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“A private wedding? Oh, for pity’s sake. What on earth do you mean, a private wedding?”

That practical outburst of a response was precisely what Zacharias had anticipated from the man who just issued it.

In answer to an invitation to supper, Zacharias was present at the home of his cousin Camellia, a woman of his generation, and her husband Everard, a scribe in the kingdom of Diachona. Given that Zacharias’s betrothed had a birthday celebration to attend for a friend of hers in the city, and Zacharias’s mother was back at the palace preparing to host a business supper for her branch of the community aid society of ladies, Zacharias had figured this would be as good a time as any he’d have to face the married couple gaping at him now. He’d wanted to be alone with them for the breaking of his sensitive news.

Zacharias came here this late afternoon in advance of other relations of his who’d be arriving for the meal, and he, Camellia, and Everard were sitting in the alcove off to one side of the house’s foyer. Albeit Everard’s sitting position appeared to be somewhat in jeopardy, what with the way he shot forward to the edge of his chair with the force of his practical outburst.

All at once, Zacharias was aware that the temperature beneath his layers of fine dining attire might have changed. Above the lines of his modest beard, a faint, earnest flush became visible in his lightly peach-toned face, but he didn’t budge from his relaxed posture in his own chair. “I mean just what I said.” He paused, thinking better of it, his blue eyes taking in the unequal levels of shock registering in his cousins’ faces. “Or perhaps we should call it a personal wedding,” he amended. “Because state ceremonies are chiefly for the sake of the state, Valorie and I will have two weddings. Our first will be for us.” One of his hands moved in the general direction of one border of the capital city. “Right outside of Topaz, opening with our dance procession through the town.”

Everard’s face scrunched with incredulity. “With ‘our’ dance procession, meaning yours? You’re going to take part in dancing...out in the street?”

A gradual light of understanding had already taken over the small measure of shock left in Camellia’s look. “You mean it’ll be a Mundayne wedding?” she asked her cousin.

“Yes,” Zacharias confirmed, pretending he didn’t hear the short burst of flabbergasted breath spurt from Everard at that answer. “And why shouldn’t it be, when my bride is of Mundayne descent? Moreover, it’ll be a double wedding with more Mundayne heritage represented, as my guardsman aun Bhoerh—”

“Your guardsman?” Camellia interrupted with keen interest. “The brother? I’m sorry—Miss Valorie’s brother.” She sat forward in her chair now but with an air altogether dissimilar to her husband’s, her movement bringing a rustle to the fabric of her sumptuous skirts. “He’s marrying our emerging legend, isn’t he?” Without waiting for a reply, Camellia whacked her hands together in a single, sound clap of excitement. “I knew it! I’ve always known it.” A grin full of dreams broke out over her face. “After the passionate way the two of them danced together at that deaf party you and Miss Valorie threw, no one could deny—”

“Indeed, Cammie.” Zacharias gently brought Camellia to a halt with a smile of patience at her reference to a party that had been well-attended by members of the local deaf community. The event had been organized by Zacharias’s betrothed: a deaf woman. “Yes, it will also be aun Bhoerh and Miss Grena’s wedding. A joint ceremony makes perfect sense for the four of us, for timing and other reasons.”

As soon as “the four of us” came from Zacharias’s mouth, his instincts heard a scoff on the verge of sounding from Everard. But Zacharias didn’t want to be distracted into justifying the unexpected friendships he’d made since the inauguration of the newest Eubeltic nation.

He pinned a stare on his cousin-in-law, hurrying on to say, “To that point, Miss Grena will be marrying but a short time before the Greenly family’s fête, to which she’ll be receiving an invitation, I’ve been told.” Ahead of his next words, a pang of dread hit Zacharias, but he left it unacknowledged as a feeling that had no call to disrupt the present conversation. “My guess is that she and the Greenlys may at last be coming to some important discussion involving the research into their family histories.”

Everard had frozen at the mention of the upcoming fête, to which he and his wife had also received an invitation. As a scribe, Everard was one of the officials who’d been assisting in research with the Greenlys, one of the region’s most prominent families. The scribes’ investigative efforts recently brought to light some discrepancies between national records and the Greenlys’ own documentation. A greater issue surrounding that fact was both concerning and intriguing for the scribes, which Everard had confidentially brought to his cousin-in-law’s attention.

