
  
  
      
        
          To Weave the Wind

          Arts of Substance - Novel 2

		      
          Sharon Rose

        

        
          [image: ]

          Eternarose Publishing

        

      

    


  
  Dedication


To Jade,

May you find the unique gifts within yourself,
 and always treasure them.








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Share the Adventure
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Next Adventure
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        E-books by Sharon Rose
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Copyright
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1
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Some ambassador she was! On the cusp of her destiny, and all Fanteal wanted was to summon a gale to carry her away. 
Instead, she asked the breeze to sweep the wildflower fragrance up the hill to her. She climbed the tilted steps, letting the delicate scents waft over her. For the last time. 
If only she could savor this without the taint of loss. Just like yesterday, dancing beneath two full moons, all too aware that it was the last time. A thought that had betrayed her to tears. Fanteal adjusted for the broken step beneath her foot, as wobbly as her emotions. At least her partner had seemed to believe the excuse that she’d gotten something in her eye. Her mother had not. 
She could almost hear the echo of her mother’s delicately whispered reproof. “Tears at a celebration? Because you’ll dance in a different home come the next New Year? You are being honored tonight. Act like it.”
As though tears and smiles were kept in little boxes to be taken out at the appropriate moment. 
Typical of her mother. She’d even arranged a farewell event for Fanteal’s siblings before the arrival of Dirklan’s prime minister. This was her mother’s royal version of kindness—that her children would have a day with no duties except to enjoy one another. Or perhaps it was a method to get the official parting over with, lest tears rise when Fanteal should be smiling. 
Cresting the long flight of steps, Fanteal absorbed the pressure of hilltop wind. Maybe such events had worked for her mother when she’d left her home to become Ambassador of Dirklan. In fact, her separation had been harder in some ways. Younger than Fanteal and destined for the added weight of a queen’s crown. She had never met the man she would marry within days of arrival. None of this changed the fact that she’d had no substance gift to lose.
How could a mother who hated wind and loved a roof overhead possibly know what her wind-weaving daughter was giving up?
A chipmunk skittered into hiding as Fanteal picked her way across the overgrown tiles of the pavilion. Or so the ruin was called. Whatever the structure had been, only columns and one pediment remained standing. Two statues guarded the final approach. Worn faceless by centuries of wind, rain, and occasional snow. Some kind of seated animal—they could have been anything from lions to dogs. She rested a hand against one. “Or are you a pair of giant chipmunks?” 
She snorted. Rock. Supposedly enduring and stable. Yet it wore away to nothing, while air still blanketed the hilltop no matter how the currents flowed. She had woven the wind here many a time, practicing her gift with creation’s most elusive and vibrant substance. The invisible breath in their lungs. Though it couldn’t be grasped in one’s hand, it was more real than all other forms of matter. Not that anyone but a wind weaver would agree. 
Among humans, that was. An enormous ocean eagle sailed by, resting upon the air as it angled toward its harborside nest. They understood. 
Fanteal reached out to sample the swirl high overhead. A little drier than usual, for she had bidden the water vapor to depart when she set the circular pattern in motion earlier. Rain was never invited when the harbor’s passage to Dirklan needed to be opened.
She leaned against one of the columns. Cold and rough. As unyielding as the covenant signed all those generations ago. An endless succession of ambassadors must be exchanged between the royal house of Welcia and its belowground province of Dirklan. So she, Princess Fanteal Nirundale de Noviam, must leave her palace home under the wide blue sky and become Ambassador Fanteal in the caverns below. A place without royal titles, where family names mattered little, and where the open sky did not exist. 
Fanteal slapped her palm against the column, which hurt her without moving or acknowledging her existence. “Yes,” she snarled, “you are exactly like that decree.”
Ever since her substance gift had manifested, it had warred with her assumed destiny. The ambassador role did feel right, and her studies of government, economy, negotiation, and such still fascinated her. If only she could serve aboveground where her wind weaving gift also had a purpose. Surely some other member of the royal family would be a more suitable ambassador to Dirklan than she.
Never once had another stepped forward. Never once had her esteemed grandfather hinted that another might be preferred. If he, the prime minister of Dirklan, raised no issue over her gift, then no one else would object. All he ever did was praise her knowledge and skill. 
Last year, he’d expounded on the tour he planned to give her through the cavernous domains of Dirklan Province. Such a delight it would be for him to introduce her belowground. Why would he think otherwise? He’d sent his own daughter aboveground to marry the king. In his eyes, he was bringing Fanteal to her rightful home. Where she must pretend that she wasn’t hopelessly out of place. 
Uhf. How to get her mind off this moaning? Fanteal strode from the column, her gown dragging over weed clumps. She would know one person, a grandfather who loved her. That was more acquaintance than her mother had possessed in her new home, and she’d succeeded. 
A stumbling footstep and mumbled complaint intruded. Someone ascended the broken steps that led up from the valley. 
She returned to the head of the stairs and looked down. Lord Yaeger. Did he need something? More likely acting on his belief that being a quarter hour early counted as being late. She understood his time obsession no better now than at her twelfth birthday celebration, when he’d been appointed to oversee her education as ambassador. How thrilled she’d been, how grown up she’d felt. Fanteal smirked. Twice that age now, but she was still considered young for her role. 
Lord Yaeger caught sight of her and halted, motioning her to come down. She nodded but gave the sun’s low position a pointed glance. She was not late. Perhaps she should check the harbor in case anything was going amiss. 
She extended her weaving senses. The wind still obeyed. The water, she couldn’t sense, but if something was wrong, her father would be tending it, and she would have felt his presence.
Lord Yaeger motioned with more vigor, so she bade the air lift his words to her ear. “Come down from there,” he called. “You will be late.”
She hid a smile, remembering his parting gift. An elegant bracelet. She’d nearly laughed aloud when she realized the jeweled oval was the face of a watch. Thoughtful in his way, for she would need it in Dirklan, so she’d promised to think fondly of him when she wore it belowground. But neither affection nor respect for him would make her give up her final moments of freedom within the sky. 
Fanteal summoned the wind. It embraced her, supporting her as she leaned forward. It spread the silk chiffon of her gown into a rippling train. She jumped from the top step and cleared a dozen stairs. With one foot, she touched the landing enough to launch herself again, angling away from the long staircase. Her descent was more like a deer’s than a woman’s. She savored every instant of free flight as she sailed from boulder to hummock, from crumbling wall to smooth rock. 
She was neither heated nor breathless when she reached the paved walk that led to the palace enclosure. Ascending to the top of the wall was just as easy, for the wind hastened to bear her weight. When she stepped within the colonnade, she let gratitude flavor her internal murmur of enough now. The gust stilled instantly. 
She eased into a normal pace as she followed the colonnade to the chapel that adjoined it. If her father wanted her sooner, he would be there. 
Still empty, but he would come, and together they would use their gifts. She pushed away the internal taunt of for the last time. In truth, the last time would be tomorrow, when the haste of departure would grant no leisure to mourn. One final day for some miracle to save her from a lifetime in the caverns. 
Maybe a few minutes in this little open-air chapel was what she needed. It had been built for private worship, after all, when members of the royal family needed peace or answers. She crossed the oval floor’s intricate mosaic. A salty breeze from the harbor swept between the front columns, which supported the domed roof. The altar nestled in the curve overlooking the harbor. Fire gems glowed in the brazier. A wall enclosed the chapel’s rear half-circle to protect its mysterious treasure—four etched golden pillars, cloaked in shadow, barely visible.
Fanteal approached the altar. Bowls of flowers surround the brazier. Irises, water lilies, and willow blossoms represented the substance gifts, and an array of vine roses represented the varied life gifts. She searched within as she considered her choices. Willow blossoms and roses to embody the silent prayers of her conflicted gifts. Of what use could wind weaving be to an ambassador dwelling in caverns? 
She placed the flowers in a bowl of fragrance oil and stirred them with her fingers while the oil absorbed their scents. The fire gems in the brazier flickered with colored light, an occasional flame licking around one and then another. They sprang to life as she spread the flowers across the gems. The oil sizzled and released its fragrance. It gathered in a cloud around her. The breeze detoured past the chapel, lingering to whisper in the bushes outside. 
Fanteal wiped her scented fingers through her hair. She stood with her eyes closed, her lips moving silently. Trying to plead her case to Ellincreo, and yet avoid any hint that she objected to his will. All the while, hoping it wasn’t what everyone planned for her.
No answer came, no stirring to change her designated course. Though one should never seek a vision upon the golden statues, she peered into their alcove. Would a plain column take on form and motion? Show her what she should do? 
Nothing.
Her father’s long stride approached along the colonnade. He halted between the columns of the chapel. “Ah, a final offering at your favorite altar. May I ask what you blended?” 
“Willow blossoms for the wind weaver in me and roses for the ambassador.” She couldn’t hold his gaze. “They weren’t blended, though. Separate sides of the burner, for my time has come to leave one of them in order to embrace the other.” 
