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“Yes. Well. In that case, Miss Valorie—will you marry me, then?”

There...now. Such a question, suddenly out on the table. And it should have been an earth-shattering one.

An earth-shattering question, anyhow. Nothing about the table itself that Valorie aut Bhoerh was sitting at should shatter the earth, even though this was the breakfast table of the ruler of the Eubeltic Realm, Zacharias. But while there had originally been four seated at this table, Zacharias was the only one left sitting with Valorie, and that was at least enough to shake up her world a little bit. Even without shattering it.

Valorie and King Zacharias of Diachona were outdoors at a Garlandian festival this morning. Garland had officially become an independent state the day before, gaining national autonomy alongside Diachona and Munda, the nations of the Realm. Zacharias had brought a retinue of Diachonians along with him for Garland’s inauguration and a tour of a few of the new nation’s cities. The retinue included Valorie’s older brother, Dauntless aun Bhoerh, an officer of the capital guard based in Diachona’s capital city, Topaz. Valorie was here for a portion of the trip, as she’d arrived two days ago with her friend, Abigaia Grena, a woman who’d relocated to Diachona from Rêeh, a nation across the Eubeltic Sea. Abigaia was one of the Topaz Premier Company dancers who performed at Garland’s inauguration ceremony yesterday.

Festivals had begun all over Garland today, and the attendance at this one was high, projected to become higher through the day as more people would come down to the garlanded city square and its adjoining streets. Members of Garland’s government were here among other Garlandian citizens and residents. Diachonian guardsmen and some members of Diachona’s National Council, as well as select advisors to Zacharias, were here in proximity to the king. The theatre company dancers from Topaz were seated at tables that weren’t far off, and Valorie would have had her breakfast over there with them if this day hadn’t gotten off on such an unexpected foot.

Neither Dauntless nor Abigaia was present at the festival. Daun was off attending to business elsewhere, and Zacharias had offered to entertain Valorie and Abigaia before Daun would make it to the festival later. The king had invited the two young women to join him for the festival breakfast at his table with the High Governor of Garland and the governor’s mother, but Abigaia had regretfully declined the invitation. Only Valorie, Daun, and Abigaia knew where the three of them had gone after the inauguration ceremony yesterday, making a visit to see Abigaia’s father, a man his only daughter had thought dead for so many years. While Valorie couldn’t disclose to the king that Abigaia needed time alone this morning so that she could cope with an onslaught of emotions concerning her estranged but living father, Valorie had asked the king to pardon her friend’s absence.

From the start of breakfast, as Valorie picked portions to eat from the dishes before her, she smiled much and spoke little, being unaccustomed to sitting at a table with heads of state. The currents of activity from the abundance of people around added to the challenge Valorie faced while trying to concentrate, her dark brown eyes working to follow the table discussion.

The challenge wasn’t in the fact that the other three at the table were speaking in the Mundayne tongue, the Garlandians’ first language. Valorie, a Diachonian woman of Mundayne descent, was as fluent in the tongue that originated from Munda as she was in her native Diachonian language. The issue here was that none of her breakfast companions could sign any of the discussion to her, and everyone’s mouths were as occupied with eating as they were with talking.

Even so, Zacharias was attentive to her from his place near her during the meal. Catching her at moments when she hadn’t just taken a bite, he provided her with a few relevant openings to add to the discussion, without pressing her for more elaborate responses than the short, safe ones she gave. She suspected the volume of her responses was somewhat low for the setting, but she’d prefer to err on the side of quietness while so many strangers were about, rather than to risk receiving turned heads and odd looks from people if she wound up speaking louder than everyone else nearby.

At one point, a bite of Valorie’s breakfast went down awkwardly. While she managed to prevent any harsh hacking, she couldn’t avoid a series of miniature coughs. When Zacharias paused to listen to her restrained bout of discomfort, she sensed his pause, though he didn’t turn away from the governor’s commentary on one of the speeches a visiting dignitary had made at the inauguration ceremony. Without interrupting the governor, Zacharias signaled to the nearest attendant holding a pitcher, and the attendant came over to replenish Valorie’s water glass.

After Valorie swallowed a relieving stream of water and regained control, she slid her eyes over to Zacharias, who slid his over to her in return, asking her via a minor lift of his brows: All well?

Valorie answered him with a small smile and a smaller nod. All well.

