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“Sleep, aun Bhoerh,” he urged himself under his breath in the darkness of his cabin on the ship, albeit if it did happen to be a genuine urge at all, it was halfhearted.

He rolled onto his back atop his bunk, placing one hand under his head, his dark brown eyes staring up at nothing. Seeing so much.

Come morning, Dauntless aun Bhoerh would be stepping ashore in Garland, a territory on the verge of becoming an independent state in the Eubeltic Realm. It was a historic time, given that Garland would officially be the third nation of the Realm. After its many years as a Mundayne colony, Garland would now stand with national autonomy along with Diachona and Munda, with a Garlandian High Governor sitting as the new nation’s head of state. Zacharias, the King of Diachona and Sovereign Regnant of Munda—the ruler of the Realm—was making this trip to visit a few Garlandian cities, and the highlights of his tour would be his attendance at Garland’s inauguration ceremony, a following celebration, and one of the related festivals that was set to take place on the day afterward. Although Zacharias would formally be the new state’s Sovereign Regnant as well, the parts of his title beyond his Diachonian kingship would not be for common use after this momentous point in the Realm’s evolution.

It was an era for change.

Dauntless himself was a clear representation of gradual change. Generations before the Realm’s existence, it was rare that Diachonians and Mundaynes even set foot in one another’s countries, despite their close proximities beside the Eubeltic Sea. The bilingualism and cultural blending and diversification that had since spread through the Realm would have been unheard of and perhaps largely inconceivable in previous centuries. And now, here was Dauntless, a Diachonian man of Mundayne descent and an officer of the capital guard based in Diachona’s capital city, one of the guardsmen making this trip of honor with Zacharias.

A trip of honor with an itinerary to which the king had been ordering unexplained changes—an unusual way of handling such a tour that had been planned so far in advance.

Yet, tonight, neither the honor nor the international significance of this trip, or even the trip itself, was the foremost matter on Daun’s mind. Yes, it was important that the king’s choice to have Daun in attendance for these proceedings was in conjunction with a promotion for the guardsman, and Daun was no novice at focusing in on business and duty. Indeed, he’d be all dutiful business, come morning.

But tonight he was giving in to some time he could spare to delay sleep, rehearsing a memory that made his deep brown skin tingle: the memory of a recent kiss and the young woman he’d given it to, unplanned as their impassioned exchange of affection had been at the Eubeltic docks right outside of Diachona’s capital city of Topaz. Daun hadn’t expected that she’d be there to see him off to his trip to Garland, hadn’t even known where he stood with her or vise versa. He still didn’t exactly know, and while remembering a kiss he’d risked pouring his ravenous heart and fractured soul into, a kiss she’d returned with a fervor that astounded him, he was relieved to be having some time away from her.

He was no lovesick adolescent losing his wits over a girl, but he needed to be away now, being about dutiful business as he rotated shifts with other guardsmen, and using downtime he’d have on this trip and on the ship as a chance to search his soul, for reasons related to but also beyond...her. As he’d prayed while preparing and packing at home: “I don’t know what all needs to happen or change now. And I’ve never made a quest or, I don’t know, a personal inquest out of work travel. But if something, um, different needs to happen while I’m out there, please...”

Even with his reasons beyond her, though, Daun could spare these minutes in the dark. These minutes involved no searching while he simply dwelled on her, being real with himself about how much he wanted her, even as he was yet unsure concerning the question of his trust in the woman he so wanted.

Then, once some part of him was convinced that the spare minutes were enough, Daun finally heeded his earlier urge, rolled onto his side as the ship hit a new wave, and he slept.

The next day in Garland, Daun was busy keeping one ear open to the bustle in the streets and the other ear attuned to the Garlandian guides speaking in the Mundayne tongue as they escorted Zacharias and the king’s company to the governor’s palace, the new home of Garland’s High Governor-Elect. When they arrived at their destination and made their way inside, Daun was intrigued, as the structure and layout of the edifice was open and strong but not opulent, having more of the look of a city hall than a palace. While the guides indicated that the finishing touches had not yet been added to the décor of the palace’s living spaces, Daun couldn’t ignore the implicit statement emanating from the walls in general: the air of governmental authority devoid of the impression of royalty.

After Daun and another guardsman made an inspection of Zacharias’s guest quarters, and Daun did the same with the adjoining private room assigned to him, he took an opportunity to refresh himself, since he had some time before he’d have to meet with the king. Daun washed his sea journey off of him, shaved some unwanted stubble from his cheeks and the sides of his jaw, and reached for his comb, a small smile interrupting the look on his face that others sometimes said was hard to read. He ran the comb through the short, tight and tiny kinks of black hair on his head, patting down at the whole round thatch of it, smiling at this daily practice that a few Diachonians who were not of Mundayne origin hadn’t known must be a thing.

“You mean, you have to comb that?” a young guardsman recruit had once asked in surprise during an off-duty moment of conversation, pointing up at Daun’s dome. “That is, if I may say so, it doesn’t move around, or get caught in the wind.”

