
		
			[image: 9781761111488.jpg]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Dedication:
For Cheryl Fellows and Geoff Morcom,
who were among the first to encourage
me to try writing a manuscript.

Thanks for your persistence.

			The Crown: The Verindon Trilogy #2

			© Lynne Stringer, 2023

			Cover design by Carmen Dougherty.
Layout by Rhiza Press.

			Omnibus Print ISBN: 978-1-76111-104-4
The Crown 2nd Edition eBook ISBN: 978-1-76111-148-8

			Published by Rhiza Edge, 2023
PO Box 302,
Chinchilla QLD 4413
Australia
www.wombatrhiza.com.au

			The Heir, Originally Published by Wombat Books, 2013
1st Edition Print ISBN: 978-1-92163-244-0 | 1st Edition eBook ISBN: 978-1-921632-46-4
The Crown, Originally Published by Wombat Books, 2013
1st Edition Print ISBN: 978-1-92163-267-9 | 1st Edition eBook ISBN: 978-1-921632-69-3
The Reign, Originally Published by Wombat Books, 2014
1st Edition Print ISBN: 978-1-92163-270-9 | 1st Edition eBook ISBN: 978-1-921632-72-3

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means without the prior permission of the copyright owner. Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

			[image: ]

			Chapter 1

			I watched as the dancers drifted around the ballroom in time to the music, their every step sublime and perfect.

			I was grateful for this rare opportunity to sit down. Usually, I was forced to dance every single dance. Everyone wanted their turn. Such was the case when you were overlord, especially when you were unattached.

			It was five months since I’d arrived from Earth, the planet on which I’d grown up. I’d been unaware of my heritage, that I was destined to be the queen of the good citizens of Verindon. Then I’d discovered that my school friends were secret agents in disguise, sent to retrieve me so I could claim the crown.

			This ball was being held in the Eastern Terrace, one of four huge ballrooms that were in each corner of the Palace. All four of them were identical, with high ceilings over walls with colorful patterns swirling down their length. A large arch connected the ballroom to the Palace, with four other arches leading to a terrace that looked out over the Palace gardens.

			It was yet another waltz, Letz’s favorite. I watched as he drifted past me, chattering madly to his partner, Lady Chinnel. She wasn’t even attempting to look interested in what he was saying. She stared over his head, watching the other couples, spying out who was dancing with whom.

			I kicked one of my dancing slippers off my foot. They were pretty, but they also pinched my feet. I could already feel the blisters forming. And I knew it wouldn’t be long before I was forced to dance again.

			Letz hadn’t had his turn yet, so I’d have to spend at least fifteen minutes nodding and smiling at his compliments, waiting for the moment when he would slip in his request for our next council meeting. Letz was a skilled politician and never lost a chance to bend my ear.

			I’d already danced with a few other council members, who’d had their say on the latest pressing council issue. I’d tried to listen, but it was difficult to pay attention. The issues were so boring, just like the council meetings themselves. They were also full of bureaucratic maneuvering, and that made them hard to follow.

			But most of the council had relinquished their dances to others tonight in recognition of the other pressing matter on the council’s agenda, one which I avoided.

			The subject of my consort.

			“My Lady?” came a voice from beside me. I winced. A new dance was starting. I knew I wouldn’t be allowed to sit out two in a row.

			I looked up at the young man standing beside me. It was Mr. Tongue-Tied. He wasn’t bad looking, but he never knew what to say to me. I managed a convincing smile.

			He bowed in his most regal manner. “I was wondering, my Lady, if I might have the honor of this dance?”

			I allowed him to help me from my seat. I knew that saying no would not only hurt his feelings but damage his social standing. If I snubbed anyone, however unintentionally, they immediately plummeted to the bottom of the ladder of success.

			All twenty of the men I was allowed to marry were in the ballroom. If they didn’t dance with me, they made sure they offered their compliment and saw that my plate and glass were full.

			That night all were especially attentive as we were celebrating my twenty-first birthday. A few months ago, to my knowledge, I’d just turned eighteen. But that had been before I’d found out I’d been born on another planet. While we still had a twelve-month year on Verindon, the months were shorter. A full year on this planet amounted to about eleven months on my adopted planet. When I’d thought I was eighteen I was actually twenty.

