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  Chapter 1
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The wave descended with a crash. Danivid strode farther out on the rocks, following the retreating water. He summoned the next wave to rise higher. It obeyed, then plummeted toward him. Above his head, it divided, leaving him dry from cloak to shoes. Only his streamer’s gift kept the raging waters from sweeping him out into an ocean grave. 
That would be the easy way out. No more grief over his brother’s shortened days upon the throne. No more sorrow over the life he himself must now give up. No more dread of the heavy crown he was never meant to wear. No more worry about the questionable changes since he’d left the palace a decade ago. No more sideways looks. 
Strange how tempting it could be to forsake honor in a watery grave of his own making.
Yet in the face of all this chaos, forsaking honor was the one thing Danivid could not do. Even if the hints of corruption were true. In fact, that possibility made his new duty all the more necessary. And all the more impossible. 
A swelling wave leapt higher as though it could portray his suppressed—what? Was there a word for this emotion? This mix of sorrow and loss and betrayal and dread. No word that a man could speak. Could the ocean pronounce it?
Danivid reached his streaming gift into the dusky harbor, spreading his hands to mirror the silent command that he cast far and broad. The waters changed course, unified in a single current, and rushed toward him. He longed to let them come ashore. To cast boulders up the cliff. That would be fitting. 
At the last moment, he reversed his own command. The current leapt from the ocean, straight up toward the sky. A tower of water. He twisted it aside and let go.
The boom rattled his bones. He embraced the depression and surge within the harbor. Demanded they stay with him and not trouble the distant ships. The energy trapped within the water demanded release, and he sent it skyward a hundred feet offshore. A raging fountain of the deep, flinging droplets high enough to catch the setting sun. For a moment they flickered like stars falling from the darkening sky. Raining down to their home, winking out as they fell, vanishing in the swell.
Yes. That was the word he couldn’t speak. He sensed the underwater current spreading, sweeping away along the cliffs. He imagined it embodying his anger and released it to flow away. 
Footfalls struck the rock behind him. “Still playing games, I see.”
Danivid shut his eyes. The last voice he wanted to hear—Chief Streamer Chardomeer. Unavoidable. He turned. “I will practice my gift how I please.”
“Pointlessly, in other words. Wasting it. How many times did I tell you that an ocean cannot be streamed?” 
“Enough to make me avoid you. Did you have a reason for coming down here?” 
The old streamer snorted. “The chief keeper demands your presence. And of course, you couldn’t be found. Idiots are running all over the palace grounds looking for you. I sensed you still practicing your foolish ways, so—”
“Is this how you address your king?”
“But you aren’t that yet, are you? Dally long enough, and we’ll both bow to a witless child.”
A comment as absurd as it was cruel. Danivid had no patience for the enigmatic ramblings Chardomeer favored. Better to go see what was happening than to waste time in question or rebuke. He strode past the chief streamer and across the natural rock to the cliffside stairway, then climbed to the colonnade. 
Lights flicked on beside the garden pathways, for shadows encroached. The low sun revealed a crowd on the terrace surrounding the palace’s entrance. Danivid followed the colonnade beside the garden, using the minutes to determine who gathered. The chief keeper’s flowing robe and glittering sash were easy to pick out on the upper tier. So was the widowed queen’s ornate cloak. A short woman, likely his sister, Allirae, and a couple other men stood with them. Those on the lower tier faced away from Danivid. One of the men pointed toward him, and the rest turned to watch his approach. Nobles and governors from the provinces who had come to the king’s funeral. 
Danivid’s own cloak weighed heavy on his shoulders, the breeze tugging it back as he neared them. He caught sight of the young princess, hovering closer to her Aunt Allirae than to her mother, the queen. How unkind to bring Aneen into whatever this was. She didn’t do well in crowds. As for the others, Meroak stood beside his wife, Allirae, and Chief Former Shevnal hovered near the queen.
Reaching the terrace, Danivid stepped between pedestals that ringed the upper tier. Their flower urns sat on the pavement next to them, replaced by bowls of burning incense. The sun’s horizontal rays lingered in the rising smoke. The emerald- and diamond-studded crown of Welcia sat upon a small table beside the Chief Keeper of the Writ. Why? Who had ordered these arrangements? 
Danivid addressed the chief keeper. “What is the meaning of assembling witnesses with the crown and incense? The coronation is tomorrow.”
“So it is planned, Prince Danivid. Yet Queen Lenneth insisted we proceed at once.” 
Senseless, yet she was mourning her husband, so Danivid kept his question soft. “Why, Lenneth?”
Her lips trembled. “Tomorrow’s crowd will not be good for Aneen. Better to do it with this small group and less pomp.” She reached toward her daughter and sweetened her tone. “Come here, Aneen, and stand before this kind man. He has something to give you. It’s very pretty.”
As usual, Aneen did not respond. It was always hard to tell what she understood, for she rarely spoke and never more than a few words at a time. 
“Lenneth,” Danivid whispered, “why are you doing this? Do you not know what is in King Vancent’s will?” 
“Oh, I couldn’t bear his morbid talk back then. I’m sure he has left me provided for. The will doesn’t matter in this moment. Let’s just finish with crowning his only child and heir, so that she may go to bed on time. Come, Aneen.” 
“You must realize she cannot bear the crown.”
Lenneth’s pitch edged higher. “She’ll grow up, even if it takes her longer. You’ll see. And I’ll be her regent until then, so all will be well.” She couldn’t meet his gaze longer than a second and hurried into more words. “At least give her the chance to reach twenty before you deny her.”
Just what he needed to start his reign. Lenneth was on the verge of a hysterical scene, which would drive her child into violent shudders. 
Lenneth cast quick glances toward the chief former, who had no authority to participate in a royal proceeding. A fact he ignored as he took a step nearer. “Let us not delay, for it upsets both the previous and future queens.” Reaching toward Aneen, he said, “Come and look at this pretty crown.” 
The moment his hand touched her shoulder, she yelled, “Bad man!” and flung herself against her aunt’s legs. 
Princess Allirae spread her cloak around the girl. “It’s all right. You can stay with me.”
Shevnal stepped back. “Under the circumstances, the crown can be placed on Queen Lenneth’s head as proxy for Princess Aneen.” He gestured Lenneth toward the crown. Her stilted approach proved that she knew this was wrong. 
