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I, Alexander Matthias, take thee, Vale Elisabetha, to be my wedded wife,

To have and to hold...

To love, to honor, and to cherish...

According to the ordinance of divine, eternal Providence—and thereto I plight thee my troth.

The royal wedding. The awaited, sacred vows. A morning charged with countless sentiments and expectations told and untold. The hopes of families, the dreams of a kingdom, the furtherance of a realm: the Eubeltic Realm, made up of two nations, Diachona and Munda, and ruled by a young man now plighting his troth.

And then in response:

I, Vale Elisabetha, take thee, Alexander Matthias, to be my wedded husband...

Here was the height of love, making way for new heights.

Opal Whilstead’s eyelids fluttered with a few swift blinks. She gave her head the tiniest shake and brushed her fingertips over her lap on the pretense of smoothing the fabric of her pale pink frock, when in truth she hoped to ease the trembling in her hands. She was sitting with her father on her right side, and her brother and his wife on her left, here in the foremost cathedral in Topaz, the capital city of Diachona. Even with the marriage vows now resonating through the cathedral’s sanctuary, Opal could not fully concentrate on the heart of the ceremony, on the bride and groom together at the altar.

To have and to hold from this day forward...

It was no minor matter that His Majesty the King of Diachona and Sovereign Regnant of Munda, Alexander Matthias, was moments away from a declaration that would transform one Miss Vale Elisabetha Hanna into Vale, the Queen of Diachona. If the groom, bedecked in elaborate military dress complete with a gilded sword and sheath, somehow didn’t warrant every wedding guest’s focus, then his bride should have, arrayed in a pearly white gown that was striking in its simplicity, her veil soon to be topped with a queen’s crown.

But at what wedding anywhere was, of all people, the father of the groom supposed to be the center of anyone’s attention?

Not that the father of the groom in attendance here—the Commander Exemplar, Governor Staid Alexander—was making any attempt to draw attention to himself. Standing a little ways from the altar with other members of the wedding party, Staid was clad in full, midnight blue military dress of his own, medals of achievement on his chest and a silver National Councilman’s sash over his shoulder, solemn pride radiating from his unsmiling face as he watched his king, his firstborn son, entering into holy matrimony.

Yet, Opal’s repeated efforts to redirect her thoughts away from Staid were proving to be futile. She’d been imagining for some months that she might be taken with the king’s father, and now, when she could hardly summon the willpower to keep her gaze off of him at this auspicious event, she was wholly convinced of it.

For better, for worse,

For richer, for poorer,

In sickness and in health...

A little over two years had passed since Staid’s wife, Constance, the former Diachonian queen and ruler of the Realm, passed away. Staid, once the active head of Diachona’s army, had been promoted from Commander to the advisory role of Commander Exemplar when he married Constance, while she was yet a princess, the only living child of her father, King Matthias. After Staid and Constance’s wedding, the two of them relocated to serve as the High Governors of Munda. Upon the king’s death and his daughter’s ascension to the throne, a Mundayne governor was given immediate charge over Munda as Constance settled back in Diachona with her husband and the young prince and princesses who made up their brood.

Constance reigned as the Queen of Diachona and Sovereign Regnant of Munda for over one decade, but far less than two.

To love, to honor, and to cherish, till death us do part...

Not only had Constance left her domain in the hands of her eldest long before he’d expected to rule, but she’d left her husband with a newborn son, Joshua, whose conception had been a surprise to everyone. Constance, a ways past her previous childbearing years, gave all of her strength, and the last of her life, to urge, to call, and to push, push, push her final, wailing little prince into the world, sparing just enough time to be certain her child would live.

Hence, there remained a widowered father of six: one grown son on the throne, one grown daughter now married to a landowning lawyer, three more daughters in various stages of girl-womanhood, and the current heir to the throne who was yet a toddler.

Despite his spouseless state, Staid was too widely known to be left to grieve in obscurity. Diachona, Munda, and the Eubeltic Realm’s allies were well aware of this figure occupying a chief advisory seat as a military man, and holding an honored position as a member of Diachona’s National Council, where all still addressed him as “Governor.” A man who had the ear of the ruler of the Realm, not only because the governor had once led and fought with Diachona’s soldiers on the battlefield, but because he’d raised His Majesty himself and was the one whom His Majesty still looked up to as “Father.”

Or, as Alexander Matthias actually referred to his father in private, “Da.”

