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PART ONE
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THE KINGDOM THAT FORGOT ITSELF
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Chapter 1 - The Empty Road
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Several weeks had passed since Akogun and his companions vanished beyond the eastern hills, and still Hatiba found himself returning to the place where he had last seen them. It was not a shrine. No one had marked it, and no one came to kneel there. It was simply a bend in the road where the land dipped toward a dry creek bed before climbing again into the hills, and from that bend a man walking away from Eremare passed out of sight for the last time. A stand of thorn acacia leaned over the bend, their branches combed flat by years of wind out of the east, and in the mornings the light came up behind them so that the road itself seemed to burn for a few minutes before settling into ordinary dust.

Hatiba stood there now, in the flat grey light before sunrise, watching the empty road do nothing at all.

He was no longer the boy who had welcomed Akogun with an uncertain smile and no memory of his own name. Two years - sometimes it felt longer, on the mornings when his own history sat especially heavy and especially unanswered - had passed since that first meeting, and in that time he had grown into a quiet that did not need filling. He had learned to listen before speaking, to notice before judging, to wait before believing he understood anything. Iragbeje had taught him this, patiently, the way a man teaches another to walk again after an injury, correcting the smallest missteps without ever once mentioning the wound that made the correction necessary.

A pair of hornbills called somewhere in the thorn trees, one answering the other across the gap in the land, and then fell silent as though they, too, had run out of things to say to an empty road.

He had dreamed of Alpayda again the night before, as he did perhaps once a season, always the same fragment and never any more of it - a woman's voice, unhurried, speaking a name that was not his own into a darkness that felt less like sleep than like listening. He never woke remembering the name itself, only the shape it left behind, and the faint, useless certainty that somewhere beyond the eastern hills, beyond even the lands Akogun had walked toward, someone was still, patiently, saying it. He had mentioned the dream to Iragbeje exactly once, a year past, and his teacher had gone very quiet before saying only that some names arrived early and were owed patience rather than pursuit. Hatiba had not raised it again, though the dream itself had never once stopped returning.

Hatiba crouched at the edge of the dry creek bed and touched the pale cracked mud with two fingers, the way he had done every morning for longer than he wanted to admit. There was nothing to find there. There had never been anything to find there. And yet some part of him kept expecting that the ground itself might hold the shape of a departure the way sand holds a footprint - that if he looked carefully enough, on the right morning, in the right light, he would see some proof that a man named Akogun had once stood exactly here and chosen, deliberately, to keep walking rather than turn back.

He straightened, brushed the dust from his palm, and started back toward the city.

Eremare, from this distance, still looked the way it had always looked: low ochre walls catching the first sun, smoke rising in thin obedient columns from the cooking fires, the House of Learning's stepped roof visible above the market district like a held breath. Nothing about its outline had changed. And yet Hatiba had come to understand, slowly and without a single dramatic proof, that a city's appearance was the least reliable thing about it. A wall could stand perfectly straight while the ground beneath it quietly shifted. A roof could hold its shape for years after the beams beneath it had begun to rot.

He passed through the eastern gate as the guards were changing shift, their spears catching the early light in brief silver flashes as they crossed at the gatepost. They knew him now - the guardian's boy, the one who had walked in with the strangers two years past and never quite left the city's notice since - and they nodded without ceremony. He nodded back. It was, he had come to feel, the correct relationship to have with power: familiar enough not to fear it, distant enough not to trust it blindly.

At the well near the grain market, he found Mato already waiting, arms folded, watching two clerks argue over a shipment ledger with the weary patience of men who had had the same argument the week before, and the week before that. Somewhere behind them a rooster crowed too late to matter, and a woman balancing a basket of dried fish on her head stepped neatly around the arguing clerks without breaking her stride, as though this particular quarrel had become part of the market's furniture.

"You went to the road again," Mato said. It was not a question. He had a way of saying obvious things that made them sound like accusations, softened only slightly by the crooked half-smile he never quite managed to suppress.

"I go most mornings."

"They're not coming back, you know. Not soon. Maybe not ever." Mato said this without unkindness, the way he said most difficult things - directly, and then immediately moving past them, as if lingering on a hard truth were itself a kind of weakness he refused to be caught displaying. "Akogun has his own road now. Yours is here."

"I know where my road is," Hatiba said. "I go to remember what an ending looks like. So I recognize the others, when they come."

