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“I can,” she whispered to herself with determination, if not necessarily belief, her dark blue eyes trained out of the window of her horse-drawn coach on its way to an orphanage. “I can do this,” she insisted to her psyche, needing to believe it, the coming orphanage visit taking up only a fraction of her mostly silent deliberation.

It had been three months since she, Princess Eunice of Diachona, had stepped into her twentieth year of life and had ascended to royal junior standing. Her new rank brought her into a period for rigorous study befitting someone in the royal line who was now officially recognized as an adult. At present, she was on her way from the State Library back in the palace district of Diachona’s capital city of Topaz, where she’d spent most of the morning engrossed in history research with the help of a scholarly scribe.

Eunice was no stranger to serious study. No Diachonian prince or princess would be, especially not one raised by Governor Staid Alexander, Eunice’s father, and Queen Constance, the mother Eunice had lost nearly three years ago. Yet, study held a different weight for a royal junior. Eunice was now an eligible choice for diplomatic travel whenever such a need for her might arise, and every new level of knowledge increased the range and possibilities of governmental and diplomatic duties for which she might be called upon.

Over the years, she’d heard plenty of accounts about her mother’s young womanhood, about how then Princess Constance had already been doing the work and travel of a diplomat in her teenaged years, not waiting for royal junior status to grant its permission. When Constance did come of age, she wasted no time in seeking a place on Diachona’s National Council, regardless of the fact that no woman, of the royal line or otherwise, had ever done so before. To this day, the late queen was still the only female member the Council had ever had.

Eunice tightened the shawl that draped her shoulders, her eyes thoughtfully narrowing as her mind paused on the Council: the body of patriarchal elders, landowning chieftains, and key military officers, with Eunice’s older brother, King Alexander Matthias, in the Council’s foremost seat and Governor Alexander in a seat that wasn’t far off, since he held the head advisory position of Diachona’s army as the Commander Exemplar. The Council was considering adding a new representative group to its body in the form of elected clergymen, proponents of the proposal saying it would restore the measure of the citizens’ trust that had been lost when Diachona joined itself to the kingdom of Munda to form the Eubeltic Realm. The Realm had now been in existence for a generation, in spite of those who were still resistant to the idea of Diachonians and Mundaynes having much to do with each other. The addition of prominent Diachonian clergymen to the Council could bring greater spiritual accountability to policymaking and help to assure the nation that Diachona wouldn’t lose its values.

“Spiritual accountability?” opposing councilmen asked. “That’s a core reason why the elders are here. Wisdom, spiritual guidance, legacy preservation. Adding a new group of clergymen would be a lofty symbolic act that would bring little practical change to the Council beyond a higher number of seats and higher spending on councilmen’s compensation,” they argued.

A short sigh left a small smile on Eunice’s full lips. If there was one thing Diachona’s highest governmental body could do, it could argue with itself. Rumor had it that fiery debates in the Council’s assembly hall would sometimes reach a violent pitch held in check only by the hovering of guards charged with watching out for the young ruler of the Realm: the King of Diachona and Sovereign Regnant of Munda.

Moreover, though no councilman would dare to declare as much in literal, public terms, the king wasn’t exactly the most trusted member of the body. The qualifying age for Council members outside of the royal line was thirty years, and Alexander Matthias was only in his twenties, having joined the Council after the premature passing of his mother. Three years wasn’t enough time to prove himself to everyone. And even with the king’s adamant, acceptable stances on lawfulness and peace, Diachonian traditionalists had room to wonder if there was anything strange or radical behind the young monarch’s words that had yet to come to light, given that Alexander Matthias had been born and raised on foreign soil, back before Constance had succeeded to the throne. She and her husband had lived in Munda for a period, serving as Munda’s first High Governors. Alexander Matthias and most of his siblings had thus spent the opening years of their lives steeped in Mundayne culture. Most of them had made a number of visits back to Munda in the years since and still considered that country to be their home, along with Diachona.

“Why shouldn’t that be the case?” Alexander would ask, whenever anyone asked. “Diachona and Munda—both Eubeltic. We’re one Realm, here.”

Yes, some were wont to whisper amongst themselves, but shouldn’t Munda have essentially been assimilated to become more of Diachona when the former kingdom had fallen to the latter, rather than Munda remaining a distinct country with its own national traditions and foreign religion and what all else the Mundaynes were about?

“Can’t help that they’re darkies,” one Diachonian chieftain had asserted at a private party, not long after the joining of the Realm, “but we can at least put an end to their primitive ways over there, hm?”