All right. Zacharias’s eyelid lowered with the fleetest wink at her before his gaze went back to the governor, and Valorie’s smile lingered in place, even grew a smidge, as she ventured to take another bite of her breakfast.

Once the governor and his mother had their fill of the meal and prepared to go off and join some of the others who were beginning to explore the festival’s attractions, Valorie anticipated having an easier time concentrating if she remained with only Zacharias at the table. It would also give her more reasons to be uneasy, if she were to submit to unease.

An emptier table would mean Zacharias could center more of his attention on her.

Valorie had gone for a different look than she had when she’d first made the king’s acquaintance at the governor’s palace the evening before last, as she’d had her black hair bound in a regal twist that evening. Today she’d brushed her kinky locks upward to let them blossom out as a thick bouquet on top of her head, the bouquet secured with pins and a beaded sash of golden fabric around it, the sash’s color matching Valorie’s dress. Would Zacharias notice that her gown, enhanced with beading and lace here and there, was the same one she’d been wearing the other night? Valorie had thought about putting on the cerulean gown she’d first planned to wear to the celebration following the inauguration ceremony, a celebration she and Daun and Abigaia missed when they went to visit Abigaia’s father. In the end, Valorie decided that the other gown, which had a bit of a train, would be too much for this festival. She didn’t want to appear as though she were trying too hard.

She especially wouldn’t have wanted to appear so in the presence of the king. Still, it didn’t escape her consideration that Zacharias must often associate with ladies who’d have quite an assortment of fancy gowns to choose from, rather than only one or two.

Moreover, even as Zacharias was less than a decade Valorie’s senior, and her still-early observations were finding him to be quite personable and natural, he was her brother’s royal employer. Any slipups Valorie might make with Zacharias could reflect poorly on Daun.

Not to mention the secret heaviness in Valorie’s heart, given that Abigaia was likely weeping her soul out, back in their room at one of the city’s inns. Although Daun hadn’t said so, not all was well with him either, made apparent by something simmering beneath the surface of his attitude the last couple of days and now by his mysterious nonattendance to the festival breakfast. Valorie wasn’t sure how much Zacharias knew about the business Daun needed to go handle, but if the king himself thought it necessary to keep Valorie company while her brother couldn’t, then the situation had to be a serious one.

Hadn’t it?

After the governor and his mother excused themselves from the table, Zacharias removed his napkin from his lap and scooted his chair closer to Valorie’s. That gave her a better view of the subtle hues of purple in his charcoal suit, and a silver sash signifying his membership on Diachona’s National Council spanned from his shoulder and down across his front, but he appeared anything but stiff in his sharp attire. As he switched from the Mundayne tongue to Diachonian to speak with Valorie, he supplemented much of what he was saying with the improvised motion of his hands. His blue eyes glimmered with good cheer, and the waves of his longish, coppery hair had plenty of opportunity to wave smoothly back and forth, what with his congenial nodding and chuckling.

The only hint Valorie had that Zacharias might not be altogether relaxed was the occasional heightening of pink in his cheeks. Valorie was well aware of the particular luxury that she, her brother, and other people with deep brown skin enjoyed, as it wasn’t so easy to detect blushing in skin of such darker shades. Whenever Zacharias’s lightly bearded, lightly peach-toned face flushed, nothing concealed his shifting color.

Maybe seeing evidence that this prominent and personable man was dealing with nerves in her presence gave Valorie the courage to pass up the temptation of unease and instead to feel like someone with nothing to prove, not even to the head of state who employed her brother.

Besides, before Valorie had ridden off from the inn earlier in a coach sent by the king, Abigaia had appealed for her to have a wonderful time. Valorie’s time here wouldn’t be wonderful if she couldn’t laugh, bounce a bit, and be herself.

She opted for “wonderful.”

Indeed, after her conversation with Zacharias had been going on for some minutes, he commented, “There, now this is more like the Miss Valorie I had the joy of meeting the other night. You seemed nervous over breakfast, but now you’re back to giving me the sense that I’m hardly anyone new to you.” He spread his hands. “Are you taking this in your stride?”

A slight squint came to Valorie’s eyes. Zacharias had turned and lowered his head somewhat as he indicated the table with the spreading of his hands, so Valorie had to request, “Say again, please?”

Zacharias’s eyes gave a few swift and broad blinks in recollection. He kept his face toward her this time. “Are you taking this in your stride?” he repeated, brushing off one of his shoulders, imitating nonchalance.

