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Chapter 1


MIKAEL LEE DREAMED of fear. Hands held him in the darkness, dragging him against his will. Unseen fingers touched him, determined to subdue him, spirit him away.
He jerked awake, for a terrifying moment thinking himself still blind, until his eyes reconciled to the dark of nighttime. A sliver of moonlight slipped through the black draperies in his quarters. Terror beat through his thoughts, coupled with the desire to fight, to escape. His breath came in shallow, fevered gasps, inexplicable with nothing to fear here in his own quarters.
Death—he usually dreamed of death. Only there had been no death this time, just the fear, which belied all the patterns he’d learned in the last ten years.
Mikael heard whistling in the hallway beyond his room—the sentries’ way to show their annoyance over emotions out of control, leaking out to disturb others’ calm. He drew a deep breath, and then another, trying to subdue the racing of his heart. The terror at the back of his mind slowly stilled, like a wounded animal bleeding out and losing the will to fight for its life.
Hands shaking, he sat up and located the matches on his chair. He lit the lamp on his desk, and the comforting flare of light reassured him.
Even in the dim light, he could see bruises, blue-red against his fair skin. He stared at them, recalling the hands in his dream. He hadn’t been able to see those hands, but he’d felt them. His sympathetic injuries—normally when these arose from his dreams, they reflected those of a murder victim, someone tied to him in their moment of death, but there hadn’t been a death, not in his dreams.
Only one person was tied to him in her waking moments—Shironne Anjir, her mind bound to his.
Worried now, Mikael rose from his bed, opened the chest at the foot of the bed, and caught sight of his face in the small shaving mirror he kept there. The imprint of a strong hand mottled his jaw and cheek, as if someone had gripped his jaw to force his mouth open.
“Mr. Lee, are you all right?” the sentry in the hallway called to him through the door.
Mikael dropped the mirror on his bed and opened the door. The girl outside paused, her hand raised to knock again. Young, given that she’d drawn sentry duty on this hallway, probably one of the eighteens or nineteens. Inexperienced as well, based on the lack of trim on her black uniform jacket. Her blond hair was worn tied back in sentry braids—the style in which all the Lucas Family sentries wore their hair—making it harder for him to distinguish her from others. Not surprisingly, he couldn’t recall her name.
“Are you all right, sir?” she repeated as he blinked numbly at her.
A wave of nausea hit him. Mikael sank to his knees in the hallway, dizzy and sick. “No.”
This isn’t mine, either. This was Shironne’s nausea, relayed to him. What was happening to her? Fear gripped him, his breath going short again.
“Fetch a doctor,” the girl yelled at someone else down the hallway.
Whistling started up somewhere in the stone hallways as his uncontrolled emotions bled out to terrorize the others. Another door opened, and someone else knelt before him, bare feet and faded black trouser legs.
The newcomer’s hands gripped Mikael’s bare shoulders. “Get it under control, Mikael,” a familiar voice ordered—Kai. “Who died?”
Mikael closed his eyes and counted out each breath. He closed his mind in on itself, folding in every trailing rag of emotion and sentience until he stood solitary in the darkness of his mind, where he could never be alone.
She’s not here.
She should be there, always there in the back of his mind. He was alone, completely and utterly, in a way he’d not known for years.
“Oh Hel,” he whispered. Stomach-cramping panic washed over him, driving away the young sentry. Mikael batted away the hands on his shoulders, not caring if he hurt anyone, only wanting free.
He forced himself to his feet and snatched up the mirror, studying again the finger marks transposed onto his own skin. They must have pried her mouth open for a gag perhaps, or a drug. A drug could make her insensible enough that he lost contact with her, couldn’t it?
“What are you doing?” Kai stood outside Mikael’s door, arms folded across his bare chest in the cold. Kai had inherited his mother’s fair Family complexion, but otherwise looked very Anvarrid, tall and dark-haired. Just returned from a month’s retreat at a family home in the countryside, he was only staying on this hall because he and his new wife hadn’t decided yet where they would live. At the moment, Mikael merely wished Kai far away, so he’d not interfere.
He grabbed a jacket out of the open chest and pulled it on without shirt or vest. His boots went on over bare feet. He couldn’t look at Kai’s ‘be sensible’ expression. “They took Shironne. I have to go find her.”
For once, Kai chose not to argue. “We’ll follow.”
Mikael nearly escaped down the hallway before his heavy wool overcoat tried to swallow him, causing him to stumble on the edge of the beige runner. Kai had thrown it at him. Mikael sorted it out as he ran and nearly plowed into another black-clad sentry at the top of the stairwell. He managed to put his arms into the sleeves and pull up the hood as he jogged down the steps to the ground level of the palace.
Designed by a people who’d foolishly transplanted their airy architecture from warmer climes, the place was always cold. In early winter the wide hallways were chilly, so it wasn’t much colder outside. Mikael pushed his way out the arched main doors of the palace, down the wide stair, and headed toward the wrought iron fence that surrounded the grounds.
Running seemed the fastest way to reach the Anjir home; waiting for a carriage would drive him insane. The sentries sensed his over-loud urgency and cleared out of his way as he bolted across the palace grounds, past the sentry line, and out into the city. In the darkness of the city’s night, he crossed through the Old Town market square, stripped of its bright colors and noise in the moonlight. The snow confused his eyes, but Mikael knew the streets even in the dark and ran on. The cold stung in his nostrils, bitter as he ran in the overwarm coat. His breath came in great pale puffs of steam. The pounding of his feet against slick cobblestones gave focus to his thoughts, control where he’d had none standing still.
At least he was doing something.
In the darkness, Antrija Street looked much like any other, but Mikael recognized it and ducked into the alleyway, heading for the mews behind the house. As soon as he came into the back courtyard of the Anjir house, he could see faint lights from the upper floor, an oddity in the middle of the night. That chilled him more than the weather.