Daun had stared at the recruit, and then he’d shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t have...to do anything to it, any more than you have to do anything to yours. But both of us would sure look...interesting if we did nothing day by day to the furry stuff that grows out of our scalps and sits, stands, or knots up in any way it wishes.”

“Oh.” The recruit had issued a quick laugh, his head moving in a couple of sheepish bobs. “Makes sense.”

Daun set his comb aside and took a small brush to the thatch of beard he’d left in its place on his chin, and he dipped a fingertip into a little jar of balm he had and swiped some over his full lips. A snicker escaped him as he then went about applying cream to his rough hands, giving close attention to his knuckles and the skin between his fingers.

“I don’t care how much the winds at sea can dry anybody’s skin out,” his younger sister Valorie had signed in a fuss at him a few years ago, the first time Daun had come home with news that he’d been assigned to accompany the king on a brief trip out of the country. “That won’t be any excuse for any brother of mine to walk around looking more gray than brown. You’re never to go off on voyages without taking your creams along, understand? And balm too. I forbid you to be out there anywhere with ashy lips, embarrassing me.”

Daun had responded to that by grabbing Valorie’s face as if he were going to smack a kiss on her cheek, but instead he’d bloated his own cheeks and pressed a honking gust of air against Valorie’s identically brown skin, earning himself a squealing rebuke for it.

Adulthood hadn’t rid Valorie aut Bhoerh of her talent for squealing.

“There. As free of ash as possible,” Daun mumbled with a smirk now, regardless of the fact that he and his sister happened to be in different countries at present. “Happy?”

After finishing his grooming and dressing, Daun went over and knocked on the door leading from his room to the king’s quarters. Zacharias called him in.
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“Ah, aun Bhoerh,” Zacharias said as Daun entered from the adjoining room.

The king looked relaxed in a plain tunic and trousers while an attendant was moving about the quarters, caring for the king’s other effects. Zacharias’s wavy, coppery hair appeared to have just enjoyed an easy raking from his fingers, and his blue eyes skimmed over Daun’s burnt orange guardsman’s vest.

The king’s lightly bearded face hinted at a smile. “Glad to see you didn’t go for full dress or anything,” he told Daun, speaking in their native Diachonian language. “I have nothing too official to tell you just now, for the most part.” He was standing at an end table with two angled chairs on either side of it, pouring a glass of water from a clear pitcher, and he poured a second glass, picking it up and holding it out to Daun.

Daun hesitated before stepping forward to receive the glass with thanks, and Zacharias motioned for him to have a seat in one of the chairs, but Daun waited until the king was seated first.

“I hope you don’t mind that I’ve brought you along for this cousin to chaos,” Zacharias said, sitting back, “instead of leaving you to keep watch in Topaz.”

Daun remained on the edge of his chair, settled but not too relaxed, his senses on intermediate alert in the king’s presence. “Chaos, Your Majesty?” Daun asked.

Zacharias nodded. “You’re efficient, you have the respect of the men under you, and I have little worry for missions or projects when you’re on hand. You’re a great asset to my detail, and I realize the way I’ve been changing plans for this trip so late in the calendar has probably been frustrating to someone of your efficiency.”

Daun returned the king’s nod. “You must...know I’m honored to be here.”

“That’s good. Because I do need you here.” Zacharias took a drink from his glass and sighed. “The Realm has known for generations that this would have to happen.”

Daun inwardly concurred with Zacharias’s reference to the inevitability of Mundayne territories gaining their independence in modern times, territories that the notorious King Aud of Munda had seized for his empire in a different era. Imperialism was facing increased censure from present-day voices around the world.

“Garland is only the start,” Zacharias continued, “and though it’s beyond fortunate that we’ve found a peaceful route to launch into this, I’ll confess I get uncomfortable knowing the Realm won’t be the same again. My presence here is more symbolic than anything else. Being ‘Sovereign Regnant’ of here and then becoming ‘Sovereign Regnant’ of there and elsewhere afterward effectively means the King of Diachona will be recognized more and more as a figurehead across the Realm, and that ‘more’ is less. I need a strong company of Diachonians here as I’m ceding power to the High Governor-Elect of Garland.” He looked down as he rolled the water around in his glass. “Having weak people around me for this might make it seem like a weak move on my part.”

Daun checked to make sure his throat was clear before he said, “I suppose a...discontented and insecure leader would see the gained independence of others as a threat or a failure.” Zacharias’s eyes came up as Daun went on. “But we know that true power isn’t about feeling the need...to maintain control over everything. Over everyone. There’s no shame, no essential power lost in releasing an eagle to fly.”

Zacharias stopped rolling his water around. “Just so,” he replied with a small, appreciative smile before an animated light flashed in his eyes. “And it is thrilling to be alive to witness the emergence of a new order, to see the birth of new freedom. To know that freedom is possible. It brings hope, so perhaps this can be a time of renewed hope for the Realm as a whole.” His eyes began to dim. “Even for Diachona.”