			Fortunately, my subjects had discovered me long before I knew about them, and every citizen of the planet had learned all about Earth’s culture and language. Most of my subjects spoke English fluently (although I was taking lessons in my planet’s native tongue; no easy feat) and were familiar with Earth’s culture.

			The only real problem was everyone had their own favorite period of Earth’s history. The High Council planned each event, and they adored the eighteen hundreds, which meant lots of balls and dancing. Sometimes I thought I’d been zapped into an Austen novel, with the men gliding past in their evening suits and the women in their gloriously colored dresses. Even this elegant ballroom looked like many of those on Earth. The rich rainbow colors that were a part of the Verindonian sky had gone to bed with the sun, hiding the major difference between my old home and this one.

			Mr. Tongue-Tied was better than most of my suitors. He could dance too, and he didn’t mind when I stepped on his feet, which happened a lot. I wasn’t much of a dancer, in spite of the lessons I’d received. I had given up apologizing for treading on toes. Every time I did, my partner would say, “My Lady, it is an honor,” or something equally ridiculous. After all, if it was an honor for me to stand on their feet, why was I apologizing?

			We swept past my cake on one of our rounds. It was a huge copy of the Palace. Birthday cakes were a novelty on Verindon. Although birthdays had always been celebrated, the idea of a cake, particularly with candles on it, was too great a spectacle to pass up. As a result, the cake had candles crammed onto every turret, which made it look even more monstrous.

			“May I say, my Lady,” Mr. Tongue-Tied finally managed to stammer, “you look supremely beautiful tonight.”

			“Thank you.” I pretended I was listening to him.

			He seemed elated by my interest. “I am only saying that which is true.”

			I fixed my eyes on him. My intense concentration was necessary. I was passing the southeastern corner of the room and it was essential that my head didn’t turn, even though it wanted to.

			Every time we had a ball or any other gathering it was not only the guests who attended. My safety was paramount, especially as I’d only just returned to the planet after being kidnapped. So, standing straight and tall against the wall, agents were spaced at regular intervals.

			The agents. All members of the Vendel race and all dedicated to my safety. All possessing unique abilities that made them formidable opponents in a fight. Each one could go into the “safety zone,” as it was called, mainly because it was the safest state for them when they were in battle. When they entered this state, they fought harder, jumped higher, and knew instinctively the best way to defeat their opponent.

			If all this was not enough, their faces also “fell.” Their skin took on a leathery texture, their features elongating until the bottom jaw was jutting forward, out of balance with the top, their eyes disappeared into their heads to leave nothing more than empty sockets with a pinprick of red. The sight of that alone was enough to send most enemies running. Having seen it firsthand, I wouldn’t blame them.

			Of course, the agents standing like sentinels against the wall looked normal at the moment. There was no reason for such a high alert. I hoped that none of them noticed I’d grown tenser. It happened regularly when the agents were near, and sometimes they worried that there was a problem. There wasn’t, at least, not one that they could solve.

			I saw him out of the corner of my eye.

			Keridan.

			Although I always tried to stop myself, I searched for him as soon as the agents appeared. He was not always amongst them and I could never prevent the surge of disappointment when I realized he wasn’t there. It was equally difficult to hide my pleasure when I knew he was with them. I had seen him as soon as I’d walked into the room, standing, where he usually stood for these events, in the southeastern corner.

			Mr. Tongue-Tied had run out of things to say, but as I was still staring at him and smiling, he seemed happy. I knew there would be talk of this on the comm channels tomorrow morning. Whenever I seemed interested in one of my admirers, it was always reported.

			I tried not to let my eyes drift as we passed the southeastern corner again.

			Keridan never looked my way unless he was concerned for my safety. It had hurt me at first, but it was necessary. No one could know the way we felt about each other. It would mean instant execution for him, and at the very least, dethroning for me.

			It was a silly rule. I could see no real reason why his race, the Vendel, and mine, the Verindal, should not intermarry. Legend said it had happened before. But the Vendel were intent on keeping the purity of their gene pool. They were concerned about losing their special abilities if they bred with other races.