The small stables were abandoned. At least two grooms should have been there, Filip Messine and Tossa Pamini, both of whom were actually army personnel, assigned by Colonel Cerradine to keep watch over the house.
If they’re gone . . .
Mikael licked his lips, calming himself. He’d never been inside the Anjir house before, but he knew which balcony was Shironne’s; he’d stood under it in the evening light a month before. That wouldn’t tell him how to find that room from the inside of the house. A servants’ door opened onto the courtyard, though, and that gave him somewhere to start. Mikael forced it in, suddenly aware that he’d left the Fortress without even a pistol.
The door led into a kitchen, distinguishable in the dark by the scent of spices and flatbread. A sliver of light showed under the door to what must be a servant’s stair. Mikael heard muffled voices somewhere below but couldn’t locate the source without light. Instead, he skirted a table and headed up the stair to the floor where the family lived.
A hallway led out on the dim second level, gaslights turned down for the night. Faint light came from two of the rooms, though. The first would be Shironne’s. That door stood open and Mikael peered inside. A single light had been turned up, and he saw a burgundy coverlet embroidered with gold thread that had been dragged halfway across the room. A table was overturned, the small glass containers that had once been atop it smashed on the floor. Mikael stood still for a second, grasping what he saw in this room. She was taken by force. He’d been right about that. Damnation!
A whimper came from farther down the hall. Recalled to himself, Mikael followed the sound. The hall’s third door also stood open. Mikael entered the room and immediately dropped to the floor when he saw a pistol pointed at him.
“Mikael?” a voice asked—Filip Messine. The younger man was compact and dark, and clearly of Larossan birth even if he’d been raised by the Family. He lowered the pistol and motioned for Mikael to come in.
A few feet away from where Mikael crouched, a small Larossan girl lay crumpled against the wall as if thrown by a giant. Mikael went to her, recognizing her by description even if he’d never seen her before. This had to be the youngest daughter, Melanna, only eight or nine if he remembered correctly. The girl’s coarse reddish-brown hair straggled about her, and her nightdress showed a bloodstain at the neck.
“Don’t move her,” Messine warned from across the room. “Not until a doctor gets here.”
Mikael gazed at the broken girl as he rose. She was breathing, and he didn’t see much blood, so he guessed she could wait. He surveyed the room instead.
The balcony door was shattered, glass sparkling in the flicker of the single gaslight, scattered across the wood floor and a fine rug. Someone had come into the room via those doors. A second girl lay in the room’s bed, whimpering. This was the elder of Shironne’s two sisters—fifteen or sixteen. Mikael couldn’t recall her name. Messine crouched by the bed, speaking to the girl as if she were a frightened animal, his voice soothing and low as he dragged a brightly embroidered coverlet across her. The girl’s mind spun out fear, shapeless and cloying, combined with guilt into a tapestry of horror and denial.
To Mikael’s recently revived sensitivity, her emotions were jarring. This close to her, it made his jaw clench involuntarily. He forced her emotions to the back of his mind, focusing on his own concerns. “Where’s Shironne?”
Messine pried something from the girl’s rigid fingers and slipped it into his pocket. “I don’t know where they took her,” he whispered. “They had a coach. Are you alone?”
“Kai said he would follow me,” Mikael answered just as quietly. “What happened?”
“I think you should try to find the others, sir,” Messine suggested. “Madam Anjir.”
He offered Mikael the pistol, butt first. Mikael walked slowly over to the bed so as not to further frighten the girl. When he approached, she huddled into the bedclothes, a red-stained hand hiding her pretty face. This close, her anguish beat like a pulse through his mind.
The gun felt cool in his palm, unfired. Messine hadn’t shot at anyone. It looked like he’d arrived too late. One bullet, then, if he ran into trouble.
Mikael backed away, leaving Messine soothing the frightened girl. The kitchen, he reasoned, where he’d heard voices. He stepped back into the hallway and stopped to turn up the gaslights. Now that the hallway was lit, he could see the intricate floral wallpaper had been smeared with blood, where someone had stumbled against it, perhaps. Drips and splatters of blood showed that the victim had gone down the front stair into the entryway and escaped out the front door.
It wasn’t Shironne’s blood. Mikael felt sure of that. His brief sense of her in his dream hadn’t carried a feel of injury beyond the bruising. No, this blood belonged to whoever had attacked the two younger sisters. Good.
Mikael followed the servants’ stair down into the dark kitchen. There weren’t any gaslights in the kitchen, so he found the hearth by smell, then a box of matches. He located an old kerosene lamp on the wall and, once he’d lit it, he could see a short stair that led down to a cellar door. Someone had placed a bar through the door’s handle. Mikael pulled at it one-handed, trying to dislodge it. Voices yammered at him then, begging him to let them out.
He put the gun into his coat pocket and wrenched the bar loose. The door opened abruptly inward into blackness. Mikael backed out of the way, hoping he’d chosen wisely.
A young woman came up the steps, with teeth bared and grasping a broken shank of bone in one hand like a weapon—Kirya Aldrine, another of the colonel’s operatives. She took one look at Mikael and drew a shuddering breath. Fresh bruising flowered across her swollen left cheek, and blood colored that eye a bright red. “It’s all right,” she called down.
The prisoners began straggling out of the darkness, another young girl—more delicate in build and demeanor both—and then a largish Larossan woman with a pugnacious jaw, her arm about Savelle Anjir, as if the lady couldn’t support herself. They were all dressed in nightclothes. Mikael suspected that proper Larossan women considered that state of dress inappropriate for strangers’ view, so he averted his eyes. The large woman half-carried Madam Anjir to the table and ordered her to sit down. Madam Anjir touched his sleeve though, drawing his gaze back. Her own eyes looked unfocussed, purplish bruises marked the side of her face, and her upper lip was split. “They took her, Mr. Lee.”