Mato considered this, then shrugged, unwilling to argue with something that sounded wiser than he felt like being before breakfast. They walked together toward the palace district, past stalls selling dyed cloth and roasted plantain, past a group of children reciting numbers under a teacher's direction in the shade of a tamarind tree, their small voices rising and falling in the ragged unison of memorized things - ordinary sounds, ordinary mornings, the texture of a city that believed, or badly wanted to believe, that it had weathered its crisis and returned fully to itself.

But there were smaller signs, if a person troubled to look for them. A merchant who had once argued prices loudly and cheerfully now haggled in a lowered voice, glancing twice toward the palace before naming a figure. Two councilmen who used to walk together every morning, trading gossip and complaint in equal measure, now crossed the square from opposite directions and did not stop to speak at all. Hatiba noticed these things the way Iragbeje had taught him to notice - not as facts to be immediately explained, but as threads to be held loosely until enough of them, gathered together, revealed the shape of the cloth.

Oba Rojude - Eremare called its kings Oba, in the old tongue, and had done so since long before anyone could say why - received them both that afternoon, as he often did now, in the smaller audience room rather than the great hall. It was a change so gradual that Hatiba could not say when exactly it had happened - when Oba Rojude had begun preferring the intimacy of four walls and a narrow window to the wide formal space where a hundred subjects might once have watched him rule. He looked older than his years, though not ill; only worn, the way stone is worn by water that never stops moving, a little at a time, in a place no single day's flow could account for.

Outside the narrow window, the afternoon light lay flat and pale across the tiled floor, and Oba Rojude sat with his hands folded before him as though holding something down.

"Eremare feels emptier," Oba Rojude said, without preamble, staring at nothing in particular. "I do not say this to either of you as a complaint. Only as an observation. Something departed with your friend, Hatiba, and I have not identified a replacement for it."

"Perhaps nothing needs replacing," Hatiba offered. "Perhaps it only needs recognizing."

Oba Rojude looked at him with something like surprise, and then something like gratitude, though neither expression stayed on his face very long, chased away almost immediately by whatever weight he had been carrying before they entered. "You sound like your guardian."

"I have had a good teacher."

"Then perhaps you can explain something he has not," Oba Rojude said, and for the first time his voice carried an edge Hatiba had not heard from him before - not anger, but a kind of frightened attentiveness, the tone of a man listening for a sound he is no longer certain he only imagined. "The Circle meets more often than it used to. The sessions run longer. And I am told - not by anyone within the Circle, you understand, but by servants who overhear things servants are not meant to overhear - that a certain adviser has begun attending, unofficially, at the invitation of men who are not supposed to extend such invitations without my knowledge."

Hatiba felt something settle low in his chest, cold and unhurried, the way dread arrives when it has been expected for a long time without being named. Beside him, he heard Mato shift his weight, the small sound of sandals against tile suddenly very loud in the quiet room.

"Which adviser?" Hatiba asked.

"He calls himself Atanpako," Oba Rojude said. "He arrived quietly, some months ago, during the worst of the well sickness that swept the eastern district - you will remember it, Hatiba, though you were young enough that Iragbeje may have kept the worst of it from you. Three physicians could not agree on its cause, and the district was two weeks from panic. Atanpako asked, humbly, to examine the wells himself, and within a single day identified a fouled cistern upstream that every one of our own engineers had overlooked. He asked for nothing in return. Not coin, not office, not even public credit - Jadera was the one who insisted his name be entered into the record at all. I found him, afterward - I will admit this only to the two of you - remarkably easy to talk to. He listens well. He does not flatter. He offers no grand claims of magic or destiny, only observations, the way a physician observes a patient before naming the illness." Oba Rojude paused, and his fingers tightened briefly against one another. "I gave him rooms because I judged, at the time, that a man who could save a district and ask for nothing had earned at least a roof. I did not think much of it beyond that. I think of little else now."

Mato and Hatiba exchanged a glance neither of them explained aloud.

"Where is he staying?" Hatiba asked.

"Within the palace," Oba Rojude said. "I gave him rooms myself. It seemed, at the time, the courteous thing to do. He asked for so little. That was, perhaps, the first thing I should have questioned."

They found Tialara waiting for them in the corridor outside the audience chamber, arms folded, clearly having positioned herself there on purpose rather than by accident. She was Oba Rojude's only daughter, and Hatiba had known her since the week Akogun first brought him into the city - she had been the first person his own age to treat his missing history as a curiosity rather than a wound, peppering him with questions about what it felt like to remember nothing, until Mato had finally told her, with the blunt loyalty of a new friend, to leave it alone.

"He told you about Atanpako," she said, falling into step beside them as they crossed toward the outer stair. It was not a question.