			I myself gave them reason to doubt that. I possessed a talent that every female of the ruling family possessed. I could tell when people were lying. The closer the girl was in the line of succession, the stronger her ability. Where else could this ability have come from but an agent? Surely that was proof that the Vendel wouldn’t lose their powers if they bonded with our race. But I hadn’t dared to raise it with anyone.

			I’d only been able to talk to Keridan a handful of times since I had arrived. The first was when Denzik, the high commander in charge of all the agents, had approached me about learning self-defense.

			“It is a useful thing,” he’d said. “Although it’s unlikely my Lady could ever learn enough to defeat an enemy completely, a few tricks could be helpful.”

			I’d bitten my tongue at his attitude more than happily when he’d suggested that Keridan be my teacher.

			Unfortunately, my first lesson with Keridan also proved to be my last. There were too many difficulties. The first time he pinned me to the floor, it was difficult to make myself fight him off. As he had stood above me, holding my shoulders, his body hovering over mine, looking into my eyes …

			We’d both jumped up, walking to the opposite corner from each other, trying to control ourselves. It didn’t get any better as the lesson went on.

			As soon as it was over, he suggested another teacher.

			Hajitis.

			Almost as soon as we had returned from Earth, Hajitis had been sent out on another assignment. He’d come back in three weeks, receiving medals of honor for his work. Although not much of a leader, he was great at following instructions. Just point him at the enemy and he wiped them out. I worried he’d do the same to me.

			Keridan noticed my fear as soon as he made the suggestion. “You don’t need to worry, Sarah. Hajitis would never hurt you.”

			Although I’d come to believe that Hajitis would do anything to protect me, I was still terrified the day we started training together. I’d expected him to start by circling me, a reminder of all the times he’d done that when he had been posing as my high school English teacher, but he’d seemed as hesitant as I was. I was paralyzed with fear when he imprisoned me in his arms, shooting nervous looks at Keridan, who had been allowed to stay and supervise the first lesson. However, Keridan remained calm, and eventually, I understood why.

			Hajitis was the best teacher I could have had. After all, he terrified me, as would a real attacker. If I could learn to disable him, I could do it to anybody.

			Keridan hadn’t been allowed to stay for any other lessons. I had only spoken to him one other time, immediately after my first session of weapons training, also with Hajitis. He’d been passing through, coming from the agents’ Academy. I noticed him toward the end of my lesson and missed several marks, aggravating my instructor. Fortunately, he didn’t know why.

			“My Lady,” Hajitis said, gritting his teeth, “you must remember to aim.”

			I’d tried again more successfully while trying not to watch Keridan out of the corner of my eye.

			“You’re doing so well,” he whispered to me as I’d put my weapons away.

			I hadn’t had time to say anything back to him, but I hoped he’d read my eyes.

			I miss you.

			That had been it. Apart from when he was guarding me at official functions, I hadn’t even seen him in five months. I listened constantly for anything anyone said about him because I was worried about that other dreaded event.

			I wasn’t the only one expected to marry.

			Keridan was to be bonded to Jillandrina, who had been my best friend in school on Earth. I’d had no idea at the time that the guy she’d been dating, the man I was madly in love with, was destined to become her husband. Not that they cared for each other. That wasn’t allowed amongst agents. Their bond-partners were selected for them to ensure the maximum chance of producing talented offspring. Love was against the rules.

			Keridan and Jillandrina were expected to be bonded shortly. Then they would have a two-week “honeymoon,” with no duties at all, before they were put on local duties for the first year of their union, all to help them produce a child as quickly as possible. A child who would, once born, be removed from their care and raised by the Agency.

			I’d been delighted when I heard that the bonding ceremony had been put off. As Keridan had been instrumental in my rescue from Earth, he was considered the first agent to call where my security was concerned. And with my coronation rapidly approaching, it had been decided not to bond him to Jillandrina until afterward, making sure both of them were available for my security team.

			Mr. Tongue-Tied hobbled out of the ballroom, probably to tend to his bruised feet after all the times I’d stood on them. Then there was a break in the dancing as the band was recharged.

			I’d been intending to sit in a lonely corner of the room, but with me there, it didn’t stay lonely for long. Soon it was swarming with suitors fetching me a drink or food or entertaining me with mindless chatter.

			“My Lady must try this wine,” Blondie said, pushing a glass into my hand.