Valorie watched him closely, and she answered, “Oh, not at all, Your Majesty.” She gave her hand a free and fluttery wave. “Make no mistake—I plan to squeal and giggle and act plumb ridiculous when I brag to all my friends about you, back at home. I’ll keep telling them about how I met you and how you invited me to breakfast until they can repeat every detail of these events back to me. Verbatim.” Giving him a smile of deliberate serenity, Valorie added, “I would go ahead and squeal and giggle and make a spectacle now, but you’ve been blushing as it is. I trust you don’t need any further embarrassment.”

The quick hunching of Zacharias’s shoulders and the way he bucked a tad forward had to be on account of a snort escaping him. “I’m not embarrassed.” He swallowed a guffaw but seemed helpless to moderate his grin. “I’m amazed,” he said, closing his hands and then popping them wide near his face for emphasis. “I can’t get over how well you read what people say.” He wagged one finger in a circle toward his mouth. “And that you came to Garland to interpret for Miss Grena.”

Valorie shrugged with appreciation. “Oh, speaking with you is tiring but worth it. Understanding Abigaia isn’t hard for me though, thanks to sign. A lot of people assume Abigaia is deaf because she’s mute, but her hearing is fine, and it’s good for me to have some hearing friends who sign. Coming along to speak for her here is the least I could do.” Valorie’s hands came together in a clap and a clasp of excitement before her chest. “Not only that, but this is a complimentary trip for me, so why not?” The chortle she gave in answer to herself carried a hint of mischief, and she admitted, “I’d never been anywhere outside of Diachona before this.”

“Oh?” Zacharias appeared interested but unsurprised. He then went on to muse, “People assume Miss Grena is deaf because she’s mute, hm?” He shook his head. “In all honesty, when you and I were introduced, I assumed you could hear because you speak.”

Valorie watched him gesture toward his ear and his mouth as he confessed, and she tilted her head to one side, her clasped hands turning from a symbol of excitement into one of grace. “Not a strange assumption, sir. You’re not the only one to have ever assumed so, and I hadn’t explained to you otherwise.”

Zacharias half-smiled in acceptance of that. “As for you speaking with Miss Grena through sign—I understand from your brother that the sign language you all use with each other is Diachonian.”

Valorie settled her hands in her lap. “Yes.”

“Right. And Miss Grena learned sign from Diachonian books, correct?”

“We think so, yes. She left the books behind in Rêeh, so I’ve not seen them. But, even though Rêeh’s written and spoken language is the same as ours, Abigaia’s sign language would likely be different from mine if her books had been Rehan.”

“Ah.” Zacharias came to a pondering pause. “I see. The sign language the two of you share is Diachonian, yet you’ve come here to interpret for Miss Grena to Garlandians whose first language is the Mundayne tongue.”

“Yes.”

“Right. So, when you translate Miss Grena’s Diachonian signs into the Mundayne tongue, you’re essentially translating twice. In your head. As you speak.”

Valorie brought her head up from its tilt, considering. “You could say that.”

Zacharias’s active hands dropped as if they’d been overcome, but his eyes glimmered in full, not wavering from Valorie’s. “You’re amazing,” he said, but now with minimal movement of his mouth. His voice might have fallen to a murmur with that comment, even if not on purpose.

While the king’s apparently quiet but blatant praise caused an upward tugging sensation on Valorie’s lips, she wasn’t ready to indulge it, unsure if the spark of warmth that flared through her was a pleasant one or not.

She reached for a practical explanation. “Well, the sign language most common in Diachona parallels our spoken language. It isn’t exact in all points, but it’s close enough for the interpretation to be fairly direct.” Valorie hoped it wouldn’t be an affront to Zacharias for her to sidle further around his compliment with, “I know you speak more languages than I do, Your Majesty.”

“Oh, but I...” Zacharias’s forehead wrinkled. “Wait. I’m sorry—did you say that speaking with me is tiring?”

Valorie’s simple answer came without hesitation. “Yes.” Nevertheless, for the sake of Zacharias’s understanding, she wouldn’t leave it at that. “It’s a lot of work to read lips. It takes practice, focus, and also a great deal of guessing. Inferring based on context, because our mouths only make so many shapes compared to all the different words we speak.”

