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      I’m going to start this foreword with an apology to my readers for the rather arcane naming protocols I long ago invented for this world. I know this will cause confusion, but I’m stuck with it.

      In Anvarrid House names, the suffix is what differentiates one’s place. A person with the surname ending in -ien, -iyen, or -aris, for example, is a full-blooded member of the House while the suffix -inen or -iniyen indicate one is an acknowledged bastard member of the House. The suffix -ine merely indicates mixed blood, but no acknowledgement is carried with that.

      In the case of Esil Gasanen, his suffix means that his father’s family (the House of Gasanien) acknowledges that he’s a member, but that he’s also a bastard.

      Colonel Jon Cerradine carries the -ine suffix that’s very common among Larossans, a name he inherited from his mother. As he’s also a bastard member of the House of Hedraya, he could carry the name Hedrayinen if he were acknowledged.

      Members of Anvarrid Houses are given a title name at birth, usually ending in -ion (Lord) for a male and -ian (Lady) for a female. Most are rarely addressed by that name and, like humans everywhere, possess a nickname or two or three. This means that a person can have multiple names, which is normal in real life, but a bit confusing in fiction.

      (Also, when one is addressed as Lord Valerion (for example), the title is redundant. Valerion on its own is really Lord Valera, so the above is Lord Lord Valera. Prince Daharion isn’t redundant, though, because it’s Prince Lord Dahara.)

      A good example is our main character. Mikael Lee is a Family name, but he also has a title name, Mikoletrion, because his father Valerion acknowledged him. In addition, he’s sometimes called Miko by his elders. Andrine Lucas, a daughter of the House of Anaracin, poses the same problem. She has a title name, Andrinian, rarely used because she considered herself Family rather than Anvarrid.
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      The single-story house rambled across a hilltop on the northern side of Noikinos, its pale stone domes and arches making it look like a cheap copy of the royal palace. Every lantern in the winter-frosted gardens glowed as if to welcome Colonel Jon Cerradine home. He tilted his head to gaze up at the stone facade from under the edge of his hat. He'd never walked through the front entryway before. As a child, he’d been told to keep to the kitchens and the servants' domain, although he had managed to sneak through every inch of that house at one time or another.

      It had never been a terrible place to live, but not a pleasant one either. He'd actually been relieved when, after his mother’s death, his father consigned him to the Family to raise.

      Two Larossan footmen stood on the steps awaiting his approach, decked in formal tunics and jackets over brown trousers and boots. He towered over them when he reached them. Likely, his half-brother had chosen the men with short stature in mind. Cerradine walked up to the top step and nodded to one, wondering how long he would be kept waiting outside in the icy evening air. Although the so-called spring equinox was quickly approaching, winter always dragged on as long as it could.

      Punctuality wasn’t popular among the Anvarrid. In Anvarrid society, one arrived everywhere late, he knew, a tacit statement that all else should wait on one’s presence. If not for curiosity, he would have left right then, but his foster-sister Deborah had predicted he wouldn't be able to leave this alone. She knows me too well.

      The front gardens stretched away from the house in ordered rows. Cerradine had been banned from playing in them when young, as his father might see him from one of the windows. Barren now, they didn't present an enticing picture. His own house had a garden, a far wilder space than this groomed and primped geometry. Cerradine liked his garden better.

      One of the heavy oak doors opened, actually creaking as it moved. The butler came out onto the steps, and Cerradine, his mind still pondering the turns life sometimes took, followed the man in through the front doors.

      It was stiflingly warm after the brisk air outside. Fires burned in every grate he saw, even in empty rooms. He followed the butler down the polished hallways, amused by the vague familiarity of the rooms he felt, the smells, and even the very air of the house. It had been almost four decades since his expulsion. They came to a stop before a closed door—the gold salon. The butler offered to take his hat and coat before he announced him.

      Cerradine glanced down at the Larossan man, reflecting on how well trusted the butler must be in this household. He didn't remember this man from his childhood, but that had been a very long time ago. He removed his hat but held it in his hand. He didn’t intend to stay long enough to remove his coat. "I'll keep them."

      Without argument, the servant bowed and then opened the door with a flourish, almost as if Cerradine were being presented to royalty.

      He'd actually snuck into the gold salon once as a child. Not much had changed. Delicate tapestries hung on the walls, supposed scenes of Hedraya family history depicted in brilliantly dyed threads accented with gold. The couches and chairs were still covered in an ivory fabric shot through with gold threads, and a figured gold and cream carpet covered most of the wood floor. The scent of incense hung on the air, a cloying musk.

      The room had fascinated him as a child. Now it seemed pretentious.

      So did the man ensconced in a broad leather chair facing the door, a mock throne. "Ah, you've decided to join us. I'm pleased."