He’d only met Madam Anjir once, but the woman knew of his connection to Shironne. “Who? Who took her?”
Kirya Aldrine set herself between them, a more efficient presence. “Seven men broke into the house, sir, looking for Shironne.” She delivered that information as if reporting it to the colonel himself. She nodded in Madam Anjir’s direction and quietly added. “The one in charge said they would start cutting off her fingers if we didn’t cooperate. I didn’t see any choice.”
Aldrine was here specifically to guard Madam Anjir, not Shironne or the other girls. Few people realized it, but those old enough to recall the gossip would remember that Savelle Anjir, wife of a scandal-touched Larossan politician, was a by-blow of the former king. As such, it wasn’t surprising that she was guarded. The king and his brother had both extended offers to recognize her as part of the Royal House of Valaren. That made the attack on this household all the more daring.
“Any idea who they were? Who did this?”
“We only saw the hired men, I think, Mr. Lee. They had paperwork, though. I don’t know how old, but her father clearly planned to have Miss Shironne committed back when he was alive.”
Frost sank through Mikael’s body at those words. It was certainly possible Shironne’s father had done such a thing. The man hadn’t been fond of his eldest child who was not only blind and thus unable to contract an advantageous marriage—in many Larossans’ eyes, the only use for a daughter—but who also refused to enter the priesthood as was expected of a girl with talents like hers. Mikael drew in a slow breath through his nose, hoping it would calm him. “Which asylum?”
“Sir?” Kirya had evidently been talking while his mind wandered, something about the men leaving them in the kitchen cellar and buying time. “I’m sorry, sir, but I didn’t get the name.”
Mikael knelt before Madam Anjir. “Did you see where they were taking her, Madam? The name of the asylum? Was it on the paperwork?”
“No.” She grasped at his hands, her eyes still unfocused. “The girls. Where are the other girls?”
Of course, I should have told her that immediately. “Filip Messine is with your daughters right now, Madam. Melanna is hurt but shouldn’t be moved until a doctor can look at her. Do you understand?”
The woman tried to rise, only to be forced back down onto the bench by the large woman. The cook, Mikael guessed. “You stay right here, girl,” she ordered Madam Anjir sternly. “Let the boy get a doctor to see to her.”
Mikael rose, intending to go back upstairs, but Madam Anjir reached out and grasped his sleeve. “What about Perrin?”
Perrin. That’s the older girl’s name.
“I don’t think she’s injured.” Mikael hoped that was the truth. “I’m going to go up to let Messine know I found you.” He slid his arm from her grasp before she could ask him anything more. Like Shironne, the mother was a sensitive. She would know he hadn’t told the whole truth.
In a whisper, she protested, “But they left . . . they were leaving. . . .”
Noises from the courtyard warned them before the door opened again. Kai entered the kitchen, a militant force coming out of the darkness, his black overcoat flapping. His father, Dahar, followed—the Royal House of Valaren arriving in numbers even though both men wore the stark black uniform of the Lucas Family, not finely embroidered Anvarrid robes. Dahar immediately sat down next to his half-sister and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.
Deborah Lucas brought up the end of the train, and Mikael felt inordinately relieved at the sight of the infirmarian dressed neatly in her black Family uniform, the black soutache trim markings of the infirmarians stitched across the chest of her black jacket. Her blond hair was worn in a single braid, and she was cool and calm as always, despite being roused during the night.
Mikael was terribly grateful Kai had thought to bring his aunt along. Deborah will know what to do.
She appeared ready to stop and look over Madam Anjir, but spotted Mikael’s face and followed him up the stairs instead when he nodded that direction.
“What happened?” she asked once they mounted the stairwell. Her satchel hung over the other shoulder, so she’d come prepared to deal with medical issues.
“One of the girls is injured, maybe badly. The other is . . . I don’t know.” He didn’t have the proper words for it. “She’s distressed.”
He led Deborah down the papered hallway to the dimly lit room where Messine waited, still talking to the girl huddled in the bedclothes. His dark eyes flicked in their direction, but he kept on speaking soothing words, softly promising that everything would be all right.
Taking in the room with one glance, Deborah proceeded to kneel next to the younger girl. She felt carefully along the girl’s spine, frowning when she neared the nape of her neck. “Help me with her, Mikael.”
She carefully turned the girl onto her back. Mikael could see why when she lay flat on her back. He’d seen broken bones before, but the sight of this one made his stomach heave. A length of bone protruded from the child’s lower arm, blood seeping again now they’d jostled her. It looked like a clean break, though, something to be grateful for.
“The scalp wound isn’t bad, I think,” Deborah said, “but she may be concussed. I’ll hope she stays unconscious while we set this.”
Mikael watched Deborah prepare to work on the girl’s arm with trepidation. “What do I do?”
“Whatever I tell you, dear. Where’s Shironne?”
Deborah had her own reasons to be concerned about Shironne’s absence. Shironne kept Mikael’s dreams of death under control. “Kirya said men from an asylum took her,” he answered. “They had the paperwork. Her father had it made up when he was alive, evidently, and put the paperwork in someone else’s hands.”
He kept his voice low. Perrin’s strange combination of emotions dragged at him, but he forced it away, trying again to find some sense of Shironne in his mind.
“What’s that on your face?” Deborah asked while she located a blue satin pillow and put it under the girl’s feet. “Handprints?”
“I think they forced her mouth open, maybe drugged her.”
“Can you sense her?”
Mikael met Deborah’s worried eyes. If there was anyone who understood his extraordinary connection to Shironne Anjir, it was Deborah. “Not at all. It’s not like when she hid from me before. It’s like . . . she was never there.”
