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The first thing Tumelo learned about the palace was that it did not belong to children. 
It belonged to stone corridors that swallowed sound, to elders who spoke in measured tones, to soldiers whose boots struck the earth with authority, and to decisions that were made long before anyone thought to ask whether a child would one day have to live with them.
Yet she grew up there all the same.
Not inside the palace walls themselves—her father had never wanted that—but close enough that the rhythms of court life shaped her childhood as surely as the seasons shaped the land. Their home sat just beyond the inner grounds, on a rise that overlooked the training fields. From her window, Tumelo could see men drilling at dawn, hear the clash of metal, the barked commands, the low murmur of strategy carried on the morning air.
Her father, Duke Mataa, believed children should understand the weight of the world early.
“This,” he used to say, gesturing toward the training grounds, “is where peace is protected.”
Tumelo learned to sit quietly while he spoke with officers. She learned which visitors were dangerous and which were merely loud. She learned that respect was not fear, and that discipline was not cruelty. She learned how to listen.
It was in those early years—when she was still more knees than grace, still learning to braid her own hair—that Akalemwa first became part of her world.
He arrived one afternoon on horseback, dust trailing behind him like a banner. Tumelo remembered it clearly because her brothers had abandoned everything—games, lessons, even lunch—to run toward the sound. She followed more slowly, curiosity tugging at her, sandals slipping against the packed earth.
The boy who dismounted did so with an ease that made the soldiers watching nod in approval. He was older than her by a few years, already tall for his age, already carrying himself like someone accustomed to being watched. His posture was straight, his expression serious, his eyes sharp but not unkind.
“This,” her father said later, resting a firm hand on the boy’s shoulder, “is Prince Akalemwa.”
Tumelo had expected someone grander.
Not in stature—he was impressive even then—but in demeanor. She had imagined arrogance, distance, perhaps impatience. Instead, Akalemwa bowed his head respectfully to Duke Mataa and spoke with careful politeness.
“I’ve been told I will train here,” he said. “If you will have me.”
Duke Mataa smiled in a way that meant yes had already been decided.
From that day on, Akalemwa was everywhere.
He trained with Tumelo’s brothers in the mornings, sparred under her father’s watchful eye, learned tactics at the long table where maps were spread and moved like living things. He ate meals with them when court obligations allowed, listened more than he spoke, absorbed lessons quickly.
Tumelo watched from the edges.
She watched him struggle through the first weeks of training, frustration flashing across his face when her father corrected his stance. She watched him take criticism without resentment, adjust, try again. She watched him laugh—rare, brief, genuine—when her brothers teased him or when a well-placed joke caught him off guard.
To Akalemwa, she was simply there.
His friend’s sister.
A shadow at the edge of the room, a quiet presence who fetched water when asked and retreated when the boys grew loud. He greeted her politely, thanked her when she handed him something, never lingered.
Tumelo did not mind.
At least, not at first.
She was content to sit beneath the marula tree during their breaks, pretending to read while listening to their voices. She memorized the sound of Akalemwa’s laughter, the cadence of his speech. She noticed the way he always stood when elders entered, the way he never interrupted her father, the way he treated servants with the same courtesy he showed nobles.
She told herself she admired him because he was good.
But admiration, once planted, does not remain small.
As seasons passed, routines formed. Akalemwa spent weeks at a time training under Duke Mataa before being called back to court. Each return brought new stories—of ceremonies, of lessons in governance, of expectations he did not yet fully understand but already felt pressing against his shoulders.
Tumelo’s brothers adored him. To them, Akalemwa was not a prince but a brother-in-arms, someone who sparred hard and laughed freely, someone who listened when they spoke of dreams beyond duty.
Tumelo listened too.
She listened when Akalemwa spoke of the land, of wanting to rule wisely one day. She listened when he spoke of fairness, of the responsibility that came with power. She listened when his voice softened, just slightly, when he spoke of the kind of king he hoped to become.