It turned out that the private party hadn’t been private enough. When word of that chieftain’s comments leaked and reached the ears of Constance’s father Matthias, the first ruler of the Realm, the chieftain had been given a public hearing followed by a public stripping of his title and a dismissal from his seat on the National Council.

No, the Council wasn’t a mere pit of friction, discord, and nothing else, and young Alexander Matthias wasn’t without his share of well-wishers, concurring voices, and national and international support, but political involvement in the kingdom was no light thing. Could Eunice see herself like her mother, holding her own in the Council’s assembly hall? Or traveling abroad, not just on holidays or as an aide on other people’s assignments but as a prime figure representing Diachona in matters of state?

Months ago, the grand royal junior ceremony on Eunice’s birthday had been a rite of passage meant to give the princess a greater sense of identity. All in all, the day had been superb, but it hadn’t restored the sense of security Eunice once had, a security she’d only become fully aware of when it began to slip away along with the last phases of her adolescence.

Her mother’s final, widely-known act as queen was to birth one more prince, Joshua, into the royal line. Though Eunice and four of her five siblings had watched their mother die less than twenty-four hours later, it was the coronation of Alexander a couple of months afterward that served as the louder signal of conclusion to Eunice, the brass and blast of a trumpet heralding the end of early years to which she could never return.

To be sure, Eunice’s life had endured a shift when a landowning lawyer, Desmond, had risen above other suitors calling on Eunice’s older sister, Laurel. The shift had become a bona fide change when Laurel had accepted Desmond’s suit and married him soon after her own royal junior ceremony, moving out of the palace to live on her husband’s estate on the other side of Topaz. Eunice’s heart had waved a silent, broken goodbye to her closest childhood and girlhood friend. Laurel wasn’t gone entirely, of course, but visiting with a sister wasn’t the same as living with a sister.

So many other girls could hardly wait for adult privileges, for suitors, for marriage, and for all the good pertaining to womanhood. But while Eunice did not begrudge her increasing maturity or that of her siblings, she couldn’t help feeling displaced in the midst of it all.

“Oh, Nicey, I understand,” Laurel had said on Eunice’s last visit out to the estate, while the two sisters sat on the floor of a sitting room, playing with Laurel’s six-month-old daughter, Junia. “I’ve learned it’s normal for some regret and uncertainty to come with the excitement of growing up and reaching milestones. I pulled my covers over my head and sobbed when I woke up on the morning of my twentieth.”

“Did you?” Eunice would have shaken her head with surprise if Junia hadn’t chosen that second to grab hold of a hanging lock of her aunt’s long, black hair. “I’m sure we all had some tears at your gala that night, except for Ruby, maybe. I must have assumed those had been your first tears of the day.”

“Hardly.” Laurel reached to untangle Eunice’s hair from Junia’s fingers before the infant had a chance to munch on the strands. “I know I’m not as reserved as you are, but I’ve felt something of what you’re feeling. And I’ve noticed you retreating more, these days. Not that there’s anything wrong with introversion and sometimes being a social wallflower, but I wouldn’t want fear of the unknown to one day make you a wallflower in all of life. Your life.”

“I don’t set out to retreat, Laurie. Lately, it just happens.” Eunice distracted her niece from the loss of her potential nibble of black tresses by taking the baby’s forearms and clapping her chubby hands together. “I’m not sure that anyone out there notices either way. My twentieth was the biggest day of my life—exciting and daunting, with so many eyes on me, but that’s over. I’m back to being the center of no one’s attention out there, so maybe retreating to the background feels like a matter of course.”

“Maybe,” Laurel slowly agreed with a pondering bob of her head, and then her nod became more definite. “Even if that’s how it feels right now, you can use this milestone time for good.” She rhythmically patted her palms together to mimic her daughter’s movement, though Junia was too captivated by the assisted motion of her own hands to worry about her mother’s. “I’d suggest you find a new way or two to purposely get outside of yourself. Not necessarily anything big, but something to help you stay present in more than just your own world, you know?”

Ashamed to admit it, Eunice had sensed so much more in her sister’s words. Natural introversion was one thing. Withdrawing too deeply into one’s personal, self-centered universe to cling to a (false?) sense of safety was another. Perhaps Eunice was in danger of doing the latter if she allowed thoughts of her new rank to daunt her more than they motivated her.

Hence, Eunice took it upon herself to ask to join Opal Whilstead on the woman’s next visit to a local orphanage.