He drew near and rested his hands against her shoulders. She looked up from his sumptuously embroidered tunic, focusing on each detail of his face, soon to be only memories. The lines framing his mouth, the gray that mixed with brown in his thick eyebrows, the steady gaze of his dark blue eyes.
“You’ve decided, then?” Half statement, half question. 
“Shall we say rather that I’ve admitted to the decision that has already been made for me.”
He squeezed her shoulders. “Do not say that, Fanteal. You do have a choice.”
She smiled and tried for a bantering tone. “Alas, you have raised me honorably. I am faced with only two options. One selfish. The other worthy, and according to my mother, wholly delightful. What’s a girl to do?”
His eyebrows nudged closer. “What has she been saying now?”
“It’s not that. It’s what she doesn’t say. Cannot say. She thinks I grieve for home and family, and that is true. But she doesn’t understand that I am…” Her throat constricted. “…losing the sky.”
“I know.” He paused. “The best I can imagine is living in a desert for the rest of my life. To never again see a stream, much less the ocean. But there would still be water somewhere, and perhaps as a streamer, I could help desert dwellers conserve or find more of the water we take for granted. There is plenty of air in the caverns. You’ll use your gift differently, but you will still use it.” 
“For what? The voice-lifting trick?” 
A hint of reproof lurked in his eyes. “Words are crucial, but worthless if they are not heard. Do not underestimate the importance of being the royal ambassador. From what your grandfather said last year, the need is great.”
She understood his emphasis. Ore shipments had fallen way off—for no reason that any abovegrounder could discern. “I don’t see how I’m supposed to fix inadequate trade payments if Grandfather allows them. He is prime minister, after all. Re-elected so many times that the people obviously trust him. He’s the one with actual authority.”
“Focus on the hidden causes. Find out why the people have lost faith in the crown. Why they feel justified in not paying for all the food we send. Work on that.” 
She’d seen the other side of this issue, for her mother actively represented Dirklan. But belowground, Fanteal worried she’d just be seen as young and unknown. They wouldn’t even trust her to stay until she married one of them. Another worry, marriage, though her grandfather promised she wouldn’t be pressured. A year seemed plenty long enough to find a husband…and not nearly long enough. But they’d been through all of this, and indeed, her decision had been made—regardless of who made it. She knew what she had to do. 
An inaudible voice brought her thoughts to a halt. A voice she had never before discerned. Harsh. Grating. Her eyes flew to her father’s. “Is that the former belowground?”
“Indeed. Your gift is truly amazing.” 
“No more than yours. You can sense the formers working too.”
“True, but I’ve never known a wind weaver to perceive the command of a former.” He took her hand and led her from the chapel onto the harborside colonnade. “That was the chief former of Dirklan. He gives the dome over Passage Lake that nudge to let me know he is prepared for the opening. It is time to lower the whirlpool.” 
They followed the curving walkway along the cliff’s edge, stopping before it met a sheltered flight of steps. From here, they could view the natural harbor and the retractable palace dock, which had been drawn back from its anchor where the cliff gave way to shoreline. 
Fanteal sat on the colonnade’s low wall. The harbor spread out below her. Sunlight frosted ominous waves that hid the dome within the seabed. The city of Regissa wrapped around the harbor’s near side. Rigid port docks stood empty, for the ships remained at sea when counter tides transformed the harbor from safe to treacherous. Seaweed lay in sodden heaps on exposed rock. The current circled, skewed backwards as only occurred when the two moons synchronized at the half year and new year. 
She sensed her father’s silent command. The water’s energy compressed toward the midst of the harbor. Waves slowed near the piers but picked up speed in the center. This, she felt through the air, where it rested on the water.
She sent her gentle call to the wind, commanding it to match the water’s motion. Faster and faster, she urged the spiral. A vortex formed and dipped its tip into the water. So persuadable, it was, so ready to lend its energy to the sea. The whirlpool sank quickly. It beat against the rock panels of the dome below, twisting them open. And there within the panels, she sensed the former who had command of them. 
How strange that her gift would reveal a new aspect on this of all days. No time to think of that now, for the whirlpool must lift—from the lake beneath the dome—a vessel holding precious cargo, her grandfather and his aides. 
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Intent though he was, calm satisfaction filled her father’s voice. “The vessel is within the whirlpool’s grip.” He commanded the water to draw it up. 
Fanteal sensed the object only when it reached the surface and pressed against the air that she held within her awareness. She squinted across the sparkling blue waters. There it was—its red and white top a flashing blur as it spun. More like a domed saucer than a boat. Time to unwind the whirlpool.
Her father was already ordering the swirl to still, but with the entire harbor circling, momentum fought him. The wind was quicker to obey, for it had plenty of space above and less demand from gravity. Fanteal bade it draw energy up from the water. Fine mist rose along with the twining wind, and she dispersed the stray moisture through the airways. 
As the harbor calmed, the spinning vessel slowed. She could now discern the vertical red and white stripes on its broad, domed top. Within it, the four twirling seats would now be slowing. A wild ride that she would soon experience. Her mother had endured it, but Fanteal intended to enjoy the thrill. 
The king turned to her. “Well done, Fanteal. Such proficiency is unusual indeed. It’s been a long time since we’ve had a wind weaver as gifted as you.” 
Pleasure welled up and almost brought tears to her eyes. He never let his partiality bias his judgment. “Thank you, Father.”
He touched her cheek. No words could contain the rest of what they felt. In a moment he was gone, descending the steps to the dock. 
Fanteal stayed where she was. Her part would come later. Her grandfather always went first to visit with his daughter, then came time to visit with his grandchildren. But today would be different. Today she would be presented as Royal Ambassador of Welcia.
The vessel in the harbor followed an arced current toward shore, guided now by one of the harbor streamers. Dockhands released the withdrawn dock, and it slid out on its track. They readied hooks and ropes. Her father came into sight, Lord Yaeger and a few other nobles following him. They paused on the shore. Dockhands snagged the vessel and rotated it to bring the hatch within the curved recess of the dock. They tied off ropes, flipped heavy latches, and jerked the hatch open. 
Fanteal set the air currents to detour around the dock area, for belowgrounders disliked strong wind. A couple of black-haired aides climbed out of the vessel. She waited for her grandfather’s snowy head to appear. Instead, the men looked around, then crossed the dock toward shore. 
Why weren’t the prime minister’s aides assisting him? Why did they approach the king without him? What were they saying? Then, her father turned and looked up at her. Even from this height, she could see his frown. The aides followed his gaze. She didn’t recognize either of them. Dockhands steadied someone else who swayed as he emerged from the vessel. Still not the one she sought.
Air thickened in her chest. She jumped up, raced along the colonnade, and descended the sheltered steps in flying leaps. Remembering propriety in time, she slowed to a dignified pace before reaching the bottom. The wind greeted her as she stepped out onto the slope that led to the dock. It became her trainbearer, spreading her full skirts to flow behind her. 
The younger of the two men watched her approach, his smile growing.
When she reached the king, he took her hand and lifted it formally. “Allow me to present Royal Ambassador of Welcia, Princess Fanteal de Noviam.”
Though the introduction had barely begun, the younger man murmured, “Exquisite!”
Idiot. Fanteal granted him no answer. Turning to the king, she asked, “Where is my grandfather?”
He withdrew his narrowed gaze from the stranger. His expression softened as he took both of her hands. “I’m sorry to grieve you at this moment, my dear, but they bring sad news. Prime Minister Nirundale has left this life.”
She averted her face from the strangers, certain now of who they must be. Her world quaked. The older man was uttering a speech of condolence while her lungs clamped. She didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Her father’s grasp tightened on her fingertips. She blinked her wet eyes hard. This was not the moment for tears. Nor for breathless shock. She focused on practiced formality and turned, letting her father lift her hand again on his open palm. 
He slightly extended it toward the elder of the two men. “Fanteal, I must introduce to you Prime Minister Sened Mikkael.”
Fanteal transferred her hand from her father’s to his, and the prime minister received it respectfully on the back of his hand. “It will be a delight to welcome you to Dirklan, Lady Fanteal.”
Using her belowground title already. She uttered prepared words. “I look forward to extending the ancient bond between our peoples.” 
He inclined his head, then shifted her hand toward the younger man. “May I present my son, Jaikon Mikkael.”
Jaikon clasped her fingers with unearned familiarity. Did he not know better? Or not care? He smiled down at her, moving closer. “I could not have asked for a more beautiful bride.” 
She gasped and jerked her hand away. His appreciative look warped into something far different. 
“You have not asked for that honor,” the king said between his teeth. “Nor have you been granted what you assume.”
Oh, the expressions that chased over Jaikon’s face. And those of the two men who had come up behind him from the vessel. Even the prime minister looked irritated, though he had better control. 
“Before any further discussion,” Sir Mikkael said to the king, “I would like to speak with our ambassador. Will you please introduce me to Queen Ambassador Trissina?”
“Certainly.” The king turned to ascend the walkway to the palace. 
Ah, a chance to escape, for this first meeting was not hers. Fanteal hurried back to the stairs. 
The wind swirled after her, allowing the breeze to rush over the group behind her. 