She enlarged her eyes and jiggled her jaw to shape and stretch her mouth into overdramatic creations, getting her teeth in on the activity in hopes of making Zacharias smile, and once he did, she relaxed her face and said, “Besides, you don’t know how often I have to ask people to repeat or reword things. Or I ask them to write down what they’re saying. Some people feel inconvenienced when I do that, and I don’t come from an area where I can assume everyone I run into will be able to read and write anyway.” A faint grimace passed over Zacharias’s face at that, but Valorie didn’t stop. “I also know good and well that I miss things people say to me in general, and I try to do the best I can with the parts I do catch.”

“No, no, no. This won’t do.” Zacharias nearly interrupted her with a lifted hand, and when her eyebrows went up, he told her, “Later we can unpack more of what you just said, but I want conversation with me to be enjoyable for you.” His hand wheeled around, searching for more. “Encouraging. Engaging.”

Valorie made a show of fluttering her eyelashes. “Enchanting.”

“Oh-ho!” The outright guffaw Zacharias had suppressed earlier escaped him now, but he didn’t prolong it. “Most certainly that,” he agreed as his expression sobered, his smile remaining but changing. “But never tiring,” he said, his hand coming to rest on his chest. “How can I help?”

Valorie surveyed him, trying to gauge how much he meant it. “Well. I can only speak for myself, and it may be good to note that I wasn’t deaf when I was born. Though the small bit of hearing I have left isn’t something I can depend on for routine communication, I still hear certain tones, or if a noise is exceptionally loud enough. But even when I do hear something, it isn’t distinct.” Zacharias’s steady attention persuaded her to add, “The homeschooling I had as a girl included a lot of speech training, and I still have speech practice with my brother, to stay sharp. I’m more confident being out in public when I’m sure other people will understand what I’m saying.” She tapped herself on the shoulder. “That’s me.”

Zacharias indicated her with open hands. “All you.” While his look suggested he was paying her another compliment, Valorie was convinced he wasn’t missing her gist: that a different deaf person might give him different answers than hers.

“To the point of your inquiry,” Valorie went on, “so far you’ve been speaking clearly but not overexaggerating. That’s helpful. And I think at least a part of your mind has already concluded that flinging your face hither and yon when you talk isn’t great for someone who’s trying to see and make sense of your mouth.” She didn’t think until after she’d started smirking that he might take her second tip the wrong way.

Zacharias went motionless, except that his eyelids lowered a degree. “I do not ‘fling’ this face hither, thither, or anywhere yonder, Valorie aut Bhoerh, thank you. Humph—‘face flinging.’ The very idea.” Because he couldn’t maintain his feigned umbrage for long, the emergence of his amused look answered Valorie’s smirk. “But yes, I’ve concluded as much,” he said, beckoning her for more.

Valorie inwardly assessed her next words and gave him more. “After limited experience with you, I also take it that you’re a man who can be given to verbosity.”

Zacharias went still again, but his amusement seemed to increase. “Should I resent that opinion?”

Valorie held her hands up on either side of her, a humored twist coming to her lips. Am I wrong?

After making her wait a moment, Zacharias relented with a blithe sigh: You’re not wrong. When Valorie offered a knowing and quite superior nod to his concession, he defended himself with a grin. “Who should blame me for it? I love listening to me.”

Valorie’s hands went down to perch on her hips. “I don’t doubt it,” she said, returning Zacharias’s grin without giving him the additional gratification of a laugh from her. “Sometimes simpler phrasing can be easier for me to decipher by sight, though. It depends.”

“Ah. Understood. Still, you seem quite fond of words yourself, and the way you string them together. I’m sure you happily chatter on and on when you’re free to.”

“Mm. I’ll not deny that.”

“Then you must understand the thrill of verbosity as much as I do, yes?” Laughter was in Zacharias’s eyes. “I can’t guess yet whether it would pain you or give you satisfaction to stop me when I’m talking too much.”

“Oh, that would also depend. Would I be the first to ever get you to hush?” Valorie asked, and after Zacharias chuckled, she let her humor recede while keeping her attitude light. “Don’t worry. It isn’t you that tires me. It’s the means of communication, but that’s no new story for me. Signing is just so much clearer. Efficient and flowing. Equalizing, even.

“Take Abigaia and me, for instance.” She gestured between herself and her absent friend. “One of us can’t hear, the other doesn’t speak. But when we sign together, those physical disparities, the limitations—they fade away, and we can simply be in the moment together. Sharing.”