			“Is my Lady hungry?” inquired Big Feet.

			“Perhaps my Lady would care to sit down here,” suggested Brainless.

			“No, this chair is more comfortable.”

			“Here, my Lady.”

			My lonely corner had become crowded. “No, thank you.” I stood up from the chair that had been pushed up to me and put down the glass and the plate. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll take some fresh air.”

			“Allow me to escort you.”

			“No, me!”

			“I will go by myself.” I tried not to speak too harshly.

			Each of our beautiful ballrooms had four arches that led out onto a terrace. They gave the illusion of being open to the night sky, but they weren’t. I would never have been allowed out there if it wasn’t fully shielded. My five-pronged female guard, who followed me everywhere, went out with me.

			I picked up a small stone from the terrace and threw it at the shield. It flashed in a patch of color as the stone bounced off it, clattering back down onto the terrace. Of course a stone wouldn’t penetrate it. It had double-rated odonic shielding, whatever that meant. I was told it was the greatest protection on the planet. Pity it made me feel like a caged animal.

			I looked at the night sky, and let my mind wander …

			The music started up again, wafting out to me. I felt a gentle tap on my shoulder.

			I turned to see Keridan, resplendent in evening dress. He held out his hand to me. Without a word, I let him pull me into his arms. He wrapped one around my waist, held my right hand in his, and we waltzed silently around the terrace.

			I gazed into his beautiful brown eyes and knew he was mine. Love was shining in them. Love for me; only for me. I didn’t need to tell him how I felt. He knew I wanted to be his. I wanted nothing more than to run into the next room, his hand in mine, and tell them I had chosen my consort. I could still feel the heat of his touch when he’d put his promise mark on me.

			His eyes smiled down at me. He bent his head lower and gently touched his lips to mine. I felt them linger on my mouth and reached up, wrapping my arms around his neck, pulling him closer to me.

			I felt his lips wandering over my face, caressing my skin. I didn’t care who saw. I didn’t care who knew. I didn’t care what they would do to either of us. I didn’t want to stop, not caring about the time, the place, the consequences …

			“Sarah?”

			The sound of my name shook me out of my daydream. I didn’t need to look to know who it was. It was Ardon. Of all my prospective suitors, he was the one the council most favored, and the one I liked the least.

			Ardon was the most eligible bachelor in court. His family controlled the lukis mines in the south of the planet. Lukis was the most precious gem on Verindon. It was like opal, only more vibrant—filled with ever-changing and almost blindingly bright rainbows. Ardon was also good at politics. He knew how to play the game and how to turn it to his advantage. That certainly didn’t impress me. I’d always been suspicious of politicians.

			He sauntered up to me, leaning on the terrace rail next to where I was standing. “Nice night,” he said, swallowing the last of his wine.

			“Is any night different from another?” I was being sarcastic. I loved the night. It was true I liked the color of the day far better, but the night brought out its own interesting tones and shades, cloaking everything in its shadow.

			He chuckled. “Glad I’m not the only one who’s noticed.”

			I rolled my eyes and turned away from him. He didn’t take the hint. Of all my suitors, he’d always shown the most familiarity. He never acknowledged me with a bow or a “my Lady,” as the others did. And they wanted me to marry him!

			“I see Terrin was brave enough to dance with you. He must be keen, to risk his toes like that.”

			Terrin? Was he Mr. Tongue-Tied? “Was there something you wanted?”

			“No, not really.” He put his glass on the rail and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I was just curious.”

			I didn’t bother to ask why. He was about to tell me anyway.

			He bent closer to whisper in my ear. “How long’s it going to take?”

			I flinched. I didn’t like it when he did that. “What are you talking about?”

			“When are you going to give up and take your pick so they can stop putting us through endless dances? I know,” he whispered conspiratorially, “that they want you to decide.”

			“That’s none of your business.”

			He chuckled again. “Yeah, I get the feeling it’s going to stay that way too. You better watch where you step, though.” His voice took on a serious tone. “Your uncle’s waiting for you to slip up. For your own sake, you’d better start making decisions.”

			I knew he was right. My uncle, Crazaan, had stood to gain the most from my continued absence, and stood to gain the most from my mistakes now. It was widely believed that he was behind my kidnapping, but no one could prove it.