      [image: ]Jaikon stared after her. Was he not insulted enough? Must she run away from him too? 
His father whispered a word into his ear. “Remember!”
He almost ground his teeth. His father had warned him, and the moment they were alone, he’d have to listen to the same old rebuke. Deserved, too, which made it no easier to bear. The two envoys who’d accompanied them had already pushed past him, close on the prime minister’s heels. Tomorrow, they would spread word belowground of his blunder. The rumors would be all over Dirklan. 
Jaikon looked up to the cliff-top colonnade. A lone figure drew out of sight behind the column where he’d first caught a glimpse of the ambassador. 
It must be her. Was she alone? If so, could he somehow smooth over his premature words? He tensed his jaw. Everyone knew they were expected to wed, and he’d only meant to compliment her. In any case, she couldn’t reject him any worse than she already had. The party he should have joined was several paces away, apparently unaware that he wasn’t following. He couldn’t let this chance slip away. 
Jaikon trod the path she had taken and found the stairs to the colonnade. But when he reached the spot where he’d seen her, it was deserted. He hesitated. The breeze was stronger here than by the dock. It forced air at his nostrils, making it hard to breathe. He shielded his face with a hand. How could these people stand it? 
Ahead of him, the colonnade passed through a structure, one portion overlooking the harbor and the rest jutting into a garden where flowers bloomed around a fir tree. He’d search that far.
Pausing in the welcome shade between two of the columns, he found Fanteal standing within the curve that overlooked the harbor. Her head was bowed, her long hair falling forward to hide her face. She gripped the rail that edged a surface. White showed on her knuckles.
Was this a good idea? Regardless, if she’d heard his approach, he could not now turn back. “Please forgive me for intruding.”
Her back went straight as a column, and her face hard as marble. Though she was a foot shorter than he, she seemed to be staring down at him.
“I came to apologize.” He shifted. “From what your father said, I gather my words were misconstrued.”
“There are times when it’s wise to allow emotions to cool before offering an apology.”
“Considering how…presumptuous I must have sounded, I’d rather admit my error at once.”
“You do not, in fact, find me exquisite?”
He returned the challenge in her eyes. The princess chose to be difficult, did she? For now, he must humor her, but perhaps it was she who blundered this time. “I’m not apologizing for stating you’re beautiful. That is a simple fact. When you ran down the slope, with your train streaming out behind, you were as graceful as a dancer. But though the sight was enchanting, it doesn’t excuse me for expressing myself so poorly. For that, I do apologize.”
Halfway through his answer, her expression of indignation transformed to arrested attention. She turned to lean against the railing, a puzzled crease between her brows.
“Did I say something…strange?” he asked.
“No. I’m just wondering what, exactly, you saw.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I didn’t run down the slope.”
What was this? Was she trying to throw him off-balance because she couldn’t reasonably reject his apology? Did her manners extend no further than one formal sentence prepared for the prime minister? What sort of ambassador was being sent to them? Easily offended? Capricious? He guarded his expression as earlier worries resurfaced. Was she a spoiled princess who thought that royal rank excused her from common courtesy? She would find otherwise. No matter how much he needed to humor her, he wasn’t about to follow her through pointless ramblings. 
He stepped closer to the nearby brazier and changed the subject. “I never imagined this purpose for the gems we trade to you. What’s the point of setting them amid fire?”
“We burn our offerings here.”
“Is this a…what do you call it…a chapel?” She nodded, and he looked more closely at his surroundings. “Where are the idols?”
“There are no idols. If you mean the statues, they’re in the back.”
He peered into the darker area. “Why are they kept in the shadows?”
“Because they are hard to see.”
“Do you always speak in riddles?”
A hint of chill returned to her voice. “It’s hard to discuss things that you clearly don’t understand.”
“Then enlighten me. What, exactly, are the statues?”
“I cannot even begin to explain them to you.”
Evasive, but he wasn’t giving up. “Fine. If the statues are too much, then tell me of the offering.”
He endured her solemn gaze before she gestured to the bowls of flowers and oil. “Items are selected that have significance to oneself or the situation. Flowers are often soaked in this oil to draw out their fragrance. Then they’re spread on the brazier to burn during worship.” 
“How are the flowers significant?”
“They represent different things. For instance, irises represent the earth because they grow from buried tubers. Water lilies stand for water, of course, and willow blossoms for the wind. But it needn’t be flowers that are offered. Just anything that will burn.” 
“Is it permitted that I make such an offering?”
Her mouth softened. “Anyone may do so.”
Ah, that reached her. Though unsure why, he’d take the chance to show her there was more to him than one verbal misstep. He looked at the flowers. No. She’d referred to the substance gifts, and he wasn’t following that lead! Jaikon took a few steps out to the garden. Direct sunlight intensified the heat and hurried his choice. He broke off a sprig from the fir tree, with a green cone nestled in its needles. A bush bore clumps of berries, like miniature grape clusters. He plucked one of these and scooped up a handful of earth. 
Fanteal still waited by the altar when he returned. At least she hadn’t run away. 
“What now?” he asked.
“Spread them on the brazier. You may soak them in oil first if you like, but it’s not necessary.”
“The unnecessary doesn’t interest me.” He placed his items on the firelit gems, explaining their significance. “In Dirklan, the evergreen represents Ellincreo, the only one worthy of worship. This earth represents Dirklan itself, and the fruit represents the food we need from aboveground.” The fir sprig flared in a sudden burst and disintegrated, while flames licked around the berries. Already, this seemed silly, but he must search for meaning. “It does seem fitting to offer this on the gems that we trade for food.”
Fanteal held her silence, and he waited. His father had warned him to keep an open mind. What was supposed to happen? The only difference was the stillness. The wind gave him a brief respite, no longer pushing and pulling the air past his face. Smoke hung above the brazier, soured with the scent of unripe fruit, while dirt congealed over a few diamonds. 
He still didn’t get it. “Where is the worship in this act? Is there something beyond the tradition?”
“Worship is in the heart. The offering only sets the ambiance.”
Yi! The ambiance stunk. Remembering to guard his tongue, he sought inoffensive words. “Belowground, we start worship with song. I look forward to escorting you to the sacred chamber.” He turned away from the stench, only to gasp at the sight before him. “What is that?”

