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“Destiny. There it is.”

No one save Matthias heard the low declaration he uttered into the parlor he was sitting in on a late afternoon, alone, where brilliant, auburn sunlight was flooding in through the room’s massive windows. Those windows afforded a somewhat removed but clear view of the activity some ways off along the grounds. Horses that had been gathered from the stables were standing ready for the messengers who would mount them as soon as an affirmative announcement was made. The messengers would carry the announcement out to the main thoroughfare of the capital and beyond from there.

Yet, Matthias wasn’t taking in the view. All he could see before him were the abstract results of his own anticipation. His eyelids lowered to a close, shutting out the rose-gold glow in the room and shielding his bearded cheeks from the rush of searing moisture that flowed into his eyes as he listened to the telling cries coming from a room across the hallway.

There they were.

Matthias would have been present in that other room, had it not been for the doctors who’d been wary regarding his condition, wanting to be certain that he’d completely recovered from his unexpected fever of days before. He felt quite well now, but he was sure the doctors knew what was best.

“In some cases, they know,” Matthias murmured, his steepled fingers coming up over his nose and mouth as he sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees, his eyes still closed. Yes, it had been those same doctors who’d once warned him that if he did not set out on a different course of action, he may never see this day: a day that arrived after a full ten years of fruitful and fruitless, yet unbroken, love. He wouldn’t take back any one of those ten years. He’d never had a serious thought of taking them back, despite what a good many souls across the nation, and possibly even abroad, may have thought or said. What did it all matter now, what anyone else had had to say? All that was of significance, in this moment, was the long-awaited sound that was coming from the other room.

Eventually, the cries quieted. Matthias did not move, at first, when he heard soft footsteps enter and stand lingering on the edge of the lush carpet of the parlor. He recognized those footsteps, and he knew he would not be disturbed as long as the lingering individual thought him to be in prayer.

After bracing himself, Matthias lowered his hands and opened his glistening eyes. He looked over to see Merry, a favorite servant of his, straightening her apron and tucking a wayward lock of her graying hair back into its slack coiffure. An unusual sight for the ever-tidy woman, but she had more than earned having a hair or two out of place and a rumpled apron on this day, for all the work she’d seen to. Matthias sat up, his anticipation escalating but being strangely checked by the smile in Merry’s kind gaze, a smile warm with elation and affection, even while it held a trace of something that bore a strong resemblance to an apology.

Reading Merry’s gaze, Matthias was slow in rising to his feet. One hand ran absently over the front of the fine, informal tunic covering his solid chest, his heart knowing what news his servant had brought before she spoke.

“Providence blesses you, my king,” Merry all but whispered, her smile tenderly reaching her mouth as she stepped into the parlor. It appeared as if she would have shaken her head, but after a glance out of the windows to see the evidence of expectation out on the palace grounds, Merry nodded. Matthias’s breath was suspended, due to the blend of joy and empathetic resignation thickening Merry’s voice.

“Your Majesty has been given a daughter,” she said.
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An unseasonably warm winter in the kingdom of Diachona was poised to bow out in seamless surrender to spring, and a current of felicity was flowing through the early morning atmosphere in the capital city of Topaz. The sprightly greetings and bright expressions heard and seen were genuine, by no means intending to belie a collective, niggling unease over the prospect of war or a censored strain of doubt concerning an alleged, longtime confinement of a monarchical figure. It seemed that no one found much sense in dwelling on any downbeat likelihoods today: a day marked to celebrate the nation’s promise, when an adored Daughter would be receiving a rite of passage into royal junior standing. There would be festivals throughout the country and a gala at the palace in Topaz. As a small number of dignitaries from other nations had come to town to attend the gala, it was a highly suitable time for the city to put its choicest face forward.

It was on this morning that a robust Diachonian man stood still in a crowd of people, staring. Perhaps his azure, disbelieving eyes had yet to wholly awaken with the rest of him, at this hour.

The marketplace south of the capital’s main thoroughfare was decorated for celebration and was already busy with patrons. The bustling and noise around the vendors with merchandise out in the open may’ve been addling the man’s mind. He gave himself the benefit of a few hard, purposeful blinks, wanting to be sure that his imagination wasn’t putting one over on him.

One more flicker of his eyelids, however, and he knew he was not mistaken. The others within his proximity seemed too engrossed in hailing familiar faces and rushing to inspect handmade items the vendors had been working on during the winter to take much notice of a young woman with bronze hair flowing from beneath a red head scarf. Her movements were quick and careful as she wound her way through the crowd, snatching up and paying for goods to put in her woven basket. She was likely aware of the other patrons’ oblivion, using the market’s busyness to her advantage. Although it would not be strange if any member of the community here wouldn’t recognize her anyway, someone still might.

After a final and unnecessary blink, accompanied by a shake of his sable head, Staid Alexander decided to go ahead and allow his curiosity to have free course, hoping that he’d somehow manage to proceed catching as little notice as she seemed to be. It did not take Staid long to spot the two plainclothes guards hovering nearby, and Staid acknowledged them both with a look, ensuring that the men had identified him and silently returned his acknowledgment before he approached the young woman. She was now taking whiffs through bags of incense in front of a garrulous vendor, a man too keen on showing forth the praises of his mixed plants and spices to realize that the customer before him wasn’t listening.