Opal, the bright and benevolent daughter of a Diachonian elder, was the woman now engaged to be married to Eunice’s widowered father. While Opal had been pleased with Eunice’s idea, she’d also inquired of the princess with caution, “Would it be a one-time visit, or do you think you might like to stop by on some other occasions as well, if your calendar permits? I’m not pushing you, only gauging what you have in mind. So many of the children in institutions feel abandoned or forgotten by the outside world of grownups, and the appearances and departures of new adults can become emotionally perplexing. We try to avoid having many volunteers who pop through for an hour with the children and never come back.”

Eunice hadn’t considered that specific angle of the children’s wellbeing, but yes, she’d be willing to do more than breeze in and out of the institution a single time. On the day that she and Opal agreed upon, Eunice would have liked to wear one of her most sensible dresses: one of her “work cottons,” as her mother had called them. Instead, Eunice donned a businesslike frock of blue-gray hue and minimal accents, something appropriate for a morning in the State Library but hopefully not too conspicuous for the orphanage. She knew what it was like to go to different towns and residential areas, where the people usually received word in advance and prepared to welcome a dignitary or two and their small retinue, and she’d been an assistant on humanitarian missions around the country in her adolescence, but she’d never made any unannounced visits anywhere on her own for anything other than leisure.

She’d told Opal that she would arrive a little late to the children’s forenoon activity period but didn’t want a fuss to be made of her entrance, with Opal stopping everything to introduce Eunice as Her Highness.

“It mightn’t be the most proper protocol,” Eunice had said with a laugh, “but I don’t want the children thinking I’ve come there to, well—rule over them. It might ruin the fun you and Juwell have planned.”

So, when Eunice’s coachman helped her disembark from her coach, her guard dismounted his horse to walk some paces behind her, and she stepped into the orphanage, receiving directions from a woman who stood and curtsied at the front desk, no announcements to the children preceded Eunice as she found and entered the room she’d been directed to, her guard remaining in watchful position near the room’s open double doors.

Eunice’s first thought as she arrived in the room was that the activity period might have been better called a hubbub period, for how could an art session entail such a commotion? It appeared that only children around the ages of five to nine years or so were at this session, seated at rows of tables with pencils and papers as their instructor showed them techniques for drawing a simple version of a mountainous canyon complete with a river, birds, and trees. Apparently, the creation of such artwork required all manner of noisy chatter amongst the youngsters, with different ones jumping up to go check on the progress of their peers.

In the midst of it all was Opal, wisps of her slightly graying hair waving out of her upswept coiffure as she moved from here to there, keeping the lively commotion from tipping into full-fledged lively chaos. When she spotted Eunice, the older woman grinned and spread her hands in a wordless introduction of the children, and then she went right back to answering their calls.

“Miss Opal, my pencil broke.”

“Blast. My picture’s getting ugly.”

“Oooo, he said ‘blast.’”

“Can we go outside?”

“Come look at mine, Miss Opal! I drew a rabbit in my river.”

“Aaa-choo! Oh. I need a hankie.”

“I’m hungry, Miss Opal. When’s dinner?”

“Rosie and Peter are making their mountains all sideways and crooked. On purpose!”

“Is Mister Juwell going to fix his hair back right? He needs a comb.”

Their instructor, seated on a stool near the front of the room before an easel and a board, his back mostly toward the children at the moment as he worked away with his own pencils on paper, brought a hand up to shuffle his fingers through his dark brown hair—which was indeed more in need of combing than shuffling. “I heard that,” he said without turning around, the tenor of his voice pulling his words above the juvenile hubbub. He yanked a tuft of his hair upward, leaving it to stand on end when he let go of it, drawing giggles and hoots from the audience behind him. “I hope whoever said it will have some jolly good peaks and birdies to show me when this is over, since you tots want things to look right today.”

“Mine are jolly good!” a boy piped up, though he wasn’t the same child who’d commented on their instructor’s hair.

“We’re not tots!” a girl added to the din. “The tots are the babies.”

“Did I say ‘tots’?” their instructor asked, still without turning around. “I should have said ‘pots,’ for the clamor you’re all making, like clanging pots and pans in a kitchen. Or ‘lots,’ for the lots and lots of your racket in here, you lot of not-tots.”

“Lot of tot-nots!” came one child’s laughing attempt at an echo.