Zacharias brought his voice down, and he sat forward. “I know my seat in Topaz is an indictment against me, where there are pockets of citizens even in my own capital who are trapped in a crushing cycle of poverty.” He pointed with one hand, as if his capital stood in the space before him. “Right there, so close to where my family’s throne resides, we have a blatant picture of how our government has failed its people. I’m ceding power, as though becoming less, but then that ‘less’ can be more, yes? When we can shift away from putting so much of our resource into the upkeep of Aud’s colonization efforts, more of that resource can funnel into internal areas of need, the needs of Diachonians.”

His free hand went up for another raking through his hair, though the gesture didn’t appear to be an easy one this time. “And for the love of all things holy, my National Council has got to see to bringing back more equity to taxation. It shames me to my core to think of how, for all of our work on this or that hand or the other, some part of us must have been lulled to sleep, in some state of slumber for too long. Because the structure of everything we collectively know hasn’t caved in, and many of us are doing fine, we like to think that Diachona is getting along.” Zacharias’s voice came down further. “It’s easier to think we’re getting along, and we are, in large part. But never in my life before this season have I been so acutely convicted of my own complacency—and, I’m sorry to say, the complacency of some predecessors of mine.”

Zacharias brought his hand to his chest. “How can I help but to be convicted after a citizen of Rêeh had to inform me of what’s written in the World Annals of my own country?”

That question raised Daun’s senses to another level of alertness, a level that didn’t altogether have to do with the king.

“After she had to educate me about my own forbear,” Zacharias went on, “how I’ve mislearned his words and may have even misunderstood his character all these years. How my kingdom may have been dwelling in misunderstanding for how long?” He finished off his water, and a sound that was only supposed to be a laugh came out of his mouth. “A longtime ally Rêeh may be, but who would’ve thought it would take a Rehan woman to teach an Eubeltic king who he is?” He set his glass down beside the pitcher on the table, watching his fingers turn the empty glass around as he mumbled, “A big part of who he should be, anyway.”

Stirring on the edge of his seat, irritated at his own regret over this turn the king’s reflections had taken, Daun searched around for a fairly neutral response. “Well, sh-she is of Eubeltic descent, as you know.”

“Yes.” Zacharias’s lips curved upward with a short chuckle. “She is. That helps.” He stopped fiddling with his glass, looking over at Daun. “But what’s more, she publicly brought to light that there’s a language shared among a minority of my people that my multilingual self doesn’t know. Not being able to understand and communicate with my own citizens, no matter how few, is unacceptable. I must learn.

“Of course, I’m now aware that you also know the language, but I already give you enough work to do. I wouldn’t ask you to be my sign language tutor on top of it.” Zacharias paused before slowly adding, “It’s crossed my mind to send for Miss Grena to teach me to sign, but you wouldn’t like it if I did.”

If it was true that Daun’s face was as unreadable as people said it was, he hoped that was the case now. “Why...w-would Your Majesty say that?”

Zacharias’s shoulders rose and fell. “You were there when I mentioned my plans to meet with the National Council soon about remaking The Holiday, on account of Miss Grena’s message to me,” he said, speaking of an annual holiday of joint Diachonian and Mundayne festivals. “I saw you bristle that day when I said Miss Grena is fascinating.” He waved a hand in Daun’s direction. “You’re bristling even now, good man.”

Daun’s grip tightened around his glass of water.

“Are you more than just someone who knows her language?” Zacharias asked. “She’s a personal friend of yours?”

It wasn’t a terrible or illogical question, but at the moment, it was a hard one. “She is,” Daun answered, wondering how he could’ve ended up in this conversation with the king of his country, of all people. Wishing the king of his country would change the subject.

But Zacharias wasn’t finished. “More than a personal friend?”

Huh. Well. Daun’s parting at the Eubeltic docks with the Miss Grena in question had certainly been personal and more than friendly.

He forced his grip to have mercy on the glass in his hand.

Abigaia Grena. The mute young woman whose Eubeltic roots had drawn her across the sea from her native Rêeh.

Stepping in to assist Abigaia in her recent mission to bring a message to the king for the benefit of the Realm, Daun had been her spokesman for the message, interpreting her signed words aloud for the king, even as Abigaia had signed at a measured pace, making mindful space for her spokesman’s stutter.

Months back, Daun hadn’t known what to make of Abigaia at first, a new dancer with Topaz Premier Company who never talked to anyone, even as Daun frequently caught her staring at him while he was on assignment to keep watch at Premier Theatre for the weeks leading up to a special production. Then, one morning when Daun again caught Abigaia’s dark eyes on him and sensed her uncertainty, he took the chance of either putting her at ease, offending her, or making her think him ridiculous. He twisted his lips and crossed his eyes at her, only allowing his silent playfulness a second to manifest since he was on duty, and he was rewarded with a wonderfully astonished gape and a shy laugh of delight from Abigaia, a noise her hastily upraised hand hadn’t thwarted.
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