her thick braid of brown hair, then spoke to Jev. “Zyndar Dharrow, am I invited to your breakfast? I… didn’t think to eat this morning before heading out, and I’m famished.”

      “Of course,” Jev said. “Wyleria and the others may have eaten already, but you’re welcome to have your fill before finding them.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled at him again—she certainly liked to smile a lot—then guided her horse up the road. She glanced back a couple of times before disappearing around a bend.

      Jev looked at Hydal, expecting him to speak immediately, and was surprised to find a dyspeptic expression on his fine-featured face as he looked off toward that bend.

      “You all right?” Jev asked.

      “Yes.” Hydal smoothed his face, though his lips remained wryly canted. “I’ve decided I’m too mature to lament that the younger sisters of my fellow zyndar don’t flirt with me.”

      “Oh.” Jev was either obtuse or had been away from female company for too long because he hadn’t realized flirting was what she’d been doing.

      “I know I’m not the typical warrior zyndar.” Hydal waved at his slender form. “But with there being so many men who didn’t return from the war, the unmarried women to unmarried men ratio skews heavily to one side right now. You wouldn’t think the ladies could afford to be so picky.”

      “Ah.” Jev hadn’t thought about the topic, but he realized right away it was likely true, that there was a shortage of available men right now. That might explain why he’d received a marriage offer so soon. The last ten years had to have been something of a drought for women seeking marriage prospects, not only for the zyndar class but for the commoners as well. A lot of men from all social ranks had gone off to fight and die.

      “That’s not what I wanted to speak with you about, I confess,” Hydal said.

      Jev nodded, hoping he had suggestions about how to find Cutter. Hydal might not be an unparalleled warrior, but he was intelligent and clever. There was a reason he’d been moved into Gryphon Company. Jev was a little surprised he hadn’t been made captain of the unit over him, though he was a couple of years older and related more easily with the men, so he did understand the king’s choice. Still, he had deferred to Hydal often over the years.

      “You may already be aware of this, since you’re captaining the Crown Agents now,” Hydal said, not surprising Jev with his knowledge of the organization or its new leaders, “but there are rumors circulating about you. It’s likely nobody will act on them—who would dare pick a fight with a Dharrow?—but I don’t want you to be blindsided.”

      “Go on.” Jev’s first thought was that someone had found out he’d taken Zenia on a date and might think to share the news with his father, but he found it hard to believe that was gossip Hydal would worry about. Besides, nobody knew they’d spoken of marriage; anyone watching them from the outside would likely assume he wanted a temporary physical relationship with her.

      “A few people, Krox included, are pointing out that it was rather brilliant of you to befriend Targyon.”

      “They all had their opportunities, as I recall,” Jev said.

      Targyon, more scholar than warrior, had a lot in common with Hydal. Targyon had been sent out for a couple of years of hardening, at his uncle King Abdor’s suggestion, but Targyon had never turned into a natural soldier. He’d been relieved when Jev, at Hydal’s suggestion, had offered him a spot in Gryphon Company, and he’d been able to escape from under Abdor’s overbearing leadership. Targyon had tried to get himself transferred into other companies first, but nobody had wanted to babysit the king’s nephew.

      “Yes, but they don’t recall that. What they remember is that you had your arm around Targyon’s shoulder for two years, mentoring him. And they—a couple of Targyon’s brothers’ wives reputedly started this rumor—find it suspicious that Targyon has been made king and that you’re now working for him in the castle with daily access to him.”

      Jev frowned, getting the gist. “It’s not like I could have known he would end up on the throne. Nobody could have. He has five older brothers.”

      “Who were oddly passed over in favor of him.”

      “By the hands of the Orders. I’ve found it odd, too, as has Targyon himself.”

      “Some are suggesting that you may have been the mastermind behind him being chosen.”

      “How would I have managed that when I was out there in the field with him? You were on the ship with us. We all found out together about the deaths of Abdor’s sons and about the Orders’ choice of Targyon.”

      “I know.” Hydal lifted his hands defensively.

      Jev realized his voice had grown loud and agitated. He forced himself to take a slow breath and relax his shoulders.

      “You know as well as I do that people see what they want to see,” Hydal continued, “what agrees with their views of the world.”

      “And people want to see me somehow manipulating the succession and Targyon on top of that?” Jev asked.

      Hydal spread his hands. “You’ve been away a long time. People don’t know you anymore.”

      “People, as in zyndar people, I presume. Where did you hear the gossip?” He hadn’t been invited to any zyndar social gatherings lately, but he had been too busy to notice. Was he being ostracized because of his association with Targyon? Or was it that he simply hadn’t sought out any events? He had been at the coronation, but he’d been thinking more about Zenia and his new job than about socializing with old acquaintances.

      “Zyndar Gorgin Alderoth held a gathering at his townhouse the night before last.”

      “I see. Targyon’s oldest brother. The one who doubtless thinks he should have been chosen.”