Zacharias had taken a step back from humor when she had, and now his look was an earnest one. His head moved thoughtfully up and down. “All the more reason for me to learn to sign.”

That declaration should not have made Valorie feel as if someone had jumped up behind her and splashed a pail of frigid water right over her head, but it did. She no longer felt so light. “All the more?” she asked.

It was Zacharias’s turn to gesture toward Valorie’s absent friend. “The first time I saw Miss Grena, she came to me with a crucial signed message I couldn’t understand on my own. I saw that your brother knew the language, but I didn’t. I need to learn the language for myself, to be able to communicate with my people.” He leaned toward Valorie, his gaze fixed on hers. “And to be able to share and be in the moment with you. Beyond limitations.”

Could a person experience such a thing as a warm chill? Another frigid splash came over Valorie, another spark of warmth flaring through her. She had the urge to duck her head, though it wasn’t her way. “It would be considerate and wise for you to learn sign, sir,” she told Zacharias without ducking or flinching. “If you’re going to do it, please don’t say that I’m a reason for it.”

That petition seemed to take Zacharias off guard. He stirred on his seat. “Why not?”

The threat of a tremble came to Valorie’s chin, but she was proactive in dismissing it. Julian... She breathed in and sighed through her nose.

Julian. A former guardsman she’d met back in Topaz. A young man of mixed Diachonian and Mundayne descent and a dashing fellow by Valorie’s standards, though he’d become aware of her before she’d become aware of him. Yet, she began to be wooed even before he officially began his pursuit of her, as she found out through Daun that Julian asked about her and took the initiative to start learning sign before he came to call on Valorie.

A man of action, Julian was. He didn’t dither about bringing his courtship with Valorie to a swift wrap-up as soon as a particular message reached him from his hometown, Quindayle, offering him the position of head lawman of the town. Julian was elated and proud to bring Valorie the announcement of his immediate resignation from the capital guard and his plans to pack right up and move back to the town in which he’d been born. His momentous announcement came just prior to Valorie’s departure to Garland, and he’d be gone from Topaz before Valorie’s return.

Her memory suggested that on the evening when Julian dropped by to give her the news, her stunned congratulations to him barely had a chance to reach his back before he raced out of the door of her living quarters, leaving her standing in the wake of his enthusiasm for his future.

His future.

It wasn’t too unlikely that to some extent, Julian had been thinking more of himself than of Valorie when he’d familiarized himself with her language. His determined character must have been drawn by the unique challenges that a different form of communication and a deaf woman could present to an ambitious man in a hearing world.

Pursuing Valorie had given Julian something unusual to try.

Chances were that he hadn’t intended for his actions to point toward something lasting. He’d never spoken of having a future with Valorie, and she hadn’t expected him to—yet. He hadn’t been courting her for that long.

“You weren’t weak or silly to be swayed by the way he pursued you,” Abigaia told her that same evening when Valorie ran over to spill Julian’s latest news, in Abigaia’s living quarters in the community building across the way from the one Valorie lived in with Daun.

Abigaia shook her head. “Back in Rêeh, though I’d known Tarek for most of my life and he always said he wanted to marry me, he compared me to an animal when I wanted him to try signing with me.” Her look soured as she silently quoted the man she had in mind, adding an extra flourish of disdain to her signing. “‘Don’t flap around. Just write it down.’” She tossed the memory of him aside and pointed to Valorie. “But Julian went out of his way to begin learning how best to communicate with you before he even asked for your company.” Empathy saturated Abigaia’s dark eyes. “How could that not feel special? How could you not be wooed by that?”

Abigaia made good sense, but that didn’t stop Valorie from feeling like a fractured, jilted gull of a girl. Her friend didn’t attempt to convey further logic or reason on the matter that night, but she did offer her arms, and Valorie rushed to sink into them. Daun wasn’t home at the time, since he’d already left with the king for Garland, and Valorie was grateful that another available shoulder was so close by, willing to soak up her hot tears.

It took a minute for Valorie to blink herself back into the present and to see Zacharias in front of her, concern beginning to take over his features the longer she sat there without answering his question.

Valorie blinked again, swallowed, and answered his question. “My brother has worked for you for years, but I only met you this week. Though you and I reside in the same city, I don’t have to tell you that I live in a very different sphere than you do. You needn’t make your signing about me.”

That dissuasion didn’t do away with Zacharias’s concern. “When I asked how I can help,” he said, “perhaps I should not have added anything comic to my responses. I didn’t ask in jest, and I didn’t mean it merely for this morning.”