He hadn’t known—not for years—that he’d forged a tenuous connection to Shironne Anjir, the result of an accidental meeting that had left them both bleeding, the blood somehow a vital facet of that link between them. But a month ago he’d met her in person, and that proximity caused the strange tie between them—binding—to blossom. He’d slowly come to understand that he’d felt her presence in the corners of his mind for years, only he hadn’t understood what he was sensing. A far stronger sensitive than he was, Shironne had recognized more, picking up his emotions from a province away and, at times, sharing his dreams.
“I don’t know what could cut her off from you,” Deborah said as she laid out a syringe, likely something to mute the girl’s pain.
Footsteps sounded in the hallway, and Mikael rose quickly to block the doorway in case Madam Anjir had prevailed upon Dahar to bring her upstairs, but Captain Kassannan, an army field surgeon, stood there instead, a satchel much like Deborah’s over his shoulder, only in brown—an army color. The surgeon lived closer than the colonel did, Mikael recalled, so he would have gotten word first.
“I’m glad you’re here, Aron.” Deborah gestured for Kassannan to join her.
Like Colonel Cerradine, Kassannan stood several inches taller than Mikael and weighed a good bit more. The surgeon shooed Mikael out of his way and knelt next to Deborah, sparing Mikael the necessity of feeling bone shifting around under his fingers.
“What should I tell Madam Anjir?” Mikael asked.
“We’ll set this arm, and then we should take the lot of them up to the palace.” She glanced up at the bed. “Have Savelle come up here to help with Perrin. There’s no point in hiding it from her mother, whatever did happen.”
Mikael nodded wearily, the self-appointed carrier of bad tidings. He made his way back downstairs to the kitchens. Dahar sat with his arm about his sister’s shoulders, a damp cloth held to the side of her face. She half rose when she saw Mikael, but Dahar urged her to stay.
Mikael crouched so she could see his face better. “Deborah thinks Melanna should be all right, but she has a broken arm. They’re setting it right now.”
Madam Anjir’s eyes filled with pain. “How could they do that to my child?”
Mikael shook his head. “We need you to come upstairs to help with Perrin, Madam. She’s very upset. Deborah thinks you would be the best person for her to see now.”
She gazed at him, eyes wide in horror. One slender hand clutched at her throat. “What did they do?”
“I don’t know that anyone hurt her, Madam.”
She stood, tearing out of Dahar’s grip, then swayed, one hand going to her head. Dahar set an arm about her waist to steady her. He helped his sister up the stairs, Mikael trailing behind.
When she entered the room, she first tried to reach the younger girl, but Deborah ordered her back, directing her toward the bed instead. Madam Anjir stumbled that direction, sat down on the edge, and pulled her daughter into her arms, heedless of the blood. The girl broke into wrenching sobs, hiding her face behind reddened hands again, but not before Mikael spotted the blood splattered down the front of her torn nightdress.
Mikael walked out of the room. He stopped in the hallway, drawing one shaky breath after another, closing his emotions down so he wouldn’t upset Madam Anjir further. The clock began striking four, alarming in its reality.
He’d seen the aftermath of battle before, but this was different. This shouldn’t happen in a normal household.
He needed to get out of here. He needed to go after Shironne, but with no sense of her in his mind, he had no idea which direction to start. He had to put together a plan.
Dahar came out of the bedroom then, narrow face pale and worried. “What happened here, Mikael?”
He mentally put together what he knew to report. He repeated Aldrine’s report, along with what little Messine had told him. “What happened in there, I don’t know, but that girl is . . . well, you can feel what she’s doing.” Panic and denial clouded the ambient in the room, Perrin’s mind out of control, an alarming strength.
Kai approached along the hallway just as Messine emerged from the bedroom, his face grim.
“What happened?” Mikael asked Messine before Dahar could get the words out.
Messine frowned, his dark features strained. The young officer was fond of the Anjir family and would see this as a personal failure. “Not what you think,” Messine said. “A coach came, just after three, and took Shironne. Through the front of the house. Pamini and I were back in the mews, so we weren’t aware of the entry until Pamini heard something break and we saw a light turn up in Miss Anjir’s room. Pamini took a horse and followed the coach, and I started around the front of the house, but then I heard Miss Perrin screaming. So I climbed up on the balcony and came through the window. There were two men fleeing the room, the little one was crumpled on the floor, and Miss Perrin was covered in blood.” Messine took a deep breath. “Near as I can tell, two of the men took it in their minds to come back and rape Miss Perrin. The little one must have been hiding in here and attacked one—or both—of them, and one knocked her across the room.”
That would explain the girl’s head injury and the broken arm.
Messine reached into the pocket of his groom’s livery and drew out what looked to be a slim dagger. No, Mikael realized, a letter-opener, liberally streaked with blood. “That’s when Miss Perrin stabbed the one who hit her sister. Given the evidence, she hit an artery. That’s where all the blood is from. It’s not hers. He’ll be showing up in a morgue soon. The other man grabbed him and dragged him away toward the front door with a pillow held to his neck, as if that would help. I came through the window just as they disappeared out the bedroom door heading for the stairwell. I checked on Miss Melanna, and then tried to calm down Miss Perrin. Then Mikael showed up.”
“You don’t think she’s injured?” Mikael asked.
“No,” Filip reiterated. “But she wasn’t raised to combat, Mr. Lee. She doesn’t know how to handle what happened to her sister, or what she did.”
A letter opener. Mikael was surprised the girl had picked up a weapon at all. That helped explain the strange mixture of fear and guilt her mind churned out. He could feel her calming now that her mother had arrived. Or perhaps Deborah had dosed her with that second syringe.
“Is Shironne still alive?” Dahar asked quietly, turning to Mikael.
“I have no idea.” Mikael stared at the clock, suppressing the surge of fear that question bought out. An hour since they’d taken her? How far had they gotten?