Perhaps the unattached ladies at court and other gentlewomen in the country and abroad had given Governor Alexander adequate time as a widower. After all, his youngest had been a sickly prince through his first year of life, and mightn’t it be tasteless and heartless for a lady to blatantly set her cap at a father living in constant worry over the precarious wellbeing of an infant?

Or, perhaps, it wasn’t so much that the ladies had given Staid time but rather that he still only had eyes for one woman, a woman now absent but whom his soul could yet see. Whatever the case, at least in the year since His Highness Prince Joshua had made his first appearance in public as a one-year-old, small but finally in health, those with an interest in remedying Governor Alexander’s wifeless condition had become more obvious.

Inasmuch as Vale Elisabetha and Alexander Matthias have consented together in holy matrimony before God and this congregation...

Opal’s hands found each other, clung to each other. If there was such a thing as a running to gain the attentions of Staid Alexander, Opal did not consider herself to be in that running.

Granted, as the daughter of Elder Whilstead, a longtime member of the National Council, Opal was favored enough to be in attendance at the king’s wedding. She’d never gotten too involved at court, being content to serve in and near her community, away from court politics. But on the recommendation of her friend, Rebecca, Opal had been invited to join Vale Hanna’s branch of Topaz’s community aid society of ladies over a year ago. While Opal had seen Staid at rare times from afar over the years, her work with the aid society was what eventually brought her into acquaintance with the man, if she could deem occasional exchanges of pleasantries and incidental comments to be an acquaintance. But she didn’t need to possess the eyes of an eagle to see that she’d become far more aware of Staid than he was of her.

She realized that in the circles she moved in, she was known as Opal, the bright and ever cheerful: visiting hospital patients, elderly citizens, and children in orphanages. Opal, the ever present and dependable: preparing and delivering meals to families when they fell on hard times. And (more quietly) Opal, the ever overlooked and hopeless spinster: attending church and social functions without a spouse or a beau. For, people surmised in whispers, wasn’t it a sign of some hopeless issue if a woman so agreeable and upstanding had never been able to land herself a husband? Ah, others replied in equally whispery tones, but not every woman had want or need of a husband, had she? Surely, if one so bright and agreeable and upstanding as Opal Whilstead hadn’t entered the marriage estate by now, then spinsterhood must be her preference. Yes?

...and have declared their covenant by the giving and receiving of rings, by the power vested in me, I now pronounce that they are husband and wife together.

After those words from the wedding ceremony’s officiating bishop, the organist at the cathedral’s pipe organ began the majestic chords of a coronation hymn. Opal’s ears were less than alert to the music, and her fingers were aching, for clutching each other so hard.

She had little idea if Staid ever heard or had a thought about other people’s remarks regarding her. He had so much more in his family, in the kingdom, and in the Realm to which he must attend. Moreover, if and when a man of his admirable reputation and position did decide to go searching for companionship, it was unlikely that his search would begin amongst the old maids of the land—the women no one else, apparently, had wanted.

The Commander Exemplar could choose from the comeliest that Diachona, and other nations besides, had to offer. And he wouldn’t be limited to women fairly advanced in years. Didn’t the man have multiple children, one who’d been born but two years ago? It was quite possible that Staid hadn’t finished growing his family, that he would desire a wife in her prime season for childbirth, and many a young lady wouldn’t be so concerned about his age. Plenty of young women would even be drawn to it.

No, Staid’s grin wasn’t as ready or frequent as it had once been. Far fewer people saw him smile at all these days, and where he’d once been more disposed to conversation in grand social settings, he was now more likely to lend himself to silence. But, oh, ladies asked each other, when a man of Governor Alexander’s maturity clearly didn’t feel the need to always have his mouth open, did it not add to the appealing sense of mystery about him?

Opal would scoff to herself when she heard such questions. What, she wondered, was so very mysterious about heartache? She recognized it when she saw it. She hadn’t known Staid as a married man, but when she heard others say the former queen’s husband changed after he lost his wife, Opal, reflecting on Staid’s grave demeanor, didn’t find that observation hard to believe.

Still, if Staid had to be a matured mystery to the female population, he was. Also, although he wasn’t physically as robust in size as he’d been as an active-duty soldier in the past, his stature was in no way wizened or stooped, and his azure eyes were as clear as ever. Not to mention that when a man’s thick, once-sable head of hair went all silvery charcoal, as Staid’s had gone after his wife’s passing, people considered his look to be distinguished.

When a woman’s hair began to go gray, however, people weren’t as wont to say she looked distinguished. Many times, they’d say she was fading.