There was probably something meaty in a statement like that, but Valorie didn’t give herself time to chew on it before saying, “But you’ll soon be going on with your tour here while I’ll be heading back home. Back to my sphere where I’m no part of yours.” She gave a halfhearted laugh. “Even if I’ll brag like I am.”

Zacharias allowed a passing smile at that. “While I’d relish having you use my name for bragging, I’d much rather you know me. To know if I’m really anything to brag about. And I want to know you.” He was leaning toward Valorie once more, and he had to have dropped his voice so that no one at any of the other tables would overhear him say, “I want to discover how to engage and encourage and enchant you, rather than tire you or...” Zacharias glanced down at the table before Valorie. “Or make you lose your appetite.”

Valorie was so caught up in trying to gauge him that it took her a second to catch his meaning at the end. She also glanced down at her breakfast dishes, where not even half of the food she’d been served was gone.

Here was a chance for her to lift the conversation from whatever depths Zacharias was taking it to, and Valorie seized that chance. “Oh!” She passed an unworried hand over her dishes. “I have to be careful with meals I didn’t cook or get to order myself. Some foods can be especially unkind to me.”

“Can they?” Zacharias’s discontent over the situation was plain. “Oh, I wish I’d known.” He sat up, getting ready to signal to someone. “We’ll get you something you can eat.”

“No, it’s all right,” Valorie was quick to tell him, holding two staying hands toward him. “I came to Garland prepared, and I partook of some of my rations before I left the inn.” She ticked items off on her fingers. “I have my own wafers, dried fruits. Flower seeds and things.”

“Wafers and seeds.” Zacharias’s head tipped to one side, his eyebrows coming together. “Miss Valorie...”

She held a hand toward him again, with more authority. “And before you assume correlations between my diet and my littleness, I’ll have you know that I’m an incredibly hearty eater at home. Maybe bordering on a glutton, if you’ll forgive me.” Her humor was coming back, and she let it on through, choosing not to smile. For effect. “I prefer being short because of altitude. I’m convinced the air is in thinner supply up there where all of you giants guzzle it into your big lungs. Also, I can easily squeeze past people and never be in anybody’s way because a compact person like me barely takes up space.”

Zacharias’s lips bunched up with skepticism. “Giants with big lungs, mm?” He yielded to Valorie’s shifting of the mood. “I assure you that my average self is no giant, but tell me”—he sat up straighter, puffing his chest out—“does this suit make my lungs look big?” He ran his hands down his front, careful of his silver sash. “Typical sense would have it that when one begins to feel a strain on one’s buttons, the first thing to check for would be bulkening belly bulk. But now as I hear that the girth of one’s lungs is a possible factor...”

That got a laugh out of Valorie, and Zacharias’s chest ceased its puffing. “Yes, well,” he continued, “don’t presume that you barely take up space. Since the minute you and I first spoke the other night, you’ve been taking up quite a bit.” He reached up to tap a finger to his forehead.

Valorie didn’t let that comment throw her. “Surely the inauguration and tour are giving you much more to think on. I don’t want to be in the way of official goings-on that need the space up there.” She referred to Zacharias’s tapped forehead with a tiny dart of her finger.

Zacharias arched a coppery brow. “You’ve yet to learn my capacity, miss.” He then held out his hands, palms up, weighing them back and forth. “And first you say you can never be in anybody’s way, then you say you don’t want to be in the way, as if you can be precisely that.” He shrugged toward his hands. “Which is it?”

If somehow it wasn’t clear to Valorie before that Zacharias didn’t need or aim to keep this post-breakfast discussion light and airy at all costs... “Well,” Valorie began, with restraint. “A person can also learn to discern when it’s time to get out of the way before she gets into it.”

“Oh. Can she?” Zacharias’s look was pensive as his hands came down. “You’re on the verge of getting more personal, but you don’t wish to tell me more about it.”

Valorie wouldn’t have expected him to come out and say such a thing, but she didn’t miss a beat. “I hardly know you, sir.”

Zacharias’s head gave a single shake. “I misspoke.” He pointed a finger in the air. “You do wish to tell me about it, but you think it would be improper to do so.”

Valorie was moved, but she didn’t move. “Because I hardly know you, sir.”