Why did she follow his bidding? “Enough,” Danivid said. “We shall proceed, but it shall be according to protocol. Chief Former Shevnal, join your peers on the lower tier.” 
“Queen Lenneth requested that I support her during the ceremony.” 
Danivid moved to Lenneth’s side and rested a hand on her shoulder. “I am the protector of my brother’s widow.” The people he needed stood in the small crowd. He drew Lenneth from the place she did not belong. “Your parents may come up to stand with you. Also, I summon Prime Minister Katowau of Dirklan as witness. Princess Ambassador Allirae de Noviam is the other witness.” He gestured to an honor guard as he spoke. “See to it.” Danivid turned his back on Shevnal. 
Behind him, the stern guard said, “Precede me down the steps, sir.” 
Those Danivid had summoned made their way up to join him. He whispered to Lenneth, “I will help you in every way I can. For now, try to accept what must be.” 
Tears streaked her cheeks as she trembled. “I can’t do this. I need…”
To his relief, Lenneth’s mother reached her and wrapped her in an embrace. Danivid approached the chief keeper, whose rigid expression had eased a trifle. “Did you bring the will?”
He raised the paper he was clutching. “I did.”
“Read the succession article, then proceed with only the necessary coronation rites. We’ll save the pomp and full ceremony for tomorrow.”
As the sun sank behind the horizon, Danivid—heir of the House de Noviam—pronounced his vows to serve the people of Welcia as king under the divine authority of Ellincreo. He knelt on one knee to receive the crown. Only then did he feel the tremor radiating through the stone. 

      [image: ]For the first time in this long day, Danivid let his posture ease. The formal processions…the coronation rites…the reception with endless acknowledgements and bowing…at last they were over. Danivid strolled across the deserted palace hall into a salon. Cushions askew, empty glasses, and a trampled handkerchief made it look oddly abandoned. 
Already his formal coronation seemed distant. As though he had watched the pageantry from the sidelines, even while he was the center of it all. He unbuckled the gold clasps of his royal cloak and swung the heavy garment from his shoulders and onto a chair. Its passing drew a cascade of flower petals from a nearby vase. Apparently, the flowers were also tired of the day, though they still sweetened the breeze he had stirred. 
His sister followed him into the room. “Free of crowds, at last.” She dropped into a chair and let her hands dangle from the armrests. 
Danivid closed the door, then joined her within a cluster of chairs arranged for conversation. Sitting, he extended his legs and stretched his arms overhead. “A funeral one day, a celebration the next. Disorienting.”
“Awful, isn’t it? But necessary, considering the potential for chaos after…” She lowered her gaze and let her words out on a sigh. “After Vancent’s untimely death.” She blinked hard. “With so many unaware that he’d appointed you as successor, everyone from lords to laborers worried. You can’t blame them. Bad enough to have a child crowned, far worse when she is likely to remain a child no matter how long she lives.” 
Danivid lifted the jewel-studded circlet from his brow. “I can guarantee she would never tolerate wearing this uncomfortable thing.” He set the crown on the table beside him, then linked his hands behind his neck. “Strange how the timing worked out. Vancent tells us of his new will one week and dies the next.”
She eyed him, her slow words sounding reluctant. “What are you suggesting?”
“Oh, come, Allirae. He was thirty-five and healthy. He legally documents that I am to be his successor, but before the public announcement, he dies in his sleep.”
“You realize, don’t you, that declaring suspicions could be disastrous? The medics have stated that they found no evidence of foul play.”
“Nor could they determine the cause of death. I cannot accuse without proof, but I would like to know who was aware of the succession.” He spread one hand as he shifted. “There are the obvious ones—ourselves, the witnesses of his will, and such. None of whom have anything to gain by making me king in my brother’s place. And then there is Lenneth, who is most likely to have let the news slip. Yet she claims she didn’t know. Do you believe her?”
Allirae smirked. “So hard to say. If she knew, it was beyond absurd to try to have Aneen crowned queen. One could claim she had a motive, since a regent has considerable power, but Lenneth has never had the least interest in governing. She is wonderful at entertaining and gracing charitable events, but she never attended even the smallest council meeting. Nothing got her out of the room faster than Vancent and me discussing matters of state.” 
He rubbed a fingertip across his chin. “It seemed odd that Shevnal was supporting her.”
“Perhaps to you, but you haven’t lived in Regissa for years. Vancent and Lenneth considered him a friend. He’s at the palace way more than any other guild chief, and he’s often invited to stay for lunch. Lenneth was so fragile yesterday. It’s no wonder she’d want a friend at her side.”
“Is he a closer friend than her parents?”
“No, but they live far and he lives near. Lenneth must always have a cluster of friends around her.” Allirae tilted her head. “You don’t think there was anything inappropriate between them, do you?”
He huffed. “My visits may have been infrequent, but nothing could be more obvious than the commitment between Vancent and Lenneth. Shevnal could never attract her.”
“What are you getting at, then?”
“As you say, Lenneth wouldn’t want to govern. She has no motive to either kill her husband or become queen regent. Who has a motive for both of those very unexpected events?”
Allirae braced her elbows on the armrests and peaked her fingertips. “I’m an advisor to you, right?”
“Of course.”
“Before you get any farther into the idea that our brother was murdered, you had better think about who has the most to gain from his death. Because it’s you.”
“Bear in mind that I am the one person who is certain beyond all possibility of doubt that I did not kill my brother. Anyone who knows me at all, knows I never wanted to rule Welcia.”
“You needn’t convince me. I know how much you loved living in Dirklan. Being the royal ambassador to our belowground province suited you perfectly. But most in Regissa, or anywhere else aboveground, don’t know you well.”
“O wise sage,” he quipped, “do you foresee a hanging in my future?”
She grinned. “Not at all. I’m far more worried about financial woes.” 
“Ominous.” He said it lightly, though he’d caught hints of his brother’s worries on this very matter. Not that Vancent had spoken of them.  “Are there any issues in the provinces that have created ill-will?”
“There is always some small matter, but Vancent dealt with that sort of thing right away. Bonador Province is still struggling with heightened crime. The General Council approved sending more funds.”
“I assume you’ve still been traveling the provinces regularly?” After her nod, he asked, “What are the general sentiments toward the crown?”
“Vancent was well liked. Accommodating, whenever possible. Never forcing dictates upon the local elected officials. The biggest complaint against him was that he was too welcoming of every new thing. He wasn’t one to give much thought to ramifications.”
