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Welcome Again, To The Land Of Nubia

Terak finds that his reclusive, comfortable life seems to be missing something vital. 

Kusta and Anomi find there is no simple manner by which to arrive at a decision about the Crown which awaits her in Ronia.

Tyelah finds herself in a place even she is unable to describe. She has remained firm in her determination that she will never set aside her Soul-deep love for her husband – for ill or good, only the Fates themselves are able to say – yet this latest matter may indeed prove a step too far. Tara is arriving to live at Hummingbird Palace, as Devaleh's new wife. And there is yet another enemy who wishes him dead. 

Yet, for the time being, such concerns are, in truth, the lesser of his troubles. 
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THE JOURNEY CONTINUES....
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As was common for him, Ezek was the first to greet them as they approached the massive double-doors of the palace entrance. “Majesties...we are as ever grateful to see you safely home.”

“It is with equal relief that we return, Minister,” Tyelah replied meaningfully.

It prompted the Elder to ask in a quiet aside as the valets bustled forward, “Is all well, my Queen?”

She graced him with a soft smile of reassurance, “For the greater part. Yet there is a matter for the entire Council to hear. Kindly inform them that we desire a conference.” 

The other offered a bow in understanding as they entered the Palace proper. “As you desire, Majesty...” Then, with a clearly nervous glance between she and Devaleh, he added, “...yet, perhaps I had best apprise you of another matter, first.”

She noted his tone this time, and now realized that there were several others gathered in the Central Hall; among them Verinay, Ovani and the First Lieutenant of the Star Guard. Immediately sensing that it had something to do with the children, although she could not rightly say why this occurred to her, Tyelah turned her full attention upon her Chief Minister. 

“A matter...of what sort?

Devaleh was also intently focused now, and suddenly as discomfited as she. With good cause. 

“Gone?” he gasped out after hearing. “How can that be?”

Ezek shook his graying head in confusion, “Such has not yet been determined, Sire. The Nurse attending them-”

The young servant at that very moment bustled around the far ell, coming to a sudden halt at the sight of the Royal Couple. Devaleh saw her and immediately turned his angry attention there. “What have you done with my daughter? Where is she?”

The girl stood trembling from head to toe as she stammered out, “Please Sire! It was not my doing!”

Tyelah interject here. “Mira, what occurred?”

“I-I d-do not kn-know, Majesty! They were in their chambers, and I left them for the afternoon respite...when I returned they were simply gone!”

“How are two children able to simply vanish?” Devaleh demanded.

Tyelah held up a hand, but their attention was captured as Anomi appeared on the Gallery above. In the same moment, Kusta rounded another corner from the corridors. It was to him she spoke next, “You have searched the Palace?”

Casting a seeking glance in Devaleh’s direction, he went on to reply, “Aye...we have spent the hour doing so.”

Tyelah nodded thoughtfully, directing her next query to Anomi as the other woman descended the stairs, “And you have questioned each of the Guard?”

She referred, Anomi knew, to the Gate Sentry. “Indeed, Milady,” she confirmed, seeming somewhat annoyed. Tyelah knew this to be frustration instead, and so simply waited until Anomi finished wearily, “All avow that they were never viewed departing the grounds.”

“Then,” Tyelah concurred quietly, “...they must yet be here.”

Verinay hastened to agree with Tyelah’s thought, “Aye, Majesty. We have just considered that perhaps they are hiding, in play...or became lost about the grounds.”

Devaleh began to shake his head, intending to cast aside such an inane supposition – somewhere within suspecting that Rushani had set off on whatever her true cause had been for coming here.

Tyelah went on before he was able to voice the thought, “It is possible...there are many places here in which one may become lost in play-” Suddenly, she knew. Her gaze flew to Kusta. 

His expression cleared at once as he too realized what must have occurred, and they spoke the thought in tandem, “The Passages!”