			Yes, I was first in the line of succession, but if Crazaan could give a reason why I shouldn’t take the throne, he would rule in my place. Until I was crowned anything could happen.

			But I resented Ardon making this his business. I resented his familiarity, his casual air, everything about him. I drew myself up to my full height. “I am perfectly capable of making my own decisions.” I swept back inside as regally as I could.

			But his words had struck a chord. I’d spent the last five months avoiding making any sort of decisions. Even in council, I usually ratified whatever the majority decided. I knew so little about matters on this planet, and there was always so much for me to do, learning self-defense, weapons training, learning the language, attending official functions. My day was always full.

			My eyes immediately darted to his corner as soon as I walked into the room. If only I could have what I wanted. Keridan was a natural leader, which was more than I could say for myself. I knew he would help me.

			It was time for official proceedings to begin. We all gathered by the gigantic, multi-tiered cake. I positioned myself close to it, making sure I could see Keridan out of the corner of my eye.

			Letz assumed his official role as host—a role he relished—and cleared his throat. “Honored citizens and ruling people of Verindon, allow me to thank you, on behalf of my Lady, for coming to this, our happy gathering, to celebrate my Lady’s twenty-first year.”

			He paused for the polite applause that was delivered right on cue.

			“We know that such celebrations as these are of utmost importance on Earth, and in recognition of the time my Lady spent there, and fondness for that planet and its customs, we pledge to continue honoring this association.”

			More polite applause. I held my smile on my face as Letz turned to me. “I’m sure my Lady would like to say a few words.”

			I drew a deep breath. I hated public speaking, but I’d gotten used to it in the last five months. “Thank you, Councilor Letz, and all my esteemed guests and friends. I am grateful for your presence here today, to help me celebrate my first birthday since returning home.

			“I will also take this opportunity to thank everyone for all their help in the last five months.” I tried not to let my eyes flit to the motionless agents, but it was impossible. “You have truly made this a pleasant homecoming.”

			Letz clapped in delight. “Thank you, my Lady, for your gracious and humble words. But now, we must celebrate in accordance with Earth tradition.” He turned excitedly to the cake.

			Three caterers raced forward, their laser lighters raised, to light the candles on the cake. As they did, I saw a movement out of the corner of my eye.

			I watched in astonishment as Keridan’s face fell, his eyes becoming pinpricks of red light, his skin altered as he entered the safety zone. In a split second, he launched himself through the air toward me, letting out a furious roar …

			Chapter 2

			Everyone screamed as Keridan flung me out of the way. He dived on one of the caterers, who was holding something more sinister than a laser lighter.

			Before I had picked myself up off the floor I was surrounded by other agents, all zoned, ready to protect me from any danger. I tried to see around them to make sure Keridan was okay. The fight didn’t last long, especially since there were so many agents on hand. Several others came to Keridan’s aid, although a lone caterer wasn’t a match for even one agent.

			Keridan soon rose from the floor, his face back to normal, holding the man by the scruff of the neck. Two other agents took him from Keridan’s grip, and he strode through the surrounding agents to me. “My Lady, are you all right?”

			“Yes.” I wasn’t going to admit that my heart was still hammering against my ribcage. Keridan took one of the cans of liquid sugar that were slung on his belt and emptied its contents into his mouth. Being in the safety zone drained the agents of sugar and they needed to replenish it before they could zone again. It was clear he wanted to be ready for anything.

			Then he turned his attention back to me. “I didn’t hurt you when I pushed you?”

			“No. I’m fine.”

			The room was in pandemonium. All the guests were yelling and I could see just about all my suitors trying to get to me. I ignored them and turned back to Keridan.

			“Let’s move you away from this,” he said.

			Once he’d moved me to the side, he turned back to my assailant, who was still being held by two agents.

			“Fetch the high commander,” Keridan instructed another agent. “I’m sure he’ll want to—”

			“Wait, stop him!”

			One of the agents holding the man shot his hand out, but it was too late. The caterer had put something in his mouth. Instantly, his body went rigid and he slid to the floor, his eyes open and staring.

			“Damn it!” Keridan spat. He turned to the agents who had been holding the caterer. “Why weren’t you watching for a suicide attempt?”

