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      “The shop closes in five minutes,” a grumpy voice said from the counter near the door.

      Judging by his tone, the clerk would have preferred to close his shop five minutes ago. Or maybe five hours ago. He kept sending baleful looks at Zenia and Rhi as they walked among the racks, pulling off oilskin jackets and other gear suitable for a trek through the jungle. Maybe he didn’t believe a pair of women would actually purchase such things.

      “The sun hasn’t set yet,” Rhi called back. “It’s a beautiful summer evening. People are still wandering the street outside. If you close early, you could miss last-minute shoppers wandering in to pick up gifts of—” Rhi poked at items on a shelf, “—waterproof matches and… What is this? Some kind of foldable skewer for roasting a pig?”

      The man stalked toward them, a wide-brimmed hat with shark teeth hooked into the band pulled low to mostly hide his bald head. “That’s a collapsible fishing pole. Don’t touch it if you’re not going to buy it. And people don’t come in here to last-minute shop. Safaris must be carefully planned for months in advance if they are to be successful.” He swatted her hand away from the shelf. “Don’t touch that either.”

      Rhi lifted her hands innocently, though she looked like she wished she’d brought her six-foot-long bo with her so she could conk the fellow over the head. The wiry old man reminded Zenia of Jev’s father, Heber. Maybe charisma hadn’t been a trendy attribute to cultivate in that generation.

      “How are people supposed to select items to purchase if they can’t touch anything?” Rhi asked.

      “Zyndar,” the man said.

      “What?”

      “My name is Zyndar Grivon Hydal,” he said stiffly, his glare shifting to Zenia and the oilskin clothing in her arms. “I would appreciate it if you addressed me appropriately.”

      She was tempted to take her krons elsewhere, but the ship left in the morning, and she didn’t know of any other shops that specialized in gear and clothing suitable for jungle climates. She selected the waterproof matches and added them to her stack.

      “Hydal?” Rhi blinked and looked at Zenia.

      “Zyndar Hydal,” the man said.

      “Yeah, I heard that part, Zyndar. I was curious about your surname. You’re not related to Hux Hydal, are you?”

      His eyes narrowed. “He’s one of my nephews, yes.”

      Zenia hadn’t seen the Hydal name on the shop sign outside—it read only Korvann’s Finest Safari Supplies—and was surprised a zyndar worked as a sales clerk in his own business. But she knew from Hux’s cousin Sevy that their family wasn’t as wealthy as many zyndar families.

      She hoped Grivon would be more personable once he knew they were associates of his nephew. The last Zenia had heard, Rhi and Hux Hydal were slightly more than associates.

      “We know Hux.” Rhi pulled a gilded compass off a shelf. “Is this a family business? Can we get a discount?”

      “Certainly not.” Grivon snatched the compass from her hands and returned it to the shelf. “What could two common women possibly need with safari gear?”

      Zenia ignored the question and did her best not to let the conversation distract her from acquiring the gear she needed. She didn’t want the grouch to kick them out before she purchased everything on her list.

      “We’re going to a jungle and heard it would be wet,” Rhi said. “Would you be harassing us if we were zyndari women?”

      “No.”

      “Because they’re more likely to go on safaris and hunt down lions and wyverns and mammoths?”

      “Because they’re more likely to purchase items for their husbands who go hunt such animals. Further, they do not ask about discounts.”

      Zenia plucked a lantern with an extra-durable casing off a rack and headed to the counter with her armload of gear. She knew Jev had gathered some supplies already and that there would be a town where they could purchase necessities before heading into the jungle, but she wagered humans would pay a large tax at any shop in Izstara.

      “We’re not going on a safari,” Rhi said. “We’re going to Izstara to trek through the jungle and look for a dragon.”

      “So, you’re common and daft. Another good reason for me to kick you out of my store.” The man walked up to the counter, eyeing the items Zenia had laid down as he glanced at a clock on the wall.

      Zenia tensed, worried he would tell them closing time had come and he couldn’t help them. But surely, he wouldn’t want to miss out on a substantial sale? Unless poor business sense was the reason the Hydals weren’t well off.

      He gritted his teeth, read the price tags, and punched them into the large cash register. It made a loud ker-chunk sound with each key pressed.

      “If you’re truly planning to go to Izstara,” he said, “you’re insane as well as daft. Humans are usually shot or eaten there. Or shot and eaten. Trolls, orcs, and ogres have towns all over the place, and they’re not diplomatic toward visitors. You’d be better off heading to Taktak or Delarus. Everybody goes to those islands to hunt the big game since they’re largely neutral territories. The self-appointed unicorn wardens don’t allow permanent settlement. You just have to worry about them helping the creatures you’re hunting. They have strange senses of humor.”

      “Thank you for the advice.” Zenia withdrew her purse, having no intention of explaining her quest to find the dragon that was linked to her dragon tear and, from what she’d recently learned, was being held prisoner by a tribe of orcs deep in the Izstara jungle. Her dreams—nightmares—had been trying to tell her that for weeks, but it had been the elven princess Yesleva who’d said it bluntly enough for her to grasp.

      “Two hundred and twenty krons.” Grivon crossed his arms over his chest and glared at her. “Do you have that much?”

      Zenia lifted her chin. “I am not a pauper, nor do I go shopping if I can’t afford to buy what I find.”