“Of course!” Ezek and Anomi exclaimed at once. The Nurse gazed between them all in confusion, yet Tyelah took no note of it, instead now directing urgently, “Mira, remain here (a glance at the Captain). Anomi, you and Kusta will seek them in the Servants Wing. Ezek...Verinay, begin searching here. Devaleh and I will seek them in the Guest Wing. We shall reconvene here in one half hour if they have not been found.” 

She needed to say no more, each of them turned hurriedly and were away even as she spun about and took off up the winding stone stairs.
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She had simply been exploring the suite, admiring the beautiful things and wondering at what Fated some people to enjoy such a luxurious existence, while others scraped about for a mere meal. She had touched one of the sconces, and there it had appeared; an opening in the wall itself. 

Unable to believe, yet immediately beset with fantasies of dungeons and adventures, she leaned in to have a look – careful to remain to the outside of the opening, in case the door began to close again. The light was too dim to truly see very much, but the sight of brighter light around a bend assured her that the secret corridor did not abide in complete darkness. She assured herself somewhat nervously that she would not go very far, simply along this one corridor she was facing, then she would turn and come back. 

Then came the sudden thought of Ahsera. Should she take her along? Could she leave her alone? What if she woke and began to cry? She could not risk it. She stepped back and allowed it to close.

Yet the lure of the silent stone passageways proved irresistible. Activating it again, they had stepped inside, and after a hasty glance back at the open doorway, she had led her sister around the bend they came upon, toward the light which she could yet see. 

Unfortunately, even the distance to the flickering flame had proved deceptive. After they had been walking for some few minutes, with it seeming no closer, she decided that they should return. Yet when she altered her direction, she discovered that they had, some yards back, emerged from a forked passageway! 

Which led back to their chambers, the left or right? 

The left entrance led into a corridor which seemed to go on forever, and she very soon decided that this could not be the way, so back they went to the other, which soon led to a turn.

“Surely this must be it,” she assured Ahsera. Only, when they came to the end of it they were met by a blank wall. No seam, no crease, nothing which would indicate how to have the wall stand again out of the way. She did not know how much time had passed, but she was certain that the Nurse must be seeking them for supper by now; her sister had begun to whimper in hunger.

“Do not fret, Ra...” she soothed as her fingers again searched the wall. 

The tot, obviously sensing her own nervousness, tucked a finger against her lips, mumbling, “Eat?”

“I know...eat.” Rushani sighed. “We shall eat soon...” Perhaps, she thought now, they had actually traversed the distance of that other corridor, without realizing it? Perhaps they had best go back once more, and seek out the other direction. 

Yet by the time she located another corridor end, they were quite thoroughly lost. Which way? Dare they go back? Was it better to wander about aimlessly, or ought they remain where they were and hope that someone came seeking them? 

She could not think with the tot crying fully now. 'What if,' she speculated, 'the passages are not truly in use at all?' 

What if the torches were only lighted on the rare occasion that someone used them? What if it was weeks, or months, before they were used again? She and Ahsera could perish here, and none would be the wiser! 

With this thought she began to bang on the stone, calling out in hopes (yes she knew it to be a vain hope given the thickness of the stone) that someone would hear. That someone would come. This only upset Ahsera more and, at last unable to still her own fears, she sank to the floor and took her sister in her arms, bursting into tears as well.

She thought now that she must be hearing aloud her own thoughts; for a moment, she believed she had heard the King’s voice. Yet, Ahsera’s father was in Zabu, yes? But there! The Queen’s voice as well! 

“Rushani?”

Her first attempt to answer was little more than a sob-choked whisper, yet as the call came again, “Ru-shan-i... are you here?” she at last found her voice, and lifted it urgently;

“Yes! Yes we are here!”

“Remain where you are,” certainly the King, this time, “we are coming!” 

Within moments she was able to see a light growing ever brighter, until two shadows, then shapes, appeared from the other end of the corridor – opposite the direction she had spent so much time travessing back and forth upon!