A yip beyond the door prevented Danivid’s next question. 
At his raised brows, Allirae said, “That’s Cam. Aneen must be looking for me.”
The door latch turned, and Aneen wandered in. “Find Al’rae.”
With all the grace of the Flyound breed, the dog trotted to Allirae, dropped to her haunches, and gave a satisfied yip. A dainty sound from such a large dog. 
“Good Cam.” Aneen patted first the white patch, then the black patch on the dog’s head. That task completed, she leaned against Allirae, who wrapped an arm around her. 
These dogs Vancent had acquired when Aneen finally learned to walk—such a perfect example of his common-sense kindness. Danivid would never forget his visit after Aneen’s overdue achievement. Thrice in one week, the entire household scoured the palace searching for the three-year-old princess. Not only did she wander everywhere, she never answered anyone who called her name. 
A warm ache filled Danivid at the memory of Vancent’s response. He’d uttered no rebuke for losing the wee princess. He simply procured Flyound dogs, bred for their legendary scenting ability, and had them all trained to the command of “find Aneen.” Nor had Danivid been surprised a few months later that Aneen had claimed the dog with piebald markings. She’d renamed her and even started shouting, “Cam find Aneen” whenever she wanted her pet.
Danivid silently thanked his brother for his insight into caring for a child many would have ignored. Now, she was his to care for. Affection, he had, for her heart was sweet. But knowledge of how to care for her…inadequate would be an overstatement. 
Meroak, Allirae’s husband, strolled into the room, doubtless keeping an eye on the princess. Danivid glanced up at his brother-in-law. “Thank you for bringing her down.”
Meroak quirked a smile. “Better to thank Cam than me.”
“I didn’t realize she had been trained to find anyone else. What need brought that about?”
“Aneen taught her.” 
“Really? How?”
“Simple wisdom.” Meroak sat beside his wife. “She says find with a name, takes Cam to the person, then gives her pats and praise.”
Danivid smiled at his niece. “Aneen is clever.” 
Her unfocused gaze zeroed in on him, and she gripped Cam’s harness. “Find Da’vid.” They crossed to Danivid’s chair. “Good Cam.” She precisely patted the dog’s head. 
Curious, how he felt honored. “Thank you for teaching her about me.”
She offered no response, but behind her, Allirae gave him a pointed stare. “I’m tired. I think it’s time for bed.” 
“No bed.” Aneen declared.
A hint this obvious, he could manage. “It is dark, and I’m tired too.” He picked up his crown, then rose and gathered up his cloak. “Will you walk up the stairs with me, Aneen?”
This strategy won him an approving nod from Allirae, and they all climbed to the bedchamber floor. Aneen continued on to the nursery with her aunt and uncle. 
Danivid looked toward his bedroom of many years, but that was his past. He proceeded to the king’s bedchamber. His brother’s dog lay outside the open door, curled up rather than in his usual commanding pose. Poor thing. “Hello, Burnie.” The dog stood, though his tail didn’t lift. Danivid rubbed his head. “You feel it, too, don’t you, boy? Come on in.”
Danivid suppressed a sigh at the sight of Yautan, his brother’s personal aide, waiting in the chamber. Privacy was not yet his.
Yautan sneered at the dog, an overused expression judging by the creases in his fifty-something face. “Rather a nuisance that the beast keeps sneaking back up to this chamber. I told the kennel master to lock him up, but he is uncooperative.”
“He merely understands dogs better than you. Burnie may stay.” 
“I believe his name is Burnswick,” Yautan said. “I must warn you that he tends to challenge my presence in this chamber.”
Probably because the man called him by a stuffy pedigree name. “Nothing wrong with a dog who protects his master.” Danivid glanced around. His personal things lay on the dresser. He set the crown beside them. “I gather you moved everything over from my old room?”
“Yes, sir. The tailor has added royal trim to a couple of your tunics. He will come to measure you in the morning.”
“You may take this cloak to wherever the state garments are kept. I need nothing more toni—” 
A bang and shriek drew Danivid’s head around to the side door. What was going on in the sitting room? He crossed to the door and jerked it open. The room was empty and undisturbed. On the far end, a closed door led to the queen’s chamber. 
Yautan edged around him and through the doorway. “Perhaps a chair tipped over, sir. I will check with the lady’s maid.”
Lenneth shrieked words this time. “I need it now!”
Footsteps ran down the hallway, and a woman’s voice called out, “Lenneth, dear, I’m coming.”
“Ah, that is Lady Emuria,” Yautan said. “I’m sure the queen will be fine with her mother present.”
“I think I’ll sleep in my old room.”
“No need, sir. I will make sure she quiets down.”
Did he not comprehend grief? “You will do nothing of the sort. She has lost her husband, and she is allowed to weep.” Yautan blinked. How could he look surprised? 
“Ah, yes. No doubt, that is it.” A moan emanated from the far door, and Yautan backed toward the corridor exit from the sitting room. “I’ll just check with her maid. No need to disturb yourself in the matter. Pleasant night, sir.”
Bizarre, but there seemed to be nothing for Danivid to do. He closed his own door, returning another layer of wood between him and the grieving widow. He leaned against his brother’s desk and rubbed his fingertips over his brow where a headache lurked. Tears were not his way, but nonetheless, his eyes dampened. 
Burnie padded over to him, then rose up and placed two paws on Danivid’s shoulders. 
Surprise drew a chuckle from him. “You’re all legs, aren’t you?” He averted his face, so the dog’s wet tongue swiped only his chin. “Thanks, but licking isn’t the way to my heart. Down, boy.” He rubbed Burnie’s neck until the dog backed away to give himself a shake. Black ears pricked up, and his tongue lolled from his slender brown snout. 
“You think the world looks a little better now, do you? I hope you’re right.” Danivid surveyed the king’s chamber, trying to grasp that it was his bedroom. Less ornate than he remembered it. Not that he’d seen it often. Maybe Vancent had replaced furniture. He took a few steps from the desk. That piece was the same. Made sense, considering what their father had shown them in their teen years. 
He had no heart to check that cache yet. Especially if he might be interrupted. Lenneth had been quiet for a while now, but if she shrieked again, should he check on her himself? Would that help or harm? Was this how a woman mourned? Sure, they cried more than a man, but screaming? Yautan’s strange reaction cycled through Danivid’s mind. Something wasn’t right. 