“A good morning to you,” Staid greeted the woman before he lowered his voice so that she would be the only one to hear his reverent addition. “My lady.”

The woman took her time to select a bag of incense to place in her basket before she turned to look up at Staid, her mild brown eyes meeting his amused blue ones. Her stare flitted over his unassuming shirt and trousers before she returned his greeting. “And a good one to you, Alexander. A surprise to see you here in the market, this morning.”

A grin broke out across Staid’s clean-shaven face. “My aunt is recovering from illness. I’m letting her rest before the festivities tonight, since she insists upon making an appearance. Unfortunately, I’ll be late arriving, since I must tie up some loose ends of pertinent business, so I’m sending a driver to get her there in time for the Sally of Ladies. I hope she’ll sit down after that. She’s not had time to sew a new dress, but I thought I might find a beaded necklace for her here, to help her feel extravagant. What brings you down here?”

The young woman dug a coin out of the small purse tucked in her basket, paying the vendor for the incense she’d taken. “No special reason,” she answered Staid. “I’ve told you I enjoy going about to purchase goods on my own from time to time. The household has gotten used to it. But no one speaks to me much, whenever I come here. I can’t tell if I’m altogether hiding when I do this, or if I’m simply not fitting in.”

It was Staid’s turn to look over her clothing, seeing the dress that matched her head scarf in color, with tiny yellow flowers printed all over it, and the long, white apron covering the front of its skirt. “I too would question whether you’re hiding,” he told her, “or if you’ve had a heartfelt but failed attempt at appearing—oh, how can I say it respectfully?—appearing to be someone who actually has a need for aprons.”

The woman’s eyebrows lifted. “What could you mean? You’d do well to know that I make good use of my aprons, thank you.” She crouched clear down to the ground, running a hand over the dirt at her feet before standing upright again and smoothing her palm over the waist of her apron, leaving a blatant smudge against its whiteness. “Why, I soiled this apron here just this very morning. Not long ago at all.”

Staid knew he should have expected such a dry reaction from her. He had to swallow a guffaw. “You don’t say? Pardon my ignorance, then, and consider me now well enlightened on the matter.” He gave a slight bow and went on to ask, “But you haven’t much more time for soiling aprons and such today, have you? I’m sure there are lofty preparations to be made. What’s next after you leave the market?”

A shadow passed over the young woman’s face. She threw a cautious glance around, as if in sudden apprehension about being overheard. “Um, I’m going to visit my mother.”

“Oh.” Staid took a perfunctory glance about them as well, giving a cough to clear his throat. “Then she’ll be glad to see you. I know she always must be, in her own way. Please send her my greetings.” The woman graced him with the fleetest smile of thanks, and he switched subjects, lifting his tone. “Are you excited?”

The woman gave a nod, seeming grateful for Staid’s tact. “You could say I’m working my way there. Though I’m not certain of all the significance it will hold for me on a personal level, I’m nervous about the ceremony this afternoon. It sounds like it will be a severe affair. But I am looking forward to the gala.”

“As you should be. It’ll be a splendid night for the tipping of hands, as men—and, probably, nations—may give evidence of their plans to find ways to persuade you into a deeper alliance.”

A corner of the woman’s mouth edged upward. “If you are speaking of romance, Commander, be informed that I’m currently unable to feel, when it comes to sentiments of the kind. I’m more concerned about what I’m going to do with my people, marital alliances or no.”

The hint of a smile that Staid now offered held no mirth but plenty of understanding. “Hey. No fear about that. It’ll come to you. In time, what you need will come to you. Permit me to offer a word of advice, before I take my leave?”

“You’re permitted.”

Staid’s smile deepened, though still in all seriousness. “You only reach this milestone once in life, and you are ready for it. This day and tomorrow are yours. Don’t allow anything to stop you from enjoying what you are meant to enjoy.”

After surveying Staid’s eyes, the woman dipped her head in acceptance. “Thank you. I’ll do my best to relish it.”

Staid hesitated then. There was more pressing on him that he’d long wished to say, but he figured if he’d been waiting to speak on it for four years, waiting a little longer wouldn’t hurt. He took a step backwards, his full grin returning. “Thank you, for this moment of your valuable time. I’ll not take any more of it now, and let you carry on. Good day to you, my lady.”

“And to you, sir,” she answered.
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As Staid bowed to her again and turned to be off, the woman stood there staring at his departing back, broad as it was, as she knew she’d formed a habit of doing over the past year or so. Staid Alexander was only four years her senior and was already the head of the kingdom’s army. To the surprise of some, he’d been bequeathed the position by the former commander who’d died from a collision with a boulder after being thrown from a spooked horse. The military bequest had had to stand the approval of the king. While more than one voice had expressed doubts about granting that high position to a man who had not yet reached the qualifying age of thirty years to sit on the National Council, the king had deferred to the previous commander’s trusted judgment concerning the young man’s aptitude, vigor, and readiness to lead. Alexander had been named the new head of the army, and by default, he was given a seat on the Council, which was made up of the patriarchal elders, the prominent landowning chieftains, other key military leaders, and King Matthias.