“Baba!” Ahsera wasted no time upon seeing her father, tottering to him at once and eagerly lifting her arms as he reached for her. Overcome with her own relief, Rushani flung herself into Tyelah’s embrace.

Devaleh questioned, with a terseness born of the worry he had known, “Why, for the sake of the Fates did you come here... and with your sister? Are you aware how much-”

“Dev...” Tyelah halted him quietly. 

He cast her a look, yet sighed with a quick nod, noting that the trembling girl burrowed further into his wife’s embrace. 

Herself looking them over briefly, she asked Rushani now, “You are both alright?”

Rushani nodded blushingly. Now that they were ‘safe’ she felt quite silly for having worried everyone. “Yes, Milady. I am sorry... I did not mean to be such a bother.”

“It is not a concern now,” Tyelah assured her gently. “As long as you both are safe.” She cast a glance at him.

He confirmed her words with a nod, “Aye. We shall sort it out later. Come, I am certain the two of you are hungry.”

“Eat!” Ahsera piped in happily, bringing them all a chuckle. 

Devaleh was surprised at how greatly he had missed his wife’s laughter, realizing now that he had not heard it in some time... even before their dispute in the Council Chamber. 

Of their current situation, he yet could not fathom how it was to be worked out. Except for the prior moment, she had not spoken to him again since their departure from Zabu, not a single word. And he could find nothing to say that he felt would better matters in any way.
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WITH THE CHILDREN AGAIN in their quarters and comfortably settled after their meal, Tyelah and Devaleh now faced their Advisors as they called the Session to order. She began with a quiet greeting, not knowing how she was going to say, yet knowing it must be said.

“The matter for which you have been asked here is, unfortunately, of a rather grave nature.” She paused for a moment, casting a glance in the direction of her husband, who had not truly met the eyes of anyone since they had all seated themselves. 

Indeed, he seemed to be in another place entirely, yet she was quite well aware of his thoughts. She did not wait more than another moment however, needing to have it out. 

“It has been revealed that Janin was in fact behind the attack in our forest, as an attempt to create a revolt against the Alliance. He desires to have Ovesi and its army at his disposal.”

“So it is certain then?” Ezek asked quietly.

Kusta also wished to confirm, and now looked to Devaleh. “You garnered this from the Ovesian?”

Some of them did as well. Yet it was Tyelah herself who answered. “Indeed. More unfortunately, when she attempted to end their betrothal after learning of his plots... Janin became quite beset by his anger. He refused to free her from their arrangement and, when she sent him away under guard, he returned, to attack and... viciously assail her.”

This caused a few moments of silence, before Shunan put the question uppermost in the minds of the women. “She is... recovering well, I pray?”

Tyelah cast her husband a look they did not understand, but nodded. “She seems to be managing. I will aid as I am able.” 

Kusta could not help it. “You intend to do so?”

Tyelah, for once, did not meet his gaze. “I believe it necessary.” Several nodded, believing that they understood. “Which brings us to this, Nubia will go forth with the assimilation of Ovesi.”

Anomi spoke to this, “Tara truly allowed it?”

Tyelah sighed softly. “There was no choice provided. Yet, because of the very clear threat to her own person, she as well shall be taken into Nubia’s protection, here at the Palace.”

“Truth?” Verinay gasped in shock, this being the very last thing any of them had expected to hear their Queen speak.

Ezek, believing she meant until Janin was drawn in to answer these charges, spoke next, “It is reasonable...to offer sanctuary until he is found.”

Tyelah met his gaze briefly, drawing a breath; and the words to tell them that Tara was arriving in a fortnight as the wife of her husband simply would not come. 

After a full minute of her hesitation, Devaleh realized he would have to go from there. Thus, with a soft sigh, he delivered the news which was to turn Hummingbird Palace on its ear. “I have taken Tara as my Pila.”

Several people recoiled as though struck, yet none were able to manifest a sound. No one spoke, no one moved again. They merely sat in utter disbelief, with their full focus upon one or the other of the Royals. 