A door banged in the house somewhere, and a voice called Savelle Anjir’s name. Colonel Cerradine, dressed in civilian garments rather than his usual army uniform, hurled himself up the stairs. He headed directly for Dahar’s side. As tall as Dahar and Kai, Cerradine had similar Anvarrid looks, although his Larossan mother had passed on her darker skin and near-black eyes. It made his prematurely white hair all the more striking.
“Where is she?” he asked Dahar in a hoarse voice.
Savelle Anjir stumbled from the bedroom and into the colonel’s arms. She buried her face against his coat, weeping. “Jon.”
“I’m so sorry,” Cerradine murmured into her hair.
She pulled away after a moment, her lovely tear-streaked face not seeing past Cerradine, as if none of the rest of them were there. “They took her, Jon. They took her to an asylum, and I don’t know where.”
“We’ll find her, Savelle.” Cerradine’s dark eyes met Mikael’s. He nodded once, assuring Mikael that they shared the same goal—that we included him. “We’ll bring her back, I promise.”
Cerradine had known Shironne for years. She had worked for the Army, using her talents to benefit their Intelligence and Investigation Office, so the colonel felt responsible for her.
Even so, Mikael’s ties to her were far more profound. He would not stop until she was safe.
Chapter 2


SHIRONNE ANJIR’S ARMS ached, immobilized for so long. She didn’t know how long she could maintain the masquerade of sleep. If they discovered she was awake, they would drug her again, so she kept her eyes closed. Opening them would only make her sick anyway.
A female sat beside her in the swaying coach, her demeanor dictatorial. She smelled of camphor. The two men obeyed the woman’s commands without demur, keeping their hands well off their prisoner and their mouths closed.
Shironne’s stomach, long empty, twisted with hunger, growling loudly in the dour silence. She tried hard not to move or react. She heard no response from the other inhabitants of the coach, though.
She sensed nothing from them.
She didn’t know what they’d done to her, but that frightened her most—the internal silence. Her world had gone flat, the shades of emotion and intention she detected from others stripped away. As had her sudden blindness years before, this new deafness terrified her.
Worst of all, she had no sense of Mikael Lee anywhere. His usual grip on her mind had been torn away. She listened for his voice. In the furthest recess of her mind, Shironne waited for the proof of his coming after her. Nothing answered her search, though, as if his blood-bound link to her mind had been severed.
He will come. He promised.
She wanted to cry. Her arms burned, held in place by the strange jacket they’d put on her. The drugs muted the pain, and Shironne struggled against the urge to tell her captors she was awake just to ease her discomfort.
She fought to keep herself calm instead.
What did they give me? Whatever it was, the drug must have deadened that part of her mind that sensed other’s emotions. It had deadened the often-overwhelming impressions that came through her skin with every touch. And she could see now. That was profoundly wrong. She didn’t want the hazy images her eyes could give her, not at the expense of the sensitivity she’d worked so hard to make useful.
She had to hang on, so she kept her eyes closed and feigned unconsciousness. If they drugged her insensate again, she couldn’t learn anything about them or where they were taking her.
The coach began moving. The sounds and smells of the inn’s yard told her nothing more than its function. Not where it was, nor where they intended to take her. They had changed horses. She waited for her captors to say something worth the pain of staying awake.
It seemed like hours that she stayed that way, willing herself immobile. The coach continued on in the cold.
Out of the silence, she heard the barest whisper of Mikael’s thoughts, fretting and worrying over her. And as soon as she’d noticed it, she felt his mind’s recognition of her, as if he’d turned and spotted her across a crowded room. He called her name, and she willed him to hear her, hoping desperately he would find her soon.
“She’s awake,” the woman said.
Hands grabbed at her face, another attempt to force her mouth open. Shironne kicked out with both feet, her useless arms bound too closely to her chest to move. Her left foot contacted muscle and bone, earning a muffled curse, before her balance failed and she toppled forward. Someone grabbed her braid and yanked her head back, keeping her from falling to the floor of the coach.
Other hands steadied her and strong fingers pried her jaws open again. Liquid, metallic and foul, poured down her throat. She gagged. A hand clamped over her mouth to keep her from spitting the solution back out. The hands pushed her back onto her bench, not gently this time, and her skull banged into the coach’s wall.
Her head swam, so she opened her eyes. Nothing about the man across from her told her where they intended to take her. The man’s tan uniform tunic seemed impossibly nondescript, matching his very average Larossan face, brown skin, brown eyes, brown hair.
The man started when he noticed her gazing blearily at him, and told the woman, “She’s looking at me.”
“She’s blind,” the woman returned in a dismissive tone. “It’s only an illusion.”
Everything faded away.
Chapter 3


COLONEL CERRADINE SAT across from Mikael on the coach’s other bench, facing backwards. His head drooped down, bobbing slightly with the motion of the carriage. His army uniform mimicked a Family uniform in cut. The long skirts and high collar of the coat looked like the one Mikael wore, save that Mikael’s was black, even down to the soutache trim markers sewn on to indicate his rank, position, and posting: a looping pattern around the right cuff to show that he’d been First of his yeargroup, the chevrons across his jacket’s chest that showed he was a Fightmaster, the markings on the left cuff, his assignment to the Daujom. By comparison, Cerradine’s blue coat with silver braid and his brown trousers seemed almost garish to Mikael’s eyes.
Mikael tapped the colonel’s knee to get his attention, and Cerradine’s dark eyes immediately opened, fixing with  hawklike intensity on Mikael’s face.
“I felt her this time,” Mikael said.
The colonel reached up and rapped on the box to alert the driver. “Where, Mikael?”
The coach jerked to a halt. Cerradine opened the door, letting in more light from the afternoon sun. The recent snow made everything blindingly bright. “Which direction?” the colonel asked.