      [image: ]Fanteal nearly choked. She couldn’t blame him for his disgust. One of the statues was revealed, taking on the form of a man stark against a hazy glow. She had never seen anything so hideous. “It’s…the one that represents formers.” She couldn’t force herself to explain more. After all her days of longing for a vision, why must she see this? 
Jaikon moved toward it, a look of fascinated revulsion marring his face. He mustn’t touch, but did he know that? She longed to run but stayed just near enough to grab his arm if he reached for the transformed gold. How dreadful that she must witness his humiliating revelation. 
As if to emphasize the grotesqueness of his vision, the wind weaver statue began to glow with a gentle beauty. Fanteal released a shaky breath. A vision of her own! That proved the other could have nothing to do with her. She gravitated toward her own statue, but try as she would, she could not drag her eyes from the earthen figure. 
It stood with feet planted and chest thrust forward. From head to foot, it was covered with filth. Not soil—rotting filth. A rancid smell emanated from it. A network of fibrous fungi draped from the decaying matter on its eyebrows, obscuring its view. Bits of debris adhered to the sludge around its nose and mouth. Powdery dust floated toward it, became entrapped, and solidified the crust that nearly sealed its nose. Its parted lips sneered despite the stiffening mire that held their corners shut. How could such arrogance exist within such filth? 
Jaikon’s nostrils pinched—from disgust at the odor or the vision? Yet he stared into that haughty face. 
Fanteal’s stomach heaved, and she forced her eyes down. A glimmer snagged her attention. A chunk of filth had fallen from the statue’s calf, revealing the luster of pure gold. How strange. 
She stepped back to bring her own statue within her field of view, longing to see its serene face turning away from this beastly creature. No such comfort was granted her. 
The mosaic floor appeared to swirl like water as the wind statue seemed to move like a living woman! Within the vision, she extended her arms beyond her head and leaned forward to dive. Fanteal could almost feel air rushing past in her leap. The hands parted the waters. That determined face plunged beneath the waves.
Fanteal shuddered, swaying when the statues became rigid pillars again. Why, oh why, had that beast been revealed to her if not to warn her away? Why did she still have to pass through the waters? 
The light in the alcove faded, and she stumbled to the altar rail. She needed time to think, but Jaikon’s voice intruded.
“How can you worship such a hideous thing?”
“No, we don’t. The statues are rarely revealed. I’ve never even seen one, much less worshipped it.” 
He huffed. “Now that you know what’s hidden in the shadows, do you still wish to persist in this so-called worship?”
She clung to the railing. “You mustn’t speak of this. You truly do not understand what you’re saying.”
He leaned against the far end of the altar rail, his arms folded across his chest as he studied her. After a few minutes, he said, “Do you realize that there are no statues, no altars, and certainly no chapels for personal visions beneath the waters?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Are you intending to give up your faith or planning to bring some remnant of this with you?”
She pressed a hand to her temple. How could he jump to such conclusions? “You overrate what you see here. These are merely things. My faith is within me; I need no object to sustain it.”
“Then why do you look so mournful?” 
“I…” How could she tell him that she had just seen his true self? He thought their marriage was certain. And with a new prime minister, he wouldn’t be the only one to believe that. No! A promise had been made, and she wouldn’t let it go. “My grandfather…” Her throat closed with a squeak.
“Ah! I am sorry.” His brow creased. “I keep forgetting how recent his death must seem to you.”
She allowed him to misunderstand her. Better to let her parents tell the prime minister of her grandfather’s promise. Instead, she asked, “When did he die?”
“Eleven months ago. Not long after his last visit here. Were you fond of him?”
His voice had softened. Gentleness? It seemed so contradictory it almost dizzied her. She needed to get alone and think. And remember that she was an ambassador. She pulled that invisible mantle around her mind and steadied her voice. “Yes, very fond of him.” 
Jaikon reached toward her just as Lord Yaeger’s voice made them both jump.