      Her oval-shaped dragon tear, which currently lay under her blouse on its silver-and-gold necklace, warmed against her skin, and she sensed indignation from it. And a faint question. Did she want it to deal with this buffoon standing in her way?

      No, she thought silently.

      She was grateful for the offer of assistance, but the dragon tear tended to deal with people by incinerating their clothing or tossing rotten banana peels in their paths. It was a mostly innocuous way to handle trouble, but Zenia didn’t want to make trouble. All she wanted was to finish shopping and pack for the trip. She quickly counted out bills to pay for her purchase.

      “I must say I’m glad you’re nothing like your nephew,” Rhi observed, coming to stand beside Zenia.

      The man scowled down at her hands, no doubt checking to make sure she hadn’t taken anything else off his shelves.

      “He reads me poetry and recites historical tales,” Rhi added.

      The man only scowled more deeply. “If you see him, tell him to send his cousin by. She’s supposed to help with the books but she didn’t come by this week.”

      “Sevy?” Zenia asked. “She’s working at the castle now. For me, actually. I’m afraid I’ve given her a lot of work to handle while Zyndar Dharrow and I are gone. I can let her know you’re looking for her though.”

      The man’s lips thinned. “She’s working for a commoner?”

      “At the castle doing the king’s work,” Zenia said.

      “But under a commoner? That’s intolerable.”

      “If things keep progressing, Hux will be under me soon.” Rhi grinned wickedly.

      Thankfully, Grivon didn’t seem to grasp the innuendo.

      “Sevy doesn’t seem to mind.” Tired of the exchange, Zenia laid her money on the table, making sure it was exact so she wouldn’t have to stand around while he counted change. Or didn’t. “May I have a bag?” She waved to the large pile of clothing and gear she’d accumulated and nodded to a stack of canvas totes behind the counter.

      Grivon squinted suspiciously at Rhi. Maybe he was piecing together that innuendo.

      Zenia sighed, wondering if she would have to carry everything back to the castle in her arms. She should have arranged for one of the king’s steam carriages to pick her up, but she would have felt uncomfortable using Targyon’s resources and people for her personal quest.

      One of the canvas bags unfolded of its own accord and floated to the counter. Grivon’s eyes widened, and he jumped to the side.

      Zenia shared a feeling of appreciation with her dragon tear as she folded the clothing and tucked it into the bag.

      “Commoners shouldn’t be allowed to purchase dragon tears,” Grivon growled. “Where’d you get the money for it, anyway?” His eyes closed to a suspicious squint again.

      Zenia hefted her bag and headed for the door without answering, feeling a twinge of nostalgia for the days when she’d worn a blue robe that proclaimed her an inquisitor for the Water Order. Nobody had dared question her then, even zyndar.

      “Don’t bring your ill-gotten money back to my store again,” Grivon said as they walked out.

      Zenia glanced back and caught him frowning at the stack of bills she’d left, as if he worried she’d acquired it from the gangs or perhaps by selling troll hash or some other forbidden compound.

      “He’s definitely nothing like his nephew,” Rhi said once they were out in the street, seagulls wheeling overhead and flying toward the harbor as the sun set.

      “How is your relationship with Hydal—Hux—progressing?” Zenia asked as they strode out of the shopping district, passing well-dressed zyndari women with servants trailing behind and carrying their purchases. As Rhi had pointed out, the long days of the solstice were keeping people out later than usual.

      “He brought me books while I was recuperating from my injuries. A lot of books. Also, three different puzzles. He said he thought I might be bored while I was resting in bed and need ways to stimulate my mind. Zenia, I’m a simple ex-monk. My mind doesn’t need a lot of stimulation.”

      “I suspect his does, and he’s assuming you’re the same.”

      Rhi scratched her jaw as they walked around a fountain in an intersection. “I’m still hoping he’ll scratch my itches for me. I’m getting antsy now that I’ve recovered and am fit and filled with vigor again. We’re leaving for your quest in the morning, and it’ll have been more than two weeks since I’ve had sex.”

      “Your lady parts will probably shrivel up from disuse and fall out.”

      Rhi snorted. “That can’t happen.” She lowered her hand, a concerned look entering her eyes. “It can’t, right?”

      Zenia hoped not, since she’d never had sex, thanks to the vow she’d long ago made not to have relations with a man until she was married. She hadn’t wanted to risk getting pregnant and having a child who, like she, would be born without a father. Until she met Jev, she’d never considered breaking her vow. He hadn’t asked her to—he was too honorable for that—but she enjoyed spending time with him, and now that he wasn’t engaged to another woman, there was nothing untoward about them being together. Further, a couple of evenings earlier, he had brought up the subject of them getting married, asking if she might be interested in the notion. If he could get his crusty old father to agree to it, she definitely would be.

      Rhi elbowed her. “Are you listening?”

      Er, had she said something else?

      “I asked if you had any suggestions,” Rhi said. “I’m not used to having to pursue men. They usually pursue me. And since he’s zyndar, well. You know how it is. I wouldn’t want him or anyone else thinking I cared about that and just wanted him for his title. I want him because…” She trailed off as if she wasn’t sure how to articulate it.

      “Because you saw him sparring shirtless with Jev and realized he does indeed have hidden ferocity?”