Ensign Pamini had reported nearly five hours after Shironne was taken. She’d managed to follow the coach that stole Shironne away from the Anjir household to the high road that led out of Noikinos toward the mountain town of Serenos. Once she’d decided they’d gone far enough for their path not to be a ruse, the young ensign headed back toward the capital to report to Colonel Cerradine. She’d witnessed the men who’d invaded the Anjir household handing over their hostage to a Larossan woman and two men in khaki uniforms that suggested some official establishment not far outside the city’s boundaries. The ruffians, as Pamini called them, were paid off and headed back into the city.
Mikael was just grateful Pamini had been clever enough to follow, or they would have had no idea where to start hunting. His connection to Shironne had only surfaced twice during the past five hours. He wasn’t sure enough of his feeble perception of her location to trust her life to it.
He closed his eyes again, trying to verify the direction. He couldn’t sense Shironne now, but he dug back in his memories and pointed toward the front of the coach, about thirty degrees off their current path.
Cerradine compared the gesture with his compass. He glanced down at his map, trying to eliminate some of the possible destinations. It was Deborah who’d thought to send for a doctor from the Noikinos City Hospital. He’d brought them a listing of all the asylums in the country, and they’d marked those located north of the capital on the map—possible destinations. Mikael’s intermittent link to Shironne allowed him to track her, like a bloodhound, but it only lasted for minutes and then faded away.
“Is she all right?” The colonel spoke without looking up from his calculations.
“No. There’s something wrong,” Mikael answered, recalling his sense of her. “She’s frightened.”
The colonel’s dark eyes flicked upward, a glance at Mikael’s face. “You have new bruises, son.”
His cheek ached, but he didn’t care. The marks from earlier had faded quickly, faster than the sympathetic bruising he normally suffered during his death dreams. “I don’t think they’ve hurt her, sir. It’s something else. Perhaps just being alone.”
His loss of contact with her frightened him in a way he didn’t want to admit aloud.
After scowling a moment longer at the notations on his map, the colonel shouted up for the driver to continue on and yanked the door closed. “We can change horses at the next inn and keep moving.”
At their last stop, the hostler had reported a coach passing through earlier. Two men in tan tunics had stepped down, but two other people remained inside, the man stated. The coach hadn’t changed teams at that stop, which indicated their quarry either intended to break for the night sometime soon or didn’t have much farther to go. They’d followed word of the same coach through their last three stops, and now felt certain they pursued the correct one.
“Five-fifteen,” the colonel noted and slid his silver watch back into its pocket. “Still about on time.”
Mikael nodded. Shironne’s contact with him appeared to be following a cycle, which gave him an idea when to expect his next chance to locate her.
The colonel rolled up the map of Larossa. “Only two places left in range to reach tonight, Mikael. I’m going to sleep now. I’ll spell the driver on the next leg so he can rest.”
“You can drive one of these things?”
“Yes, Mikael. I know how to drive,” the colonel said in a dry voice.
He’d learned more about the colonel in one day than in all the four years he’d known the man. “You amaze me, sir.”
Cerradine folded his arms and settled his chin on his chest. “You should be amazed, son,” he replied, and promptly fell asleep.
The colonel’s white hair glowed with a touch of gold from the sunset’s light sun reflected through the window. It had been that color since his early twenties, Mikael had heard, a trait inherited from his Anvarrid father. All the Hedraya men went white-headed early. Mikael had seen the colonel’s half-brother, Lord Hedraya, once before and his hair looked just the same.
Fortunately, the House of Vandriyen didn’t possess that trait. While his own hair seemed determined to turn from blond to brown, Mikael doubted it would go gray any time soon. His father, Valerion, had died at thirty-three. Even then, he’d had dark hair.
Mikael leaned back against the coach’s leather squabs. In ten years he’d have lived longer than his father had.
A few months ago, he hadn’t even thought he’d reach twenty-four.
In a bizarre legacy from his father, Mikael shared the deaths of others in his dreams. He’d long expected that he’d slip away in one of those dreams, dragged down into death by another’s dying memories.
But the last time, Shironne had managed to keep him from fading away, walking into his dream and keeping him firmly tied to his life.
Now it was up to him to save her.
*     *     *
Deborah stood at the doorway to the small infirmary room. Now they could only wait. Melanna’s arm had been set and splinted, but most of a day had passed and the girl was still unconscious.
The main ward was quiet, the neat rows of beds mostly empty. Most of the active patients—a pair of children with nasty colds, a sentry with broken ribs, and the usual handful of elderly patients—had been moved to the private rooms in the back. It was in one of those rooms that Melanna had been placed as well, which would give the Valarens some quiet and a place to sit while they waited.
Savelle sat next to her daughter, slender fingers clasping the girl’s uninjured hand. She had dressed in her usual mourning garb, all white to honor the memory of her dead husband, a nod to tradition rather than any actual reverence for the man. She was lovely in a way that Deborah had never been, graceful and quiet, her stillness a part of her beauty. She had no interest in the rooms about her, no interest in the fact that she was in the Fortress Below for the first time in her life. She had eyes only for her daughter.
Deborah tucked an errant strand of faded blond hair behind one ear. She’d braided it back too quickly when Kai came pounding on her door in the early hours of the morning, so it likely looked a mess. Since she was off duty, she was no longer required to be in uniform. But wrinkled as her uniform was, it was armor and acted as a shield of professionalism between her and the very Valaren drama playing out in her infirmary.
Dahar stood behind his sister, one hand on her shoulder, as if his goodwill could flow through that contact into the unconscious girl. Every time one of his children had been hurt, this was what he’d done—abandoning all his other duties to come down to the infirmary to hold vigil over them.
As if he realized she was thinking of him, he glanced her direction. He rose and came to the door. “Can you stay with Savelle for a few minutes?” he asked her.
“Yes, of course,” she answered without thinking.
