Waltz Clavier





	When decorated for the royal ball, taking place beneath the open sky, the castle of Bal seemed remarkably different than it did on any ordinary day.  The delicate sounds of music drifted on the wind, rising past strings of small glowing lanterns hanging from the ramparts, slanting past the sparkling stars above to illuminate the courtyard below.  A great deal of fabric had been artfully draped as well, softening the usual severity of the tall stone walls, which stood square and rigid and impenetrable. Such a look had been acceptable for her grandfather, of course, for King Galuf Baldesion had been a warrior, but with a young female ruler upon the throne, the spirit of Earth should not appear as cold and hard, but gentle and nurturing - the tender soil that encourages the harvest, rather than the rock that denies any attempt at subversion.


	Though her court must have had to admit by now that the latter was more to her taste than the former, Krile thought to herself, a smile touching her lips at the thought.  Over two years had passed since ExDeath's defeat, but not much had changed, except for their expectations of her.  As for her own thoughts, they remained the same.


	Dressed all in silks of varying shades of blue, her blonde hair woven through with ribbons of silver and put up in some elaborate fashion she couldn't recall the name of, the young queen absently reached for a cluster of grapes from the bowl on the table before her as she pretended to listen to what her chancellor was saying.  "It seems that he has been approached by Lady Aubriana Damasse of Walse - there with him, in that red dress - and her brother has given the blessing in her father's absence.  She is a beauty - though not so much as you, your majesty - and  rumor has it that he's considering accepting her offer.  Though those in his court feel, as do I, that Rafe would do better as king to ally himself to a nation which better knows him and his people.  After all, Walse only knows that he was a general in the Surgate army, and was raised to the throne after the death of King Zezae.  But we of Bal know how faithfully he served his liege despite his former low rank among the nobility, and all his mighty deeds, and if any doubt was cast upon his credibility, we could with one accord stand behind him."


	Marrying King Rafe Gustau of Surgate?  Krile suppressed the urge to sigh, instead plucking a grape from the cluster she held and popping it into her mouth.  Rafe was nice enough, Krile had to admit, when she'd met him on various diplomatic occasions, but to marry him?  "He's old enough to be my father, Donovan.  Almost as old as Grandpa was."


	"And this is a problem?"  The chancellor looked mildly surprised, and Krile realized with annoyance that he'd taken her secretive smile a moment earlier to mean that the topic of his conversation had appealed to her.  "All that much better, to tell the truth - you will outlive him, certainly, and then the kingdoms of Bal and Surgate would be united under a single ruler.  Being a small village placed between, and friendly towards both our kingdoms, Quelb would likely opt to join forces as an independant state, giving your children a vast kingdom to rule someday."


	It was no secret that Donovan thought first and foremost of how to increase Bal's power above the other nations, but Krile had known him since she was a child, and she knew that her chancellor was not so much greedy or selfish so much as devoted to the kingdom and its wellbeing, desiring no personal glory or prestige for himself.  But as for herself...  "Why shouldn't we let Surgate and Quelb alone?  They're valuable allies, yes, but they have their own ways of life and we have ours.  Wouldn't our people be unhappy if our kingdom was simply absorbed into another, with the name of Bal disappearing forever into history?  Wouldn't Grandpa have wanted the names of Zezae and Kelgar to live on in the chronicles of the great kings?"


	"And they will - nothing can erase the great history of these nations," Donovan insisted, but his light hair, flecked with grey, bobbed in a reluctant nod, seeing that his queen was definitely not interested in this potentiality.  "At any rate, over by the musicians you can see young Lord Curzio Groceana.  The one in the blue coat there - he's not so much older than you, is he?  His people's land has never been a tightly ruled one - in fact, as you know, they are not so much a nation as a collection of villages.  They might benefit from an alliance with a long-lived kingdom such as Bal."


	Donovan had been going on like this for quite some time already, despite his assertions and those of other members of Krile's court that this ball was meant only as a celebration, and not some attempt to find her a husband.  Krile leaned one elbow upon the lace tablecloth before her, thoroughly bored, but replaced her arm to its former position as one of her ladies nudged her in reminder that such a position was not ladylike.