  
  Chapter 2
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Aflapping sound nudged Danivid from sleep. He cracked an eye. A sliver of pale light escaped the drawn curtains. Burnie completed a vigorous shake, stretched, and padded over to the door. 
Ugh. He must need to go out. 
The dog angled his ears to the door and nose to its crack. His tail began to wag. The handle turned, and the door stealthily opened on silent hinges. Danivid snapped wide awake. 
Burnie exited as soon as there was space enough, and the door closed in complete silence. 
Danivid chuckled at his fear. Not an intruder. Just someone tending the king’s dog. His new role would have a few perks. Perhaps they would take the edge off…whatever it was he was facing.
Hushed footfalls reached his ears, though no voices intruded. It must be early, but his brief alarm had put an end to sleep. Might as well get up. 
After a shower, he wandered into the dressing room. Beside his brother’s extensive wardrobe hung the garments Danivid had hurriedly packed when the dreadful news had reached him. Most of his bore the single gold cord of a royal ambassador. On two of them, ornate gold braiding had been added to the cuffs and shoulder pieces. He preferred simple styles, but he couldn’t portray himself as a reluctant king. 
As he donned the embellished garb, someone knocked on the bedroom door and opened it without pause. Danivid angled his head to see who entered. 
Yautan set a tall case on the small table by the door. “Pleasant morning, sir. I trust you slept well.”
“Well enough.” Danivid returned to the bedroom and made use of the dresser’s mirror. “In the future, wait for permission to enter after you knock.”
“Ah. Problematic, since waking the king is one of my duties.” Yautan spread his case open on its vertical hinge, revealing a tall, sealed flask, two tins, and more tea paraphernalia than seemed necessary. “What if you were too deeply asleep to grant permission?”
Danivid adjusted his tunic. “Knock harder.”
“As you please, sir.” Yautan’s tone indicated that he was not pleased. “May I make your tea?”
“Yes. I like it strong.” Danivid dropped his gaze to his brother’s jewel case. He set his jaw and opened it. Pins, clasps, cufflinks. Some jeweled, some sculpted or etched gold. All familiar—worn by his father and brother. He chose a gold clasp almost at random. Lighter weight than it looked, but it served to fasten the cross-over front of his tunic. He ran a hair pick through his short, dark curls to bring some order to them before they dried. 
“Would you like me to assist with your hair?”
Danivid’s hand froze. “No.” Oh, how he missed Prentov! Could he convince his Dirklian aide to come aboveground? Probably a foolish desire, since Prentov knew nothing of the palace or Regissa City. 
Yautan busied himself in the dressing room, returning a moment later. “How else may I be of service?”
Irritating, but maybe he truly intended to be useful. Danivid sought for a task of some value. Ah, information. “Who came to collect Burnie this morning?”
“That is the kennel master’s duty. Did he awaken you?”
“No, Burnie did.” 
“Most annoying, I’m sure. I will pass on your instructions to the kennel master to keep the dog in the kennel where it belongs.”
“No. Like my brother, I grew up with dogs and horses. One advantage of living aboveground is that I may enjoy them again.” 
“Enjoy isn’t the word I would use.”
Danivid hid a smile. “What has Burnie done to you?”
“At best, he ignores me. At worst, he growls and snaps. The queen’s maid is terrified of him. Unpredictable dogs are dangerous.”
“Burnie is a Flyound—a breed known for loyalty, not ferocity.”
“Loyal to King Vancent, he was, but I doubt he’ll transfer that to anyone else. Regardless, he is such a pest during the morning that King Vancent always kept him out of the bedchamber until he’d been exercised.”
Clearly, Yautan knew dogs no better than he knew Danivid. “How is the tea coming along?”
“Should be ready, sir.” He walked to the round table by the window to uncover the mug and remove the tea strainer. “Would you like your breakfast in the morning room, or would you prefer it privately in your sitting room?”
Danivid settled into one of the two wing chairs and picked up the mug. “The morning room.” He savored the first few sips of the fragrant brew. Remarkably good. “Inform the royal steward that I wish to review accounts after breakfast.” 
“The tailor will be ready for you after breakfast, but I will tell your scheduler to set up a meeting with the steward. He brings the accounts the first week of every month.” 
“Did you contradict my brother this often?”
A pause preceded Yautan’s answer. “King Vancent knew that I held his interests near, and he trusted me with arrangements between his many aides.” Yautan opened the heavy drapes. “The crown came to you unexpectedly, sir, and you’ve had no time to learn the intricacies of the royal household. My only desire is to ease the transition for you.”
Danivid slowed his crisp words. “Did you contradict him this often?”
“There was nothing to contradict. Our mutual understanding enabled us to work well together.”
Work well together? Strange to phrase it as though they were peers. Despite the changes late in his father’s reign, a king was still king. Easygoing, Vancent may have been, but did he really let his personal aide order everything? Danivid wouldn’t, no matter how delicious his tea was. On the other hand, he didn’t know who administered the details of palace affairs. Yautan knew, and he could be useful—provided he didn’t overstep. “I am not the only one facing a change, Yautan. You will need to learn my ways as you once learned my brother’s. Assume less. Listen more.” 
“Certainly, sir.”
“Then I expect to see the steward this morning.” 
Yautan gave him a tight-lipped nod. 
Danivid drained his mug and set it down. “You brew a fine cup of tea.”
“Thank you, sir. I have made a study of it.” Yautan gathered the tea things and carried them into the bathroom. Water sloshed, and he returned a few minutes later with a towel full of paraphernalia, which he stowed in the compartments of his elaborate tea caddy.
“You wash dishes in the bathroom?” Danivid asked.
“Just these. Allowing residue to dry in the cup or strainer causes bitterness in subsequent brews. I will only serve the finest to my king.” Yautan picked up his tea caddy and opened the chamber door. He stiffened as Burnie bounded past him, then he made a hurried exit. 
Burnie plopped his head onto Danivid’s lap, drawing a chuckle from him. “Well, you ferocious beast, how is it that you terrify that tea connoisseur? Or did you lift a leg on his tea caddy?” 
Burnie tilted his head, directing Danivid’s fingers to his favorite spot for a scratch. 
Dangerous? “Whatever Yautan may know about the household, he knows nothing about dogs.”