Without a further word to her, Dahar walked away, down the hallway. Deborah went into the small room and sat down on the far side of the bed. She reached across and touched the girl’s forehead and was relieved to find no hint of fever. “I think she’s just sleeping off the worst of it,” she told Savelle.
“She always heals so quickly,” Savelle replied, her eyes on the girl’s fingers in hers. “She hates being still like this.”
Now that was a trait the girl shared with Dahar. The rare occasions when Dahar had been bed-bound were always trying on the patience of everyone nearby. Deborah did her best to bury the flash of amusement that last thought brought out. Savelle would wonder how she’d amused her.
Instead, Savelle leaned closer. “This brings up bad memories for him, doesn’t it?”
Deborah licked her lips. “He’s spent more than his share of time down here watching over ill children. Rachel was grievously injured when she was only two, and Kai has come near death a couple of times. He’s always stayed with them.”
“We never want to watch our children suffer,” Savelle said. “If she’s not too badly hurt, I know Melanna will bounce back, and in a day or two I’ll be tearing out my hair. I’m not sure how Perrin will react though.”
Currently ensconced in one of the bedrooms up in the king’s household of the palace above, Perrin was drugged enough that she would likely sleep through the evening. Perhaps the night through, as well. One of the infirmarians was up there with her, prepared to send for her mother when the girl woke normally. If she was still traumatized by the attack and its results, they could give her something milder to keep her calm, but Deborah didn’t want to do that much longer.
So much blood had splattered the girl’s nightgown that Deborah hadn’t had any doubt of the outcome. The military had quickly found the body of the man Perrin stabbed; he’d gotten no farther than two houses before collapsing under a hedge and dying. Eventually the girl would have to hear that part, as well. “Give her time.”
Savelle’s eyes closed momentarily. She took a deep breath, and then asked, “So what happened to Rachel?”
A distraction. This was bordering on sticking her nose into Dahar’s business, but Deborah didn’t deliberate too long. Savelle had three daughters in distress, and was trapped here, unable to help any of them. “Rachel fell down a stairwell when she was only two. There was damage to her skull, and she drifted in and out of consciousness for almost a week. Dahar was there every moment. He didn’t want his daughter to wake alone.”
“He was married then, wasn’t he?” Savelle asked. “That would have helped. It’s harder to be the sole parent.”
Deborah shook her head. “Not in this case. He carried the burden alone. His wife . . . she said that Rachel would be defective, that we should just let her die.”
“Defective?” Savelle covered her gasp with one hand. “No one should ever say that about their daughter.”
Deborah’s sister, Talia, had been able to pretend to care about others for a while, but it never lasted. Dahar had discovered that only after their contract was final. “Talia had no compassion in her. If her child was imperfect, she wanted nothing to do with her. From that day on, she never spoke to Rachel again.” Deborah closed her eyes and took a second to mentally spread calm over herself like a blanket. Talking about Talia always upset her. “I only told you that so . . . so that you would be aware it’s a delicate topic—watching over children.”
Savelle gazed at her, a narrow line between her perfect gull-wing brows. “I have a feeling that there are a thousand delicate topics in this family.”
Deborah could see a short distance into the hallway, and Dahar was almost at the door. “That’s an underestimation, my dear.”
Chapter 4


THE MOONLESS SKY gave the colonel only a dim idea of where the road went, so Mikael walked ahead of the slowly moving carriage, lantern in hand, a human beacon in the dark. It hadn’t snowed this far north of the capital, so he could pick out the road that led them up into the mountains. Pines crowded the edges, damp and pungent, the scent making Mikael long for a warm fire. His nose and fingers stung with the cold.
Before they’d set out, he’d had a chance to go back to the palace and dress properly. He’d left his pistol and sword back in his quarters at the palace, though. He hadn’t reckoned he’d need them. Even so, he would have liked having his pistol should a pack of wild dogs or a bear appear.
A few hours after darkness fell, Mikael had sensed Shironne again. He felt sure her captors had stopped moving, although he couldn’t pinpoint why he thought that. They were getting close—close enough that neither he nor Cerradine wanted to wait for morning.
The hostler hadn’t been too keen on the idea of letting them rent his horses. Cerradine promised an extravagant payment though, and the man let them continue in the dark when, he told them, any sensible traveler would have stopped for the night.
Mikael didn’t feel sensible.
According to the map, the nearest asylum, Mountain View Sanitarium, was within five miles, but at this rate they wouldn’t reach it until after midnight. Mikael pulled up his hood, to keep the cold off his neck, and continued walking, following the road in the darkness. The horses clopped slowly after him.
The rolling farmland had given way to hills during the afternoon while he’d stewed in the carriage. The travelers now hugged one side of a slope heading upwards into the foothills of the Southern Enderi Mountains. The map showed a valley over the first steep rise. Just off the road was an estate that once belonged to House Deravides, a long-extinct Anvarrid noble family. The crown owned the estate now.
Why send her here?
A long slow walk awaited him when he wished to run—anything other than this creeping progress, not knowing if she’d been hurt. Mikael forced himself to stay in the middle of the road, placing one foot at a time. The colonel drove patiently in his wake, on into the night for what seemed like eternity.
*     *     *
Mikael missed the turn-off. Fortunately, the driver had replaced Cerradine on the box a few minutes before. More familiar with the roads in this part of the country, he spotted it. He backed up the team and painstakingly repositioned the carriage for an ascent through the trees.
Cerradine joined Mikael, the other carriage lamp in his hand. His breath steamed about him as they began to climb up the graveled road. “Are you certain this is the right way?”
Mikael closed his eyes momentarily, trying to sense Shironne, but failed. “I think so.”
They crossed through another dense glade of trees and came into a clearing. A large iron gate loomed before them, guarding a sheep-trimmed lawn. The fence blended off into the trees, but Mikael didn’t doubt that it encircled the entire estate. Not waiting for Cerradine, he made his way to a dimly lit gatehouse. A guard glared at him over the muzzle of an aged rifle he extended through a half-door in the stone wall.