Until Kusta leapt to his feet suddenly, startling them all but easily convincing Devaleh that he intended to take after him. He however laid his palms atop the table and locked his infuriated, confused gaze upon Tyelah. 

She returned his look with one which bespoke many things, among them a plea not to worsen matters with an outburst. It did not require long to realize he had no intent upon doing this, either. Without a single sound he straightened, drew a breath, then strode from the table and out of the room. 

She watched him go, fully understanding his message; he was refusing to be further involved at all. He was washing his hands of her and her madly confused union! 

She wished it were so simple for herself. 

With a small sniffle, she cleared her throat, finishing softly, “I am aware that this is an unusual solution, yet I assure you all it was not reached simply nor rashly. I feel, in truth, that it is best for all involved, and must trust that you will each stand with me...with, us...as we endeavor to assure the safety of Ovesi’s people, and the peace of our own Kingdom.”

“Of course we are ever prepared to stand your side, Highness.” This from Ezek, who yet could not help a hastily stolen glance at Devaleh. “We have merely been caught unawares. You are as always trusted in what is best for Nubia.”

“Aye, Majesty.” This echoed about the table.

For herself, Anomi was wondering if she might now be able to convince her husband that it was time to depart.

NS

“Ja, what is the meaning of this?” Onupe raved as he was brought to a halt before his uncle. “How is it that you summon me here at the point of these swords to-”

“Be silent!” Sengre growled tersely, surprising the younger man and granting himself a moment to interject, “It is to your fortune that I did not have you delivered to answer for what you have done!” 

Taken aback, Onupe gasped out angrily, “Speak sensibly, man! I have done nothing to warrant such treatment as this!”

Sengre dismissed the guards, waiting until they were alone to accuse tightly, “I am scarcely able to believe it. What purpose would you have to hatch such a scheme to upset the Xelsirans?”

Although he certainly was aware of his uncle’s meaning, he was as surely not intending an admission. To the king therefore, after a calming breath, he averred steadily, “I know not what you are ranting for. I have no angst with the Xelsirans.”

Ja narrowed his gaze skeptically. “Then I suppose you neither have any inkling whence the Queen of Ovesi gathered the idea that you have outright attacked her, forcing liberties to which you had no right?”

Onupe huffed in annoyance. Obviously Tara had run to her cousin first thing – yet it would not alter their agreement! “Tara is a silly girl who has no inkling of what she desires. One moment it is Unity, the next to be alone. We had something of a row, and she is-”

“Do I seem a fool to you, man?” Ja cut this off. “They have summoned an Inquiry! The attack of a sitting ruler is no light matter, and the Alliance will not rest until she is vindicated!”

Onupe knew enough to be a bit more concerned, but strove not to allow it show. “The Nubians are behind it, I am certain. To keep Ovesi from my rightful rule once Tara and-”

“You will not have Ovesi,” Sengre informed him coolly, watching closely for his reaction. “It has been acclaimed a Province of Nubia. It is even now done.”

Truly shocked, Onupe erupted. “Just as I have known to be her desire! You see! Yet she will not be allowed so simple a victory! When Tara becomes my wife...”

“This does not seem to be her intent,” was Ja’s response.

Onupe barked a harsh sound. “Hah! She shall indeed. It is already decided.” His uncle smiled in a manner he found he did not much care for, as he delivered his most shocking news; 

“I would say she has decided otherwise... after abdicating her throne, she in turn was taken as Pila to Nubia’s King.”

“NO!” Onupe shouted. Then his voice lowered menacingly, “I will kill her. I will not be denied–”

“I would suggest... if I believed it would be of any use to so thorough a fool...that you stay well clear of that woman. And the Nubians altogether. For the sake of my sister, may she abide peacefully with the Elders, I will refrain from handing you over myself, despite my full belief in these accusations. Yet hear me...you have two days to depart my kingdom. And no more will your secretive jaunts about be tolerated. If you return, I will indeed have you escorted forth to answer these charges, and not even my sister’s memory will avert it.”