Zacharias continued not to acknowledge any inward alarm over it now.

“In anticipation of impending developments in Miss Grena’s story,” he went on, his gaze again moving between his cousins, “I trust the two of you will be delighted to be in attendance at the wedding?”

Everard’s eyes blinked and narrowed a degree. It was plain that as a lover of fact-finding missions, a lover of story, a man who regarded golden nuggets of Diachonian history with zeal—his interest was now as piqued as his wife’s. Hence, he sat there staring down the matter of his presence at the wedding, as his own zeal had him all but cornered.

Just as plainly, Camellia wasn’t hindered by any such dilemma. “All of Topaz should be in attendance!” she declared with another clap of her hands, holding them together this time. “Miss Grena should have good chances to be seen in more places than the theatre stage. Who chose to hold her wedding in so small a town?”

Zacharias’s eyebrows lifted. Camellia’s hands lowered. She settled and turned them over in her lap, seeming to have realized she’d forgotten that fast that the region’s “emerging legend,” one Abigaia Grena, wouldn’t be the only person getting married at the affair in question.

Zacharias could have shaken his head at the irony of it all. He’d known full well what enticing flavor the mention of Miss Grena’s story would add to this pot of conversation for this pair of his cousins. They were but two in a growing number of people captivated by the narrative of a woman who’d sailed to Diachona from her native land of Rêeh and who made a crucial discovery in the World Annals in Topaz. What was more, her daring deeds hadn’t stopped with her subsequent breaking of protocol at a palace reception to make her Annals discovery known. As she’d gone along on the trip for the inauguration of the nation of Garland, Miss Grena had taken it upon herself to run and save a man—the man who now had the most recognized name on Topaz’s capital guard, Dauntless aun Bhoerh—from a deadly prison explosion.

It had especially deepened the interest of scribes such as Everard to hear that that daring Rehan woman was of Eubeltic descent.

Yet, for Zacharias, the crux of irony rested not only in the fact that he’d also once been fascinated by Miss Grena, and his fascination might have become something more, until it didn’t. The irony wasn’t only in that it now felt strange to him to observe what power the mention of that woman’s name could have over his cousins.

No, aside from that, Zacharias had seen with his own eyes the almost amused, puzzled sort of look that would come over Miss Grena at anyone’s reference to her growing legendary status. She was wont to glance away from such talk, sometimes replying with signed comments such as: “I don’t imagine I’ve done anything so great as all that.”

And now, here when it came to Zacharias sitting down with two in his family to discuss one of the most momentous personal events of his life, it was neither him nor his own bride-to-be proving to be the enticement attracting, pulling on his relations’ imaginations. The element of reluctance in Everard’s attraction notwithstanding.

Zacharias could have shaken his head. But he did not, allowing no time to dwell on deeper emotions he might have on that score. The work of making further explanations waited ahead of him.

“That town is small, yes. Considering the unusual circumstances”—he said this with a vague wave in his own direction—“we all in the wedding party thought it best to make this an intimate event in comparison to the grander one Valorie and I will have later.” He did give his head a shake then. “Not that the state ceremony and coronation will be the grandest this nation has ever put on. I don’t feel I could abide having the most extravagant royal wedding right now, while too many people in this nation are going hungry.”

“Oh, there you go again, Cousin,” Everard mumbled, sliding back into his seat with a look of cautious brooding, giving the lapels of his suit coat a straightening tug. “I see no need to force that into the topic at hand. We’re speaking of state order and time-honored tradition here. Separate matters are separate matters. Why not let them remain so?”

The shrugging of Zacharias’s shoulder was stiff rather than flippant. “We’ve both been close observers of the legend’s unfolding story, have we not? The first message she dared to deliver to me and her first impressions of Topaz—did the sound of them not give you any pause, at least, over the way wealth and poverty exist alongside each other, even right in our capital?” Although Everard’s mouth started to open, Zacharias went on. “Or let’s say we were to pare it down from a greater picture and look at it only as another matter of timing. This soon after that historic call for us to reconsider the far less fortunate in our midst, we decide to use considerable funds to stage a royal ceremony in the most lavish fashion possible for an audience of dignitaries and aristocrats. Nothing would seem at all odd about that?”