	"He seems the type that might be much more to your liking, so young and handsome and carefree," Donovan continued.  "Perhaps you should go and speak with him soon, for I've heard tell that your friend Princess Lenna of Tycoon has her eye on him already."


	Krile barely refrained from a burst of laughter at the idea.  "I think someone's been making up stories, then," she remarked, her eyes straying to where Lenna was twirling amidst the dancers with a partner considerably less graceful.  Butz was nimble enough in battle - even if he was something of a wimp, Krile thought with amusement - but he had no idea how to handle himself in a rigid dance such as a waltz.  It was actually a surprise that he'd even come to this ball, even if Lenna had invited him along.  And from the redness of his cheeks when he stepped on Lenna's long skirt for what was probably the fifteenth time in a single night, Krile imagined he'd be retreating from the dance floor soon enough.  Indeed, as soon as the song had ended and the musicians took a few moments to rest before the next piece, Krile saw Butz ducking his head slightly as he excused himself and headed for the banquet table, where he would make less of a fool of himself.  


	Lenna looked after him with fond regret, but soon found herself surrounded by plenty of other willing partners.  Just like Krile, she was the young unmarried ruler of a large nation, and there were any number of men trying to catch her eye, motivated by ambition, desire, or both.  Krile would honestly have liked to dance rather than sitting at the head table with her courtiers and having Donovan rattle off the statistics for every eligible male noble in the world, but she knew the moment she left the table, she would be surrounded by flatterers and schemers and moonstruck men of all ages.  Lenna could accept it with grace, returning their pleasant conversation while politely ignoring their hints, but Krile had never been so good at putting on a royal facade.  


	After all, she was only sixteen years old, and her grooming for the position of queen had started much later than Lenna's besides.  Her parents and grandfather had wished her to have a more ordinary childhood, and so she had; even after her parents had vanished, and it became obvious that she would likely become queen much sooner than expected, Galuf had refused to let the servants smother her with rules and protocol.  He'd hated it when he'd gone through it in his youth, and they shared the same free-wheeling spirit, so he knew his granddaughter would fight against it just as he had.  Why not set it aside until it became a more imminent need?  He was still strong and healthy, after all - and besides, the whole rules of noble conduct bit was idiotic, he said bluntly.  Who cared if you ate delicately with a knife and fork or shovelled your food into your mouth with your fingers, so long as you could make intelligent decisions for your nation and provide for your people?


	Things were different in his day, though, Krile admitted.  It was literally a different world that she lived in, where all the rulers did not have a personal history with each other, where they were not all close friends.  Several of the kingdoms had in fact lost their former rulers to the troubles ExDeath's escape had caused, and now lesser nobles without the full support of the nation sat upon many thrones.  Alliances had been broken in the world Butz and Lenna came from, and there was a great deal of territorial dispute as well, what with two worlds simply merging into one.  Before it had actually happened, no one in Bal had ever anticipated that such a tense situation would arise worldwide within Krile's lifetime, and no one could possibly have prepared her even if they had molded her from birth.


	All she could do was her best, Krile reminded herself, looking over those present for the celebration.  Most were nobles from Surgate or the small city-states that were scattered over what had been the Groceana continent.  For the sake of not offending, the highest of the nobles from Tycoon and Walse and Karnak had been invited, but few others originating from that half of the world.  Alliances held a great deal of weight now, and it was obvious to Krile that her court was reluctant to trust the kingdoms they'd only recently been forced to cohabit with, which they knew nearly nothing about.


	But then, they hadn't fought alongside people from those nations as she had, for the sake of humanity rather than their own kingdoms alone.  The hearts of the rulers of Tycoon, in particular, were every bit as good as hers and Rafe's, and so what if she didn't know the other rulers so well yet?  Many of them were in the same position she was in, raised suddenly to a rank they didn't feel they deserved, much less were ready to accept.  It was only natural that things should be a bit awkward for the time being, and feeling awkward herself, Krile thought it best to wait until things had settled down for the kingdoms independantly rather than rushing into things quickly.  Her court disagreed, of course.  Krile felt much less like Lenna or Rafe, confident and experienced in matters of state, than she felt like Butz, who now slouched near the shadows beneath a turret, dejectedly stuffing his face with a wedge of cheese as he watched Lenna laughing and speaking to a dozen other men.