      Rhi shook her head, but she also blushed. Zenia hadn’t seen her embarrassed often, and it amused her, but she straightened her face and groped for something helpful to say to her friend.

      “Maybe you can—”

      “That’s her,” a young woman whispered loudly from the walkway in front of Zenia and Rhi.

      “Which one? That one?”

      Zenia looked up and spotted a pouty teenage girl with an ample chest pointing straight at her. A second girl with artistically styled hair that must have taken an hour to make up stood close, her head tilted toward the first. A blank-faced servant behind them carried their shopping bags and boxes.

      “That looks like trouble,” Rhi said, as the pointing teenage girl stalked toward Zenia. “I knew I shouldn’t have gone shopping without my bo.”

      “You would have had a hard time fondling all the wares in that shop if you’d been holding a weapon at the time.”

      “I barely got to fondle any as it was. That old coot kept yanking things out of my hands. I hope Hux knows it’s wise to let a woman fondle his wares.”

      The teenagers must have heard that as they approached. They wrinkled their noses and exchanged disgusted looks. The one who had initially pointed seemed familiar, but Zenia couldn’t place her.

      Zenia tried to walk around the pair without engaging them in conversation, knowing nothing good could come out of whatever gossip or complaints were on their lips, but they planted themselves in front of her.

      “You’re Jev Dharrow’s mistress,” the first speaker stated, propping her fists on her hips. The flowing green silk she wore almost hid those fists within the loose folds. Her friend assumed a similarly accusatory stance.

      “Jev isn’t married.” Zenia looked past their shoulders to the man carrying their belongings, hoping an older adult might pull the teenagers away with a few stern words, but he only sighed and gazed blankly toward the fountain.

      “He was supposed to be. To me.” The teenager stabbed a thumb at her chest.

      Ah, that was why Zenia somewhat recognized her. She’d met the mother, and their facial features and body types were similar.

      “Are you even old enough to know what to do with a man?” Rhi asked.

      Zenia grabbed Rhi’s arm, hoping to guide her away. The last thing she wanted was to engage in a dung-flinging contest with a zyndari girl.

      “I am well-schooled in the ways of pleasuring my future husband,” the girl—Fremia, that was her name—said, her chin up. “As I informed Jevlain when we met.”

      “And he wasn’t intrigued?” Rhi smiled as she allowed Zenia to guide her into the street. “You poor thing. How disappointing.”

      “How dare you speak to us like that, you common filth.” Fremia's friend spat toward Rhi’s sandaled feet, then shook a fist at Zenia. “You think you’ll be permitted to marry a zyndar? A Dharrow? It’ll never happen.”

      “Never,” Fremia added, then whirled toward her friend. “Can you believe what bitches they are? Why are they shopping up here? They can’t possibly afford anything. I hope—”

      Flames and smoke appeared around the two girls.

      Rhi stumbled, almost tripping on the cobblestones. Zenia, having seen such a display before, was less startled, but she winced and pulled her dragon tear out from under her blouse.

      Not now, she thought silently, but it was too late.

      The two girls’ expensive silks were incinerated, piles of ashes wafting down around their feet as they shrieked and flailed their arms. They now stood wearing nothing but their small clothes. Everyone who was walking along the shopping boulevard stopped and stared. A steam carriage driver slowed his vehicle to gawk. The girls’ servant appeared too stunned to say anything or even move.

      “You,” Fremia whirled, thrusting a finger toward Zenia. “You dare!”

      “Captain of the watch,” the second girl hollered, running toward an intersection.

      A uniformed man down there turned at the call.

      “Let’s go,” Zenia said, continuing down the street in the opposite direction at a brisk pace. She doubted she, as captain of His Majesty’s Crown Agents, had to worry about being arrested for magically assaulting zyndari girls, but… she could imagine being detained and having to wait in a cell as someone was brought down from the castle to vouch for her. Dear founders, she hoped it wouldn’t be Targyon himself. Whatever would she say? She didn’t think he fully grasped that her dragon tear had a mind of its own—it wasn’t as if normal dragon tears did such things—and he might believe she’d been the one petty enough to do that.

      Rhi hurried along at her side but not without a lot of chortling.

      “Stop laughing,” Zenia whispered.

      “If you didn’t want me to laugh, you shouldn’t have incinerated those girls’ clothing.”

      “I didn’t do it.”

      Rhi gave her a disbelieving look.

      “My dragon tear did,” Zenia said, hurrying around a corner and not looking back, though she could hear the indignant girls shouting to the watchman. “It’s linked to the soul of a dragon, remember?” A few days ago, she wouldn’t have admitted that the gem had a mind of its own, as she’d been afraid people would think it—and her—odd, but now that Princess Yesleva had explained the link in front of Rhi and Jev, there was little point in hiding it.

      “A dragon two thousand miles away is making trouble for you?” Rhi asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And we’re going off to rescue it from imprisonment?”

      “You were there for the princess’s explanation. You know as much as I do.”

      “That’s alarming since you’re my boss and the one with the dragon tear. What happens after we free it? Assuming we can get past all those unpleasantries the senior and most crusty Hydal mentioned.”