"He did."

"He hasn't told me half of what he tells you," Tialara said, and there was no self-pity in it, only a flat, careful observation, the kind she had grown skilled at making since her mother's death had left her the only person in the palace with both the standing to ask hard questions and no clear authority to demand answers. "I sat with him at breakfast three days ago and he mentioned Atanpako the way a man mentions the weather. I had to learn from a kitchen girl that the weather has been given rooms in the east wing."

"Are you worried?" Hatiba asked.

"I am always worried," Tialara said. "It is one of the few duties no one has formally assigned me, so I have simply kept it for myself." A ghost of a smile crossed her face, gone before it could soften the words that followed. "But yes. More than usual. My father speaks of him the way he used to speak of my mother - as though being agreed with were the same thing as being loved." She glanced toward the corridor's high windows, where the last of the afternoon light lay in long pale bars across the floor. "Tell me if you learn anything I should know. I would rather hear it from you than from a kitchen girl."

"I will," Hatiba said, and meant it more fully than the simple promise probably deserved.

That evening, walking home in the failing light with Mato beside him, Hatiba found himself unable to shake the feeling that he had already met the man Oba Rojude described, though he had never once set eyes on him. It was the sensation of recognizing a shape in the dark before knowing what cast it - the certainty, arriving ahead of any evidence, that something long absent had quietly returned to press against the walls of the world he had learned to call home. The evening air had turned cool and smelled faintly of rain that had not yet decided to fall, and somewhere a dog barked twice and stopped, as if it, too, had thought better of announcing itself.

"You've gone very quiet," Mato said.

"I'm listening," Hatiba said. "There's a difference."

Mato didn't ask what he was listening for. He had learned, in two years of friendship with a boy who arrived from nowhere with no navel and no history, that some silences were better walked beside than interrupted. They passed the last of the market stalls being shuttered for the night, the smell of cooking oil and dust settling low over the empty square, wooden shutters closing with the same weary finality every evening, and above them, in a high window of the palace that neither of them could see clearly from the street, a single lamp burned long after the rest of the building had gone dark - the only light left on, that night, in a city that believed it had already survived the worst of what waited for it.

Hatiba stopped walking, just for a moment, and looked back at that distant window.

He did not know, yet, what he was looking at. But he understood, with the particular certainty of someone who has learned to trust his own unease, that he was looking at something that had not finished arriving.
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Chapter 2 - Seeds of Doubt
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Atanpako did not summon councillors. He waited for them to come to him, and they did, one at a time, as though visiting him were their own idea and not the slow gravity of a man who understood exactly how patience worked on the ambitious.

Councillor Dankuyo was the third to seek him out that month. He came at dusk, unannounced, claiming only that he wished to discuss "matters of governance in a less formal setting than the Circle permits," and Atanpako received him in a modest chamber furnished with nothing that suggested wealth or intimidation - a low table, two plain chairs, a single oil lamp burning without a flicker in the still air, and a narrow window that looked out over the darkening city rather than toward the throne room, as if to remind any visitor where true authority actually resided, and where it did not.

The climb to the chamber was three flights of stone stairs, steep and unlit, and Dankuyo arrived slightly out of breath, his robes damp at the collar from the evening heat that had not yet broken. He noted, with the small private embarrassment of a proud man caught winded, that Atanpako showed no sign of having climbed the same stairs himself, though he must have done so at some point to reach the room at all. It was the kind of detail that meant nothing and yet lodged itself uncomfortably in the mind.

"You wished to speak with me," Dankuyo said, a little too quickly, betraying the nervousness of a man unused to seeking favors from strangers.

"I wished for nothing," Atanpako said mildly, not rising from his seat. "You are the one who climbed three flights of stairs in the evening heat. I only happened to be at the top of them."

Dankuyo laughed, uncertain whether this was meant as humor. Atanpako did not laugh with him. He rarely laughed at all, Hatiba would later learn, and this restraint - this total absence of performance - was perhaps the most persuasive thing about him. Men who wanted something from you smiled too readily, leaned forward too eagerly, filled every silence before it could grow teeth. Atanpako never seemed to want anything at all, which made whatever he said sound like wisdom freely given rather than influence carefully sold, one patient conversation at a time.

"The Circle debated the river tariffs again today," Dankuyo said, lowering himself into the offered chair. "For the fourth time this season. Nothing was resolved. Half the chamber wants reform, the other half wants tradition, and both halves have grown so committed to their positions that neither will hear the other's evidence. I left the chamber and walked the long way home simply to avoid the shouting that would follow me into the corridor."