	Suddenly Butz leaned forward, choking on his mouthful of food, as someone stepped out of the shadows to address him.  The slim figure, just a bit shorter than him, slapped him on the back even as it laughed at his carelessness, and Krile's own mouth widened in a grin.  


	"Faris came!"  Ignoring Donovan's frown, Krile rose from the table to greet her old friend, waving away her ladies-in-waiting as they began to follow.  Even more than with Butz and Lenna, it embarrassed Krile to have servants hanging all over her while she spoke to Faris.


	Butz was still trying to catch his breath as she approached, but he gave her a half-hearted, sheepish wave anyhow.  Faris turned at the gesture, and her face broke out in a smile, her arms opening wide to catch Krile as the younger girl latched onto her, holding her tight.  "Ha - just look at you, Krile!  Even Galuf wouldn't have recognized you all dressed up like that, but the way you attack gives you away."


	Krile laughed, leaning back from the hug to get a better look at Faris, taking in the long men's coat and trousers, the loose shirt that did not give so much as a hint of her gender, and the light violet hair left carelessly loose to fall where it wished.  "And you?  I'm surprised they even let you in the gates looking like this."


	"Well, I am one of the Braves, after all," Faris pointed out, "and a friend of you and your grandpa besides.  They couldn't very well deny me entry, could they?"


	"I suppose not... but I thought you weren't coming!" Krile exclaimed.  "Lenna said that you weren't well..."


	A smirk crossed Faris' lips.  "I imagine she said that while old Donovan was listening, right?"


	"Well, yes..."


	Faris nodded.  "You see, 'Princess Sarisa of Tycoon' isn't well.  As if I care - she's a frail, delicate wench who rarely ventures to royal functions unless she has to.  I don't anticipate seeing her here, and I never look forward to seeing her, for that matter."


	Krile couldn't help laughing again, and hugged her friend tighter.  "I'd rather see Faris too."


	When she let go, Faris turned back to Butz, who had by this time recovered his composure.  "What about you?"


	Butz shook his head, smiling.  "It doesn't matter to me.  I guess I know Faris better, though."


	"But Sarisa's prettier, isn't she?" Krile teased him.


	A faint blush appeared on his cheeks, just as she'd expected.  "Either way, Faris is still Faris."


	"Oh, so you did decide to show up after all." Lenna's voice was mildly, jokingly surprised as she evaded her suitors and came to join them, facing her sister fondly.  "This isn't like you at all, actually coming to one of these balls."


	"I was in the area anyway," Faris said with a casual shrug.  "Besides, it's been awhile since we've all been together.  I don't mean to stay long, but I was thinking - is there a time we can all get away from the castles and the duties and the snivelling servants?  Well, Butz doesn't have to worry about that," she amended, giving him a smirk, "but with the rest of us, it seems like we have to arrange our schedules in advance."


	"Since when do you care about schedules anyway?" Lenna pointed out with a smile.  "You tend to take off whenever it suits you."  Her voice softened though, and her smile deepened.  "But it would be nice to get away together, like in the old days, and maybe visit Cid and Mid..."


	The mention of Mid caused Krile's smile to falter a little, but she nodded.  "We should give them some time for warning, though, before we just show up."  She'd written Mid more than once in the past two years, letting him know how things were developing as her kingdom and the rest tried to come to terms with this new arrangement - nothing too personal, though once she'd asked him if he would like to come visit sometime.  Her offer had been turned down, but at least he'd written back.  She understood - he and Cid were working hard on some new inventions, and refining old ones such as the fire-powered ship.  They could still remain friends by way of letters, but it would be nice to see him face to face again, she thought.


	Lenna nodded in agreement, and began to open her mouth to say something more, but was halted by a quiet, polite cough from behind her.  "Excuse me, your highness - it seems the band is preparing to play another waltz... may I be allowed to share this dance with you?"


	The owner of the voice was a lesser lord from northern Groceana, twice Lenna's age at least, but Krile was not surprised when Lenna simply smiled as if delighted he'd offered.  "You may," she agreed, taking his offered arm.  "If you'll all excuse me..."