Onupe was livid by the time he was done with this dismissal. “You are an old fool!” he stormed. “Bowing and catering to these Nubians, and for what cause? To share in their wealth! And you dare stand in judgment of me?”

“Two days, Nephew,” Ja repeated, turning away to seat himself with an air of boredom.

Onupe was not nearly done however. “You will come to regret it,” he promised tightly.

Ja’s response was to reach for the bell-pull. As the guards entered he reminded Onupe, “My only regret is that I am bound to abide you for your mother’s sake.” To the guard, “See Lord Janin on his way.”

Onupe glared at him for a moment more, seething, but allowed himself to be led away with this final comment, “It is not the last of it, Uncle.”

When he was alone, Sengre considered again what he had heard of the Ovesian. That nephew of his truly became more of a trial to contend with each year. He quite suspected him to be mad, and fully anticipated learning someday that he had been sent with haste to join the Elders. No trouble was beneath him.

For himself, he had strived since his war-making brother's passing to see his Kingdom brought to a state of peace during his lifetime, and he was determined not to allow anything to jeopardize its hopes – his hope – to be included in that new Alliance.
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Tara stood, gazing along the line of those gathered to greet the new Royal Pila. She of course was familiar with many of them, after all she had visited Hummingbird Palace several times since the ties between she and Tyelah had been established. And yet that very familiarity allowed her to be aware that these same ones were far less than enthused to have her here among them. Especially considering her last visit.

Tyelah too was aware of their smouldering disapproval as she stood at her husband’s side, and was considering much the same, knowing that this in particular included Verinay, and Kusta. He had not spoken a word more than necessary to her in the fortnight following Devaleh's announcement about Tara, when he at last had cornered her alone as she exited their Wing.



“I wish a word, Majesty.” Obviously, he had been waiting.

“It is pointless to take on such a discussion Kusta,” she preempted tiredly. “It is done.”

“But, why?” he grated, keeping his voice low. “He goes off to Zabu and takes Tara as a Pila, and you have accepted this?? I simply do not understand it!”

She sighed, halting in her step and turning to him, “It is my doing.” This earned her a frown.

“Of course it is not!”

She shook her head as she clarified, “I mean to say... their Union... it is at my own insistence.”

Kusta had never been so astounded. “W h a t do you say?”

For a moment, she considered that she should not say. Yet, overcome with the need to speak it to someone (and who but her one true friend?), went on to admit for his ears alone, “I can not seem to keep them apart... so they ought be together.”

He felt, literally, close to a faint. When he could reason again, he took her arm and hurriedly led her inside her a close-by chamber, waiting to be certain the door was closed behind them, yet marching her clear across the room before demanding tightly, “Do you mean to say, that you caught them again? Before they were wed?” 

She nodded miserably. “And this is better, Tyelah?” he croaked out incredulously, “Than sending this cretin along his way, post haste? You actually intend that Tara should come here?”

“I had no choice,” she whimpered a bit, but caught the sob even as she hurried on, simply needing for him out of all to understand, “I could not have her announcing to all that she was to bear my husband’s child.”

Kusta made a harsh sound. He wished to shake her, but released her instead. “Husband. He does not deserve so honorable a title. You yet ought to have sent him packing. There are enough troubles with his progeny already, and neither of them your own! What cause have you to further concern yourself for what he does? Tell me!” 

By now he was pacing the floor in fury, wanting to march right off and take Devaleh by the throat!

Tyelah decided that she may as well speak the rest. “One of them is, in fact.”

He heard her, and halted his pacing, yet stood gaping at her with clear disbelief. “Tyelah...No.”

She heaved a disenchanted sigh. “I did not know what more could be done. It was either accept matters as they were... or have my own son without his father.”

He shook his head in disgust. “What utter bedlam,” was his comment, mostly beneath his breath, as he turned away and departed the room.