Opal, giving her brown eyes another firm blink, resisted the self-conscious temptation to reach up beneath her pale pink hat to check on her upswept coiffure of light brown hair, which had a few touches of middle-aged gray around the edges, framing a creamy complexion that wasn’t as smooth as it had once been. It was true that closer to her youth, she’d received her modest share of glances and stares from men. She found it to be a paradox, of sorts, that a woman so ever present and dependable and called upon for community tasks on the one hand could be turning increasingly invisible on the other.

Nonetheless, how could bright and cheerful Opal complain? She did love to laugh, and she loved to be useful, to be a trusted help to the people around her. She had purpose. She had friends. She had family. She wasn’t alone.

Yet, Opal’s age and spinsterhood status aside, if Staid were ever to begin looking around, and if he happened to take notice of her one day, maybe there could have been the possibility for more, if not for another, sensitive matter she hadn’t confided to anyone in quite some time, along with a brittle collection of grievous memories she kept to herself. Memories it would be vain to wish that someone from an earlier phase of her life had forgotten.

Opal’s hands clenched in her lap. Her gaze, which seemed bent on defying her at every turn today, began sliding back toward the father of the groom at the front of the—

“Diakŏnia!”

Opal gave a start at the sudden sound of the king’s boisterous call to the congregation, his voice echoing with triumph through the organ music. She was a second late in rising to her feet along with the rest of the wedding guests, seeing that Vale was already wearing her crown. Opal had been sitting right here in the room. How had she missed the moment when the king had bestowed that shining headdress upon his new wife?

Alexander Matthias’s voice rose once more. “I present...your queen!”

The congregation took their cue from the pipe organ and commenced singing the first verse of the coronation hymn aloud as Her Majesty the Queen of Diachona placed her hand on the proffered forearm of her husband, the two of them beginning their walk together from the altar. This walk would precede the wedding party’s departure from the cathedral and their parade in carriages through Topaz’s streets on the way to the palace, where the bride and groom were due to make an appearance on the palace’s southeast balcony. There, before a larger gathering of Diachona’s citizens, Alexander Matthias would again present the queen.

As the wedded couple slowly approached down the aisle in the cathedral, Opal noted the blend of joy and nerves in Vale’s blushing face, the bliss of the young woman’s happiest day inseparable from the weight of the title now upon her head, upon her shoulders, and no doubt, upon her heart.

The king, in contrast, had the look of a chap who’d been conquered by love and was thus ready to conquer the universe. Opal had the distinct impression that if the ruler of the Realm could fully have his way at present, he’d toss his sable head back with either a rowdy shout of victory or a boyish bout of laughter.

Opal slipped her arm through her father’s beside her, knowing that every wedding he attended reminded him of his own bride, Opal’s mother, who’d died some years ago. Elder Whilstead, his voice lifted with the others in song, turned his white-bearded face to his daughter, his eyes misty with remembrance but still glimmering with appreciation for the occasion. He gave Opal’s arm an affectionate squeeze.

Opal smiled at him, continuing the chorus of the hymn. If even her father could be free to rejoice today, what call had she to let her heavy thoughts remain such a distraction?

When the Commander Exemplar entered the wedding party’s closing procession and came making his way down the sanctuary’s aisle, Opal flexed the fingers of her free hand, sang with all the more conviction, and averted her eyes.
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Staid breathed in through his nose, out through his mouth. His exhaustion existed more in his head than anywhere else in his body, given the early hour of the evening. It wasn’t an altogether negative brand of exhaustion, but still, how could it seem that his son’s wedding day was stretching far longer than Staid’s had, over two decades ago?

He released another breath, a short one, accompanied by a grunt akin to a chuckle. Over two decades ago when he’d added a wife to his life, his only other living relative had been his aunt, now deceased. So it could be that this present day was indeed longer, or that it had expanded in some other respect, in order to make room for the wealth of family Staid had gained since then.

His eyes moved around the lively celebration in the ballroom of Topaz’s palace, where he was sitting alone with a bowl of fruit at the one banquet table in the room, off to the side, one of his feet keeping time with the music flowing from the ballroom’s elevated orchestral chamber. He spotted his eldest daughter, Laurel, standing in a group of friends with her husband, a lawyer rising in prominence and a man of substantial property who was bound to become one of the landowning chieftains on the National Council, at some point after he reached the qualifying age of thirty years. Laurel was chatting away, one of her hands wandering over her evening gown to rest on the precious bump at her middle, the expanding haven where Staid’s first grandchild had only another quarter of a year to reside.