  
  Chapter 3
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The straight-backed man stared at Jaikon, chin raised. “Who granted you permission to approach the princess?” 
Whoa. Jaikon tensed. He needed permission? What had he messed up this time? Who was this gray-haired man? Had he been with the king at the dock? 
“I did, Lord Yaeger,” Lady Fanteal said, sparing Jaikon the need to answer. “What brings you here?”
At her calm words, the man edged his chin lower. “The queen summons you, my lady.” He extended his hand to her, palm down. “I came to escort you.” 
“I will go to her, but will accept the escort of our guest, the prime minister’s son.”
Giving him status now? Whatever this all meant, Jaikon took the cue and stepped toward her, offering his arm. 
She looked at it. “Thank you, but the occasion requires more formality.”
Now what was he supposed to do?
“Lord Yaeger, please demonstrate our custom.” She rested her hand on the back of the man’s, which he held at her shoulder height while standing a yard away. He turned to lead her from the chapel, but she took only one step before lifting her hand and looking to Jaikon.
Fine, he could play a part if he must. He took her hand at the desired height, but she didn’t move with him.
“Palm up is appropriate only for a father or a husband.”
“Ah.” He rotated his hand so she could clasp its back. Was there no end to this? 
Finally, they stepped onto the colonnade opposite where he had entered the chapel, Lord Yaeger following at a respectful distance. Jaikon squinted at his first clear view of the palace. The vast structure of fair stone gleamed against a blue sky. Belowground, light shafts gave them full daylight but never at this intensity. Nor the heat. At least the wind didn’t blow as it had on the far side of the chapel. Elaborate carvings and balconies lent fitting grandeur to the palace, but the turrets and peaks were a bit much. 
As they walked away from the harbor, he glimpsed a bit of the city. All roofs were peaked. Why? More space separated the buildings than seemed necessary, and if he wasn’t mistaken, trees grew between some. There were supposed to be vast fields up here, though they must be farther away. No sign of Mount Estelle either. Would he be able to see it from the palace grounds?
“Does the view match your expectation?” Fanteal asked.
Was she pointing out that belowgrounders had no idea what the capital city of Regissa looked like? “It is certainly different than what I’m used to. Don’t you get tired, holding your arm out in this fashion?” 
“Not at all.” Her voice lilted. “You’re supporting it. If the strain is too much for you, take heart. You only need to keep it up until we’re inside the palace.” 
He hoped her tone indicated jest rather than insult. “I can stand it as long as we don’t have to turn ninety degrees and sidestep through doorways.”
She coughed, and her lips quivered before she cleared her throat. At least she had some sense of humor. “I have found that bending elbows can bring two people quite near. In doorways, for instance, or on the dancefloor.” 
“A great relief.” He matched her ironic tone. “Why are we performing this little parade?”
“To improve the first impression you made,” she replied. “Scores of eyes are no doubt watching our every move. It is in your best interests to show me respect, at least in public.”
She still smiled, so he tried more banter. “Should I be thanking you for deigning to rest your hand on mine?” 
She cleared her throat again. “You may consider this my apology. Having come down to the dock, where I didn’t belong, I should not have rushed off again. The dock workers have ears and tongues, so putting your words and my behavior together, the rumors won’t sound good.”
“Is that why Lord Yaeger despised me before we were even introduced?”
She tilted her head. “He was there, after all. Though he’ll never let a feeling show, he is quite fond of me. Be careless toward me, and you will offend him.”
Odd, for the man appeared older than her father. “Is he a relation?”
“No, but he’s my mentor. There is not a soul in Welcia who has a better understanding of government and provincial relations.”
What was she talking about? “Your mentor?”
She regarded him. “The education of an ambassador goes well beyond the basics.”
“I suppose so.”
She angled her head toward another paved walk. “We turn here.”
He shortened his steps as she swept around the outside of the turn. Her graceful movement was lovely. The wind angled into his face again. “Ugh!” He jerked his free hand up to shield his nose and mouth. “This awful wind. How do you breathe?” Shock flitted over her face, gone as quickly as the wind. He lowered his hand, though a swaying tree suggested another gust was on the way. “I suppose you’re used to it.”
“Indeed!” Such an odd intonation…gone with her next words. “I’m curious. Did you know Prime Minister Nirundale well?”
“Not really. I was in company with him several times when my father brought me to some of the larger events, but I never exchanged more than a few words with Sir Nirundale.” 
They climbed a few steps between flower-laden bushes. Their scents were pleasant enough, but the gardens reminded him of a broken flask of perfume. Was everything up here a touch too extreme?
“Which domain did your father govern before he was elected prime minister?” she asked.
“He wasn’t governor. He was chief of staff to Governor Brakentel of Northeshur.” 
She raised her brows. “Oh? Is it not still the governors who stand for election as prime minister?”
“Typically,” he said, “but only because they’re well known. In the case of Northeshur, it wasn’t advisable. Our concerns over failing imports affect the entire province, and they must now be represented at the highest level. In order to give his advantage to my father, Governor Brakentel chose not to stand for election.” 
“I…don’t understand. Why wouldn’t the governor represent Northeshur himself?”
“Because his only son is married and is forty-three besides.” Jaikon switched back to a humorous tone. “Hardly a suitable match for our new ambassador.”
She didn’t return his smile. “Were the citizens of Dirklan electing a prime minister or a husband for the ambassador?”
He laughed. “That’s putting it a little strong. Let’s just say, they knew a suitable match needed to be available to you. In all other issues, they were choosing who would be the best prime minister.”
“I see.”
Why did she draw the words out with such disfavor? What did she expect? “Lady Fanteal, we have waited eleven years for the crown’s new ambassador to reaffirm the bond between Welcia above and Welcia below. Sir Nirundale announced last year that he would bring you to us on his next visit.”
“That, I fully understand.”
He held back his response, for servants stood outside the double doors they approached. Fanteal’s demeanor was a portrait of regal calm. The servants grasped ornate handles and swung the doors wide. Beyond them, more people paused their activities to bow. She maintained her effortless pace across the hall and up the curved staircase. He barely had time to admire the murals of seascapes, embellished with sapphires, aquamarines, and diamonds from the mines of Dirklan.
Queen Trissina, Ambassador of Dirklan and daughter of the late Prime Minister Nirundale, awaited them in the reception salon, attended only by Jaikon’s father. She sat in the center of the room on a couch, which was half buried in yards of emerald silk flowing from her shoulders and waist. Her thick, black hair was twisted into a complex knot, and she bore a strong resemblance to her deceased father in all but height. An attractively mature woman, but when her ethereal daughter sat to embrace her, she appeared only plain and solid. 
The contrasts between the two couldn’t have been greater. Fanteal’s free blond locks gleamed next to her mother’s black coiffure. The princess’s white gown shimmered with richness, but it seemed to float next to the heavy green silk. The queen wore large gems in heavy, gold settings; her daughter wore pearls. Fanteal was graceful motion. The queen was erect dignity. It seemed that Fanteal had inherited nothing from her mother except her scant height.