Burnie angled into a different position, then sighed. When Danivid stood, the dog shook himself and waited to see what was next. Not a pest, either.
To fulfill his morning habit of reading a passage, Danivid looked around the room for a copy of the Holy Writ. Not a single book was in sight. Perhaps in the sitting room. Awkward, with the queen’s bedchamber adjoining it, but it was his sitting room now. He entered it, Burnie following. At least no shrieks emanated from the far door. Hopefully, she was past the harshest moments of grief.
The room’s well-stuffed chairs, rich hangings, and intricately carved furnishings seemed more in keeping with palace style than the king’s bedchamber. A bookcase offered what he’d come for. He was reading the titles, when a high-pitched voice reached his ears, answered in a much lower pitch. Probably the queen’s father. Their words were indistinct, but he didn’t want distraction. He took a book to his chamber and read for the few minutes left before the hour chimed. His stomach agreed with the clock. Breakfast.
Burnie again followed as Danivid stepped into the corridor. The queen’s door also opened, and he turned to greet her. The words stalled, for the chief former emerged and closed the door on her sobs.
He checked his first step when he caught sight of Danivid, then he cleared the expression of annoyance from his face—mostly—and approached. Long described every part of him, from legs to fingers to his arrogantly lifted nose.
“Shevnal,” Danivid said. “An early hour for visiting. What brings you?”
He drew near and bowed. “I agree, sir. The queen summoned me to come at once. Considering her recent bereavement and my close friendship with the late king, I felt I might be able to offer her some comfort. So I decided to overlook the irregularity of the timing.” He closed his eyes in a pained fashion. “A mistake I will not repeat. The lady seems hysterical. I have no idea what she wanted from me.”
Footsteps hurried near, and Danivid turned to see who approached. Lady Emuria. She drove a daggered look at Shevnal and passed them without a word.
“If you will excuse me,” Shevnal said, “I will depart.”
Danivid inclined his head and let him pass. Lady Emuria waited with her hand on the queen’s door latch, glaring at the man’s back. Not until Shevnal reached the staircase did she enter the room.
Danivid followed the chief former slowly. A guard closed the hall door behind Shevnal. Danivid descended the stairs, looking over the two guards who waited below. They bowed at his approach and straightened.
“How is it that a visitor wanders unattended through the palace?”
Blanching, one bowed again. “The fault is mine, lord king.”
His sleeve cord indicated that he held the highest rank, so he was at fault no matter what. He kept his eyes on the floor as he straightened.
“I asked for an explanation.”
“Yes, sir.” The guard’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “The late king and his queen permitted Chief Former Shevnal that freedom. This morning, he carried a note written in the queen’s hand, so I did not question. In this, I erred.”
“Who else enjoys such a permission?”
“None but Shevnal.” 
“That permission is withdrawn, regardless of the queen’s request.”
“Yes, sir. No visitor shall remain unescorted again. All guards shall be informed at once.”
Danivid left them, Burnie’s claws clicking on the marble floor behind him. 
He arrived in the morning room and found his sister and brother-in-law already present. Allirae’s back was to the door, and when he said, “Pleasant morning,” she jerked her head around, eyes wide.
She dropped her gaze. “You sound so like him.”
“I know.” He touched her shoulder as he passed on his way to the head of the table. 
“And walk like him too…with Burnie, no less. It’s hard.”
“The little sudden things are the worst, aren’t they?” Danivid touched the gold pinned to his tunic as he sat. “Like wearing his clasp.”
Meroak looked at it. “Doubtless, but it is your clasp now.”
“Indeed.” And the unknown woman who stepped to his side was no doubt one of his staff.
“Would you like coffee or tea, lord king?” 
“Tea, please.” 
Burnie sniffed the air, then sat down in a corner. 
Allirae adopted an arch tone. “I see that Sir Burnswick acknowledges the crown, and that you grant his accustomed rights.”
Danivid chuckled. “He is certainly attentive and well-trained, though Yautan wants to be rid of him. Can anyone tell me why?”
“Not I,” Allirae said, and Meroak shook his head.
The server uttered a faint ahem. “The dog growls at him sometimes.”
“Often?” Danivid asked.
“No, sir, for Yautan tries to finish his morning duties before the dog comes in from his feed and run. Though the poor thing’s been touchy for the last few days, I think he’s usually just bursting with energy and longing for someone to bark at.” 
Meroak selected a cinnamon roll from a serving plate. “More likely, he considers himself a royal guard. There is no end to that dog’s pretension.”
Such mild jests smoothed over all the things they didn’t want to say. But breakfast couldn’t last forever. Danivid stood. “Allirae, will you join me in the study?”
“Of course.” She glanced at her husband. “You’ll go to Aneen, won’t you?”
He gave her a faint nod and smile that seemed to indicate an extra meaning. A solid, dependable man, ready to take on a duty that should belong to someone else. 
Danivid strolled beside his sister. “I feel so inadequate to be Aneen’s protector. What is it that she needs at this moment?”
“One of us. Vancent used to sit with her for a while after breakfast. Aneen must have a routine. She became quite difficult for her nanny during the mornings whenever Vancent was away, so Meroak or I would always fill in.”
“I suppose her mother cannot do so until she recovers her equilibrium.”
Allirae didn’t answer. An omission so blatant that Danivid said nothing else until they reached the study. The moment he closed the door, she said, “Lenneth cannot really take care of Aneen.”
Silence stretched between them. Despite visiting only four times a year, Danivid had sensed changes in his sister-in-law. A charming hostess she had remained, but brittle moments cracked the shiny facade. “Lenneth was all joy when we first knew her. What happened?”
Allirae moved to the chairs near the window rather than the oversized desk. “Troubles, I suppose.” She swept her skirt aside and sat. “Lenneth is very good at being happy, but she has no idea how to manage anything less.”
Danivid sat next to his sister. “Didn’t Vancent give her everything she wanted?”
“No one can give everything. A baby, for instance. It took her four years to get pregnant. She never let on that it bothered her, but the extent of her relief when it finally happened tells a different story. She was all joy again, but it turned brittle when we noticed that…Aneen wasn’t progressing like most children do. So placid, but rarely smiling. Never reaching for toys. Not bothering to crawl or to walk until so very late. She didn’t speak her first word until she was five. And through all of it, Lenneth pretended…said Aneen just grew a little slower, but she was fine.”