      “I’m not sure.” Zenia imagined a dragon flying over the capital city, igniting the dresses of zyndari women throughout the streets. As appealing as that might be, she could easily see the entire watch and castle guard coming out to shoot at such a visitor. As far as she knew, dragons didn’t show up in populated areas unless they meant to hunt people down for dinner.

      “You’re not sure? And yet, I’m going along with you on this quest anyway?”

      “You must be a good friend,” Zenia said.

      “Oh, that’s a certainty.” A whistle blew, and Rhi glanced back. “We should run.”

      “We are His Majesty’s Crown Agents. Running from the watch would be unseemly.”

      “What about ducking into that eating house so they don’t see us?”

      Zenia hesitated as a whistle blew again, the noise closer this time. “It is well into the dinner hour.”

      They hustled for the door, and Zenia tried not to dwell on the very valid concerns Rhi had brought up. If they actually found this young and impulsive—and incineration-loving—dragon, what then?
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      When the steam carriage arrived at the docks, two porters appeared and removed Jev’s bags as soon as he stepped out. Even though all the luggage packed in the back was to go onto the ship Targyon had arranged for this expedition, the men made a point of rooting through it all to first grab the bags with the Dharrow emblem embossed on the sides. Rhi, who stood at Jev’s side, folded her arms and watched this preferential treatment with a dour expression on her face.

      Hydal climbed out of the carriage after them. He cocked an eyebrow as the porters took Jev’s luggage toward the gangplank of the passenger steamer docked a few dozen yards away, and pulled his own bags off the rack without a word. Cutter hopped out, his sizable pack already strapped to his back, and jostled a few people with it as they walked past along the boardwalk. With a magical hammer hanging from his broad leather belt, a sharp hook replacing his right hand, and a broad face that always looked grumpy behind the beard, nobody said anything.

      Zenia, the last of their little party, slid out of the carriage, and Jev smiled at her.

      She wore rugged travel clothing, but she managed to look lovely with her black hair pulled back from her high cheekbones and divided into two braids. Her chin had the familiar upward tilt, and her green eyes gleamed with determination. Her dragon tear lay atop her button-down ivory shirt, the necklace Jev had made for it gleaming warmly in the early-morning sun.

      He’d gathered from her handful of words on the ride down from the castle that Zenia viewed this upcoming adventure with trepidation, but he looked forward to it. While they’d been preparing for the trip, they had caught up with the piles of work in the office, and it had only taken Jev a couple of days, sitting in his hard chair with a pen clenched between his fingers, to long for something more active. He had no doubt this expedition would be dangerous, but it sounded so much more appealing than reading reports and signing paperwork.

      “Good morning, my lady Captain,” he said, lifting an arm in offering.

      Jev wanted to ask her what was on her mind, since her face held a pensive expression, but he would wait until they could find a moment alone. They’d been wedged into the carriage like stuffed gort leaves in a casserole dish, the interior extra cramped because of Cutter’s pack, which he’d refused to add to the luggage rack with the others. Jev had ridden down with his friend’s hammer jammed into his hip.

      Of course, Jev’s weapon might have been poking Cutter in the hip too. In a newly made scabbard, Jev wore the magical elven sword he’d acquired when battling one of the elf wardens that had come to town to assassinate his friend Lornysh. Master Grindmor had tinkered with the long blade, using her dwarven gem-working ability to alter the magic imbued in the sword, magic that usually would only respond to an elf. As a favor to her apprentice Cutter—she’d quickly and frequently pointed out that she was only doing it for his sake—she’d spent many hours with the blade, painstakingly making it so its command word would work for Jev, a mere human. He hadn’t expected to ever have access to the sword’s power, but he’d been delighted the first time he’d spoken its command word—the elven term for ice—and its silvery glow had sprung to life.

      Zenia touched Jev’s side, a fleeting smile crossing her face, then headed to the rack.

      Jev had been offering and hoping for a hug, but he lowered his arm, not that surprised that she wouldn’t jump into his embrace on a crowded boardwalk of friends and strangers. Jev was no longer engaged to another woman, so it wouldn’t be scandalous—other than for the fact that he was zyndar and she was not—but it wasn’t as if his father had condoned a marriage to Zenia, so she might not feel that much had changed.

      All she’d uttered was a single, “Ah” when he’d explained that the old man was still forbidding Jev from marrying a commoner. Jev had hurried to explain that he planned to propose to her, regardless, once their lives were calmer and he had a chance to arrange everything just right. But she’d seemed reserved rather than delighted. He chose to believe it had to do with the impending mission rather than reservations about him.

      “There are porters that can get that,” Jev said when she reached for one of her packs.

      As soon as the words came out, he realized she wouldn’t want to burden someone else with her belongings, so he rushed forward to grab her bags himself. He’d caught her washing her own laundry the other day, even though such domestic services were included with their rooms in Alderoth Castle, and wondered what the staff at Dharrow Castle would think of her after they married and she insisted on doing all her own chores. He hoped they would find her a refreshing change. His aunts and his father weren’t ones to overly burden the staff, but they also didn’t insist on clearing their own dishes at the dinner table.

      “I don’t mind carrying them,” Zenia said, a hand up. She seemed more startled than delighted by Jev rushing past to shoulder her bags.

      “It’s my desire to make your life easier, my intelligent and beautiful lady Captain,” Jev said, smiling and bowing.

      “I may vomit,” Rhi said.