Zacharias worked his jaw in contemplation, and he reached out his hand for one of Valorie’s, waiting until she gave it to him. He lightly pressed her fingers in greeting and let go. “Zacharias Josiah, in the flesh and at your service,” he said, giving her a little bow from his seated position. “I’m a man who loves theatre, music, travel, as well as activities where I can get dirt under my fingernails.”

Valorie stared while he flexed his fingers at her. “Under those impeccable nails I now behold?” she asked, dropping her jaw in a theatrical image of a gasp, her hand going up to her cheek for a second.

“The very ones.” Zacharias flickered his fingers, grinning. “Especially when it comes to gardening. Professional gardeners do most of that work at my home, but I go out of my way to make some time for it myself. It’s calming and invigorating at once, delving into nature. I grow some vegetables and herbs but mostly focus on flowers.”

“Ah. Gardening. I wouldn’t have guessed that about you,” Valorie confessed, then added, “But come to think of it, man of style that you are, it’s appropriate that even the way you get dirty would be worthy and impeccable, as opposed to general dirtiness due to romping around in the dirt.”

Zacharias laughed. “Well, there’s a good batch of small children in my family. When I get together with my little cousins, there’s no telling how mucky we may get during playtime.

“Let’s see, what else?” He tapped a finger to his lips, his attitude shifting as he continued. “I would find life tedious if I were to always take the prescribed routes everywhere.” When a slight squint came to Valorie’s eyes, Zacharias repeated himself, conveying his thought with the help of his hands, and when Valorie nodded, he went on. “I want to create some new standards, not merely follow old ones.” His head moved from side to side with perceptible regret. “The times when I or someone else finds that I’ve gotten complacent, it kills me.”

That disclosure gave Valorie pause, impacting her with its weight. Oh, my. She hoped her resulting expression communicated at least a measure of unspoken understanding.

“I’m the only child of my loving and practical parents,” Zacharias let her know. “Parents who would not have thought me ready for the position I now hold, which the passing of my father put me into early. My dear mother worries about me every day.”

Valorie delayed a few seconds before gingerly asking, “Do you give her reason to?”

Zacharias brought one shoulder up and nodded at the same time. “Likely. She’s a woman who finds the beauty in convention. She values its stability, and I’m not the most conventional person. I crave unpredictability. I can be impulsive. I try not to let it affect my work too much, but it’s still an issue.

“For instance, after Miss Grena delivered her important message to me, I told several people I plan to meet with the National Council about making something new out of The Holiday. I believe our nation needs it. Of course, the Council won’t be able to turn any real attention to that until some time after I return from Garland, so I’ve had The Holiday’s date pushed back. An impulsive move on my part that’s probably upset communities that plan ahead for that day every year.

“Another example would be how I’ve chosen to handle this trip.” Zacharias swept a hand around him to all of Garland. “Here I am visiting a new Eubeltic nation, and I’ve gone and gotten the notion to make a series of last-minute changes to my agenda for the tour. No one was all too ready for that.” His gaze at Valorie became as uncertain as it was keen. “I’m not sure even I can keep up with everything unexpected that’s happening here.”

Valorie couldn’t ignore the skipping that came to her pulse right then as she gazed back at him. She didn’t think he was counting on a reply from her, so she didn’t go through the trouble of coming up with one.

Zacharias shook himself a bit. “Whatever the case, once it became clear that my ailing father wasn’t going to make it, I figured I’d do what I can with what I was born to rather than abdicate and leave this to one of my older cousins, as some thought I would.” He took up an invisible pen, writing into the atmosphere. “Time and history will tell whether or not I have what this era needs from me.”

Once Valorie was sure that he’d finished, she attempted to express her understanding with more than a look. “This is where I should tell you that you’re undoubtedly the man for the job, and such and so forth.”

A dim smile came to Zacharias’s face. “But you won’t give me any well-meaning but empty assurances, as you don’t know enough about me to vouch for me, and I could botch this thing yet.”

“Don’t say that,” Valorie interjected with care but also without a qualm in admonishing him on the matter. “Not unless you intend to botch it.” She inclined her head toward him, and his smile floated away without resistance before her resolute stare. “Do you intend to do so?” she asked him.

Zacharias didn’t back away from the inquiry. “I don’t.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Irtue

icV

Eubelt

Nadine C. Keels

-

N
.
e
.

&
"/

¢

O\

&
A ()
\
y

\
A
Y
\ »

E4

@ 48





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