			“Sorry, sir.” The agents looked frightened. I could understand why. When agents made mistakes there were consequences and they usually weren’t pleasant.

			Keridan looked back at me. I tried not to show my fear, but it wasn’t easy.

			It wasn’t long before High Commander Denzik came and took charge. He ordered the removal of the body with a wave of his hand. Then he started talking to Keridan, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. They looked in my direction a lot, though.

			Eventually, Denzik approached me with a bow. “My Lady, I take it you are unharmed?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Rest assured, we will conduct a full investigation and find out as much as we can about this assassin and who hired him. But now, I think it’s a good idea if you return to your quarters.”

			I was happy with that idea. I’d had enough for one evening. I could see several of my suitors talking to Keridan. I was sure they were asking if they could escort me back to my chambers, trying to play the hero, albeit a little too late. Fortunately, Keridan shook his head.

			As my regular guard and an additional guard surrounded me, I saw my uncle leaning against a pillar on the opposite side of the room. His face was unreadable, but I didn’t detect any concern for me.

			Before I could leave the room, Keridan stepped up to me. “I’ll lead the guard back to my Lady’s chamber.”

			“You will not do it alone.”

			I started as I saw Hajitis pushing his way toward me. He hadn’t been on duty. Word must have already spread about what had happened. His weapon was drawn and at the ready.

			Hajitis and Keridan took up positions on either side of me. “Is my Lady all right?” he said as we began walking.

			“Oh, yeah. I just love birthday surprises.”

			Hajitis snorted. Then he looked over my head to Keridan. “What happened?”

			“Caterer. Had a weapon disguised as a laser lighter.” He shook his head. “Well disguised.”

			“I thought there had been no sign—”

			“Now is not the time, agent.”

			“No, I think now is very much the time.” I turned to Keridan. “What’s going on?”

			“It’s not something I should—”

			“I’d rather hear it from you than Denzik.”

			He looked frustrated, but replied, “We’re keeping an eye out for any trouble in the lead-up to your coronation. It’s a common time for assassination attempts. We haven’t found anything so far.”

			“We need to look harder,” Hajitis growled.

			“No joke.”

			I didn’t continue the conversation. I knew that Keridan would be reluctant to say anything else in case he overstepped his position. I would have to direct the rest of my questions to Denzik, and I was sure I wouldn’t be the only one with questions for him.

			***

			The attempt on my life was the first item on the agenda at the next council meeting. Denzik took no time in reassuring us, although I could tell from the start that the glare he got from Crazaan bothered him.

			“We have checked the background of the caterer who attempted to assassinate my Lady,” he said, “but have found no evidence of who he was working for. We are continuing to search for any indication that he was not working alone.”

			My uncle broke the silence. “And how, may I ask, was he able to get so close to my Lady when there were fifty agents in the room?”

			Denzik had clearly been expecting this question. “It was one of my agents who prevented him from harming my Lady.”

			“Yes, one. What were the other forty-nine doing?”

			Denzik grit his teeth. “There was no evidence of intent any earlier—”

			“If assassins are to succeed, they don’t make a habit of advertising their intentions.”

			“Lord Crazaan does have a point,” Lady Morlanda said. She was one of the oldest members of council and had been my mother’s aunt. She was a kind, motherly soul who always tried to look out for me. “How can we be sure that my Lady will be safe during her coronation if an assassin infiltrated the Palace so easily?”

			“The Agency has not previously been allowed to perform checks on all my Lady’s staff.”

			“They are not checked?” Crazaan mocked. “Perhaps we can hire those who tried to kill my Lady on her journey here.”

			“Would you care to do that, Lord Crazaan?” Denzik’s eyes blazed with meaning as he looked at my uncle. Crazaan shut his mouth as he realized what he’d said.

			Once my uncle had dropped his eyes, Denzik continued. “The Agency has never been responsible for the hiring of staff who work in the Palace. That has always been the privilege of the Verindal aristocracy. That oversight will be rectified until after the coronation. All staff in the Palace will receive thorough background checks and will be searched by agents before they go near my Lady, regardless of what duty they are to perform. I don’t think anyone here will object to that in light of what happened.” Again, he gave my uncle a pointed look.