As the drawing and commotion continued, Eunice’s attention settled on the back of the mussed-up head toward the front of the room. So. This is Juwell. The young man she’d been hearing her father and Opal talk about for the past couple of months. The artist who, at Staid’s request, had drawn Opal’s portrait on the day Staid had proposed marriage to her. The young man who’d unwittingly already pressed a soft spot into Opal’s heart even before he’d brought that brilliant portrait to life, as Opal and Staid had met the artist months earlier on the day he’d been dismissed from an army training series, having failed to pass the physical testing to become a soldier. Something about him had spoken to Opal that day, and she’d thought of him becoming an orphanage volunteer.

He was supposedly of quite a serious disposition, according to Opal’s prior, fond descriptions of him to Eunice. Yet, there Juwell sat, sharing banter with a roomful of youngsters, his pencils employed for artistry and his hair caught up in buffoonery.

Eunice stared, her stomach giving a tiny flip. What a novelty for her to be rather enchanted by the back of the head of someone she’d never personally met.

After a time, Eunice glanced at Opal, who hadn’t looked her way again. It was clear that in lieu of any formal announcements, Opal was leaving Eunice free to join right into the activity. So Eunice found an empty chair in a corner, left her shawl there, and stepped closer to the tables, making her way over to a girl who called out for help.

“Who are you?” the girl asked when her petition for Miss Opal didn’t produce Miss Opal.

“I’m Miss Eunice.” Protocol forgive her if it was too wrong to refer to herself as such. Eunice smiled. “Who might you be?”

The girl’s effort toward a smile was hindered by a frustrated grimace, and she rubbed at one of her flushed cheeks. “I’m Rosa Bella but everybody calls me Rosie and my mountains aren’t like Mister Juwell’s because my first one came out crooked and now they’re all getting worse and I can’t make it stop.”

“Is that so?” How adorable. Eunice held back a chortle, sure that the child would take a show of amusement as ridicule. “Well, your picture doesn’t have to turn out just like Mister Juwell’s. I’m sure he’s been an artist much longer than you have. The important thing is to learn and to give yourself something to practice, so that you can get better later.” Her eyes darted around until she located a nearby stack of paper from which to take a clean sheet. “It’s a good time to start fresh. Look up there.”

Rosa Bella looked up there, toward the front of the room. Juwell had taken down his previous picture and smoothed a blank paper on his board, telling the children to watch and copy his second demonstration, if they wished. Eunice followed along to help Rosa Bella get started on a new picture, leaning down and enclosing the child’s smaller hand in hers, guiding the pencil. With inexact, uncomplicated terms, Juwell was giving a lesson on spatial depth, and Rosa Bella’s eyes widened as the picture beneath her hand began to become a canyon. A canyon that wasn’t so crooked.

Eunice gently released the girl’s hand. “There, now. Keep going, nice and slowly. This is good practice. You can do it.”

Rosa Bella’s replying smile was distracted, likely meant for Eunice, but the girl didn’t risk veering her gaze from the course between her picture and Juwell’s. After giving Rosa Bella a light pat on the shoulder, Eunice moved on, seeing how else she might be of service.

It wasn’t long before she was thoroughly engrossed in the hubbub, to the point where the children began to catch on and add “Miss Eunice” to their calls and questions, her name high-pitched and mispronounced in a couple of the younger ones’ animated mouths. It was a wonder to her that in the midst of the bustle and noise, the children were managing to pull actual artwork out of the session, but pictures displaying various levels of talent were coming together all over the room. Granted, some of the children were bypassing canyons and rivers to draw whatever else they liked.

It wasn’t until the period was almost over that Eunice checked the clock mounted on one wall and took another significant look at Juwell. He’d moved his stool away from the third demonstration on his easel and sat facing the children, one of his hands holding up an open sketchbook he’d propped on his thigh, his other hand flipping a pencil down and around through his fingers. The sides and top of his head were still a mess, but more of his dark hair ran in a light, neat beard along his jaw, with a dusting of it lining the upper lip of his richly-shaped mouth.

What most struck Eunice now, though, were Juwell’s eyes. Eyes that were a neutral color. Probably gray. Eyes that were reflective, staring right at her.

Staring at her in a way that was, amazingly, sad.
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Miss Whilstead had let him know ahead of time that Princess Eunice would be joining them at the orphanage today. Now, there the young woman was.

It wasn’t the first time Juwell had ever seen a member of Diachona’s royal family in person, although this was the closest in proximity he’d ever been to one of them, if he didn’t count Governor Alexander.