      Cerradine felt one eyebrow slide upward. While Lord Hedraya might not have the nerve to kill him outright, Cerradine had little doubt that the man in front of him could cause him serious trouble. In his late fifties now, Hedraya had aged poorly. What had been stockiness in his teens had now run to fat, and his white hair had crept back to reveal too much of his forehead. For a traitor second, Cerradine felt a bizarre pride that he resembled their thick-haired father, while his legitimate half-brother did not.

      "I am curious as to the reason for the invitation," he admitted.

      Hedraya shoved himself stiffly up from his chair and crossed the rug to offer Cerradine his hand. He wore a jacket typical of Anvarrid lords, heavily embroidered with a pattern of stylized black panthers on ivory cloth—definitely not the House pattern. Panthers traditionally implied virility instead of any House affiliation. The laces on the jacket’s arms and back looked tight enough to inhibit the man’s movements, hence the awkward rise from his leather chair. Under the jacket, many-layered skirts of black silk provided contrast. His slippers seemed ridiculously flimsy for a man of his size, or perhaps his feet were small.

      Cerradine had opted to wear his army uniform. The blue tunic and trousers with a simple brown stripe down the leg—the brown a reminder that the army were servants of a sort—made very clear where he felt he stood in this world. He was army, and proud of that.

      Hedraya peered up at Cerradine with narrowed eyes and said, "You look exactly like him. I had heard that."

      "And why did you ask me to come here?" Cerradine asked, stepping back without taking his half-brother’s hand.

      Hedraya turned away and settled back in his chair. "Come, sit down. I wanted a chance to get to know you better."

      Cerradine resigned himself to a long evening. Whatever the man wanted, it was going to take some time to for him to spit it out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “So tell me,” Dahar insisted later as he strode into the office of the Daujom. “What was he after?”

      Cerradine pulled back one of the black drapes adorning the office windows and glanced out. He caught sight of his coach being walked around the courtyard cobbles below to help the horses ward off the cold. Fortunately, this wouldn’t take too long. Dahar wouldn’t waste his time. He left the windows and crossed toward the smothered hearth where a touch of heat still lingered along with a faint smell of incense.

      He’d come straight from the Hedraya home to the palace, not bothering to hide that at all. If his half-brother expected him not to speak to Dahar about the visit, he’d been foolish. There was a chance that Hedraya might have wanted him to visit the palace to relay his actions, but Cerradine doubted that. Hedraya wanted loyalty instead, which the man was not going to get.

      Dahar had come up from the Fortress Below wearing a House Robe embroidered in the Valaren colors of brown and burgundy tossed over more casual attire, old black trousers and a sweater. Despite being a prince, Dahar felt no need for Anvarrid formality, and he’d probably been rousted out of bed to come up here. He and Deborah had recently signed a contract—as they should have long ago, but neither of them ever listens to me—which meant that Dahar now took to bed far earlier than he’d been wont to when unmarried. Likely warmed by his jog up the grand stair from Below, Dahar wandered toward the chillier area of the office where his desk stood before the black drapes.

      Cerradine shook his head and returned to the windows. “He offered to acknowledge me as his brother.”

      Dahar stilled, his face frozen in disbelief. “Why would he do that?”

      The Office of the Daujom lay on the first floor of the royal palace. Most of this wing was dedicated to the Daujom, but this room was its public face, the place where Anvarrid House members filed complaints against everyone else or complained about the Lucas Family. Most surely thought that this place was the true center of the organization since it was manned by the king’s brother, Dahar, and his daughter, Sera. Nevertheless, most of the Daujom’s work happened in other, secret offices along these hallways. Out in the city, members of the Daujom were planted here and there as housemaids, grooms, and clerks, all gathering information and sending it back to Anna Lucas in her secret lair. She commanded the integral functions of the Daujom. Dahar was simply a public face.

      Cerradine settled on the edge of Dahar’s desk, a monstrosity carved of imported mahogany. “No reason given. Brotherly kindness, he implied.”

      Dahar snorted, giving the claim as little credence as it deserved.

      Cerradine went on. “He wasn’t asking for anything immediate. He’s trying to get me into a position where I’d be useful to him later. Congratulated me on my upcoming wedding.”

      Dahar paced the black and gray patterned floor cloth that separated the office’s three desks. “He knows you’re getting married?”

      In just over a weeks, Cerradine would be marrying Dahar’s half-sister, Savelle Anjir. The fact that she was now publicly acknowledged as a member of the Royal House of Valaren had never had a bearing on that decision. He’d fallen for her on the first day he’d met her. But that wasn’t what Hedraya believed. “It’s not a secret, Dahar.”

      “But he wanted you to know he knew.” Dahar picked up a tea cup left behind on the mantel and considered something in its bowl, perhaps leftover tea leaves. “You never actually wanted to be acknowledged, did you?”

      Having grown up together, Dahar was aware Cerradine bore no love for the family that had ejected him when his mother—a maid in the household—died. “He’s still a bully,” Cerradine said. “Hasn’t changed.”