It was during one such afternoon—sun high, that Tumelo realized she had begun to hope for something she had never been promised.
Akalemwa had stayed longer than usual that day. Training had ended, the soldiers dismissed, but he and her father remained seated on the veranda, discussing strategy in low tones. Tumelo’s brothers had wandered off, called away by friends.
She was alone when Akalemwa finally noticed her.
Not in the way he usually did—not the polite glance, not the passing acknowledgment. This time, his gaze lingered.
She was braiding spices for her mother’s kitchen, fingers moving quickly, habitually. She felt the weight of his attention before she saw it, looked up almost involuntarily.
Their eyes met.
For a moment, neither spoke.
It was not dramatic. There was no rush of music, no sudden declaration. Just a pause—a stillness in which Akalemwa seemed to see her not as a fixture of the household, not as an extension of her brothers, but as herself.
He smiled.
It was small, uncertain, but real.
“What are you making?” he asked.
Tumelo swallowed, surprised by how her voice threatened to betray her. “For cooking,” she said. “The leaves keep their flavor longer when braided like this.”
He nodded, genuinely interested. “My mother would like that,” he said thoughtfully. “She’s always asking how to preserve things better.”
It was nothing.
And yet it was everything.
From then on, Akalemwa spoke to her more. Asked her questions. Not often—never in ways that drew attention—but enough that Tumelo began to count the moments. A comment here, a shared laugh there. Acknowledgment.
She learned not to let it show.
Tumelo was her father’s daughter. She understood restraint. She understood that some things, no matter how deeply felt, were not meant to be demanded.
Still, when Akalemwa returned to court, she felt the absence like a missing note in a familiar song.
Years passed this way.
Childhood slipped quietly into something more complicated. Responsibilities grew heavier. Lessons became more serious. Akalemwa’s visits grew less frequent, his obligations multiplying.
Yet whenever he returned, he sought out the familiar training grounds, the same shaded veranda, the same household that had shaped him.
And Tumelo was always there.
She grew into herself with a steadiness that surprised even her. Her laughter softened. Her movements gained purpose. She trained with her brothers when allowed, learned discipline from her father, learned patience from her mother.
Akalemwa noticed these changes slowly.
At first, it was simply a sense that something had shifted—that the girl who once lingered quietly at the edge of the room now carried herself with quiet confidence. That her opinions, when offered, were thoughtful. That her silence was not absence, but choice.
He still thought of her as his friend’s sister.
Until one evening, when he did not.
It happened without warning.
They were older then, both carrying the weight of nearing adulthood. The household was preparing for a small gathering—nothing formal, just a meal to mark the end of a successful campaign. Tumelo had been tasked with overseeing preparations, moving efficiently through the space.
Akalemwa watched her from across the courtyard.
Watched the way she gave instructions calmly, the way servants responded to her without question. Watched the way her expression softened when she laughed, sharpened when something required correction.
And suddenly, uncomfortably, he realized he did not know when she had stopped being a girl.
The thought unsettled him.
He looked away, then back again, as if confirming what he had seen. When Tumelo caught his gaze, she raised an eyebrow slightly—questioning, amused.
“What?” she asked.
He shook his head, almost smiling. “Nothing.”
But it was not nothing.
That night, as laughter filled the courtyard and music drifted softly into the dark, Akalemwa found himself thinking not of court, not of duty, but of the way Tumelo had stood, sure of herself, unafraid.
It was the first time he wondered—not as a prince, not as a son—but as a man.
And Tumelo, watching him from the edge of the light, felt hope take firmer root.
She did not know yet how much it would cost her.
But the love was already real.
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Akalemwa began noticing that he looked for her without meaning to. 
At first, it was small things. He would ask where she was when she was not in sight. He would slow his pace unconsciously when she walked beside him. He found himself disappointed when her duties pulled her elsewhere.