"How many years have your people waited for tomorrow?" Atanpako asked. He had not moved from his chair, and yet something in the stillness of the question made it feel as though he had leaned forward, as though the words themselves closed the distance between them.

Dankuyo blinked. "I don't follow."

"The tariff dispute is not four months old," Atanpako said. "It is forty years old. Your father argued it. His father argued it, if the records are to be trusted, and I have found no reason yet to distrust them. Each generation defers the decision to the next, calling it wisdom, calling it consultation, calling it respect for tradition and process - and each generation the river still floods the same fields at the same season, and the same merchants lose the same goods, waiting for a Circle that cannot agree to act." He turned from the window, and for the first time that evening his pale eyes settled fully on Dankuyo's face. "I do not say this to condemn your Circle. I say it because I think you already suspect it yourself, or you would not have climbed my stairs tonight instead of your own bed."

Dankuyo said nothing for a long moment. Outside, a night bird called once, twice, and fell silent, and the lamp flame did not so much as bend in whatever small draft had carried the sound. "What would you have us do instead?"

"I would have you decide," Atanpako said. "Once. Correctly. And then stop deciding it again every season, as though the correct answer might have changed simply because enough time has passed to make everyone tired of arguing about it."

It was, on its surface, an entirely reasonable thing to say. Hatiba, hearing of the conversation secondhand from Dankuyo's own aide two days later - the palace was a place where nothing remained truly private for long, whatever its walls and closed doors might have suggested - found that he could not locate the flaw in it, not immediately, not in any way he could have argued convincingly before the Circle. He noticed something else, too, though he did not yet have language for it: the aide could describe the shape of Atanpako's argument with perfect confidence, but stumbled, oddly, whenever pressed for his exact words, as though the sentences themselves had been built to be remembered in outline and forgotten in detail. And that, he understood slowly, watching over the following weeks as similar conversations repeated themselves in similar chambers with similar men, was precisely the danger. Atanpako's arguments did not fail under scrutiny. They succeeded under it, again and again, because they were built from grievances that were entirely, provably true.

He did not promise power to anyone, not once, not even in the smallest word. He promised relief - from delay, from argument, from the exhausting labor of a Circle that had to reconvince itself of every position every season because consensus, real consensus, had to be rebuilt continually or it decayed like fruit left too long in the sun. What Atanpako offered instead was simpler, and far more seductive for its simplicity: agreement, achieved once, and then defended rather than endlessly re-litigated. To men who had spent decades watching good proposals die in committee, buried under procedure and pride, it sounded less like the beginning of tyranny than like relief from an old and very specific exhaustion.

Hatiba began noticing the change in small gatherings first - a councillor who used to argue passionately for reform now sitting quietly through debate, watching the chamber with the detached patience of a man waiting for a storm to exhaust itself; a clerk who once complained bitterly about slow wages now speaking, almost word for word, in the careful cadences Atanpako favored, about efficiency, about certainty, about the cost of hesitation. The words spread the way certain words do in a city under strain - passed hand to hand like a coin, growing smoother and more convincing with each exchange, until no one quite remembered whose pocket it had first come from.

He raised this with Iragbeje that night, sitting across from the old man in the small house at the edge of the city where he had grown up asking questions that had no easy answers. Outside, the wind had picked up, rattling the dry palm fronds against the roof in a rhythm that seemed, tonight, less like weather and more like a warning trying to find words.

"Everyone who speaks with him comes away agreeing with at least part of what he said," Hatiba told him. "Even the ones who distrust him. Even Dankuyo, who has spent half his life defending the old procedures."

"That is because he is not lying to them," Iragbeje said, without looking up from the small clay pot he was mending, his fingers moving with the unhurried precision of a man who had long since stopped needing to watch his own hands to trust them. "A man who lies badly is easy enough to resist. Any child can smell a false promise. But a man who tells the truth selectively, and only the truths that serve his purpose, is nearly impossible to argue with, because everything he says can be verified by anyone who cares to check."

"Then how do we resist him?"

"You do not resist a true statement," Iragbeje said. "You examine what has been left out of it." He set the pot down at last and finally met Hatiba's eyes, and in the low firelight his face looked older than Hatiba had ever seen it, carved deep with a fatigue that had nothing to do with the hour. "Atanpako is correct that the Circle delays. He is correct that consensus decays and must be rebuilt, again and again, at real cost. What he does not say - what he will never say, because it would ruin the argument entirely - is that the delay is also where the people's voice survives. A decision made quickly, by one authority, cannot be undone quickly by the many. A decision reached slowly, through argument and re-argument and the patient wearing-down of disagreement, belongs to everyone who argued for it, which is precisely why it is so hard to arrive at, and so hard to take away once it is made."