      “Correct. Most of Targyon’s brothers are less vocal in their displeasure, if they’re displeased at all. I got the feeling Tibbs and Trevon are more puzzled than upset, but they’ve both followed in their parents’ footsteps and have academic careers in different cities. They reputedly have little interest in politics.”

      Jev wished he could have no interest in them, but zyndar second sons and beyond were the only ones who could get away with ignoring them. The heir to the prime? No. He’d take his father’s place one day with a seat in the king’s court, and he’d have to attend the quarterly meetings, vote on laws, and share his thoughts on domestic and foreign affairs.

      “As far as I heard,” Hydal said, “nobody’s thinking of acting against you or accusing you of anything at this time, but you may want to set an agent to watching the zyndar social scene.”

      “Zyndar Garlok is the only one who could.” Jev grimaced, imagining asking the crusty former captain of the agents to head to nightly parties and listen to the vapid conversations of those who chose not to work and had no reason to rise before noon.

      “Or yourself.”

      “Yes, I’ll start attending to listen in on the latest gossip about me.”

      Hydal smiled faintly. “Are you at liberty to hire more agents? Perhaps you could find a diligent zyndar you could trust.”

      “Are you lobbying for a job, Hydal?”

      Hydal blinked. “Me? Not at all. I wasn’t in Taziira quite as long as you, but eight years was plenty. I intend to spend the next year contemplating my navel while drinking copious amounts of brandy and port. Perhaps after that, I’ll return to handling my father’s books.”

      “Is that what you were doing at Gorgin’s house? Drinking port and navel gazing?”

      “It was sherry, and it was wretched. I’d rather lick the bottom of that still Targyon made in the field. What was he fermenting? Some kind of elven berry?”

      “I don’t remember, but it was potent.”

      “And dreadful. I’d rather consume that. Gorgin has the taste of a commoner.”

      “Such an insult.” Jev eyed his old second-in-command thoughtfully. He hadn’t truly meant to go on a hiring spree, not until he and Zenia had fully assessed the agents currently working for them, but he could likely talk Hydal into taking the same salary as he did: none. So, it wasn’t as if adding him to the staff would tax the office’s coffers. “Can I talk you into spending the summer working part-time with us? For the sake of Targyon and the kingdom?” Surely, that was a plea no zyndar following the Code of Honor could reject.

      Hydal’s lips twisted again.

      “I’ll have Lornysh select a port for you. You know he has a good palate.”

      “He does,” Hydal admitted, not sounding sold yet.

      “And I’ll introduce you to the new female agent in the office.” Jev couldn’t imagine the muscular and athletic Rhi Lin falling for the bespectacled Hydal, but maybe he could convince her that one date wouldn’t be so bad.

      Hydal’s eyes sharpened with speculation. “I’ve seen her. She is a beauty, and nicely athletic. But common-born, right?”

      Jev was surprised Hydal already knew about Rhi and wondered how many rumors about the castle—and its Crown Agents—were circulating at these social gatherings this month. “Yes, but I wasn’t suggesting marriage. Just that you might enjoy asking her to dinner.”

      Jev kept himself from mentioning that, given how sketchy Rhi’s celibacy oath had been as a monk, a man’s odds might be good for more than dinner. It wasn’t his place to imply Rhi might sleep with Hydal. He already felt like a procurer for trying to arrange a date for her without her permission.

      Hydal patted him on the arm. “If you need my assistance, sir, all you have to do is ask. I owe you my life. Twice.”

      “See you at the office soon then?” Jev asked. “I’ll make sure the guards know you’re on the roster.”

      “Very well.” Hydal mounted his horse and turned it toward Dharrow Castle where breakfast was likely growing cold. “She’ll be there?”

      Jev smirked. “I’ll introduce you.”
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      Rhi yawned.

      Zenia hoped that wasn’t a sign that she was already bored with her new job. They were walking through the city, visiting the informants on the Crown Agents’ payroll. In the future, Zenia would send junior agents to collect whatever news and gossip the informants gathered from week to week, but she first wanted to acquaint herself with them, to make sure they were trustworthy and that they were worth paying.

      “Do we need to pick a fight with some thug to keep your interest?” Zenia asked when Rhi yawned again.

      “I’d welcome a fight, but I’m only tired because I was up early getting kicked out of my room. I don’t think Archmage Sazshen ever sleeps.”

      “Ah.”

      They walked through a busy intersection, passed a steam carriage wafting black smoke into the air, and headed toward the clanks and whistles of Anvil Row.

      “Is one of your quirky informants a smith?” Rhi waved toward the columns marking the entrance of a street lined with the workshops of carpenters, smiths, and furniture makers.

      “No. We’re taking a break to visit Master Grindmor’s shop. And they’re your quirky informants now too.”

      “Lucky me.” Rhi glanced back toward a tenement building, the home of the informant they had just visited. “They’re not at all what I imagined assistant spies would be.”