Tyelah watched him go, knowing he referred to her entire relationship with Devaleh. Then she let the tears come.
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Tara was yet uncertain what she was to make of it all. Her journey to Ovesi had been thankfully uneventful, yet even a moment of peace had remained elusive. The entire while she had remained in the castle she had only able to think of Onupe, fearful that he would return before she was able to get away. She had not at all entered the rooms where she had formerly resided, and it had in truth been a relief to depart, following her speech to the people concerning Ovesi’s new status. 

She supposed she might have been somewhat troubled for their obvious pleasure in her abdication – there had actually been heard several cheers! – but not even this had been able to hold her attention for long. No, what was truly in her thoughts as the guarded carriage began its trek towards Nubia, was the consideration of what her life had become. Managing a kingdom had proved to be more than a bit difficult, yet Ovesi had indeed been her pinnacle achievement, and it was not a simple matter to relinquish the feeling of singular say in her affairs, and those of so many others. 

Yet here she stood, a woman mostly reviled by all who were present (and she knew this especially included the Council Members) being introduced as the newly United wife of the husband of Tyelah Olesk. 

And, although it was truth that her now current position was actually the more prestigious of the two, the stumble was that she would never be allowed to take any more pleasure in it than in being a queen. 

Still, this was now, and this was to be her existence. Thus she had firmly vowed within herself that she would do what was required to see it through. Tyelah might despise her for all time, yet she would not be able to accuse her of a lack of effort!

The Council members had been positioned first, and so their greetings went quickly. She was unsurprised with the speculative regard of the House Chief, nor the furious and insulted glare of Tyelah’s Keeper – whom it seemed, given the glance shared between them for an instant, had required a connection from Tyelah herself to restrain what he desired to say. He had managed instead the politest of greetings.

Devaleh was experiencing his own manner of dejection at the moment. 'Who is this,' he questioned himself, 'standing here presenting this woman as his new wife?' 

A madman...that was who he was. He had been mad to allow himself to be drawn into Tara’s emotional plea – and his own quite physical response. Utterly crazed. 

And now, for his reward he would have to find a means by which to overcome the complete rejection of his wife – his true wife – no mention needing to be made of the reactions of their friends! He was aware of the stares from all quarters, every moment he was out of -his- suite, and did not know whom they thought more mad; he for bringing Tara here, or her for allowing it, or Tara for coming. 

He himself was quite convinced that it was Tyelah; never would he understand why this had been her solution! 

'Our son', the answer came to remind him immediately. For him, she would even submit to his foolish father. Yet, she had never been so cold to him before, and he found himself at a loss. It was never outward, of course. When they were together in the presence of others she behaved as though nothing were the matter at all. Warmly greeting and open. Witty and as much ‘herself ’ as always. 

She also seemed determined to stand by her vow to abide his place henceforth; when she spoke to him her tone and manner were now deferring and nearly humble. This past fortnight had been incredulously without incident (or, unfortunately, much else), and he had felt more as ‘king’ than ever before. 

But never had he been so miserable!

He had no doubt that she truly loved him, yet how would he regain what he had destroyed? She had gone forth with moving out of their suite – more fodder for discussion among those in the household, he was sure – and in private, she was not able to abide his presence long before she began to retreat once more. 

Worse, she had very deliberately refused to speak of Zabu further, at all. Each time he approached to again express his remorse, she cut him off at once. It was never the time. No words could penetrate the very real insult he knew he had caused her. 

After a week or so of her rejection, he had wisely decided to leave it be, in hopes that the storm would calm at some point – soon. The silence between them, and between Anomi and Kusta, and between the four of them, was beginning to permeate the entire household, and there seemed nothing to be done for it.

At least his daughter remained a delight, he sighed within himself as they at last came to the end of the line with Tara. She knew nothing of these tensions between the foolish adults, thus her eyes still lit happily when she saw him. 