The young woman sighed as Staid disappeared into the throng of marketplace patrons. Protocol oftentimes had a way of demanding a particular brand of aloofness, but if she had any real peers, Staid was the one of them she regarded as her closest friend. She’d known him all her life, some of her early memories of him consisting of games they’d played and races they’d had outdoors with other children of Council members, military men, and courtiers. Staid, with his age and size, had always been a faster runner than she was, but she’d liked him because he would let her win every now and then. They had reached the first of many true meetings of their minds in conversation when she was twelve, and her current sigh was a wordless query, asking if she’d just been inadvertently dishonest in regard to sentiments. She could not deny to herself that she’d been thinking more of Staid lately, in ways she had barely thought of him while they’d been growing up.

Perhaps it was because, over the years, she had been spending so much time in her family library, and in the State Library, and in the World Annals, reading everything she could get her avid fingers on. She had been so occupied with her desire to see more of the lands and peoples she was reading about, and while other girls her age in her circle were experimenting with new fashions and lavish hairstyles and talking of beaus, she had been traveling near, far, and a bit farther, sometimes with her father and his company, and other times with only a smaller company of her own. Not to say that she had any dearth of style or fashion, as the frame of mind she usually returned from her travels with influenced her fashion to degrees that she knew made her attendants tense, on occasion. Yet, she was also aware that what most unsettled those she knew was the changed gaze and the weighty, fervent hush with which she would come back home. She’d have an almost eerily meditative aura about her, and she would take her time before speaking to anyone about what she had seen, the individuals she’d met, insights she’d gained. Her father astonished many by allowing his daughter to make so many journeys before she had officially entered womanhood, and he was one of the first she would speak to of any trip she’d taken without him. Staid was the other first, whether it was in person or by letter, if he was away.

Whatever the case or distraction may have been, she’d given little of her time to romantic sentiments, and she’d recently started to suspect that because of her years of neglecting them, such sentiments may have begun rising in revolt, storming around her pulse to make it jump whenever Staid approached her these days, regardless of whether he was bringing his jaunty air with him or if he was more subdued. It wasn’t an implausible idea that her sigh may’ve also been somewhat due to the notion that, though she’d been thinking more of him, she had no evidence that he’d been having any more than his normal sum of thoughts about her.

She’d yet to figure out why he wasn’t married to anyone by now.

Oh, goodness.

“Percy,” she abruptly said, as if in a desperate attempt to call herself out of her own reverie by speaking someone else’s name. Her guard Percival was at her side before she turned around, and Henri was not far behind him. The two men accompanied her out of the marketplace and on her walk home, and a white-haired woman met her upon her arrival, inquiring after her morning excursion. “It was wonderful, Merry, thank you. I saw Staid while I was there. Please have my basket taken to my quarters. I’m washing my hands and going up to see Mama. Have I an hour? Be sure to come for me, since I might lose track of time.”

Not many minutes later, the young woman had climbed a carpeted staircase up to secluded quarters of her home, stopping to knock at a door standing ajar. “Mama?” she called, poking her head through the door.

“Constance,” she heard her name in response, and she entered a sitting room, looking across it to see her mother in a plush chair facing a floor-to-ceiling window. Constance moved toward her mother from behind, glad to find the older woman in a morning dress instead of a nightgown. Constance leaned to place a kiss on her mother’s soft cheek, and her mother smiled faintly, not looking away from the window.

“I’ve just come from the market,” Constance announced as she lowered herself to a settee not far from her mother, facing her without obstructing her view of the outdoors. “I found handkerchiefs with little roses stitched on the corners and the most delightful smelling incense. I’ll have some brought to you later. I saw Staid while I was there. He sends his greetings. And he is partly responsible for my apron being dirty,” Constance added with a little laugh.

The smile remained on her mother’s face. She did not look away from the window.

“He asked if I’m excited about today,” Constance went on. “I am, but I confess that I’ll be glad when the ceremony at the cathedral is over. I’ve rehearsed and have been told what to expect, of course, but I still don’t know what to expect. And I don’t think it will have such a great impact on me, formally becoming a royal junior. You know that much of what royal juniors do, as far as more rigorous study and increased travel to other nations, I’ve been doing before I was even twelve. But I understand that the rite is still important to the kingdom, for what it symbolizes. All uncertainties and unanswered questions aside, our people need this time to celebrate the future. To hope. For that, I can endure a rigid ceremony. Maybe it will turn out to be a brighter event than I think. There is still time for you to let me know if you would like to attend. I had two gowns made for you, in case...”

Constance’s voice drifted. After only watching her silent, inert, smiling mother for a moment, Constance rose from her seat, crossing over to kneel on the floor beside the older woman, taking one of her hands and reaching up to place a palm alongside her face. “Grace,” Constance murmured.
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