	"Of course," Krile told her, and Butz and Faris nodded their agreement, though Butz looked a bit disappointed.


	This didn't escape Faris' notice, and she chuckled once Lenna and her suitor were out of earshot.  "You should learn to dance better, so my poor sister doesn't have to put up with this."


	"Hmmph.  I'm not that bad.  And I have some hair left, besides."


	Krile smiled, even as she reluctantly looked out over the crowded courtyard.  "I should get back to the head table, or I might be forced to put up with the same..."


	"And you wondered why Princess Sarisa never comes to these ordeals?"  Faris shook her head, grinning.  "I don't want to end up like Lenna, having to preen and laugh and cuddle up against some old fool who thinks his stories about the economy excite me just to make certain he doesn't take offense."


	"Exactly!" Krile exclaimed in exasperation.  "And it doesn't help that my courtiers keep pushing them at me one after another!"


	Even so, her eyes lingered on the couples making their way back to the dance floor.  It was ironic, she thought, that this whole event had been planned for her sake, but she couldn't even take advantage of the dancing.


	"Krile."  She glanced back at the sound of her name, and found Faris' green eyes regarding her thoughtfully.  Suddenly the pirate captain smiled.  "Would you like to dance?"


	"Yes," Krile admitted, "but..."  Suddenly she caught on, and her eyes widened in surprise.  "With you?"


	Faris chuckled.  "I wouldn't subject you to Butz's dancing, certainly."


	"Thank goodness."  Krile laughed again as Butz glared at both of them.  "But Faris... can you lead, then?"


	"I always have."  The secret about Faris' gender had been out for quite some time before Krile met her, and so she'd always known the pirate captain was female.  Even so, it was easy to see how she could have been mistaken for a particularly pretty young man, as the eldest princess of Tycoon held out her arm in a gentlemanly fashion.  "So, your majesty, might I have the honor?"


	Krile couldn't help giggling a little as she slipped her arm through Faris', allowing herself to be turned towards the dance floor.  "If you'll excuse us, Butz?" she asked politely, mimicking Lenna's earlier exit.


	He sighed and nodded.  "I'll just... have something to eat, I guess."


	"Don't choke this time," Faris warned him with a grin, setting Krile off into giggling again.


	The musicians had begun to play just as Faris and Krile stepped into the area that had been set apart for dancing, but the musicians halted and the other nobles moved aside respectfully to give their hostess the space her status deserved.  There were a few surreptitiously raised eyebrows here and there, but not so much as a whisper; the queen of Bal dancing at a royal ball with someone dressed as a commoner was a bit surprising, but no one dared to actually say anything about it.  Once they'd reached the middle of the floor, and Faris had placed an arm upon Krile's waist as was proper, the musicians began again.  


	Quickly Krile discovered that Faris did know how to lead, and in fact very well.  At first she thought to stick to a simple step, uncertain of how well Faris danced, but at her friend's prompting, allowed herself to be spun.  Faris slipped back into the rhythm of the dance without a moment's hesitation, her arm returning to the proper position, and Krile found herself smiling as she grew more comfortable.  They floated across the floor, weaving in and out among the other couples, and Krile followed Faris' lead without question, twirling and spinning as the music suggested.  At one point, they passed Lenna and her partner, and though he kept his eyes politely averted, Krile met Lenna's eyes briefly, grinning at the surprise apparent on her friend's face.  Lenna just smiled though, bemused by the sight, and let herself be swept away through the dancers once more.


	As the music reached a high point, Faris paused, dipping Krile and lifting her back up into her arms, and Krile couldn't entirely stifle another giggle. It was so absurd, to be dancing with Faris.  "Glad to see you're enjoying yourself, your majesty," Faris murmured politely, mischief shining in her eyes, and Krile had to shift their position so they were closer to each other, for purposes of muffling her laughter in the shoulder of Faris' coat.


	Faris adapted to the new position easily enough, her arm going tighter around Krile's waist, and once Krile had stopped laughing, loosened her grip enough to become more daring, stepping past each other back to back before catching each other's hands again.  As the music drew to its final crescendo, Faris dipped Krile again, deeper than before, and held her there for a moment, bending over her in a dramatic pose.  Again, Krile had to fight not to laugh, especially when Faris leaned forward as if to steal a kiss, then lifted her to spin one last time as the music ended. Scattered applause for the musicians followed, and then Faris offered an arm again as the nobles began to leave the dance floor.