“When did she figure out the truth?”
“She knew all along. That’s the problem. Her world must be perfect, and she cannot bear to think her child isn’t…” Allirae swung her hand. “…whatever perfect means. So she misses the joy of how sweet her daughter is and tries to get her to behave like the average seven-year-old. Some days, she tries to teach her things and scolds her for failure. Sometimes, just sits and watches in silence. Other times, she runs from the nursery, sobbing.”
None of this had shown during his visits. It seemed that charming Lenneth was a mess long before she lost her husband. “What did Vancent do with all this?”
“Remained patient—perhaps to a fault. Grew firm when absolutely required.” 
“Firm in what way?”
“Oh, like when Lenneth hired an unsuitable tutor. Vancent dismissed him—kindly—for the poor man had no hope of pleasing Lenneth. Then he found someone who could teach Aneen. Only a gradual process is appropriate. If you come across a woman sitting on the floor, playing with Aneen, that is her tutor. Don’t criticize her methods. They work. Slowly.”
At least he didn’t need to worry about that. “What does ‘patient to a fault’ mean?”
“Vancent gave Lenneth all the money she wanted, which she spent on ambertrop. That way, she could return to her pretend perfect world and be happy…until the effects wore off.” 
Danivid compressed his lips. Contention over the drug would likely never end. A pleasant diversion to some—tolerated by others. Or not. Dirklians considered it evil, so his only involvement with it had been to ensure that it was never offered in trade arrangements. “I have heard that some people crave it more than food and drink.”
“Lenneth certainly does. The medics have coined a new word for the condition of excessive craving. They call it addiction. Be careful using that word, though. Some consider it a slur. Others claim there is no such thing—quite adamantly.”
“Do the medics offer anything more useful than a word?”
She directed a stern frown at him. “Don’t be harsh. If it is indeed a malady, it’s a new one. Thus far, the only cure seems to be complete, enforced abstinence. Which leads to anguish for a time, but eventually sufferer returns to a normal state.” 
“Eventually? How long?”
“I guess that depends on how long they have used it and how much. It seems to vary quite a bit from one person to the next. Some people never become addicted, though medics will argue that point.” 
Danivid rubbed a fingertip beneath his mouth. Was this the reason for Lenneth’s recent behavior? “She shrieked so loud last night that I almost returned to my old room. Lady Emuria went to her, and I assumed she was able to calm her.” 
“Not likely.”
“This morning, I heard Lenneth sobbing when her door opened. Shevnal walked out of her room.”
Allirae’s voice squeaked. “Before breakfast?”
“Indeed.” 
“That man haunts the palace but never that early.” 
“He said the queen had summoned him, and he seemed to regret having come. Lady Emuria saw him, too, and looked ready to claw his eyes out.” 
Allirae huffed through her nose. “You better figure out an answer for Lenneth. She’ll ask you for money soon. I hear that ambertrop costs a small fortune.” 
“I’m not funding drug use.”
“Then she’ll spend her widow’s allotment on it and beg you for clothes and—”
A knock interrupted Allirae’s words. 
“Enter,” Danivid said. 
Lord Eavertin, Lenneth’s father, walked through the door and closed it behind him. 
He looked so troubled that Danivid omitted the normal greeting of pleasant morning. “Is something amiss?”
He bowed and said, “I shall not take much time, for I see that your steward has arrived.” 
“You may take whatever time you need—and sit down, if you like.”
“Thank you.” He remained standing. “There is, indeed, something very much amiss. I realize, of course, that you are the protector of your brother’s widow, but…I request that you allow my wife and me to take our daughter to stay with us.”
“Certainly. She may visit wherever she pleases.”
“Well…no…it doesn’t please her to leave Regissa City. She is unwell and should not be making her own decisions right now. So I do need your permission to take her. I hope you understand.” 
“Ah. I probably do, but I like plain speech.” 
Lord Eaverton shifted his feet. “I mean no disrespect, but it is far too easy to obtain ambertrop in the palace. In our own home, we can ensure that she receives only wholesome food and drink. Also, we will not be taking her maid with us. I suggest you cease employing her in any capacity.”
“I see. I permit you to care for Lenneth at this difficult time. Aneen, however, will remain here.”
“I quite agree. That is wisest.”
“Write to me of Lenneth’s welfare.”
“I will. I must also ask…it is irregular, but please do not send any money to her.” 
That could cause trouble. “The funds my brother left her may be managed here. Provide what she needs, keep account of it, and you will be reimbursed from her funds.”
“Thank you. That is all I needed.”
Danivid stood and walked to the door with him. Resting a hand on the older man’s shoulder, he murmured, “I am sorry for what you endure, and I am grateful for what you are undertaking.”
Lord Eavertin gave him a close-lipped nod and left.
Allirae had followed them, though not to leave quite yet, for she pushed the door shut. “There is something you ought to know.”
Danivid steeled himself.
“Vancent used ambertrop too.” 






  
  Chapter 3
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Danivid propped his elbows on the desk amid ledgers and stacks of paper. He barely prevented himself from clutching his hair. The royal finances were nothing short of appalling. Though he didn’t intend to, he muttered a thought aloud. “How did it get this bad?” 
“Eight years of poor management,” his chief steward said.
Eight years—the length of his brother’s reign. “But to sell off the lands that provide the de Noviam family’s income…why?”
“Well,” Stanton replied, “the first sale provided funds for building the private rail to the king’s woodland. I do understand that a person needs restful pursuits, but the cost was rather high. Far above the original estimate, in fact, so the king sold another plot to pay it off. And then it became easier to sell whenever…expenses exceeded income. Which happened ever more often.” Stanton unfolded and refolded his hands. “I did caution the king. Several times. There were some months when they didn’t withdraw cash so excessively. He also reduced expenditures in various ways, but they were not always…shall we say…”
“Say the word you mean.”
Stanton met his gaze. “They were not wise.” 
“For instance?”
“When I advised him that the land steward had begun to allow excessive costs and could not provide all receipts, he dismissed the man but never replaced him. That led to more problems and reduced income. He let the palace steward go to reduce staff costs here, but that means no one manages day-to-day expenses.” 
Stanton shuffled through a stack of papers. “Anyone may order whatever they wish. The bill comes in and must be paid.” He withdrew the paper he sought. “This one, dated the day after King Vancent’s death, is for an order of fabric for the new royal wardrobe.”