      “He never used to say things like that in the army,” Cutter said.

      “Never,” Hydal agreed.

      “Because Zenia wasn’t there,” Jev said.

      A hint of pink warmed Zenia’s cheeks. Jev feared he was embarrassing her instead of tickling her with what were meant to be thoughtful courting gestures. He needed to work at this.

      “Maybe if you’d told Captain Krox such things,” Hydal said, “he wouldn’t have been so gruff all the time.”

      “He’s not intelligent or beautiful.” Jev headed toward the gangplank, hoping Zenia would walk beside him.

      “I can’t disagree with that,” Cutter said.

      Zenia hesitated, then caught up with Jev. He beamed a smile at her.

      “You seem very perky this morning,” she said. “Is it because you’re pleased to go on an adventure with me or that Sevy will be responsible for all your paperwork while we’re gone?”

      “Yes,” he said fervently.

      For the first time, she smiled. It warmed his heart.

      “I’m pleased you’re coming,” she said quietly. “I… You didn’t have to. This is my quest, my responsibility.”

      “As if I’d miss out on an opportunity to escape the office.” Jev wanted to hold her hand—it would have been difficult with his arms full of her bags, but he could have managed. He settled for nudging her shoulder gently with his.

      “The office you’ve spent three days in during your first thirty days at the job?”

      “They were arduous days.” That wasn’t exactly true, especially since Zenia had helped him keep all those reports tidily wrangled, but he felt ill-suited for desk work. Fieldwork appealed to him far more. Maybe one day he would suggest to Targyon that he make Zenia the sole captain and assign him to work for her. Though he supposed there were times it was useful for one of the Crown Agent captains to have zyndar in his name to throw around. “Also, I’m not sure you’ve been there that much more than I have.”

      “I’ve been there at least twice as much as you have.”

      “So, six days out of thirty?”

      “Maybe seven.” She smiled, a more genuine one than the distracted one from earlier, and bumped her shoulder against his.

      The return gesture delighted him.

      A man wearing a captain’s hat walked off the steamer as they were about to walk up the gangplank. “Zyndar Dharrow?”

      “That’s me.” Jev stopped, smirking when he noticed Hydal carrying his own bags and also Rhi’s.

      She whistled cheerfully as she walked at his side, her bo balanced on her shoulder. She’d added a rifle to her arsenal and carried it on a strap across her back, with a dagger and ammo pouch on a belt at her waist.

      Hydal’s face was red, and he hunched under the combined weight of all the bags. He was a wiry and strong man, but not a large one. Jev feared the load weighed as much as he did, and he regretted that the porters had focused only on his bags, especially since they hadn’t yet returned. Were they turning down the comforter on his bed and filling a jar with honeyed nuts?

      Rhi’s fingers twitched when Hydal paused to readjust his load, and she offered to take her bags. Hydal shook his red head and kept walking.

      “I’m Captain Yug.” The man stuck out his hand. “Are you in charge of the mission, Zyndar?”

      “Actually, this is Captain Cham’s mission.” Jev tilted his head toward Zenia. “I’m here to carry her bags.”

      The captain blinked and lowered his hand as he seemed to realize Jev would have to rearrange everything to grip it. “Er, is it Zyndari Captain Cham?”

      “No, it is not,” Zenia said firmly, her chin inching higher.

      Jev grinned, though he was fairly certain only he heard the hint of distaste in her voice.

      “We thank you for agreeing to take us to Izstara, Captain,” Zenia went on.

      “The king ordered it.” The captain stepped off the gangplank so Hydal could take his load of bags aboard. He looked curiously at Cutter and glanced at Rhi’s bo, an out-of-place weapon for someone not wearing one of the colored gis of the religious Orders.

      Jev decided the captain was confused by his odd group of passengers.

      “We’ve already thanked him,” Zenia said dryly, which was true.

      Jev remembered how surprised and effusive with her gratitude she had been when Targyon offered the use of one of his vessels. She’d already been planning a journey that included booking passage on multiple freighters and trade ships to ultimately reach their destination.

      “We’re relieved you’ll take us straight to Izstara,” Zenia added.

      “I’ve been ordered to do so, and I will, but I hope you know that Tika, one of the few cities there where humans aren’t shot on sight, is a dangerous place, even if it supposedly fosters free trade among all the races.”

      “We’re aware it will be a dangerous trip,” Zenia said, “but we’re hoping the trouble won’t start until we disembark and that your ship won’t be at risk.”

      “I hope that too.” Captain Yug grimaced. “We’re supposed to wait there for you. I wasn’t told how long that will be. Do you know, by chance? We’ve loaded extra ordnance for the cannons, and there’s a rifle for every crew member, but…” He extended a hand, appearing helpless and concerned.

      Jev had never been to Tika or any other city in Izstara, so he couldn’t say the captain’s concerns were unfounded. But since they had run into hostile trolls right here at home, he was inclined to dismiss the stated dangers as nothing worse than he’d faced in the capital of late.

      “I’m not sure how long it will take.” Zenia glanced at Jev, but he could only shrug. “I wasn’t given the exact location of our destination, but I assure you, we won’t dawdle.”

      The captain’s grimace deepened as he no doubt imagined being stuck in a hostile harbor for weeks or months.