      “I don’t mean as his brother. I meant being acknowledged as an Anvarrid citizen, Jon,” Dahar clarified, not looking up from the cup.

      Cerradine shook his head again. “My rights wouldn’t change much, Dahar, not like Savelle’s. It’s never bothered me to be considered Larossan.”

      Dahar shrugged and left the teacup on the hearth, wandering back toward the black-draped windows. “Savelle is part of the House of Valaren, and her marriage to a member of the House of Hedraya might seem like a brilliant social coup to some. Tacit approval of Hedraya by a Valaren, even if not by Khader.”

      Given that Hedraya was constantly fomenting discontent against the king, Khader was unlikely ever to approve of the man. “Yes. Hedraya is clearly aware of that possible reading of the situation.”

      “That might explain the timing, though,” Dahar offered. “Of this little offer.”

      “Might. By the way, I know you’ve had trouble trying to get your people placed in his service. I think I can tell you why.”

      Dahar glanced up. “Yes?”

      “His two sons joined us for dinner. The older one—Verandion—acts just like his father, only with a wider nasty streak. The father, at least, knows to hide it now. Verandion’s on the stupid side, though. I suspect he does unsavory things for his father, but kept on a very short leash.”

      “Veran’s known to the Daujom,” Dahar admitted. “You’re right; he’s not known for his initiative or brains.”

      Cerradine’s head tilted to one side. “I see. The younger son, however, the supposed Anaracin heir? I would lay odds Jessarion’s a sensitive. Probably been sniffing out your people. And mine.”

      Cerradine smiled. At least he’d dredged one useful piece of information out of that interminable dinner. King Imkhandrion was the Anaracin king who’d transferred power to the House of Valaren, to Dahar’s father, rather than to his own son Elias or daughter Andrine. Lord Hedraya had been making noises that his younger son, as the only child of Andrine and thus an Anaracin heir, should sit on the throne rather than any of the more recently seated Valaren.

      Dahar nodded, but his brow rumpled. “The boy would be Elias’ nephew. I don’t think sensitives run in his family, Jon.”

      Cerradine watched as Dahar set aside the teacup to pace in front of the banked hearth. “Well, it didn’t come from the Hedraya side. If the boy even has a Hedraya side. I suspect he may not.”

      Dahar paused. “Meaning?”

      “The boy looks absolutely nothing like his father. Neither boy does, actually.”

      One of Dahar’s eyebrows lifted, his eyes focused far away now as he worked through that.

      Legitimacy wasn’t required to be a member of an Anvarrid House. In fact, blood relationships weren’t legally required at all but tradition still dictated that someone claiming to be a Hedraya heir should also be a Hedraya by blood.

      “Well, that’s an interesting possibility,” Dahar concluded. “I’ll get one of the people from the second office to start making discreet inquiries. Perhaps we can find out what sort of blood the boy does have.”

      It was surely a matter of walking down the hall. If either Hedraya son wasn’t actually a Hedraya, Cerradine believed that Anna Lucas over in the second office of the Daujom already knew.
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      Shironne was trying her best to be patient. Her sister Perrin was more flustered than usual, almost as if she were the one to be married, not their mother. For Perrin, their mother’s wedding was more than just a social event. Almost sixteen now, she was about to move to the colonel’s household and return to the Larossan social world she’d been raised in. Evidently, she wanted to impress on others that she now held standing as part of the Anvarrid Royal House of Valaren, while also assuring others that she was Larossan at heart; that she had been the daughter of a disgraced politician but would now be the daughter of an influential army officer.

      Shironne had trouble balancing all that in her mind. In her sister’s brain, her new identity had woven itself into a complex matrix of conflicting social leanings.

      “It looks fine,” their cousin Sera said in a sour voice. “It’s not like you’re the one getting married, you know.”

      Perrin’s mind reflected disdain for Sera’s impatience, the two of them ready to snipe at each other as was their general habit. “You don’t understand,” Perrin snapped. “You’ve always been Anvarrid. You don’t have to think about this kind of thing.”

      Huddling down farther into her uniform jacket, Shironne wished for what must be the eightieth time that her sister hadn’t asked for her presence. It was chilly in here, as the palace always was in winter, simply not built to hold in warmth. Perrin was merely here to try on a few of Sera’s fine Anvarrid House robes, which, if selected, could be temporarily shortened for her to wear. How Shironne was supposed to help with that decision—other than simply serving as a buffer between the two cousins—she didn’t know. “What does this one look like, Perrin?”

      “It’s black,” Perrin squeaked, suddenly breathless.

      Given Sera’s mumbled curse, Shironne decided that breathlessness came from Sera tightening Perrin’s laces. Just one more reason for Shironne to be glad she would never have to wear fancy Anvarrid garb—the tight-laced jackets and sleeves.