Though the princess was nothing like what Jaikon had expected, the queen was. Even in sharing grief with Fanteal over Sir Nirundale’s passing, an unshakable presence emanated from the grand lady. Perhaps there was hope for her daughter. 
Jaikon waited for them to finish consoling one another. Finally, his father introduced him, and he stated his practiced greetings to the queen ambassador. 
She looked him over. “It’s unfortunate that you could not be adequately welcomed at your arrival.”
What to make of that? What had she heard? He may as well make use of what Fanteal had said. “Your daughter calls me a guest and allowed me to escort her. It’s more than adequate welcome, considering the sad news we brought.”
As they spoke, King Darinneth entered and looked Jaikon up and down.
“I heard that you parted on unpleasant terms,” the queen said. “How is it that you accompanied her here?”
Jaikon swallowed. “The misunderstanding troubled me, so I went in search of her to apologize.”
With a hopeful lilt, the queen asked her daughter, “Did you accept his apology, my dear?”
Fanteal shrugged. “Of course. It was only for expressing himself poorly. Speaking one’s mind is no great fault, and it provides me with a clear understanding. I am now certain that the word ambassador means wife to him. Perhaps to many of our belowground citizens as well.”
What now—a polite shrew? Her father narrowed his eyes, and her mother also looked displeased. “Then I will speak plainly again,” Jaikon said. “Why is it a surprise that the royal ambassador is expected to marry the prime minister’s offspring? Hasn’t it been so since the covenant was ratified? Didn’t your last ambassador, Melthindi De Noviam, marry the prime minister’s daughter?”
The king spoke low and even. “Such marriages have occurred, but so have others. Why should we expect her to marry you, when your very existence is a surprise? Sir Nirundale did not intend that Ambassador Fanteal would marry into his family, though he had a grandson of similar age. He planned to introduce her to suitable bachelors, but she was to choose whom to marry.”
The ramifications of giving a naive princess a choice between the political figures of Dirklan played through Jaikon’s mind. The hair at the nape of his neck stood up. Before he could think of anything to say, his father replied.
“The circumstances have changed. We understand that we’ve brought you sad, even shocking, news. Yet the foundation of our relationship is not based on circumstances or individuals. It is based on a covenant, ratified by Dirklan Province and by royal decree. A covenant that contains no provision for cancellation. For this very reason, the ruling families of Welcia and Dirklan remain united. Does the crown of Welcia still acknowledge its responsibilities?”
“Be assured that it does,” the king replied.
“And if it were you who had died, instead of Sir Nirundale, what answer would I be given?”
“Be assured that it does,” Fanteal repeated.
Sir Mikkael’s brow twitched, and the king offered an explanation. “Princess Fanteal is my eldest child and therefore heir to the crown. When she takes her position as ambassador, her brother, Telamien, will become my successor. He would give you the same answer, though he is yet an adolescent.”
Jaikon’s father nodded. “I’m relieved to hear this. Some in Dirklan doubt your commitment. We have matters to discuss other than marriage. Perhaps our children should take the opportunity to become better acquainted while we discuss trade concerns.”
Queen Trissina glanced to her daughter. “You could show him the chapel, my dear. Jaikon, the aboveground approach to worship is quite different from ours and is widely misunderstood in Dirklan. I’d like you to have the chance to see that it is indeed worship of Ellincreo.” 
Fanteal hurried into speech “I was in the chapel when Jaikon found me. I explained how we begin worship, and he has already made an offering of his own.”
The queen looked up at him. “And…?”
Again, Fanteal answered before he could. “He seemed to expect something from the offering itself. I think it distracted him from worship. Perhaps he’d like to see the art gallery.” She rose as she spoke and moved toward Jaikon and the door. 
“Later.” The queen fixed her eyes on him. “I would like you to understand this, or you’ll cause my daughter distress. Now that you know the offering is only a beginning, perhaps you could try again.”
“Madam, it is not the offering that distracts me, but the thought of worshiping near that grotesque, revolting statue.”
Gasps and stunned silence followed his words. The clock ticked off seconds before the door burst open. 
A crying child ran to the queen and threw herself into her lap. “Mama, I wanted to see Granfadder!” 
“Oh, I know. So did I,” she crooned, gathering the child in her arms and rising to her feet. 
Fanteal fled from the room. Neither parent tried to detain her. 
The queen stopped before Sir Mikkael. “My daughter has spent her life studying Dirklan—its lands, its economy, its government, its customs. How much time has your son spent on the study of Welcia above?”
“You know that hasn’t been possible. To wed the ambassador became his destiny only months ago. Nor is there anyone to teach him. Is it not better for us to learn directly from your ambassador, rather than from Dirklians who have never been aboveground?”
“There are some basic points that you should have bothered to learn before your arrival,” the queen said. “And one in particular—the statues are never discussed. Never!”
She swept from the room amid a furious rustling of silk, her child cradled against her shoulder. 
The king addressed Lord Yaeger, who had opened the door for the queen. “Summon the nobles and the other Dirklians to the delegation chamber.” He, too, left the room. 
Just beyond the doorway, Lord Yaeger addressed someone outside. 
Jaikon’s father leaned near him and spoke through barely parted lips. “Regardless of your delight in speaking your mind, I believe the Welcians can survive without your opinions.”
Jaikon inclined his head, lips closed on the words that wanted out.
“Also, do not embarrass me again by going off without a word to anyone.” 
“Yes, sir.” He cleared his tight throat. “What has become of Deltum and Tershel?”
“Deltum could barely manage the stairs due to dizziness. Tershel didn’t heed the warning about wind and was gasping by the time we reached the palace. A medic took them aside to rest. I gather that the wind did not trouble you?”
“Only when I searched for Fanteal. After that, it was mostly still.”
Footsteps and Deltum’s voice reached them, approaching the open doorway. 
“Come with us and listen,” Jaikon’s father said. “It is time for the envoys to speak, not you.”
Lord Yaeger escorted the four Dirklians to the chamber. As they arrived in the room full of strangers, the king and queen entered through another door. 
“The order of business has changed,” King Darinneth said. “Since we are welcoming a new prime minister, I have requested that our queen, the Ambassador of Dirklan, begin with introductions.”
Queen Ambassador Trissina took over, escorting the foursome through the crowd and presenting lords and ladies from the aboveground provinces. Servants passed among them with trays of light food and drink. Much appreciated, since Jaikon had avoided breakfast. He couldn’t name the varied mixtures served on crisp wafers or the tart beverage, but they were delicious.
Finally, attendees began taking places at the tables. Jaikon hoped he would not need to address anyone by name, but at least someone had set placards on each table, indicating the province represented. That helped. 
The king also sat at a table, making no show of his royalty beyond his rich clothing. Surprisingly, the queen escorted the Dirklians to their table and sat beside Jaikon’s father. Why? Because she was the Dirklian ambassador? It still seemed odd. Extra chairs were arranged against the walls, for aids perhaps. Determined to stay out of trouble, Jaikon backstepped from his own group and took a chair between two of the windows. Four of them graced one wall, reaching all the way to the high ceiling. They stood open to let in the sunshine and an annoying breeze. 
What of Ambassador Fanteal? Shouldn’t she be here?