      “Don’t worry,” Jev said. “Zenia has powerful magic that will locate that which we seek.”

      The dragon tear on her chest flared a bright blue, startling Jev. The captain stepped back, lifting a hand defensively before he seemed to realize the gem wouldn’t do more than glow.

      Zenia wrapped her hand around it, and Jev could tell from the concerned look in her eyes that she hadn’t intended for it to create a display.

      “I see,” Yug said. “I’ve little choice, but I told the king’s messenger that this isn’t a good idea, especially when…”

      The captain frowned as two big men in sleeveless shirts with large muscular arms jogged up the pier, all manner of weapons on their belts jangling with each step. They stopped at the base of the gangplank and looked expectantly at Jev’s little group. One had long flowing black hair, and one was bald save for an inch-wide tuft of hair on his chin. Despite the differing hair styles, they had the same broad faces with flat noses and dark brown eyes.

      “Zyndar Dharrow?” the bald man asked, holding up an envelope.

      Zenia stirred, eyeing that envelope warily. Was she thinking of the warning she’d received from her anonymous advisor? That message had warned them that death waited in Izstara. There hadn’t been a mention of whose death.

      “Yes?” Jev asked, trusting this envelope related to something different.

      “The king sent us. I’m Bortlok and he’s Horti. You can call me Borti. Everyone else does. They seem to think we should match since we’re twins.” Judging by Borti’s wry expression, he didn’t agree.

      “Are you monks?” Zenia asked. “From the Earth Order?”

      Jev looked curiously at her. They weren’t wearing the typical gis of Temple monks, nor did they carry bos, such as Rhi did.

      “We were monks.” Borti gave his brother a long look, which Horti returned blandly and without comment. “We had a disagreement with our archmage and needed to find new employment. We were going to join the watch, but there were a few problems, due to our unique, ah, passion, and also because my hotheaded brother got into a fight with one of the senior sergeants—”

      Horti banged a fist on his brother’s arm, shook his head vigorously, and pointed at him.

      Borti grinned. “My head might have been slightly hot too.”

      Horti rolled his eyes.

      Unique passion? What did that mean?

      “Anyway, we had a friend at the castle and asked him to get us an interview there,” Borti said. “We were offered employment on a trial basis.”

      Jev was tempted to ask for more details, but the captain shifted from foot to foot impatiently, and a horn blasted from the deck of his ship. It sounded like the steamer was ready to leave.

      “He sent you to come with us?” Jev guessed, accepting the envelope.

      He opened it and held up the page inside so Zenia could read it with him.

      

      Two well-trained warriors to assist you in your quest. They asked for a chance to prove themselves worthy of serving the king, so this is a test for them, but I believe they will pass and aid you well. Good luck, be safe, and come back so I’m not stuck with Garlok again as captain.

      ~Targyon

      

      “As long as they’re not mortal enemies with Rhi, I’ll be happy to take them along,” Zenia said, though she eyed them with a hint of wariness.

      “Is that likely?” Jev wasn’t sure if her wariness stemmed from actual concern that the former monks wouldn’t get along or if she simply disliked taking more people along—risking the lives of more people—on what she considered her quest. Jev didn’t believe this quest was her burden alone to bear, not when Targyon had been the one to give her the dragon tear, but he couldn’t fault her for not wanting to be beholden to anyone or risk the lives of others. “Does she have many mortal enemies?”

      “The various Orders don’t always get along well. And you’ve met her tongue.”

      “It is on the sharp side,” Jev said.

      “Rhi Lin?” Borti asked and elbowed his brother.

      Horti, whom Jev was starting to think might be mute, didn’t say anything, but he rested a palm on his chest and assumed a goofy expression. A smitten expression?

      “Hm, I don’t think Rhi needs to worry.” Jev lowered his voice. “Hydal might need to worry.”

      Zenia’s mouth twisted. She’d probably caught that expression too—she didn’t miss much.

      “I guess it’s good I invited him along,” Jev added, “so he’s here to represent himself if a competitor for her affections has arrived.”

      Horti frowned at the words.

      Jev cleared his throat and waved to the gangplank. “It looks like we have two more, Captain. Do you have room for them?”

      “Room?” Yug asked. “Yes. Food may be another matter. They look like they eat a lot.”

      The twins did tower well over six feet tall. Jev wasn’t used to feeling small next to other men, but he decided having them walking with their party into enemy territory would be a good thing. It couldn’t hurt to have people the size of orcs—if not ogres—to glare intimidatingly into the jungle.

      “We can fast if necessary,” Borti said. “It helps with visions and meditation.”

      Horti poked him and gestured with his hands.

      “My brother agrees,” Borti said.

      Horti shook his head vigorously and raised a fist.

      Borti grinned. “Actually, he said I could fast and that he would eat my share.”

      “Just… get on board.” The captain’s sigh was on the long-suffering side. He turned to walk up the gangplank but paused as startled shouts arose from a ship docked farther up the pier.

      Zenia sucked in a startled gasp, and her fingers tightened around her dragon tear.

      Jev turned in time to see two men in gray-and-white watch uniforms walking along a gangplank ahead of a troll, whose wrists were bound with heavy iron shackles. His feet and tattooed chest were bare, and he wore only a kilt. His shaggy white hair hung halfway down his back and shadowed his face.