      Mikael had once reflected that Sera, in her excessive desire to remind everyone else she was an Anvarrid lady, laced her sleeves and bodice so tightly that she must have trouble moving her arms. The memory made Shironne smile.

      They were currently in Sera’s rooms in the king’s household, the most heavily protected wing of the palace. As the two other girls wrangled over clothing, Shironne sat on a low, overstuffed chair, the cloying scent of incense pervading everything around her. Sera had taken to burning the stuff in a professed attempt to aid her meditation practice, although Shironne had doubts any meditation was ever done. It was more likely burned in these rooms because her cousin simply believed that was what Anvarrid did.

      Is she driving you insane? Mikael thought toward her.

      Mikael was currently on the other side of the palace in the office where he normally worked, where Sera should be as well. He could surely feel Shironne’s irritation swamping through the link between them, even at that distance.

      Over the last couple of weeks, the binding between their minds had only grown stronger, much to the chagrin of the Lucas elders.

      It wasn’t as if no one had expected the change in their binding. The problem was the inescapable fact that to the Lucas Family, Shironne was considered a child, and Mikael, an adult. Therefore, they should not be interacting at all, not until the year changed.

      Yearchange would come at the vernal equinox, the time of new growth. Shironne would be an adult and finally put on her first black uniform. She and Mikael would sign a contract together, making them legally wife and husband without all the tiresome ceremony that a Larossan couple must go through, or the bloodletting—even if only symbolical now—of an Anvarrid wedding.

      They’re bickering, she thought back at Mikael.

      Of course, they’re bickering, he returned, his mental laughter carried in those words. That’s how they communicate.

      True.

      Sera’s argumentativeness might be an annoyance at times, but it was also the only thing that had managed to rouse Shironne’s sister from an anguish-ridden daze following an attack on the Anjir household down in the city. Abducting Shironne had been the villains’ primary objective, but Perrin had been in her bed when two men entered her room, likely looking for other entertainment once the eldest daughter had been taken. But Perrin hadn’t been alone. Eight-year-old Melanna had come across the hall and attacked one of the assailants. When she ended up with a broken arm, that provoked the fainthearted Perrin to defend her little sister. She used the only weapon she had—a letter opener. Fortunately, Lieutenant Filip Messine had arrived in time to drive the two men away.

      Shironne was certain Perrin still didn’t know the man had died of the wound she’d inflicted, something Shironne herself only knew from Mikael’s tracking the two men down. Even so, Perrin hadn’t recovered from the fear they’d inspired in her, or the horror of the blood that she’d spilled. That very night, the Anjir women had been moved into the palace, yet Perrin had slipped further and further into her trauma. Not long after, though, Sera had arrived unexpectedly at the palace and stormed into Perrin’s borrowed bedroom and demanded that Perrin vacate her old quarters. For the first time, Perrin gathered her nerve and fought back. She insisted on keeping her new rooms.

      No matter how exhausting the pair of them were together, Shironne would always be grateful for the improvement Sera had provoked, because Perrin certainly hadn’t been recovering in the steady presence of her mother’s and sisters’ affection.

      “Black doesn’t tell me anything,” Shironne pointed out to Perrin, referring to question of the jacket her sister now wore.

      That response provoked a twinge of amusement from the final inhabitant of the room, Sera’s guard, Viggo Lucas. The young man usually kept his thoughts under tight rein, the Family’s greatest skill, but he seemed to have a soft spot for Shironne’s awkward situation. Who other than Perrin Anjir would ask her blind sister to attend a fitting?

      Perrin growled out an annoyed sound, unaware of Viggo’s response. “The sleeves are too tight, Sera! It’s black wool with gold embroidery down the front in the shape of… oh, that’s better. It’s a hawk design, one on each shoulder, and gold skirts with it.”

      The hawks were symbolic of the House of Valaren, so a great number of Sera’s jackets contained that motif. Shironne hadn’t seen any, of course, but Mikael had viewed much of Sera’s wardrobe by now, one vastly expensive embroidered jacket and robe after another.

      “Is it for court?” Shironne asked Sera this time. “Wouldn’t that be too fine for a wedding? I mean, a Larossan wedding?” If she understood correctly, black was a more formal choice for the Anvarrid. “Didn’t you like the brown one you had on before? And blue and brown are army colors.”

      Shironne could almost feel contemplation swell out of her sister’s mind, a rarity. She’s actually considering my point.

      “What are you wearing?” Perrin said to her. “I didn’t even think of that before. Are you and Lanna wearing your uniforms?”

      “She’s wearing something Larossan,” Sera answered before Shironne got a word out. “Blue.”

      Shironne had asked her mother to set aside her blue tunic and petticoats for the wedding. It was Mikael’s favorite. She sensed a surge of his affection for her, merely a touch, as if from far away, he’d taken her hand.