	They'd barely broken away from the crowd before Donovan approached, looking grim.  The merriment slid from Krile's face as his pale eyes fixed firmly upon hers.  "We must talk, your majesty."


	"Oh, of course..."  Giving Faris an apologetic look, Krile let go of her friend's arm and hurried to follow her chancellor, puzzled as to what could be wrong.


	Donovan's stride was tense, purposeful, as Krile followed him from the courtyard past the royal guard who stood watch, into an empty hallway of the castle itself.  Finally he turned to face her.  "Your majesty, whatever you may do in private, you simply cannot be seen dancing in public with... with that sort of a person."


	Krile's eyes narrowed; she might have known.  "That 'sort of a person' is my friend, Donovan. Dancing with Faris was the first fun I've had all evening at my own party."


	"Fun?"  The chancellor snorted indignantly.  "You're no child anymore, Krile, no matter how your grandfather wanted you coddled.  As the queen of Bal, you may associate with whomever you wish on your own time - but at a royal ball, you may not dance with a... with a rogue such as your old friend Faris."


	"A rogue?"  Krile's mouth fell open in disbelief.  "A rogue, Donovan?  Faris is one of the four Braves.  Faris is of the royal house of Tycoon," she exclaimed, furious.  "How dare you call Faris a rogue?"


	The chancellor's eyes had widened at the mention of Faris' nobility, and he hesitated for a moment before he spoke again.  "That man is of the house of Tycoon?  ...Are you certain?"


	Krile nearly choked on her indignant answer.  Donovan didn't know that Faris was Princess Sarisa?  Or even that she was a female?  Of course Faris had been using the surname Scherwiz when they had met, and she did look very different when she was all done up in a royal gown, but...  Suddenly Krile had to fight the urge to burst out laughing.  "...Donovan..."  It was very difficult to keep a straight face.  "If you think Faris would lie to me, we can go ask Lenna herself right now."  Krile had to be there to see the look on Lenna's face - not to mention Donovan's when he learned the truth.


	Donovan still looked dubious, and after a moment he nodded.  "Not to doubt your word, your majesty, but I would hear what Princess Lenna has to say on the matter."


	"I understand."  Krile stifled another laugh as she followed her chancellor through the hallways and back into the courtyard.


	Lenna was flocked by suitors as usual, but they nodded respectfully to Donovan and Krile as they made their way through the crowd, and Lenna turned to face them.  "Yes?"


	"If you are willing, your highness," Donovan requested with a bow, "might you be able to clarify what relation, if any, Faris Scherwiz is to your family?"


	Lenna looked slightly surprised at the question, but nodded.  "Of course - Faris is the son of  my father's sister Emilie, who married below her rank."


	Again, Krile's eyes widened in surprise, but Lenna caught her eye for a moment, giving her a self-assured look that Krile remembered from the many times they'd fought together a few years past; Lenna had mainly taken the role of healer among their party, and many times Krile had seen the older girl give her that look.  That look said "Just wait for a moment, and I will take care of it."


	Krile replied covertly with a look of her own, which she'd also given Lenna many times; it stated "I hope you know what you're doing."


	"...Hmm."  Donovan looked thoughtful.  "Please forgive my ignorance, your highness, and thank you for your answer."


	"It's no trouble at all," Lenna assured him.


	After another bow, Donovan excused himself, but Krile remained standing before her friend.  "Lenna...?"


	Within the confined area of the courtyard, there were many people still within earshot, and Lenna shook her head.  "You and my cousin dance well together," she complimented her friend, with the politeness required between their ranks at such functions.  "I'm not sure where he's gotten off to, but I'm sure he'd appreciate your company, if you could find him."


	Krile took the hint and nodded.  "I'll talk to you later, then."


	"Yes, later," Lenna agreed.  "This party of yours is lovely, Krile - I hope you're enjoying it yourself."


	Lenna knew better, but Krile smiled anyhow.  "Of course," she said simply, and wandered away to look for Faris among the crowd.