      Two more watchmen walked behind the blue-skinned troll, pointing pistols at his bare back.

      “What ship is that?” Jev asked the captain—Yug had stopped halfway up the gangplank and was also watching.

      “The Shifting Sky,” Yug said. “It’s been in dock the whole time we’ve been here—three days. Why would there have been a troll onboard?”

      “It’s not a freighter, is it?”

      “Merchant ship out of Drovak. It—”

      The two watchmen leading the troll abruptly pitched to the side, falling off the gangplank. The troll roared and spun, ramming the men behind him with his shoulders. His wrists were still shackled, but that didn’t stop him from delivering powerful blows with his muscled arms.

      Pistols fired, but Jev couldn’t tell if bullets struck the troll or if he knocked the weapons aside first.

      Jev drew his sword and started toward the ship, but Horti and Borti charged past at a dead sprint, drawing weapons of their own—a pair of one-handed axes for Horti and a mace and dagger for Borti.

      The troll sprang off the gangplank and ran down the pier, straight at the former monks. He roared again, and a wall of wind blasted in from the side. Even from two dozen yards away, it whipped at Jev’s hair. It hit the twins like a solid wall, and their feet left the pier as they were hurled over the side.

      “Shaman,” Jev blurted, though it was a statement of the obvious.

      He hoped Zenia’s dragon tear would help, for with the twins out of the way, the troll ran straight toward them. Jev positioned himself so the troll couldn’t angle toward Zenia. Jev couldn’t imagine why the escaped prisoner would want her, but a protective urge welled up inside of him, and he lifted the elven blade, prepared to defend her with his life.

      “Syshax,” he whispered, the word to activate the sword.

      The silver glow that emanated from the blade wasn’t that noticeable in the bright sunlight, but the troll must have sensed the magic, because his step faltered. His gray eyes slitted, and his lips peeled back in a snarl. He picked up speed again.

      Jev braced himself. He was aware of shouts coming from both ends of the pier and of guards charging up from behind him, but for the next few seconds, he would be alone against the troll.

      Or so he thought. Three steps away, as Jev prepared to swing, the troll veered away. He ran and jumped off the side of the pier and disappeared into the water between two docked ships.

      Jev took a step, thinking of leaping into the water after the troll—how fast could the prisoner swim with his hands shackled?—but gunfire rang out, and he halted. The watchmen who’d been charging up the pier ran to the spot where the troll had leaped off and fired into the water.

      Careful not to get in the way, Jev stepped up to the edge of the pier. The troll hadn’t reappeared yet, so the watchmen were simply guessing with their shots. Thinking their enemy might swim under the pier and come up on the other side, Jev jogged over to take a look. He passed Zenia, who stood with her eyes closed, blue light leaking out between her fingers as she gripped her dragon tear.

      Shouts came from the deck of their steamer. The troll’s head popped out of the water near its bow.

      Jev reached for his pistol, but more of the troll rose out of the water. More than should have been possible.

      The shaman twisted and kicked, his wild white hair whipping about in wet chunks as he flailed as much as he could with his wrists bound. He kept rising, and Jev glanced at Zenia. Her eyes were still closed, but he had little doubt she was responsible.

      “He’s over here,” Jev yelled—the watchmen were still firing into the water on the other side of the pier.

      The gunshots halted, and as the men ran over, the troll floated into the air above their heads.

      “Don’t fire,” Jev ordered as several of them took aim. “He’s a captive prisoner.” He stepped over beside Zenia. “He is captive, right?”

      She nodded without opening her eyes. “They may want to knock him unconscious, though, as he clearly has magical powers and might get away again.”

      The troll collapsed onto the pier in the middle of the group. A weight seemed to land on his back because he couldn’t rise. The watchmen hesitated and glanced at Zenia. She tilted her head, her expression thoughtful for a moment. Was she communicating with her dragon tear?

      The gem must have done something, because the troll stopped moving, all the tension slipping out of his limbs. He lay crumpled on the pier as if he’d fallen asleep.

      “You can take him now,” Zenia said to the senior-ranking watchman. “Be careful with him. I was too busy capturing him to see many of his thoughts, but I got the impression that he is a spy and fears he’ll be in grave trouble with his people because he’s been captured.”

      “I knew it,” one of the watchmen who’d been escorting the troll growled. He came up, waving for his people to grab their prisoner, then bowed to Zenia. “My thanks, Zyndari. We had no idea he could wield magic and would be so dangerous.”

      “You’re welcome, and it’s Captain Cham.”

      “Zyndari Captain, of course.” The watchman bowed to her again and jogged to help his comrades before she could correct him.

      “Why would he assume…?” She frowned and looked at Jev, then glanced at his blade.

      Realizing it was still glowing and that he still clenched it, Jev sheathed the sword. “Likely because you’re not wearing an inquisitor robe, and typically only someone from the zyndar class would have a dragon tear that powerful. Or maybe it’s just that haughty little tilt of your chin that you do so well.” He winked at her.

      “My chin isn’t haughty.” She touched it and lowered it almost to her chest. After a brief baleful glare, she shifted her gaze to the departing party.