      “Army colors,” Shironne offered, not quite the truth. “For the colonel.”

      “And Lanna?” Perrin asked.

      Their younger sister Melanna wanted to wear her brown Family uniform, and their mother was inclined to allow that, mostly because Melanna was willful, and their mother didn’t choose to fight her over small things. That choice would also present the public with an interesting image of the Anjir family: Shironne dressed in Larossan attire, Perrin wearing Anvarrid garb, and Melanna attending as Family.

      Even so, the focus shouldn’t be on the three of them. This should be their mother’s day. And the colonel’s. Shironne wished Perrin would keep that in mind.

      That’s as likely as Sera remembering she’s not queen yet, Mikael thought at her, unbidden.

      “Let me try the brown jacket again,” Perrin said.

      Sera groaned but acquiesced.
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      A knock at the door brought Mikael’s attention back to the room in which he sat, the main office for the Daujom, with its warm fire and smell of incense and stale tea. Mikael glanced down at his tepid cup and wished that it was hot again, and full. As if that will help.

      The desk across from his, Sera’s usual post, currently sat empty, and he’d spent too long thinking about what was happening up in her rooms. Deborah had warned him he would have to learn to manage that problem: spending too much of his attention on Shironne’s life and not his own. Mikael wasn’t so sure that was a problem, not yet, but he could see her point.

      The sharp knock repeated, so Mikael rose and headed over to answer it. A lovely young Larossan woman stood at the door, a bright pink scarf drawn over her dark curling hair. Her tunic and trousers were shades of orange, and her petticoats a pink that coordinated with the scarf. She wore heavy eye makeup, a bright lip stain, and enough jewelry to suggest she was hunting for a husband. Mikael almost directed the sentries to lead her away before he realized that his curious visitor was Ensign Tossa Pamini, one of Cerradine’s young officers. If he hadn’t asked her to come and see him, he might never have made the connection. Amazing.

      “Come on in,” he told her.

      Pamini swayed into the office, petticoats swishing, and simpered at him as she took a seat on the suggested chair.

      “I almost didn’t recognize you,” Mikael admitted. Most of the last month, Pamini had been wearing the guise of a groom in the Hedraya stables lately and made a very credible—albeit pretty—young man.

      Pamini gave him a secretive smile. Self-satisfaction swirled about her, held out for him to sense, then tucked away. “I know.”

      His pale cheeks flushed even as he admired her mental control. “You’re very good at what you do.”

      “I am,” Pamini said, smile widening, as she lowered her scarf to her shoulders, revealing her cropped black hair. “I figure if the Hedraya are watching, they’ll think I’m just some palace servant coming up on my day off. And honestly, after all this time in groom’s livery, I’d forgotten how comfortable these trousers are.”

      Mikael had to agree she was probably safer not exposing any connection to the Daujom, although he had no opinion to offer on wearing livery or women’s trousers. He rarely wore any garb other than his uniform. “Well, I needed a Hedraya expert, someone to double-check something for me.”

      One of her arched brows lifted. “I’m not an expert on them. I work there.”

      “I need someone who’s seen the younger son, then.” Mikael fished a locket from the pocket of his uniform jacket, opened it, and handed it over to her.

      Her dark eyes pored over the small painting inside, taking in details. “It’s a good likeness of Jessarion, although the eye color is wrong.”

      Well, I knew already, didn’t I? Maria had given Shironne a thorough description of the younger Hedraya son. Even so, Mikael was gratified to have the likeness confirmed by someone outside his little sphere of the Daujom.

      The painting Pamini held in her hand was not of the younger Hedraya boy at all; it was Mikael’s father Valerion, almost certainly the Hedraya boy’s father as well.

      Pamini made to hand the painting back to him. “Whoever faked this did an excellent job making it look antique, but… too good. The craquelure is premature for a painting of him. Too recent.”

      “Are you also an art critic?” he asked her, amused.

      She continued to hold out the painting. “No, but a previous investigation ensures that I know enough about paintings to know what I’m looking at. It’s a mediocre fake.”

      He sighed. “It’s not fake. This is a miniature of someone else entirely, not Jessarion.”

      Her dark eyebrow quirked up again. She brought the smell painting back before her dark eyes to peer at it a moment longer. “So this is… a close relative of his. An Anvarrid man with freckles across his cheeks and bright blue eyes.” She angled it up to the light, and her eyes flicked toward the freckles splattered across Mikael’s cheekbones. Her eyes met his. “A mutual relative. A father, perhaps? There’s a rumor Jessarion’s not really Lord Hedraya’s son. The colonel agrees.”

      “When did the colonel meet him?” Mikael asked, his sharp surprise probably annoying the sentries out in the hallway.

      Pamini sat back, crossing one leg over the other, a remnant of her male disguise and not at all polite for a Larossan woman. “Do you and your superior officer never talk, Mr. Lee?”