One afternoon, after a particularly grueling training session, he lingered by the veranda longer than usual. Duke Mataa had already excused himself, leaving the grounds quiet.
Tumelo approached with water, as she often did.
“Thank you,” Akalemwa said, taking the cup. Their fingers brushed, just briefly.
Something flickered between them.
He hesitated. “Will you walk with me?” he asked, almost as if the question surprised him.
Tumelo paused, then nodded. “Of course.”
They walked along the edge of the training fields, where the grass grew softer and the noise of the court faded. The path was familiar, yet the silence between them felt new.
Akalemwa spoke first. “I’ve missed this place.”
Tumelo smiled faintly. “It misses you too. My father says the soldiers train harder when you’re here.”
He laughed quietly. “That’s generous of him.”
They walked on, conversation unfolding naturally. He spoke of lessons at court—of law, of economics, of the delicate balance between authority and compassion. Tumelo listened, asked questions that made him pause, reconsider.
“You think deeply about these things,” he said at last.
She shrugged lightly. “Someone has to.”
From that day on, the walks became habit.
They walked in the mornings when the air was cool, in the evenings when the sky burned gold and purple. They spoke of books, of history, of what kind of world they wanted to live in.
Akalemwa found himself confiding in her.
Her confidence steadied him.
He spoke of his doubts—how expectations pressed on him from all sides, how every choice felt like a betrayal of something. Tumelo did not dismiss these fears. She held them carefully, offering perspective without judgment.
“You listen,” he said one evening, stopping beneath the marula tree where she once sat as a child. “Most people tell me what they think I should be.”
She smiled softly. “You already know what you should be. You just need space to say it aloud.”
He looked at her then—really looked.
The realization struck him with startling clarity: she saw him.
Not as a prince, not as a symbol, but as a person struggling to become worthy of what he had inherited.
Something inside him settled.
From then on, his seeking of her was no longer accidental.
He found excuses to be near her. Asked her opinion before making small decisions. Brought her books he thought she might like. Shared moments that belonged only to them.
The court noticed.
So did Tumelo.
She felt the shift keenly—the way his attention no longer drifted, the way his presence felt intentional. When he spoke to her, his voice softened. When he laughed, it was freer.
She began to believe what she had once only hoped.
She never said it aloud.
But in her heart, the future took shape clearly: she would be his wife. Not one among many. His wife.
It seemed natural. Inevitable.
Their families spoke often. Duke Mataa’s influence at court was respected, his loyalty unquestioned. Tumelo’s upbringing—disciplined, thoughtful, rooted—made her a suitable match by every measure.
And Akalemwa wanted her.
He spoke of it once, cautiously.
“When I rule,” he said, sitting beside her on the veranda as dusk settled, “I want a partner who understands the weight of decisions. Someone who will remind me of who I am.”
Tumelo’s breath caught. “And you think that person exists?”
“I know she does,” he said, turning to her fully. “I see her every day.”
The air between them tightened.
She did not look away. “Then you are fortunate.”
His hand brushed hers, resting there without urgency, without fear. It felt right.
From that moment, their bond was no longer hidden.
They did not need declarations. The way they stood together, the way they moved in quiet synchrony, spoke loudly enough. Servants whispered. Elders observed with knowing glances.
Akalemwa no longer corrected them.
He allowed himself to imagine a future shaped by choice rather than expectation. A future where love was not a liability but a foundation.
Tumelo believed in that future wholeheartedly.
She dreamed of a life where they ruled together, where children grew up with stability, where alliances were built through trust rather than coercion.
She believed—naively, perhaps—that love would be enough.
One evening, as they walked beneath the stars, Akalemwa stopped and faced her fully.
“I want you to know,” he said quietly, “that whatever happens… you matter to me.”
Her heart swelled. “I know.”
She reached for his hand. He took it without hesitation.
The court watched.
The kingdom waited.
And neither of them yet understood how fragile happiness could be when tradition decided otherwise.
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Akalemwa chose the morning carefully. 