Everard took a somewhat petitioning glance toward the attentive gaze of his wife, clearing his throat. “There are at least some people going hungry in every nation of the world, I expect,” he reasoned, pensively tapping two knuckles in the palm of his opposite hand as he brought his eyes back to Zacharias. “You shouldn’t be hard on the monarchy we live by, sir. The way it’s run here is already less extravagant than in other countries where the citizens finance every single branch of their royal families’ trees. Even their no-account princes who use the people’s shekels to do nothing but carouse. This family earns so much of its living from its own business investments.”

“Yes,” Camellia spoke up to Zacharias, as she’d met her husband’s glance and began to tick off further points on her fingertips. “And kings in other countries have harems. They take their retinues along on excessive pleasure trips that bankrupt the courtiers they visit. They have multiple royal residences that require maintenance even when the families aren’t there, while our monarchy has had just the one palace for so long.”

Zacharias tipped one finger toward her list. “The governors’ palaces in Munda and Garland are technically mine as well, according to the legal deeds. They belong to the crown, at any rate. In name.” Images of both of those palaces he’d visited in his travels passed before his mind’s eye, even as he conceded, “But I see your point.”

He couldn’t say that making comparisons to other monarchies was ultimately how he wanted to assess his own nation’s standards, but he saw his cousins’ point. He saw it, even as he asked himself, and not for the first time, why the High Governors’ residences in two other countries had to belong to Diachona’s king, even in name.

As generations of his royal predecessors had been, King Zacharias was meticulously versed in the history of the Eubeltic Realm, made up of the nations of Diachona, Munda, and now Garland, along with various territories annexed to Munda, as Garland had once been. Ever since the forming of the Realm, a Diachonian ruler had held the title of Sovereign Regnant of Munda, above that nation’s governors. For each new Sovereign, Munda crafted a Ring of Will and sent it to Diachona to adorn a finger of the ruler’s strongest hand.

Even as the rulership title recently expanded to cover Garland, the new nation presented no ring or comparable token to Zacharias, and the inauguration marked a shift for the employ of “Sovereign Regnant.” The title was retained for its legal purposes while easing it back from common use.

With that, Zacharias knew he couldn’t be the only one in the Realm aware of the blaring chord it would strike if, each time he were to appear at an assembly of even the slightest international consequence, he must be publicly announced as the King of Diachona and Sovereign Regnant of Munda, of Garland, and of a lengthening series of additional nations. For at this time in history, more of the Eubeltic territories had begun walking the path that Garland had. The path to independent statehood. To the current Sovereign, such progress begged the question of why “independence” shouldn’t mean just that in the Realm.

Zacharias had been asking himself why, in this modern era, the King of Diachona must hold the title of ruler over any nation besides his native one.

So far, he hadn’t even risked so much as breathing these questions of his aloud, except in the presence of a select few. An unexpected few.

The four of us.

Zacharias stared at the couple sitting across from him in the alcove. Not without respect to the number of his relations that increased as the years passed, he’d had family all his life. What he hadn’t known was that at this stage of his adulthood, he’d be gaining an enhanced perspective on what it meant for someone like him to have friends.

Because Zacharias had lapsed into silence, Everard spoke up. “So.” He cleared his throat again, though it sounded more like a conscious interjection this time. “You’re telling us that you’re going to have a private—excuse me, a personal Mundayne wedding before you have your official ceremony.”

Zacharias yielded a mild smile. “Both of them will be official, sir. And yes, Valorie and I will be having a personal Eubeltic wedding before we have our state Eubeltic wedding with her coronation.”

Everard’s teeth clamped over one side of his bottom lip.

Camellia waited, watching her husband, and then she asked Zacharias, “Right, so, when you marry her—the first time, that is—will she be the queen then or not?”

A slow blink complemented Zacharias’s smile. “She’ll be my wife.”

That response prompted a charmed tilt that came to Camellia’s head, one of her hands fluttering up to pat at her heart.