It also wasn’t Juwell’s first time seeing Eunice specifically. He’d had a glimpse or two of her before, the most notable time being on her twentieth birthday, when she and a company of hers had stopped by Topaz Square to give out baskets of food at one of the kingdom’s festivals for the new royal junior. Juwell had held back from the center of the celebration during her visit, observing from his perch on the side of a friend’s wagon. The princess had been wearing a white and light blue frock over her frame, a coronet atop the black hair that hung more than halfway down her back, and a smile on her lips, but even from Juwell’s perch, he could see the diffidence about her and the red tinge to her face.

Amongst a crowd of her subjects, at a spirited festival taking place in her honor, Her Highness Princess Eunice had appeared embarrassed in the middle of all the attention. Cheerful, gracious, and embarrassed. What a novelty it had been for Juwell, to be so strongly entranced by the glowing embarrassment of someone he’d never personally met.

When she and her company had departed from the festival, Juwell had been left with the keen urge to capture her from the image in his mind, to interpret her into visual language, free of words, on canvas. He might have dared to do so later in the privacy of his home, a home that was a cabin on the outside and more of a studio than anything else on the inside. He might have dared, but he didn’t.

No additional blush was evident in Eunice’s coral and cream complexion now, here at the orphanage, but if she happened to be at all embarrassed again, Juwell figured it was his fault. Improper as it may have been, the more so on account of Eunice’s superior status, Juwell was staring at her, making no attempt to hide that fact or to quell the doleful emotion he was convinced had found its way into his gaze.

Then, he snapped into a different mode for the closing of the activity period, and he shut his sketchbook. Offering words of approval for the pictures the children brought up for his inspection, he added encouragement for them to keep practicing on their own until their next session, and he leaned down at the insistence of one of the girls, a chuckle escaping him as the girl’s fingers fussed about his hair, trying to pat it into some semblance of order. The girl hadn’t time to finish the job, as Miss Whilstead was collecting the artwork, issuing praise, telling the children to go back and push in their chairs before getting in line to follow her to dinner, and soon the noise in the room was a thing of the recent past as Juwell, Eunice, and her guard were the only ones left behind.

Surely Miss Whilstead’s failure to make a formal introduction, even a quick one, before leaving Juwell here with royalty was an oversight. But Miss Whilstead wasn’t the kind of woman who’d forget such a thing, not even while a crowd of chattering children flocked about, eager for their afternoon meal. The guard was on his feet near the doorway, Eunice was on her feet by one of the tables the children had vacated, her hands folded down in front of her, so Juwell was also on his feet, standing beside his stool, his closed sketchbook and a pencil in hand. There would be no subtle way for him to make certain his white shirt was still tidily tucked into his tan trousers, so he left his clothes alone, but leaving his hair to the deliberate disarray he’d subjected it to would never do.

He did his best to comb the fingers of his free hand through his hair before he bent into a bow toward the princess, and as he righted himself, he spotted laughter in her deep blue eyes. Laughter shy and warm and as audible to his vision as audible laughter would be to his ears. The sight of it unfettered his tongue to speak first, since she hadn’t.

“Good—” Juwell’s voice cracked. He tried again, with a nod. “Good afternoon, Princess.”

She nodded in return. “Good afternoon. Mister Juwell.”

He hesitated. Had her pause indicated that she somehow found the “Mister” designation for him to be as out of place as he did? Miss Whilstead had recommended it for his orphanage visits, but... “Juwell, my lady,” he now uttered in recommendation of himself.

“Juwell,” Eunice accepted in an instant. Then she asked, “And is it just ‘Juwell’?”

“Yes. Just ‘Juwell.’” One name.

“Oh. I thought so.” Eunice extended a smile of acknowledgment. “It’s fitting for an artist, I believe.”

Juwell didn’t disagree, and there he left his name alone. He moved his sketchbook, hearing it pat twice against his leg. “Did you enjoy the art session, my lady?”

“I did, actually. Very much. I enjoyed the children.” Eunice’s hands split apart. “Not to say that I didn’t enjoy the art. Your instruction. I was just nervous about meeting the little ones. But they were so fast about pulling me in once I got here, my nerves didn’t have much time to matter.”

“I know what you mean. The children did the same with me, my first time here. Only that wasn’t an art session. I came during their free time, played games, and met some of the older ones, too.” Juwell nearly used his sketchbook to gesture toward Eunice, but he caught himself. Would that be too much like pointing at her? “You should come for their free time, my lady. Sometime. To play.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
i;%(mem Legacy =

Embmcmg

/f)/

Outcast





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