      “Dahar? Actually, he hasn’t been in yet today.” Mikael felt the flush return to his cheeks. “He’s changed his regular hours, so I’m usually first here.”

      Dahar’s recent marriage had made for interesting changes in Mikael’s working relationship with him. Dahar was generally in a better mood now, certainly more pleasant for another sensitive to be around, but his daily schedule hadn’t yet settled. And he was now involved in all the endless elders’ meetings down in Below, which played even greater havoc with his schedule.

      “The colonel had dinner with the Hedraya family last night,” Pamini informed him, her flirting demeanor slipping into professionalism. “I lowered his coach steps myself. He sent word to me later that the younger son might be a sensitive, to watch myself around him. The boy’s probably not a Hedraya, given that. The colonel did come here, I heard, to talk to your superior afterward.”

      And Dahar just hasn’t had a chance to mention it to me.

      Mikael threw his hands up, letting frustration leak out of him. He was currently working for three masters. Perhaps four, if one counted his attempts to coach Sera on appropriate behavior.

      Dahar had been his mentor and employer the longest, bringing Mikael into the Daujom shortly after he’d arrived in Noikinos as a nineteen. And though he might be mercurial and difficult at times, Mikael knew him well enough to find him mostly predictable. However, the true spider at the center of the Daujom’s web was Anna Lucas. She commanded the day-to-day deployment of all the Daujom’s spies and the collection of information. That was the true function of the Daujom, spying on other Anvarrid Houses and Families, but Dahar and Mikael presented a public face for the body, the one that interacted overtly with the Houses and Families. Even so, Anna had recently been giving additional instructions to Mikael, sometimes including the awkward order not to discuss those directions with Dahar.

      Esil Gasanen was a newcomer to the mix, purportedly an information broker of mixed birth who’d worked for Hedraya in the past. The true story went back much further, as he was the son of a member of the House of Gasanien who’d fallen in love with a servant who worked for Hedraya. When she’d become pregnant with his child, Hedraya sent away her lover and then had him murdered. But the child he’d kept as a hostage, a threat against Gasanien’s House. That boy had grown up to serve Hedraya, but also hated the man. And his mother, the servant who’d lost both her lover and then her son to Hedraya’s machinations, was none other than Anna Lucas herself.

      Esil Gasanen had told Mikael before that he intended to take control of the Daujom, displacing his mother, although Mikael simply wasn’t certain of the man’s motivation. But Anna had given Mikael orders to work with him, one of the many things he wasn’t supposed to discuss with Dahar.

      All wanted different things from him. Each wanted their secrets held back from the others, and all three had plans for his future. Eventually, he was going to snap and spill everything and let them hash out his fate among themselves. Too many masters makes a conflicted servant.

      In this case, though, Mikael didn’t mind Tossa Pamini having his secrets; she was always discreet. “I suspect Hedraya is hoping no one notices the resemblance to my father since he rarely came to the capital.”

      “Ah.” Pamini licked her cherry-stained lips. “Cerradine didn’t mention that, so I doubt he did. Word in the stables is that they’re trying to find the younger son an acceptable wife. That’s why he’s been here for the last few months. And he’s what, eighteen? He doesn’t answer well to the lash, I’ve noted, and Lord Hedraya doesn’t like that. I suspect like once he gets a wife with child, they can get rid of him yet still have their precious Anaracin heir.”

      That had occurred to Mikael, that his newly discovered half-brother might simply be used, then eliminated. Jessarion’s mother could be shunted out to a well-guarded country estate like the one Hedraya had outside Berasinos south of the capital. The son, though, was a different type of trouble, especially once he arrived in a crowded city like Noikinos. Despite having equal standing in the law, Anvarrid men were still more likely to hold the power in a House than the women; Jessarion was more likely to be taken seriously should he make an accusation against Hedraya than his mother ever would have been.

      Jessarion’s reported disagreements with Lord Hedraya didn’t mean that he would break with the House of Hedraya. Yet they were hoping Jessarion might be his own man, not an easy thing at his age.

      “He asked a girl to marry him a couple of months ago,” Mikael told Pamini, trying to recall exactly how many weeks, but failing. Life had simply been too crowded lately. “She’s a Family girl.”

      Pamini’s eyes widened. “Well, that’s been hushed up.”

      “Haven’t heard anything?”

      Pamini’s eyes flicked toward the ceiling as she considered. “Not a word. No one’s spoken of that.”

      “Jessarion apparently informed Lord Hedraya he intended to marry her. That provoked Hedraya, and he had her assaulted, brutally. The other son did that. I was there with the infirmarian who brought the girl back to the Fortress.”

      Pamini’s mouth firmed into a severe line. “He’s a monster, Verandion. Brutal with the horses, too. Did the girl survive?”