“Yes, yes, that’s fine,” Everard piped back up, evidently uncharmed, “but how are we to address ‘your wife’ while she’s yet to be coronated?”

Zacharias’s brows made a brief dip downward as if the answer were obvious. However, there was the whole lack of precedent for a Diachonian monarch marrying the same person twice, and his cousins hadn’t been let in on his plans before today. “Until she becomes Her Majesty, she’ll be Her Grace, Lady Valorie,” he let them know.

“Ah. Right,” Camellia said ahead of a gasp. “Oh! What if she gets with child before the second wedding?” Her hands returned to an uplifted clasp, her eyes large. It was a nearly breathless question, her lips all but pooching out in apparent preparation for the kissing of royal babies.

Conversely, the enlarging of Everard’s eyes, darting between his wife and his cousin-in-law, looked to be in response to the sudden visualization of a royal disaster.

Zacharias kept his tone as even as he could. “We can treat the situation as we would have if she and I were wed and started a family while I was still a prince. Hold the ceremony at a time that’s fitting for her as a married woman.” He held up his hands to head off excitement in either direction. “Truly, the state wedding and coronation won’t be so grand and rigid of an occasion that we’ll be hindered from adjusting the plans if need be. Even my own coronation wasn’t the grandest, with Papa passing away decades before we would’ve...” Finding he hadn’t prepared himself to bring the early passing of his father into the conversation, Zacharias let that detail float away, unfinished.

As the mention of Diachona’s previous king uncovered an ember of empathy behind Everard’s eyes, his demeanor did some noticeable calming. He shared another meaningful look with his wife before asking Zacharias, “What of Aunt Patrice, then? What has she to say about your personal wedding plans?”

“Mm. Dear Mama,” Zacharias referred to the dowager queen in a murmur, then raised his voice a notch to admit, “She isn’t the fondest of the idea. Said she wouldn’t feel that the matrimony was ‘wholly holy’ that way.”

It only took Camellia a second to catch on. “Mundayne weddings don’t have ministers to officiate, correct?”

“Correct. A representative from the bride’s family, usually her father, or someone else of recognized rank in the community makes the public declaration of marriage at the wedding.” Zacharias indicated himself with one hand. “My rank qualifies me to make the declaration for Miss Grena and aun Bhoerh, and he’ll be declaring for his sister and me.” He then swept his hand outward. “Countless people across this country are legally married that way. And matrimony wasn’t any less holy at the time when our Holy Scriptures were written, though they didn’t have clergymen in the sense that we do.”

Everard’s voice came up in a low, controlled rumble. “We’re not living in the ancient times of Holy Writ.” He pointed a finger in the direction of Zacharias’s sweep. “And it isn’t countless people of Diachonian descent who are out there holding Mundayne weddings.”

“True. So I struck a compromise with Mama. We’ve made an agreement with the bishop who spoke at my royal junior ceremony,” Zacharias said in reference to the rite of passage that had marked his official entrance into adulthood at the age of twenty. “The bishop will be at the wedding to say a prayer of blessing after aun Bhoerh and I make the declarations.”

Everard’s pointing finger hadn’t moved. “Declarations that only a small number of people will be there to hear, even though the very king himself will be one of the grooms before the altar.” After giving his finger a satirical twirl, Everard lowered it. “Ah—but there won’t be an altar at such a wedding, will there?”

Zacharias considered leaving that question unanswered on account of its tenor. But, lacking no confidence in the answer he had, he gave it. “The dance procession will lead to the town’s churchyard. That’s where we’ll be when we declare the marriages.”

“I see. The churchyard. In that small town.” Everard shook his head. “Seriously, my lord, if in some place other than your own capital city, you marry at an event so common and quiet, you’re liable to—”

“We’ve established that it’ll be a Mundayne wedding, yes?” Zacharias couldn’t help grinning at that. “The celebration will by no means be a quiet one.”

Everard grunted, possibly holding back a laugh of concession. “I’m saying that if you marry Miss Valorie in so small a way compared to what is rightfully due you as the ruler of the Realm... If you take her without the official—without having your state wedding first, the one for the whole nation to celebrate, then that’s rather like sneaking your union behind the backs of most of the public. As if you’re ashamed of your bride. I take it you haven’t even presented word of these arrangements to the Council.”