  
  Chapter 4
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Fanteal watched in the mirror of her dressing table as a maid entwined an emerald silk ribbon into a braid that circled her head. The maid picked up the matching ambassador’s sash, but Fanteal held her hand out for it. “Thank you. I can finish.” 
The young woman curtsied and left the room.
Alone. No need to hide her confused feelings. 
Fanteal draped the sash over her shoulder, took the clasp from her bare dresser, and walked to the full-length mirror. Her hands shook as she gathered the silk into the clasp and pinned it at her shoulder. No one must see her trembling. She tied the sash’s tapered ends through the side loop in her skirt, then turned to make sure they flowed gracefully. This was how she should have been dressed for the formal greeting of the prime minister—in the symbolic green of a life gift, which now took precedence over her substance gift. 
She mustn’t stay in her suite much longer. An ambassador did not hide, no matter how awful the situation. She ought to be out there building rapport. How was she supposed to do that among lords and ladies of the realm when Jaikon insisted on shouting his ignorance?
She stepped onto her balcony for a touch of the breeze. Her mother would be the primary spokesperson while Dirklians visited, but Fanteal needed to show her value as quickly as possible. Before they relegated her to token status—nothing but surety held in a marriage bond. Which they’d already done, apparently, but she wasn’t giving in. Not after spending her life preparing for an ambassadorship. 
She looked down to the walkway and spotted the top of her brother’s fair hair. He lingered outside the delegation chamber windows, for he’d gained their father’s permission to listen even though he couldn’t join them until next year. He could fill her in if she’d missed anything big. 
Fanteal slipped through her suite, down a corridor and staircase, then out onto the walkway. Ahead, Telamien braced himself against the railing, his arms crossed. His height made him look older than he was—his glower, not so much. 
She stepped close enough to whisper, “What are they talking about? Did I miss anything important?”
“No. Mother sent for hors d’oeuvres and introduced every single attendee to the newcomers. They’ve barely started the meeting.”
“What’s gotten you so angry, then?”
“Can’t you guess? I know well enough that the oaf claimed you as his bride the instant he saw you. Then I heard with my own ears when he announced that he’s grotesque and revolting.”
“Hush.” She might have known Telamien would hear. “He didn’t mean that—didn’t understand at all.”
“We understand.”
She couldn’t deny that. “Have you forgotten that it is not to be spoken of?”
“You’d already heard his words. I won’t shame either of us by spreading it.” Telamien gripped her arm. “Please tell me you’re not going with them. How will you avoid the marriage once you’re down there? You’ll be miserable.” 
“I…” Uhf, he was making this harder. “I can refuse to marry him, but I can not refuse to go below.”
“I can’t bear to think of you with him. This changes everything about our goodbyes.” He pulled her into a boyish hug even though he dwarfed her. 
And here she was, fighting tears again. “Well, maybe when you’re king, you can ask them to bring me aboveground during the annual visits. Not customary for the ambassador, but it’s worth a try.”
“There’ll be no trying. I’ll demand it. I won’t forget you.”
She drew back from the hug and forced a smile. “Then I have that to look forward to. I must join them.” 
Fanteal entered the delegation chamber through an anteroom that connected it to the walkway. She turned the handle quietly, not wanting to interrupt whoever might be speaking. Ah, Sir Mikkael, giving a prepared speech, by the sound of it. She should join her father since she represented the crown, but he was seated too far away to reach without creating a stir. Well, it wasn’t critical to sit beside him. It wasn’t as though she could represent the king while he was present, anyway. 
Jaikon must not be directly participating either, for he sat between the windows. She cringed inwardly. Had he heard Telamien and her? A vacant chair sat near him. If she took that place, he would acknowledge her and maybe she could read the answer in his manner. 
When she reached him, his polite nod could have meant anything. Oh, well. It probably looked good to others that she sat with him. The four people who’d heard his awful remark would not repeat it, so no one else present would understand if she avoided Jaikon. 
The meeting was already vastly different from her grandfather’s visits. His aides always came with stacks of papers and left with other stacks after hours of meeting with the nobles and officials. As prime minister, Sir Nirundale had initiated those meetings but left his knowledgeable staff to hash through problems and determine solutions. His role was relational. The family time of the past was forever gone, yet it was all the more important that the royal family share some private conversation with the Mikkaels. 
Perhaps the formal nature of the prime minister’s speech was not surprising. He’d never been here, after all. The subject was trade, of course. Seed arrived too damaged to plant. Husked grain was too shattered for dry storage. Often damp as well, and it had to be baked at once, with mediocre results. Dirklians went without bread half the winter months. Fruit arrived battered. If it could be eaten at all, it could not be processed for winter storage. Textiles, paper, and a host of other imports fared about the same. He detailed the damage to every product. 
She’d heard similar complaints before but never to this extent. How had it become so much worse in one year? 
Lord Perkel of Narsun Province looked startled at first, frowning deeper as the list of grievances wound on. Dirklan’s import cataract was under his jurisdiction. She felt for him, knowing how vigorously he monitored the work, even performing surprise inspections himself. 
When his turn came to speak, he expressed his concern and his desire to discuss solutions with the prime minister’s aides. 
No greater offense, it seemed, could have been stated or taken. 
Deltum and Tershel weren’t aides but envoys of Dirklan’s exporting domains, entitled to speak on behalf of their governors. Speak, they did, vaunting themselves as experts on all matters of trade. They’d come for accusation not solutions. Their raised voices and elaborate gestures ceased only when they hyperventilated. Doubtless, that frustration worsened their anger. Her grandfather’s aides never had this much trouble. Had they prepared better? Known some technique to compensate for the richer air aboveground? Why hadn’t they passed it on as required?
During a moment when both envoys fell into gasps, Fanteal’s mother sent her a pointed look. Her silent request wouldn’t be easy. Fanteal worked with vast currents, but she was the only wind weaver in the room. She isolated an air pocket surrounding the Dirklian group while her mother instructed them to breathe slower. 
That was the one time they listened to anyone. Probably because they couldn’t speak. They sneered at the Welcian claims, spoke over lords and ladies, and even interrupted the queen ambassador when she spoke on Dirklan’s behalf. 
Countless times, Fanteal straightened fingers that had curled tight. She fought the anger that plagued everyone, though her own burned hottest over the disrespect shown to her mother. How could these two envoys be such fools? Was she not Queen of Welcia in addition to being Ambassador of Dirklan? Sir Mikkael didn’t directly insult the queen, but he did nothing to restrain the two men. 
What did this mean for her role of Royal Ambassador to Dirklan?