He had learned, over years of watching court breathe and tighten like a living creature, that timing was its own form of strategy. There were hours when the palace was a storm—messengers arriving, indunas debating, generals reporting, servants rushing like water through corridors. And there were hours when the palace was still enough that truth could be spoken without being swallowed by noise.
This was one of those still hours.
The sun had only just lifted itself above the treeline. Light spilled through the carved lattice windows of the eastern corridor, drawing neat patterns across the polished floor. The air smelled faintly of incense and fresh-cut reeds from the river. Somewhere beyond the inner gardens, birds called to each other, bold and bright as if they had never learned fear.
Akalemwa walked with measured steps, his shoulders squared, his mind steady.
He had made difficult decisions before—decisions about training, about discipline, about how to carry himself when the world watched—but this one felt different. This one was not about posture or policy. This one was about his life.
Tumelo’s face drifted into his mind as naturally as breathing: her calm eyes, her steady voice, the way she never flattered him, never cowered, never pretended the truth was smaller than it was. She was the only person who could look at him and make him feel less like a crown and more like a man.
He had held her hand. 
He had spoken the words without fully speaking them.
He had let himself believe that love, once visible, would become protected by its own obviousness.
But love did not rule kingdoms.
Kings did.
And even kings were not always free.
He reached the Queen's wing and announced himself. The guards bowed. A servant slipped inside to inform her. After a moment, the doors opened with quiet precision.
Inside, Lungowe sat in her morning chamber, already dressed for power as if she had never known softness. Her robe was a deep, commanding shade, embroidered with symbols that spoke of lineage and continuity. A simple crown rested on her head—not gaudy, but unmistakable. Her hands were adorned with rings that looked less like jewelry and more like seals.
She did not rise.
“Come,” she said, voice smooth. “Sit.”
Akalemwa bowed first, as tradition required, then crossed the room and sat where indicated. He kept his posture formal, his expression composed, but his heartbeat had begun to thud with quiet insistence.
Lungowe studied him the way she always did: not as a mother studies a son, but as a strategist studies an heir. Her gaze moved over him as if weighing what had changed since the last time they spoke.
He held her eyes without flinching.
“You asked for this time,” she said. “Speak.”
Akalemwa inhaled slowly.
“I am ready to marry.”
Her expression did not change. “That is expected.”
“I am ready to choose my wife.”
A slight pause. A flicker of interest—tiny, almost invisible.
“Who?” Lungowe asked.
Akalemwa did not hesitate. “Tumelo.”
The name landed in the air like a stone in still water.
For a heartbeat, nothing moved.
Then Lungowe leaned back in her chair with the calm of someone who had already anticipated this path. She did not look surprised. She did not look pleased. She simply looked… certain.
“I see,” she said.
Akalemwa’s jaw tightened. “You know her. You know her upbringing. Duke Mataa has shaped her well. She understands discipline, duty—”
“She is not the question,” Lungowe interrupted, gently but decisively. “You are.”
Akalemwa’s hands curled slightly against his knees. “Mother—”
Lungowe raised one finger. “Do not begin with softness when you are asking for a crown-sized decision.”
Akalemwa swallowed the heat rising in his chest. He forced his voice to remain measured. “I am not asking for softness. I am asking for what is right.”
Lungowe’s gaze sharpened. “Right,” she repeated, tasting the word as if testing its worth. “And what is right, Akalemwa? What you want, or what the kingdom requires?”
Akalemwa held her gaze. “Sometimes they can be the same.”
Lungowe’s lips curved faintly—not a smile, but an acknowledgment of his spirit. “Sometimes,” she agreed. “And often, they cannot.”
Akalemwa leaned forward slightly. “Tumelo would be a queen the people can trust. She is not greedy. She is not cruel. She does not chase attention. She has dignity.”
“She has something else,” Lungowe said quietly.
Akalemwa frowned. “What?”
Lungowe
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