      Mikael weighed the consequences only a split second before he answered. “Yes. So if you ever get crossways with Jessarion, say the name Maria, and that should give you his ear. If you need a larger stake, tell him the baby she’s carrying survived as well.”

      Her dark eye went wide. “Did he know? Jessarion, I mean?”

      “She hadn’t told him yet.”

      She licked her lips. “If Lord Hedraya knew, he would have had her killed outright.”

      Because that child would carry Jessarion’s bloodlines. While Anvarrid Houses didn’t rely on legitimate birth to determine the inheritance of titles, monies, and property, there was legal precedent favoring it.

      Mikael was all too aware that he might somehow end up as Lord Vandriyen merely by accident of birth. He was his father’s acknowledged heir, and although dead, his father was still legally listed as the Vandriyen heir. And while Mikael did have one cousin by his father’s half-brother Hanerion—Jessandrion—that cousin had recently died in a riding accident, leaving only Mikael’s uncle and himself as possible inheritors.

      Jessarion—a traditional Vandriyen name, notably similar to his cousin’s—could take that burden off Mikael’s shoulders should he choose. Esil Gasanen possessed a writ from Andrine Lucas, Jessarion’s mother, that testified to the boy’s paternity, and his unmistakable likeness to Valerion would strengthen that claim.

      Mikael merely had to convince Jessarion, a complete stranger, to agree to spend his life as the Master of Lee Province rather than exercising his dubious claim to the throne of Larossa.
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      Shironne had almost finished her afternoon duty shift in the infirmary when Deborah drew her aside, the infirmarian’s mind too controlled to give her a hint of what was needed. “Will you come with me to my office to talk?”

      Deborah had acted as her sponsor here in the Fortress, since Shironne’s mother lived up in the palace. As she also had stood as sponsor for Mikael and Elisabet Lucas in the past, that put Shironne into rather exclusive company. And Deborah’s sponsorship gave Shironne a step up in her work for the infirmary. No one questioned the blind girl’s place among the infirmary personnel.

      Her job here consisted mostly of checking the health of pregnant women and their unborn children. Her sensitivity allowed her to see into women’s bodies with a touch. It was a complicated business, especially lately as she’d been comparing the details her gift drew forth with those of a new device the engineers had created for Deborah. It seemed Shironne could pick up more detail than the device did—Deborah called the thing a notepad—but otherwise, it duplicated Shironne’s answers.

      That new device might render me useless.

      She suspected their meeting would be about that, and had to tamp down the resulting flare of despondency. Deborah led her down the infirmary hallway and into the infirmarian’s small office. The smell always told her there were old books kept in the room, and she knew from Mikael’s memories that Deborah had a tendency to stack them everywhere: on the desk, on the chairs, and on the single shelf that ran along the wall. Deborah researched many things.

      The swish of trousers and the scrape of a chair told her Deborah had settled behind her desk, so Shironne felt for the back of the chair that usually stood by the door, touched the seat to verify it was empty, and sat. Her shorn hair brushed against her cheek as she moved, startling her, so she shoved it back with gloved fingers. “What is it, ma’am?”

      “I’m going to come to speak to your yeargroup after dinner,” Deborah told her. “Could you relay a message to Eli for me that your entire yeargroup is expected to be there? I’ll give you a note for him as well.”

      As close as they were to the yearchange, Eli and a handful of others were spending most of their free time on the sparring floor, preparing for the melee that would be held at the equinox—the winterfair. Since they would officially become seventeens that day, their team would finally be able to compete against the adult teams from the Fortress, and others who came from across the country to participate.

      Mikael had done that himself once, years back when he was a seventeen. He’d come all the way from Lee Province only to have his face bashed into a wall and be pronounced dead by the field judge. His ‘death’ had occurred when a young girl, leaning too far over the railing to see what had happened, tumbled over and fell down into the arena, landing atop him. That was the first time Shironne had seen his face, although all she’d truly recalled from that day was his pretty eyes. The memory made her smile, and somewhere above her, she sensed Mikael’s amusement that she was remembering that incident.

      “It’s like having two Browns in the room.” Deborah’s vexed voice cut through their shared reverie. “I need you to focus on what’s in front of you Shironne. Tell him to leave you alone for a bit.”

      Deborah tended to blame Shironne’s occasional lack of attention on Mikael since, legally, he was the adult in their somewhat-illicit relationship. Shironne caught a sense of embarrassment from him, and then his mind backed away as if he’d gone into a corner to hide.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’ll talk to Eli,” she promised. “What is it about? The meeting?”

      Deborah’s mind tightened away from her, clicking like a clock as she weighed the value of telling now rather than later. “After a great deal of discussion, the elders have decided it’s time to enact changes.”

      Shironne felt her brows draw together, sudden worry filling her mind. “You mean Eli?”

      After a split-second of startlement spreading around her, Deborah laughed softly. “No, not that, dear. Your yeargroup leader is safe.”