      “They’re normal people who happen to work in jobs where they see and hear a lot. That last fellow collects the fees at the docks.”

      “Normal? Did you see all the collections he had? That’s not normal.”

      “Not everybody follows the Codices of the Monk and has been instructed to live a simple life with few material belongings.”

      “I don’t have to follow those anymore, but I’m still not going to start collecting dead butterflies to frame and hang on the walls. Or ancient ogre jewelry pieces. Or pressed autumn leaves to turn into a book. By the founders, you shouldn’t have asked him about that book. I didn’t know there were that many species of trees in the world, and I didn’t want to know.”

      “He’s very observant. I put a checkmark next to his name.” Zenia waved the notepad she carried. “We’ll definitely want to keep him on the payroll.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be pleased,” Rhi said. It grew harder to hear her as they passed smithies with open rollup doors, the bangs of tools echoing out into the streets. “I think he liked you. I got the impression few girls ask him about his collections.”

      “You’ll have to learn to ask questions and speak to people, you know. As an agent, you’ll be expected to gather information, not simply thump on people with your bo.”

      “I can gather all kinds of information by thumping on people.”

      “There’s Master Grindmor’s shop.” Zenia spotted a brown-haired dwarf with a knapsack and toolbox standing outside the shop and peering through a narrow window beside the closed rollup door. At first, she thought it was Jev’s friend, but Cutter had more red in his hair and beard, and he also had a hook in place of his right hand.

      But this dwarf might know something. Zenia quickened her pace.

      “Hello,” she called to him. “Is the master in?”

      The dwarf jumped and spun toward her, his gray eyes widening. He glanced over his shoulder, as if he had been caught doing something wrong and might race off down the street, but he settled down and met Zenia’s gaze.

      “I was looking for her,” he said. “Shop hours say she ought to be in.”

      “What do you want to see her for?” Zenia kept her tone casual, not wanting to sound like an inquisitor, but he seemed suspicious. Should she draw upon her dragon tear to test whether he was lying or telling the truth?

      His bushy brows drew together. “What do you want to see her for, human? Your dragon tear is already carved.”

      Something he couldn’t know without drawing upon some magic of his own—she wore her gem under her blouse.

      “I’m here on the king’s business. And you?” She offered her friendliest smile, but she also silently willed the dragon tear to aid her in pulling the truth from him.

      “Just want to talk to the master.” He backed away. Could he sense her prying? “But if she’s not here, I’ll come back later.”

      As he spun and strode away, Zenia got a strong feeling of embarrassment from him. He didn’t want to admit… Oh. He was a young dwarf who’d seen her work back in his home city and had grown smitten with the master carver from a distance. He’d arrived early, ahead of a shipload of dwarves coming to Korvann for work, and he’d hoped to make her acquaintance before other male dwarves came and swarmed her.

      “You want me to catch up and thump him?” Rhi fingered her bo as she watched the dwarf’s hasty retreat.

      “No.”

      “No? He’s oozing suspiciousness like a slug oozes slime.”

      “He doesn’t have anything to do with her disappearance,” Zenia assured her.

      Rhi frowned over, glancing down at the faint bump under her blouse where the dragon tear lay. “The rock tell you that?”

      “It did indeed. Apparently, he has a romantic interest in the master carver and wished to make himself known to her before the competition showed up.” Zenia stepped into the spot the dwarf had vacated so she could peer through the narrow window.

      “A what?”

      “A romantic interest.”

      “Has he seen Master Grindmor? She has a beard you could strangle a horse with.”

      “I don’t know much about dwarves. Perhaps that’s an appealing trait.”

      “Not if you’re a horse with your throat being threatened.” Rhi stepped up to the window on the other side of the rollup door.

      Zenia couldn’t see much in the shop’s shadowy interior. A few large tools and a counter in the back. Was that the entrance to another room behind the counter?

      She bent and tried to tug up the door, but a padlock looped through the handle kept it from opening. “I guess this means she wasn’t likely kidnapped at her workplace.”

      “You don’t think kidnappers lock doors on their way out?”

      “I suspect Master Grindmor was trouble enough that they would have their hands full subduing her. She has magic in addition to being rather sturdily built.” Zenia did not know the extent of the dwarf’s powers, but she had caused a tunnel-boring drill to operate on its own in Iridium’s underground lair while she also brought a ceiling down on Jev’s guards.

      “I could bust that lock with my bo.”

      Zenia eyed the metal clasp of the padlock and willed her dragon tear to unlock it. She didn’t know if it could, as she’d yet to discover its full abilities, but she had learned that it was capable of far more than detecting truths. The week before, it had sucked the water out of a well to put out a farmhouse on fire.

      A soft snap sounded, and the padlock opened. Before Zenia could reach for it, a similar snap rang in her head, a crack of power accompanying it, like something using a bullwhip on her
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