Staid then spied out his two youngest daughters, Josephine and Ruby, the pair of them currently whirling together as each other’s dance partners on the floor. At the girls’ respective ages of seventeen and fifteen, Staid had not yet lifted their limit of partnering with no one gentleman more than twice at a dance. It was Staid’s fatherly habit to add that even a second dance with the same chap was chancy, particularly for the chap who’d risk it with one of Staid’s girls, and such forewarnings would be met with his daughters’ chortles and groans and half-feigned exasperation.

Josephine took the restriction more in stride these days though, as her next level of freedom wasn’t far off, while Ruby’s frustration with it was a touch more real, along with other frustrations that girlhood had chosen to compound to her load of late. Even so, Staid held to the principle that there was nothing wrong with ensuring young people would have privileges to look forward to later on, rather than handing them every privilege at once, stunting their capacity for true appreciation.

His reasoning also factored in an unofficial code at court, the idea that a lady and a gentleman partnering for more than a dance or two in a single evening was an indication of courtship, or of the lady’s availability to be courted. Staid was not of the belief that societal codes and conventions could necessarily dictate matters of the heart, but he knew politics, and he hadn’t raised his daughters to be ignorant in this area. His girls were aware that both overt and covert arrangements of alliances, courtships, marriages, and affairs for social and governmental leverage were not uncommon, and whether or not the paired individuals were prepared, willing, or of age didn’t always matter. Staid was making certain that any watching eyes would see, and any international, listening ears would hear: his adolescent princesses would not be pawns for anyone’s profit or political advantage.

Staid’s eyes then moved to his second daughter, Eunice, on the outskirts of the dance floor, using her social privileges as she wished. At the moment, that meant she was getting in one more dance with her little brother before it would be time for the toddler to be taken off to bed. With so many other dancers in the way, it would be a hazard to indulge the boy with actual steps of his own, so Eunice carried on with a modified version of steps as she balanced her brother on her hip, the bouncing of his lips and cheeks likely due to babbling attempts of his to mimic the music.

Staid couldn’t hold back another chuckling grunt, his own lips hiking up into a faint smile. It was a marvel to him that, with the way Joshua’s doting sisters were frequently scooping the boy up and toting him about, the youngster had ever managed to learn to walk.

Yet, Staid’s smile eased away. It was possible that Eunice was using some of her extra time with Joshua to avoid mingling with others for a while. She was less than a year away from her twentieth birthday, at which time she would officially be recognized as an adult and would ascend to royal junior standing, making her an eligible choice for diplomatic travel whenever the need for her might arise. Eunice, who’d become more retiring as her privileges increased, did not seem to relish the thought of becoming a diplomat. She never brightened at the mention of her imminent royal junior ceremony, which would pale only in comparison to the coronation of a Diachonian king or queen.

Staid’s foot continued tapping to the music as he mused. It was about time for him to have another discussion with the king about what they would do for Eunice, and ask the princess herself for her input.

With that thought, Staid’s stare moved to the king, who was busy lifting and dipping and whisking his still-blushing bride this way and that across the floor. Staid gave his head a single shake of amusement. Providence grant the young lady the energy to keep on keeping up with her beloved—a thrilled groom leaping over the moon.

There came a break in the music, applause, and then a question.

“Gourlerh tomet, pilon?”

The address to Staid in the Mundayne tongue pulled him from his reverie, and he turned his head toward Lady Naona Greenly, a woman shimmering in a dark purple gown of Mundayne style. The rosy brown complexion of this mother and grandmother retained much of its smoothness year after year, the only reliable hint of her age being found in the one wide stream of silver that coursed through her otherwise black hair, routinely coiled up in styles that showcased the stream. Staid reoriented his thoughts to process her inquiry—Are you finished already, most honorable sir?—and he rose to his feet as she approached the banquet table.

Naona, originally from Munda, was the wife of Chieftain Philip Greenly of the National Council. Naona worked as a chemist and also held the position of Diachona’s chief apothecary, a position that hadn’t existed in Diachona until the Council adopted the title from Munda and appointed Naona for it.

Though Diachona and Munda had been joined as one Realm for only a generation, and there were those who still balked at the idea of Diachonians and Mundaynes having much to do with each other, Staid was grateful for the close friendship Naona had shared with Constance, almost as if the two had been sisters. It led to a bond between their families that grew stronger over the years and remained after Constance departed. And Staid was twice grateful not only to have the Greenlys as his friends but that his children had Naona. To be sure, it wasn’t the same as his children having their own mother, but between Naona and Grace, Constance’s living mother, Staid’s children still had close-by measures of something that he as a father couldn’t quite provide.
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