Nonetheless, with this portion of the ordeal done, he and his wives moved to a point in the room where they were able to be seen by all, and from here, he addressed his household. “I wish to express my gratitude for your patience and tolerance. I am certain that this is unnecessary, yet I state here that it is my hope that the new Royal Pila is accepted with fair-mindedness and kindness by all, as we adjust to this arrangement. If there is nothing more, you may all return to your duties.”

There was a quiet buzz as everyone began milling towards the doors. A few of the Council members again approached them, and another several minutes were expended in this. At last however Tyelah was prepared to retreat, and told them so. 

Turning next to Tara, she informed her with a weary air, “You may go along to your quarters, and refresh yourself before dinner. We will speak soon.”

“Yes, Milady,” the younger woman replied nervously, feeling more than a touch out of place, but determined not to allow it show. Tyelah nodded and motioned to the Guard who had been selected for her detail, this time by Devaleh himself.

Kusta meanwhile was addressing Devaleh for the first time since the day in the Council chamber. “Sire, there is a matter of some importance I must speak of with you.”

Devaleh regarded him somewhat warily. “Will it not hold?”

Kusta shook his head slowly, nothing of his thoughts in his eyes as he confirmed softly, “I do not believe it should...yet the decision of course belongs to you, Sire.”

While he suspected what the other man truly desired to 'speak of ’, it could just as simply be a genuine matter of importance, thus Devaleh nodded after a moment. “Very well. I shall be in Residence.”

Kusta nodded as well and moved off beside his wife. Tyelah came to Devaleh’s side in that moment, having heard the last of their exchange, and now regarded her friend curiously from where she stood.

NS

Tara had been a guest here several times, yet had never viewed any portion of the Royal Wing. Though she knew even this particular suite would pale in comparison to those which Tyelah and Devaleh inhabited, she could not fathom anything more beautiful than what she now viewed, and her reaction was much the same as Devaleh's when he had stepped inside.

Chairs with deep cushions. Carpeting so soft she was certain she had never felt the like. The bath offered a deep tub, and two separate basins. In the bedchamber, a giant fireplace occupied nearly a wall unto itself, and the room was lavishly appointed with a hand-carved, solid wood framed bed, its canopy towering above the four posts. Each item matched tastefully, from wood and marble to linen and color throughout the chamber. 

Mildly overwhelmed, she listened as her escort completed her presentation with instruction in the use of the various bells, pulls, and buzzers which would summon the maids, servers, and guards. She found herself wondering what she would wear to attend her first supper as the Royal Pila of Hummingbird Palace. Or more clearly stated, what did she possess that would meet Tyelah’s approval?

This dilemma was resolved soon enough, much to her chagrin; while in the dressing room, she was informed that the wardrobe had been supplied with garments of her sizing. A curious peek inside provided her first true glimpse into how thoroughly Tyelah would command every aspect of her life. 

True, the garments contained in the chest were amazingly lovely, and each delicately spun fabric a creation of fine quality. Yet there was nothing here which she would have chosen for herself. These garments obviously were considered – by Tyelah – to be proper for one of her new ‘station’. And apparently, she was to remain covered ‘demurely’. 

Odd, how the very existence she had so craved was now hers, for the mere cost of her dignity. Something which she admitted had not been at the crest of her consideration before Onupe’s attack. How much more ironic; once again she had gained a husband for this cause. Only this time, the child was real.

For nigh on two years, she had done all in her ability to convince Devaleh that she would be able to provide for his desires in a wife. She had easily accepted the care of his home and his person, and oh, how she had loved him then. He had been her first Love, and lover – and he had loved her. He even had at one point seemed to consider remaining there, with her, yet it had not been enough to sway his intent to return to his home, to the woman who had held his heart of hearts for so many years. 