			Letz, who had been flinching with every harsh word that had shot across the table, was finally able to smile. “I think we’re all satisfied with that?” Once he’d received nods from all the councilors, he turned back to me. “We’ll move on to the next item on the agenda.”

			The next item was a mining issue. I always found them hard to follow, especially as my uncle was usually the speaker. He made no allowance for someone who hadn’t been raised on this planet. After fifteen minutes I was trying not to yawn. I risked a glance at the other council members. They didn’t seem to be having trouble staying awake.

			“All our investigations have determined that the mine has run dry,” Crazaan concluded, pointing to an image on the holo screen in front of him. “We are therefore recommending to council that the mine be closed.”

			“What about the mining force?” Morlanda inquired.

			“They will be relocated to the mine in Wortal,” my uncle said. “They have accepted it as necessary.”

			Morlanda looked doubtful.

			“Why would they have a problem with it?” I asked. My gift hadn’t picked up any deceit in Crazaan’s reply, although he was good at wording his answers to hide the truth.

			“Lukis miners are passionate about their profession,” Morlanda said.

			“Why?”

			Everyone gave me an indulgent look. I gathered the reason would be obvious to a normal citizen of our planet.

			It was my uncle who replied. “It is their religion, my Lady.”

			I raised my eyebrows. Why would mining be a religious experience?

			Morlanda took over. “The communities at each mine have been working there since the foundation of our society, my Lady. They believe that mining is a calling given to them by the Creator.”

			That’s right. I remembered having heard this before.

			I’d been surprised, when I’d first arrived on Verindon, to find that Verindals had legends about a god not unlike the one some people followed on Earth. For most of the population, these beliefs were purely mythological, but the miners persisted in believing that there was a Creator. They believed that the mines in which they worked were gifts the Creator had given them to mine for the good of all on the planet. The rest of the Verindonians looked askance at their beliefs but didn’t refuse the lukis retrieved from the mines.

			“There is no more lukis to mine there anyway.” My uncle turned to me. “My Lady, these miners have accepted the closure. They have been offered new work in Wortal and are happy with the idea.”

			My eyes narrowed. Something in me was uneasy, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure that Crazaan had lied. Was he dodging my talent by making sure he skirted on the edge of the truth?

			Letz looked my way as my uncle resumed his seat. “If my Lady is satisfied with that course of action, perhaps we should turn to the next item on the agenda. The upcoming coronation.”

			I cringed. Every thought of the coronation was terrifying. It was a considerable spectacle, comprising three separate events.

			The first event, called the Parade, required me to walk down the main thoroughfare of Intersiss, our capital, followed by others in the line of succession, from the closest downwards. The main thoroughfare ended at the Palace, where I would climb a small set of stairs, place my hand on a motion globe, thereby “sealing my identity into the structure of the Palace itself.” At least, that’s what they told me it did.

			I didn’t mind this one so much. After all, I didn’t have to say anything. But everyone worried about this one the most.

			“There will be no trouble,” Denzik assured the other councilors. “My Lady will be kept safe.”

			This, of course, was the big problem. I would be in the streets, open to attack on every side. It made the Agency nervous.

			“What assurance do we have of this?” my uncle growled from across the table.

			“Every care will be taken to ensure her safety during the Parade. We have been planning security for months.”

			“I should hope she will be guarded by your best agents,” Crazaan hissed.

			“Would I trust my Lady with any less than the best? Agent Keridan will be leading the team protecting my Lady during the Parade. I think it unlikely anyone here would object to that.”

			I tried to hide my delight.

			“So it will continue, as scheduled,” Letz said with relief, removing that item from the agenda. “I believe that is all for our meeting today, my Lady.”

			Talma gathered up her things and mine.

			Talma, who was the daughter of my mother’s sister, was one of my three ladies-in-waiting. I hadn’t been too fond of any of them when we’d first met. They’d reminded me too much of the simpering students at the prestigious high school I’d attended on Earth. But even on that first day, Talma had stood out as being slightly more sensible.

			We’d grown closer over the past five months. Although she still refused to call me anything but “my Lady” or relate to me like I was a normal person, she was a much greater help to me than the other two girls.