      Shironne felt her shoulders slump in relief. Eli had been in trouble with the elders only a couple of weeks past for not seeking help when Maria had started causing trouble.

      “No,” Deborah added. “This is something that will affect everyone in the Fortress. It’s related to what the elders learned this summer, dear, and not related to your yearmates’ recent problems.”

      Shironne folded her gloved hands onto her lap, mind whirling. Something odd had happened the last summer before Shironne had come to the Fortress and met Deborah. It had something to do with the Oathbreakers and the king and the vague threat of the Cince Empire. Those were all topics the elders had been hiding from Mikael. Otherwise, Shironne would have known about it, too.

      That’s why they haven’t been telling him things. They’re afraid I will find out through him. Or the other way around.

      She was new enough to the Family that the elders had no idea how well she could keep secrets. They didn’t know she already held many of her cousin Rachel’s secrets. Rachel was an Oathbreaker, that small cadre of engineers privy to the Fortress’ language and its history. Via Rachel, Shironne knew the Fortress possessed more abilities than they’d ever suspected. The Fortress could talk to her, and to the engineers. But she’d mentioned none of that to anyone other than Mikael.

      “Yes,” ma’am, she said. “Can you tell me anything?”

      Deborah didn’t reflect surprise, so she’d expected her to ask that. “This is about who leaves the Fortress, who stays, and why, so it will be important for all of your yearmates to hear it.”

      “You mean they can stay?” Shironne blurted, thinking of Hanna, her friend who would likely leave their yeargroup in time. Hanna was one of the rare children of Larossan birth raised by the Family under terms dictated by the Anvarrid-Family treaty. But those same children were expected to leave the Fortress once they’d served their three years of sentry duty. That flung them out into a city with an unfamiliar culture and was why so many ended up working for Colonel Cerradine or the Daujom. In the strange world outside the Fortress, they banded together.

      “I’ll ask you to keep that supposition to yourself,” Deborah admonished her. “It will be evening soon enough.” The sound of a pen scratching accompanied a short silence, then came the familiar folding of paper. “Here’s your note for Eli.”

      Shironne took the note and tucked it into a pocket of her uniform jacket. Evening really wasn’t soon enough for her curiosity.
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      “It’s not binding,” the man across from Cerradine said. “Just sign it, and then walk away.”

      When he’d arrived home, Cerradine found an unexpected guest waiting for him at his large dinner table. Like himself, the man bore the stamp of both Larossan and Anvarrid blood. Esil Gasanen was tall and lean, with a reddish cast to his coarse brown hair that hinted at some Family blood as well, likely through his Gasanien father. He’d been acknowledged by the House of Gasanien at some point, hence a surname that indicated he was a bastard son of that House. Although many Larossans never knew it, that was the source of the -nen suffix in many common Larossan surnames. Or that the -ine suffix indicated a mixed-race child, like Cerradine himself.

      The paper in front of Cerradine acknowledged his paternity, giving him both a place in the House of Hedraya and standing as an Anvarrid citizen. He didn’t like that.

      Savelle had recently gone through this legal process with her half-brothers’ family, making her and her daughters members of the Royal House of Valaren. There had been meetings with the senate, legal conferences, and what had seemed like interminable waiting, although in truth, it had only taken a month. Being named as one of the Valaren had given her daughters the Royal House’s legal protection so none of her male Larossan relatives could take the girls away.

      There had been reasons to fear that, mostly in Shironne’s case. The girl’s talents had, Cerradine knew, drawn the attention of acquisitive people in both the neighboring country of Pedrossa and the distant Cince Empire. People who wanted to use her talents to serve them, wiling or not.

      So Savelle had squared her slender shoulders and borne with the attention, all for the sake of her daughters.

      But I don’t need that kind of protection. And certainly not if it’s coming from the Hedraya.

      “I have no reason to become a member of their House,” Cerradine replied, sliding the paperwork back over toward Gasanen. “I told him no to his face yesterday.”

      “Sign it anyway,” Gasanen said. “His man of business will put it in a safe, and I promise it will not see the light of day again unless you agree to that.”

      Cerradine wished he could read the man. Esil Gasanen would be part of the rest of his life. Gasanen had fathered a daughter with Savelle Anjir when her husband had handed her over like chattel to pay off a debt. Savelle swore that Gasanen hadn’t coerced her in any way, that taking him to her bed had been revenge on her husband. And yet… Gasanen could have refused.

      And I don’t know whether I would have if I’d been in his place. It was a lowering thought.

      Because of that, when he married Savelle, he would be forever tied to this man through Melanna. “Why should I do this?”

      Gasanen sat back and folded his hands over his lap. Instead of answering, he peered about the dining room, likely noting that it wasn’t as fine as his own, surely. This house wasn’t a mansion, although it had a large garden and enough room to keep Cerradine’s new family in
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