And so, she had with equal determination decided to put an end to her own folly. Certain that she would never have Devaleh’s true heart, and unwilling to continue on without it, she had chosen to leave him and seek her own fortune. Angry, yet missing him terribly, but adamant in her avowal that she would go forward, she had managed to secure a place for herself, three days travel to the east of Ronia. Not the best of accommodations, yet it had been hers. 

The year had been lean, she recalled now as she exited from the still warm tub, yet she had managed to settle some. She had not owned a great deal to carry with her, and of the many gifts Devaleh had given her, she had bartered all excepting one. 

She had been so naive then. She had not considered it properly, when the handsome and obviously well-bred traveler began speaking to her in terms wishing to spirit her away. She had allowed herself to believe. 

But when she had sought to confirm his professed love for her, with a question of what his feeling would be if she became with child, given their eager and frequent couplings, it had been here that she had learned the truth. He had hesitantly warned her against allowing such to occur, informing her after a bit of prodding that he could by no means wed her; because he was in fact a King, with a betrothal agreement. 

Fully set aback by the revelation (and the realization that yet again she had been used as a diversion) she had immediately acclaimed that it was already too late... angrily vowing to expose him for a scoundrel if he would not do the proper thing. Better, she had warned, that he face one heartbroken princess, than have his entire kingdom hear of his exploits. 

He had given in at the end of it, but it had destroyed what fondness they knew for one another. He had become entirely devoid of affection towards her, blaming her for the loss of his true love, and nothing of her apologies for their dispute was able to move his bitterness. This became another trouble altogether; if he would not touch her, talk to her, be with her, how was she to become truly with child? 

And she had not. By the fourth month of their Union he had begun to ask after her still slim figure, and she had known that he was suspecting of the truth. And in any event, it was by then too late to become with child and have him believe she had been so when they wed. She had known that when the truth was confirmed, when it was proved that she had never been...he would expose her and banish her from his kingdom. Or worse.

Her kingdom, she had eventually decided. No matter how she had come to it, she was his wife. Ovesi was her kingdom as well now, and she had not been so easily prepared to return to her poverty. 

Desperation had driven her hire of the men who would assure that it remained hers; a ‘mishap’ along the mountain which had sent horse and rider tumbling off a steep trail. Protection of her new crown had led to their deaths as well.

Afterward had been her first confrontation with Tyelah. Ovesi had gone quite mad for a while, with the death of their King, and she had immediately been blamed – simply for protocol’s sake. Here, she had replaced their expected queen, and now the king himself was dead! 

Nubia had come in to still a brewing uprising, and Tyelah, who had not seemed overly pleased to learn of their relation only months before, had taken on a full investigation. Tara had dug in her heels and insisted that she was too deeply mourning for her new and much beloved husband to be subjected to Tyelah’s interrogation. 

She had then related, after a reasonable fortnight, that the upheaval had caused the end of her state of expectancy; a tale fortunately accepted in general, as none else suspected her original ruse. Tyelah however had not been at all convinced, and had been clear about Nubia’s place in Ovesi, including her intent to have it if Tara proved lax at its managing. 

Eventually the matter had settled, although the trouble in her kingdom had not. Inexperienced and ill-liked, she had soon found herself floundering in a hostile sea of gossip and speculation – and this merely among the Staff! She had been genuinely called upon to forbid speaking ill-will against the Crown. 

This edict (made in anger she could admit) had somewhat quieted the taunts she had openly received each time she departed her castle, but had not by any means stilled the resentment of many. She had been truly miserable, she admitted now.

And how, her small voice asked in the next instant, could this possibly be better? The Fates had truly switched her fortunes. She had lost her crown, her castle, and her freedom.

With a sigh, she determined to set such thoughts aside. It was of no use to dwell on it. Better that she level her focus on how to gain Tyelah’s forgiveness, for surely her residence here depended solely on it. Due to the frame of mind Tyelah was in now, there was no means by which to know what to expect next!

But she would do as needed, she promised herself yet again. For, the longer she had to come to terms with the thought of motherhood, the greater her fascination grew, and the more determined she
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