“I did not order that.” 
“Yautan ordered it. He has often placed orders for the late king.” 
Danivid took the bill from Stanton and almost gasped at the total. “This is exorbitant, and the quantities absurd. It must be sent back.”
“I assume Yautan can take care of that,” Stanton said. “Then there is the issue of Queen Lenneth drawing rather large sums of cash.”
“That will cease.”
“Good—though there is the matter of her widow’s inheritance.”
Danivid cringed. Even as he explained the arrangement he’d made with Lord Eavertin, he wondered where he would find money to place in her account. A curious provision in the will now made sense. Vancent had granted her a fixed amount or a percentage of the estate—whichever was less. He’d known how unlikely it was that the royal fortune could afford a queen’s inheritance. 
“I believe,” Stanton said, “her money should be placed in a trust. Please discuss the choice of trustees with me before finalizing anything.”
He clearly knew of her ambertrop use. “Where will we get the money to place in such a trust?”
“A difficulty, it is true.” Stanton rolled his lips. “I am not saying I recommend this, but you should know that an offer has been made to purchase the woodland.”
“No!”
“That was King Vancent’s response as well. I should point out that the woodland does not produce income. Your remaining profitable land could be sold, but then you will have no income.” 
“In other words, the House de Noviam will be bankrupt.” 
“Yes.”
Finally, a bald word from the man. “Is there any hopeful news anywhere in the mess?”
“There is, sir. Foremost, I see that it will be easier to converse with you about finances than it was with the late king and, especially, the queen.” 
“I was hoping for something more tangible.” Against his inclination, Danivid asked, “What is this offer for the woodland? Do they want all of it? Who wants it, by the way, and what do they intend to do with it?”
“Who should not be considered a ‘by the way’ matter. Chief Former Shevnal has offered to buy it. I’m sure he will purchase however much you are willing to sell. He has not specified the use he intends, but with all his other purchases of de Noviam land, he extended the city of Regissa. Usually, manufacturing or retail is built on it, along with some housing. That provides land-lease income, which is far more lucrative than your agricultural income. Considering the beauty and current use of the woodland, a resort might be in his mind, with some logging first.”
Why must this meeting constantly make Danivid feel like a quake was shaking his world? He’d better get himself together. “I’d like a list of all purchasers of de Noviam land, including the acreage and prices paid.”
“Shevnal is the only purchaser.”
“The only one? Why does no one else invest?”
Stanton’s voice grew nasal. “You see, he was the king’s friend. Which is why he always offered the most generous price. Lately, buying without a public offering, so the king needn’t absorb that added expense. So…very…generous of him. More cash in the king’s coffers to be spent on ambertrop.”
“How much was spent on that?”
“Impossible to give a precise answer. The king and queen freely withdrew cash. The uses were not specified.” 
“Who did they purchase ambertrop from?”
“I do not know. Nor will it be easy to learn. Despite so many claiming that ambertrop is a harmless and pleasant diversion—a form of restful savoring—suppliers prefer to remain anonymous. Isn’t that odd?”
“Should I take it that you are not among those who support free use of ambertrop?” Danivid asked.
“I most definitely am not. And though I just quoted the perversion of the Holy Writ that some use, I do not need the Writ to build my case.” He slapped a hand down on the stack of ledgers. “These make my case. The decisions the king issued with a lazy smile, only to be rued when the golden brew had worn off—they make my case. The stuff is vile. The ambrosia of fools.”

      [image: ]The steward’s many revelations weighed heavy as Danivid left the study. Burnie ran ahead of him and disappeared into the hall. 
This palace—his childhood home, a place of beauty and good—felt so diminished. As though tragedy, both sudden and creeping, had tarnished it. He slowed as he crossed the great hall with its jewel-studded mural of wind-driven waves breaking against rock. Emblematic of the three substance gifts in all their power. The mural should be glittering, for sunlight poured through windows and doors flung wide to welcome the ocean breeze. It was still pretty, but not breathtaking. Had the mural also been neglected?
Danivid climbed the stairs to his chamber. It was time he looked in the cache. 
Again, that was not to be. Someone argued in his bedchamber. 
“I have told you before that I prefer to choose fabric myself,” one voice snapped.
“The king must have the very best.” That was Yautan at his haughtiest.
Danivid stepped through the doorway, startling them both. A middle-aged man with a tape measure around his neck bowed. 
“I gather you are the tailor my brother employed?” Danivid said.
“Yes, lord king.”
“Forget the past.” Danivid angled a hand toward his own chest. “This king will have exactly what he requests and nothing more. Yautan will no longer place orders on my behalf.” 
The tailor inclined his head. “Very good, sir.”
Danivid turned to Yautan. “I have learned that you ordered considerable fabric for a new wardrobe that you assumed I would need. Return it at once.”
“I—” Yautan faltered under Danivid’s gaze. “I’ll see to it.”
With him out of the room, Danivid turned to the tailor, who did not deserve his ill temper. “If you have made the clothing I found here, you are a fine tailor.”
The man’s wooden look gave way to pleasure. “Thank you, sir.”
“Though position demands otherwise, I prefer simpler styles. If you can somehow combine those conflicting desires, I would appreciate it.”
“Simplicity can be as beautiful as complexity. May I take your measurements, sir?” At Danivid’s nod, he began. “The late king—may he rest in the joy of Ellincreo—liked what he called a calm style. Not suitable for state or formal affairs, but perfect for daily life.” He paused to jot numbers in a pocket notebook.
“I noticed his clothes in the dressing room. A great plenty. Can you alter them to fit me?”
“Easily. I see that you are of similar build. If you could hold this end of the tape here at your waist, please?” He dropped to one knee. “Only an inch shorter. Alterations will be no problem.”
“I will need something for riding too. Soon, please.” 
“Of course.” He finished measuring. “I will take some garments from the dressing room to begin with.”
“Through that door,” Danivid said. 
The tailor gave him a prim smile. “Yes, I am quite familiar with the king’s dressing room.” He no longer smiled when he returned, but he laid several garments on the bed. “Will these be acceptable for the initial alterations?”
“Yes.” Danivid checked that a riding coat and breeches were included, then eyed the tailor’s frown. “Is something wrong?”
“Well…I do not wish to speak out of place…but there used to be more clothing in the dressing room.”
“Oh?”