The guard’s nervousness flared through Mikael’s senses, and he ground his teeth together. “We’ve been sent from the capital,” he told the man, “to retrieve one of your . . .” What did they call them? Visitors? Prisoners?
“We have a writ from the king.” Cerradine spoke calmly from behind him. “To produce one of your patients.”
“In the middle of the night?” the guard retorted. “I think not.” Cerradine reached into his jacket, and the guard swung his rifle toward the colonel, no longer watching Mikael.
Mikael grabbed the barrel of the rifle and jerked, pulling it clean out of the startled man’s hands. “Don’t hold a weapon you don’t know how to use.”
The guard gawped at him. From inside his overcoat, the colonel drew forth one of the letters from the king and passed it to the guard. The man glanced down at it, his dark eyes squinting. “How am I supposed to know what this says?”
The carriage caught up to them. The driver set the brake, the vehicle groaning as it settled back on the road. One of the horses stamped a foot, startling Mikael. I will never be comfortable around those beasts.
The guard glanced nervously at the letter and then at the colonel’s uniform. His eyes narrowed.
“You’ll have to give this to the doctors,” the guard told them, clearly deciding he stood in the presence of authority; Cerradine had that effect on people—one of the advantages of being tall. The guard fumbled with a ring of keys, producing one that fit a ponderous iron lock chained about the gate. “Give me the rifle back.”
“Open the gate,” Mikael bargained, “and then I’ll give you the rifle.”
The man peered at him, apparently trying to judge his honesty, then capitulated. Unchained, the heavy gate swung open, and Cerradine led the way through, the driver wheeling in behind him.
Mikael checked the breech of the rifle, removed the cartridge, and then passed the weapon across. He bounced the linen-wrapped cartridge in his hand before pocketing it. “I’ll give you this on our way back out.”
The guard scowled at him, and Mikael decided his guess had been correct; the man had a rifle only to fire warning shots to alert those up the road. He didn’t merit extra ammunition.
They would have surprise on their side, at least.
Mikael followed the colonel over a hill to where an ancient palace graced even lawns. The moon had risen and shone on pale marble arches, metal-capped domes, and pointed spires. Like the palace back in Noikinos, it was not designed for the cold. In the dark, the bulk of the house remained undefined. He couldn’t tell if it was crumbling or well maintained. Lights glowed in several windows, strange so late at night. There wouldn’t be gaslights this far out in the countryside, so those had to be candles or lamps.
The driver pulled the coach up into the drive. Mikael walked faster, catching up, his breath steaming in the cold.
“I need to keep ’em walking, sir,” the driver called down. Cerradine waved him off, and the coach turned on the lawn, beginning a wide circle.
Mikael sensed Shironne. Just faintly, but he could feel her waking, rising into one of those periods when he could touch her. He felt her fear, her knowledge that something was terribly wrong.
“Mikael, are you ready?” Cerradine repeated, irritation spreading about him. “Mikael?”
He must not have responded the first time Cerradine spoke. He firmed his jaw, brushing away the fear. “I’m sorry, sir. Yes.”
Cerradine peered up the wide stair that led to the doors. “Let’s go, then.”
He followed the colonel up the steps. The officials here weren’t going to listen to the pleas of some Family boy like Mikael Lee, but they would hear out Colonel Jon Cerradine. I’ll just have to bite my tongue.
The doors were locked, but the colonel rang the bell as if he’d come to make a morning call. They waited on the step and the colonel pulled the bell chain again. In a hushed voice, Cerradine asked, “We do not leave here without her. That’s our plan, right?”
A month before, Shironne had been taken hostage by a man who saw her as a prize to be spirited off to his home over the Pedraisi border. Mikael had promised her then that he would come after her should anyone do so again. Now was the time to keep that promise. “Yes, sir.”
He felt Shironne’s fear increase abruptly, making him want to break through the door, to find her himself. No more polite waiting.
Just as he stepped back to kick the door in, it opened slightly, and a stocky Larossan man in a plain tan tunic and darker trousers blocked the opening. He actually had to look up to meet Mikael’s eyes, a rarity. “Do you have a patient?” he asked in a puzzled tone.
“No,” the colonel said, “we’ve come to take one.”
The man blinked. Obviously, he didn’t hear that request very often. “I . . . You can’t just take one.”
The colonel produced the letter. “This says I can.”
The man read it, cast a surprised glance at Cerradine, and then reread it. “I’ll have to fetch a warden.”
He slammed the door before Mikael could get a foot in it, leaving them standing out on the cold steps.
“I can feel her, sir,” Mikael said. “She’s awake, almost.”
Cerradine glanced at him in the entryway’s dim light. “Is she well?”
“Scared,” Mikael admitted.
“Are you all right, son?”
Mikael met Cerradine’s eyes, not knowing how to respond. He’d be much better once they had her away from here. He’d feel better if she were safe, away from these people, and away from whatever her captors intended for her.
The door opened again, revealing a tallish Larossan man in a burgundy velvet overrobe. His hair appeared rumpled, as if he’d been fetched from his bed. He drew himself up and attempted to appear dignified, the letter from the king in his hand. “Who exactly are you?”
A couple of inches taller than the man, Cerradine managed a far more impressive appearance. “Colonel Jon Cerradine, of the Army’s Intelligence and Investigation Office. The patient in question is in my employ, so the king felt I would be a fitting choice to retrieve her.”
“The patient was committed by her father. There could be no question of her mental state. We were not to release her until he came for her.” The man glanced at the writ. “What assurance can we have that this isn’t a forgery?”
“None at the moment,” Cerradine allowed. “But the young woman’s father has been dead for three months now. The king has
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