While holding on to most of his grin, Zacharias let go of its humor. “Not every decision I make as a man requires sanction from the Council. And I’ve confirmed with my legal counsel that my arrangements won’t be violating any current statutes or specified protocol. The state wedding—that, in significant part, will be the National Council’s business. But the business at hand is mine.”

He then aimed a deliberate look at each of his cousins, only an edge of his humor returning. “Besides. If the public were to suspect shame or sneaking secrecy on my part, then they might wonder why I ever disclosed my matrimonial plans to the two of you, of all people.”

Another gasp came from Camellia, the bodice of her dress giving a bounce.

At that point, Zacharias’s memory reached a little ways back to a supper at the palace when he’d had Everard and Camellia there to meet Miss Grena for the first time. The enthusiasm with which the married couple had initially spoken to Miss Grena had been much like that of eager columnists on the hunt for publishable gossip. Everard’s love for story was multidimensional, and Camellia certainly wasn’t any nonparticipant in the working of local news and rumor mills.

Staring Camellia in the eye, Zacharias told her now, “I trust that after my personal nuptials take place, word about them won’t have much trouble making their way throughout our circle of society. Hm?” He then turned his gaze on her husband, who sat up straighter in his chair, some of the color draining from Everard’s face as Zacharias addressed him. “Likewise, my dear Diachonian scribe, it will rightly be written and published for historicity that Zacharias Josiah Diakŏnia and Valorie aut Bhoerh were legally, joyfully married in advance of their state wedding ceremony and her coronation. Naturally, you’ll be receiving sealed correspondence from my desk with which to make the record for your books.”

Everard’s mouth wandered open, closing once before his vocal cords seemed to locate his voice. “I... As you wish, sir. But—” It must have been necessary for him to break himself off and try again, although this time, he didn’t clear his throat when perhaps he needed to. His shoulders sank somewhat with the hushed question that finally found its way out of his mouth. “But...why?”

What was left of Zacharias’s smile bowed out of the moment. His own shoulders weren’t insensible to a distinct weight as he paused to study Everard: this writer of history, this advocate of order, this devotee to tradition and lover of legacy. There was nothing wrong with any of that, and here this man’s citizenship, his vocation, and his marriage linked him to a ruler who must appear poised to upset the structure making up much of what men like Everard held faithful belief in.

Such a layered “why” it was, directed toward a king who’d apparently been so unable to do the expected thing for the sake of his heritage and the comfort and confidence of a nation. He’d been so unable to select an eligible young lady from his court or the court of one of their international allies. So unable to be content with finding a safe picture of perfect health and customary accomplishment to sit by his side as his life partner.

A safe picture. That distinct weight stressed its presence upon Zacharias’s frame. A picture.

He wouldn’t be sitting side by side with a woman who’d look more like the portraits of past Diachonian queens that graced the palace walls and mantelpieces, along with portrait displays in various centers of culture throughout the country. He hadn’t chosen a woman whose firstborn wouldn’t forever change the particular, longstanding makeup of the line of heirs to this kingdom’s throne.

As you wish, sir. But...

Hearing so much in Everard’s “why,” Zacharias took it in hand with care, softly bypassing most of what was behind it to address what was before it. “Well. There’s a bit of a lull in my present schedule, if we can call it a lull. Now will be a good time for Valorie and me to go forward with this, before I have to turn my attention to hosting the next trade ambassador who’ll be arriving from overseas.”

Clearly, the bypassing wasn’t lost on Everard. Even so, he met Zacharias on the diplomatic shore he’d crossed to, and no combative note accompanied Everard’s next words. “But Miss Valorie will still have the preliminary period of royal training and whatnot to get through. Why can’t you wait until she’s ready?” While he didn’t sound confident that the preliminary period he spoke of would necessarily be enough to make so unforeseen of a young woman ready, he moved on to say, “You’ve not even sent out a formal announcement of your betrothal yet, and here you’re about to forge ahead with this other plan.”
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