“At least a dozen rather fine garments are missing. I suppose they could be in the laundry.” He uttered that as though he doubted it. “Or perhaps stored elsewhere. Not that it is my business. I will return tomorrow to ensure the first alterations are correct.” 
The tailor left, and Burnie took the opportunity of an open door to slip inside. 
Danivid rested a hand on his head and murmured, “What do you think? Is there a market for stolen clothing?” He looked again toward the hidden cache. Did he have time before lunch?
A knock sounded. Apparently not. “Enter.”
Yautan stepped through the doorway. “Luncheon is served in the small dining room.” 
Danivid acknowledged with a nod. “I need to be sure what I said earlier is clear. You may no longer order or purchase anything without specific instructions.” 
“As you wish, sir, though I think you will grow rather tired of every small request.”
“Have you finished sending the fabric back?”
“It is packed. I have set aside some black silk for the queen, if you please, sir.”
“No, send it back. The queen is leaving for a visit to her parents.”
Yautan looked startled. “I cannot imagine she would go there. Eavertin Province is such a backwards, intolerant place.”
“Is it, indeed? Is that what you think of Dirklan Province? Backward and intolerant?”
Yautan lost a little assurance. “I have never visited there. Naturally, you have a fondness for it, since it was your home for years. I did not mean to disparage.”
“I have a fondness for every province of Welcia. After seeing my sister-in-law’s suffering, I have no tolerance for ambertrop. None of it is ever allowed in the palace again.”
“As you wish, sir,” Yautan said, stepping into the corridor as Danivid moved toward it. “Will there be anything else?”
“Have the palace former clean the mural in the hall.”
He startled again. “Uh, why?”
Caverns, this man irritated him. “Because it’s dull.”
“Oh, I suppose it collected dust slowly, and we didn’t notice. There is no palace former these days, but I will send a request to the Formers’ Guild.”
Danivid strode down the corridor. How could the man look shocked over a cleaning request? 

      [image: ]Allirae spooned fruit salad onto her plate. “Did you know that Lenneth and her parents left an hour ago?” 
The question interrupted Danivid’s cycling worries. “Already? I would have thought they’d wait till morning, so they needn’t stay overnight anywhere.”
A smile nudged her lips. “You’re too used to the open, low-speed trains of Dirklan. Only the northernmost provinces require a full day of travel. They’ll reach their home station by sundown. I’m sure her father wired a message ahead, so their cair will be waiting for them.”
“I don’t envy her parents.” Danivid passed a plate of bread to Meroak. “If the message is lost between the relay huts, they’ll have a beastly time with her in a public station.” 
Meroak selected from the variety of breads and passed the plate to his wife. “That’s rare now that the operators have improved procedures. Also, there should be cairs for hire at the stations. Eavertin Province may resist technology, but they do accommodate decent travel.”
“Ah, resist technology. The cardinal sin in these progressive days.” Danivid spread butter over his bread. “I suppose Dirklan is considered the greatest sinner in that regard.”
“An odd twist, isn’t it,” Meroak said, “since primary technology started there? Magnery. Powered machines and transportation. Wired communication. And now they push back.”
“They still invent. They just pause to consider—and dare to say no.” 
Meroak tilted his head. “Do they say yes often enough?” 
Danivid considered his answer. “They said yes to fully lighting the tunnels, thereby revealing rock formations, colors, and crystals that few had ever seen. They could say yes to covering their train carriages, enabling them to race through the tunnels. All the beauty would become a blur in the windows. Those who objected could be told, ‘We have printed pictures so people may enjoy them whenever they like.’ But each picture is a travesty. Many in Dirklan, as do I, prefer to savor the original beauty during a slow ride.”
“A fair answer,” Meroak conceded. “Not that it will convince those who love speed more than beauty.”
“Both fast and slow are useful,” Allirae said. “The problem is that, once high-speed trains are implemented, slow speeds become impossible on the same rail system. Now, only Dirklan can retain a low-speed system, because theirs has a single controlled interconnection at the access tunnel. I’m glad someone keeps the treasure of slow.” 
Danivid grinned. “Dirklan’s rail system was considered fast when it was first powered. Before the collapse, they were using burros to pull carriages along the rails. Welcia above didn’t even have rails. Their transportation relied on horses.” 
“I don’t disagree.” Meroak winked at Allirae. “And with an ambassador wife, I wouldn’t dare suggest overstepping provincial rights of decision. Nonetheless…” He turned a more serious look to Danivid. “Slow travel makes Dirklan look like a museum exhibit of a stuffed, extinct animal.”
“I assure you, Dirklan is very much alive. If it is an exhibit, I wish more people would view it, for they enjoy a rich life belowground.”
Meroak opened his mouth to respond, but a tremor radiated through the floor. 
Silverware rattled atop the dishes. Water quivering in his glass triggered Danivid’s streamer sense. He closed his eyes and extended that awareness to the harbor. Difficult to sense from within the palace, but it seemed that only the deepest water absorbed the shaking from below. The current swept it away the moment the vibration of his chair ceased. He reached farther—into the open ocean. No swelling waves—that he could sense. Either the epicenter was landbound or beyond his range in the ocean. 
His companions were already commenting, though he’d missed the beginning of what they said. The tremor had lasted no more than a quarter of a minute. They both resumed eating. 
“Short and low intensity,” Danivid said, “but this is the second since the night I was crowned.”
“Oh, you felt the one last night, too?” Meroak asked.
“No—what do you mean?” 
“I got up in the night. It wasn’t much, just a quiver through my bare feet. Anyone in bed wouldn’t have noticed.”
“I didn’t,” Danivid said. “The first was during that brief coronation on the terrace.”
Meroak wrinkled his overly expressive face. “Are you sure?”
“I felt it,” Allirae said, “but my slippers had deerskin soles. I’m surprised you felt it, Danivid.”
“Only through my knee when I knelt to receive the crown.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “So, there have been three little quakes in three days. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?” 
Allirae’s brow puckered. “The only other time I remember them





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ARTS OF SUBSTANEBSE | NOVEL B

ATl OCEAII





OEBPS/images/b4cb4212-6c73-4acc-9e1b-93ce7846c2a7.png





OEBPS/images/70558e71-1512-44cb-82d9-ee2fc36a89cb.png
08

. .
4