      [image: ]The door of his bedroom gave Jaikon privacy, but the transom window above it forced him to listen to Deltum and Tershel arguing in the shared parlor of the visitors’ suite. His father had intended to send the two envoys down through the passage in the small vessel tonight, but it was packed with Fanteal’s luggage. According to the local streamers, it could not all be transferred to the large vessel—something to do with weight distribution. But since there were only four seats in the large vessel, at least one of the envoys had to go down tonight with half of her luggage. Both wanted the honor of joining the select dinner, hosted by the king and queen. What a surprise. 
Jaikon changed into his formalwear as slowly as possible, then looked over his shoulder into the full-length mirror to check the extended tails of his cutaway shirt. Did they still wear this style aboveground? The circular timepiece in his room told him nothing. He’d only seen one in his life, and that had been broken. Better to join bickering envoys than be late. 
He stepped into the parlor, thankful that the look on his father’s face wasn’t directed at him.
“Enough,” Sir Mikkael said. “Neither of you will join us for dinner, so you cannot claim I am showing preference. Tershel, you will go through the passage during tonight’s opening because the rich air troubles you the most. Deltum, you will remain in this suite until it is time to board the large vessel tomorrow.” He strode from the room.
Jaikon hurried after his father. A servant waited near the corridor’s turn and escorted them downstairs to a large drawing room. Jaikon checked for an instant on the threshold. Was this a mistake? The king and queen were surrounded by all five of their children. The only noble present was Lord Yaeger. 
No mistake, for the queen ambassador began introductions. Prince Telamien first, heir to the throne. He was almost as tall as Jaikon, but his face, patchy with the hint of a coming beard, revealed his youth. Then the children, two girls and a boy, who offered polite responses with their curtsies and bow. 
“You may return to your game,” the queen said.
The children’s quaint propriety vanished as they played some sort of hide-and-search game, while the adults talked. Fanteal watched them. Realizing these were her last few hours with them, Jaikon didn’t try to converse with her. 
Soon, the youngest sat on a footstool, clutching her doll and refusing to join in. Fanteal rose from her mother’s side and claimed a turn to hide the next object. This she did, making much noise around the room to provide false clues. When the children uncovered their eyes, Fanteal stood near the youngest and pointed in a direction the other two couldn’t see. The doll lay forgotten during the next round of searching, and the youngest girl won for the first time. The boy narrowed his eyes but didn’t raise a fuss. Instead, he made use of a distraction to shove the doll behind a cushion. That was doubtless outside of the rules, but Jaikon turned his gaze back to the adults. 
A servant entered and announced that dinner awaited them. 
As the queen stood, everyone rose. To the three children, she said, “Time to go upstairs now, my dears.”
The middle girl took her little sister’s hand and led her to one door as the adult party followed the king and queen toward another. 
“My doll.” The little girl ran to the footstool where she’d left it and wailed, “She’s gone!”
From somewhere beneath the queen’s regal calm, a worn look surfaced. Jaikon glanced back. The boy gazed innocently at the ceiling. 
Jaikon walked to the couch. “Perhaps she is hiding. I wonder if she’s here.” He lifted the cushion. The girl beamed but then ducked her head. He squatted and presented the doll to her. 
“Thank you,” she whispered, clutching it to her chest, then ran back to her sister. 
As Jaikon returned to the stalled procession, Telamien narrowed his eyes at him. “How did you know?”
Was he actually suspicious? “I saw your brother hide it there.” 
“That explains his angelic look,” the king said, continuing into the dining room. 
Jaikon was seated between Fanteal and her mother, who sat at one end opposite the king. 
Fanteal actually smiled at him and arched an eyebrow. “I gather you have brothers and sisters.”
“No, but my friends did. Teasing siblings seems to be a universal trait.”
“I suppose. Thank you for averting a scene. She’s not the whiny sort, but she’s had a rough day.”
“Happy to spare you at least one scene.” He meant it in jest, but her eyebrows flicked.
After a tiny pause, she asked, “Are Deltum and Tershel feeling unwell?”
“My father is sparing you that scene.”
“Ah.”
Servants placed salads before each person. No other food on the table. How strange, but he was too hungry to care. He ate every bite, though Fanteal left half of hers. The plates were removed, and soon another was set before him. Meat he didn’t recognize, with sauce drizzled over it, and a border of…were those colored vegetables? Why were they cut to resemble flowers?
Fanteal sliced off a dainty piece of her meat. “This is quail. I understand you don’t have them belowground.”
He stopped staring and picked up his knife and fork. “True. What is a quail?”
“A small ground bird.”
At least it was good. She ate some of the sculpted vegetables, so he ate his, recognizing them by taste. Again, she ate only part of her food, leaning back in her chair while others finished. 
Conversation seemed careful. The king asked about the domains and governors of Dirklan. Jaikon’s father, seated on the king’s right, replied without mentioning the political positions that had caused so much trouble around the election. Lord Yaeger seemed remarkably attentive to every detail, which might be why he said so little. Telamien, blocked from Jaikon’s view on the other side of Fanteal, said nothing. Was he supposed to keep silent?
Queen Trissina asked Jaikon about his home domain of Northeshur and about Governor Brakentel’s family. Somehow, it seemed strange that she knew them. On second thought, the governor and his wife were older than she. Of course, she would remember people in Dirklan. At least he could easily answer her, for he’d spent as much time in the Brakentel household as his own. 
Again, plates were removed, drinks were poured, and another round of plates appeared. How many times would they do this? Was this why Fanteal didn’t finish her food? Jaikon ate part of his, though he didn’t need it. Such appalling waste! 
King Darinneth steered the conversation back toward matters of the day. “Your associates are dissimilar to those Sir Nirundale brought.”
“I supposed so,” Jaikon’s father said. “Sir Nirundale brought his own aides, but I chose to bring a broader representation of Dirklan. I gather that the severity of the situation may have been understated in the past few years. It’s time you learn the realities of life belowground.”
“I find these realities rather disturbing,” the queen said. “I am concerned for my daughter. I trust that someone is waiting to meet her.”
“Many people will be waiting for us. She will be warmly welcomed.” 
“What is your wife’s name, please? I’d like to write a letter for you to take to her.”
Jaikon’s father took a couple seconds to answer. “My wife died thirteen years ago.”
The queen pressed a napkin to her lips. “I’m sorry to hear of your loss.” She paused after the gently stated words. “But it causes me even more concern. Will there be no one to receive Fanteal? Not even a maid?”
Jaikon held his breath. What did a princess expect of a maid? They employed no such person in their household. What would his father say?
“Certainly, she may have a maid, though I assumed she would prefer to select her own staff. It would be impossible to designate only one person to welcome her. In spite of all the discord you heard today, the entire city of Jourendia, plus visitors from other domains, is anticipating her arrival with great excitement.” He smiled. “She is more likely to be overwhelmed than neglected.” 
“Oh, dear.”
He set his fork down. “Not literally overwhelmed. I will be at her side, and we will ride the entire trip up from Passage Lake.” The queen still shook her head, and he said, “Madam, your concerns mystify me. What, exactly, is the problem?”
“You don’t seem to have any idea what it is like when abovegrounders first arrive in Dirklan,” the queen said. “She is used to an abundance of fresh air. Indeed, air so rich that it makes our Dirklian visitors hyperventilate. Has it even occurred to you that she needs time to acclimate? A public appearance is the last thing she should be subjected to. Do not expect her to address the crowd.”
Jaikon’s father nodded. “That will not be necessary. Thank you for explaining. It’s true that we know little of aboveground Welcia. Not only has it been eleven years since the last ambassador died, but he was not publicly active during the later years of his life.” He swept the table with his gaze. “You see, I hope, why it’s critical to reestablish the bond between our peoples.”
Fanteal leaned forward. “Do not be alarmed, Sir Mikkael. I am going with you.”
“I am delighted to hear you say so, lady.”
“I wonder why,” Fanteal murmured.
Jaikon and his father raised their eyebrows at her pensive remark. 
“When I think of the envoys,” Fanteal said, “of how they treated the Queen of Welcia, the Ambassador of Dirklan, I cannot believe they place much value on the crown, the royal line of de Noviam, or the office of ambassador. So please tell me frankly, sir, how much of Dirklan looks favorably toward my arrival?”
During the brief pause, Sir Mikkael’s eyes never wavered from hers. “Indeed, all of Dirklan desires a royal ambassador. Some may wonder whether your presence will alleviate our difficulties, but they are a small minority. Sir Nirundale always spoke highly of your gift and your knowledge. He wouldn’t hear of asking for anyone else, despite the long wait.” He added even more warmth to his voice. “We look forward to good years with a gifted ambassador among us again.” 

      [image: ]Aservant removed Fanteal’s plate and replaced it with another. She used the distraction to let the matter drop. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Jaikon, who didn’t even pick up the next fork. What was wrong now? Had her comment and question offended him? 
She cut a slice of sautéed pinnpear and ate it. The tart juice flowed over her tongue, altering in flavor as she bit into the pods hidden within
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