      Jev spotted a familiar figure gliding up the pier, a dark green cloak wrapped around his body and a hood pulled low to throw his face into shadows, even on the bright sunny morning. A couple of the watchmen glanced at him, but if they found his attire suspicious, they didn’t stop to question him. His skin wasn’t blue, and they had a more concerning prisoner to worry about. Jev wondered how long it would take for the watch and the population as a whole to learn to recognize Lornysh as the new elven ambassador and, therefore, someone they shouldn’t harass.

      For some reason, Lornysh carried a pack over his shoulder. He wasn’t planning on coming along, was he? The day before, Jev had spoken with him, and he’d said he had too much to do here now that he had official responsibilities, including overseeing the rebuilding of the elven embassy.

      “You missed a fight with a troll,” Jev said as Lornysh came to a stop in front of them, keeping his hood up.

      “I don’t think I get to battle trolls anymore,” Lornysh said. “I have to invite them to my office for tea to discuss international concerns like civilized people.”

      “You don’t have an office yet,” Jev noted.

      “The rubble has been cleared.”

      “So, it’s an open-concept office, eh?”

      “Does it count as a fight if all you did was stand in the way and wave your sword?” Zenia asked, her tone distracted, as she was still watching the troll. The watchmen had reached the boardwalk and were leading their prisoner toward a waiting steam wagon.

      “If doing so caused my enemy to wet himself and flee,” Jev said, “it certainly does.”

      “I don’t think he got wet until he landed in the water.”

      “Did your dragon tear tell you that?” Jev asked.

      “I didn’t ask. We don’t spend a lot of time sharing thoughts of our enemies’ urinary habits.”

      Lornysh lifted his gaze toward the sky. “This morning, I was regretting that I wouldn’t get to go with you. I’m less regretful after listening to you two talk.”

      “Don’t envy us, Lornysh,” Jev said. “One day, you too will find a woman with whom you can engage in the romantic talk of lovers.”

      Zenia snorted.

      Lornysh’s lips flattened, and Jev remembered too late that his friend had lost his elven love. He wished he could retract the joke.

      “I should go with them and volunteer to question the shaman further,” Zenia said, waving toward the watchmen. “To see if I can get information out of him about why he’s here. I hate to delay my quest, but it could be important.”

      Jev opened his mouth and almost said that the watch could handle that, or that they would bring in an inquisitor with a dragon tear designed for mind-reading, but he believed Zenia’s dragon tear was more powerful than anything anyone in the city had. And it was also possible the watch wouldn’t be as competent as he would hope and that this news wouldn’t make it to Targyon.

      “Go ahead. I’ll tell the captain that we need to wait a couple of hours.” Jev thought of the troll scouting party that he, Zenia, and Lornysh had dealt with scant weeks earlier. From what they had determined, it had been the forefront of a full-fledged invasion force. Even though they had ousted the scouts, and the reports sent to the Crown Agents’ office had said troll, orc, and ogre activity had quieted of late, Targyon was worried the troops might still be waiting overseas somewhere, ready to be sent in.

      “Good. Thank you.” Zenia waved at Lornysh, touched Jev on the arm, and trotted off after the watchmen and their prisoner.

      “I’m sorry about that joke about lovers,” Jev said quietly when he and Lornysh were alone. “I didn’t think, uhm. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Lornysh sighed. “I liked it better when I hadn’t told you anything of my past.”

      “Does that mean you accept my apology?”

      “It means you didn’t need to give one. Just forget about… everything.”

      About the woman he’d loved and planned to marry who was now dead? Jev didn’t know if he could do that, but he nodded, accepting that Lornysh didn’t want to speak about it with him. If Lornysh hadn’t been under the influence of a painkiller the night he’d been wounded, he might never have brought up his past.

      “What brings you to my posh new ship?” Jev waved at the steamer.

      “It’s yours?”

      “It’s Targyon’s. Once he learned he had a ship, he was pleased to lend it to Zenia and me.”

      “How long did it take him to learn he owned it?” Lornysh asked.

      “He found out yesterday when I was lamenting that we’d have to take three different ships to find our way to Izstara shores. His secretary told him. Apparently, he has three steamers. The perks of being king.”

      Lornysh grunted and swung the bag off his shoulder. “I brought you a few items that might help with your quest. Humans aren’t loved where you’re going.”

      “I’ve heard.” Jev thought about pointing out that they hadn’t been loved in Taziira and had managed to survive, but since they’d started a war there with Lornysh’s people, it was perhaps not the most tactful thing to bring up. “I’m confident we’ll make it. We have Zenia’s dragon tear, Cutter’s hammer, three former monks, and this new sword of mine.” Jev tapped the hilt of the magical elf blade. “I suspect all the orcs and trolls of Izstara are trembling in fear right now.”

      “If cockiness is the ally you plan to take on your journey, I’ll start building your funeral cairn now.”

      “You do have all that extra rubble.”

      Lornysh gave him an exasperated look. Jev held up his hands in an apology. He was being cocky. Or maybe perky, as Zenia had called it. He was excited to leave the capital—and all the problems that haunted him here—behind and didn’t want to think about the possibility of death.

      “I’m sorry,” he said more soberly. “What did you bring?”

      “Magical elven artifacts.” Lornysh pulled some wooden carvings out of his bag and held them up.

      They featured unicorns, squirrels, stags, and other woodland creatures. They were decently crafted, but the workmanship seemed poor by elven standards. Jev had also never heard of
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