			I was wearing a long formal robe, as I did at all council meetings. I hated them. As soon as we were out of the council chambers she removed the heavy outer wrap from my shoulders.

			“I really don’t know how I’m going to stand a lifetime of council meetings,” I said as we headed back to my quarters.

			“That’s where a consort can be handy, my Lady,” said Talma. “They can often help with those kinds of responsibilities.”

			I sniffed. Although I didn’t enjoy the council meetings, I didn’t know if I wanted my consort to attend them without me. “I don’t think a consort should do my work for me.”

			“I’m not saying that,” she said quickly. “I mean, it doesn’t have to be someone good at politics, but if they can help you understand things more, that would help.”

			“So not someone like Ardon, then?” I smirked.

			“No. I’m not sure you and Ardon …” She looked embarrassed.

			I grinned. “It’s all right, Talma. I know we don’t get along. Now I just have to convince the council of that.”

			“I hope you can, my Lady.”

			Once we were back in my quarters Talma helped me get ready for bed while my guard checked my bedchamber for any sign of danger. When they’d confirmed it was safe, Talma took her leave.

			As I settled in bed, I reflected on what Talma had said. She was certainly right in saying I could do with help in understanding things on this planet, but I didn’t know if I trusted any of my prospective suitors to be that much of a help. Most of them only seemed to care about their social standing.

			I set my mouth. I needed Keridan as my consort. I’d trust him with any responsibilities and he would know how to achieve the things that would benefit everyone on this planet, not just the elite. There had to be a way to get what I wanted.

			I smiled as my thoughts turned to Keridan and I felt my eyes drift closed.

			***

			It seemed like only a moment later that someone shook me awake. I sat up, surprised to find an agent standing over me.

			I recognized her instantly. I had come to know my regular guard by sight over the last five months, as usually the same set of twenty female agents worked on rotation. This woman often led my guard. She was a few years off thirty, I thought. That made her a good agent, or at least, a lucky one. Working for the Agency was a perilous business, and lives were constantly lost.

			“What’s wrong?” I said, squinting in the light from the globe beside my bed, which she must have turned on.

			I looked around. To my surprise, my five-pronged agent guard wasn’t with her, and the door leading to the rest of my quarters was still closed. She hurried to reassure me. “It’s all right, my Lady. I have a message from Keridan.”

			I frowned and looked back at the door. “And you are?”

			“Agent Perisina, my Lady.” There was an aura of calm about her, even beyond the average agent’s emotionless state. “I am a close friend of Keridan’s.”

			“What’s the message?”

			To my surprise, she headed for the wall. Then I noticed that a portion of it was missing. One of the huge white panels had been moved out of the way somehow. I went over to it, looking past it. I was shocked to discover that there was a set of stairs behind it, and the stairway was old, with cobwebs and dust on its edges.

			I looked at her in amazement.

			“It’s a secret passage,” she said. “It links directly to the Agency’s High Command. In times of danger, it is sometimes necessary to remove the overlord from the Palace without anyone knowing.”

			“Who else knows about this?” Why hadn’t I been told of its existence before now? Anyone could have appeared in my bedroom!

			“The high commander knows, and any agent who is directly responsible for your security.”

			“All of them?” My head jerked in the direction of the agents outside the door.

			“Not them, no. There are only two of us, apart from the high commander, who have direct responsibility for your safety. The other agents have no idea this is here.”

			I felt relieved until she added, “Officially, anyway.”

			So we were meant to keep this a secret from the others? “I hope they haven’t heard us talking.” I listened carefully but could hear no noise from outside the room.

			“My Lady, your bedchamber is soundproof.”

			I raised my eyebrows. No one had told me that either. “Why?”

			“It is best. Overlords have been known to talk in their sleep.”

			I wondered how many secrets had been given away before they’d soundproofed the room.

			“Follow me.” She was already heading down the secret passage.

			The stairway was long and dark, but we didn’t go any further than the bottom of them. There, holding a light aloft, was Keridan. I remembered quickly that I was with another agent and managed to restrain myself from flinging myself into his arms, but I couldn’t hide the joy on my face. Perisina didn’t seem to notice.

			Keridan was also aware that we had a guest, so kept his voice formal. “My Lady, I’ve come to warn you.”

			I could
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