Hatiba turned this over for a long while, watching the small fire burn low and orange in the hearth, throwing shadows that climbed and shrank against the mud walls of the room he had grown up in. "So the slowness is not a flaw in the system. It is the system."

"It is the price of the system," Iragbeje corrected gently, and there was something almost tender in the correction, the way a teacher corrects a student he believes will one day surpass him. "There is a difference. A price can be paid down, over time, if people understand what they are buying with it. A flaw simply needs removing, and no one mourns its removal." He picked the pot back up, turning it slowly in the firelight to check the seam he had mended. "Atanpako is teaching Eremare, one quiet conversation at a time, that its slowness is a flaw rather than a price. Once enough men come to believe that - truly believe it, in their bones, the way a man believes the ground beneath him is solid - they will vote to remove it themselves, gladly, publicly, with genuine relief in their voices. And they will thank him for it."

"And when it is gone?"

Iragbeje did not answer immediately. The wind gusted harder against the roof, and somewhere outside a shutter banged once against its frame before someone, some unseen neighbor, reached out into the dark and latched it closed.

"Then we will discover," the old man said at last, "whether Eremare remembers what it traded away quickly enough to want it back."

Outside, the evening had settled fully into dark, and somewhere across the city - Hatiba could not have said how he knew this, only that he did, with the same wordless certainty that had once told him a stranger's road would end at a particular bend near a dry creek bed - a lamp was still burning in a high window of the palace, in a room where a patient man sat listening to the sound of a kingdom slowly, agreeably, gratefully, talking itself into surrendering.
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Chapter 3 - The Circle Divides
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The Circle of Eremare met in a round chamber built, generations ago, so that no man could sit at its head. This had been the intention of its builders, carved into the lintel above the eastern door in letters worn nearly smooth by two centuries of passing hands: *Let no voice rise above the circle.* Hatiba had read those words a hundred times from the visitors' gallery and never once considered them merely decorative, the way a person stops noticing a familiar inscription. On the morning the reform proposal came to a vote, he found himself reading them again, twice, as if checking that they still meant what they had always meant.

He was not permitted to speak in the Circle. He was, at seventeen, barely permitted to sit in the gallery at all, and did so only because Iragbeje's long service to the House of Learning had earned the old man a standing invitation that he now extended, without comment, to his ward. From the gallery rail, Hatiba could see the whole circle at once - the worn stone benches arranged in three concentric rings, the youngest councillors seated at the outer edge nearest the doors, as tradition demanded, and the oldest closest to the cold central hearth that had not been lit in living memory, its ashes long since swept away and its stones gone grey and smooth from centuries of idle hands resting against them during long debates.

Today the hearth felt less like a relic and more like an absence with weight.

Councillor Kambole rose first, a young man Hatiba recognized from the outer market district, the son of a bricklayer who had won his seat two years earlier on a platform of little more than restless energy and a genuine, uncomplicated love for the city that had raised him. His voice, when he spoke, carried the particular tremor of a man who had rehearsed his words a great many times alone and was only now discovering how differently they sounded aloud, in front of witnesses who could interrupt him.

"Honored members of the Circle," Kambole began, "I ask that we revisit the restoration proposals first raised two seasons past - the reopening of the northern granaries, the repair of the aqueduct locks, the resettlement of families displaced from the flood district. These are not new ideas. They were Akogun's ideas, before he continued on his road, and we let them die in committee out of nothing more than exhaustion."

A ripple went through the outer ring, young voices murmuring agreement, chairs creaking as bodies leaned forward.

From the innermost ring, Councillor Jadera rose to answer him, and where Kambole's voice had trembled, Jadera's did not tremble at all. He was old enough to remember the founding charter being read aloud rather than merely recited, old enough that his objections carried the particular weight of a man who believed, sincerely, that he alone remembered why the rules existed in the first place.

"The proposals were not rejected," Jadera said. "They were deferred, pending proper study of cost, of labor, of the seasonal calendar. This is not exhaustion, young councillor. This is the process by which Eremare has avoided ruinous decisions for two hundred years. You mistake caution for cowardice because you have not yet lived long enough to see what haste costs a kingdom."

"And you mistake delay for prudence," Kambole shot back, "because you have not yet lived long enough to run out of time to wait."

The chamber erupted - not into shouting, not yet, but into the low overlapping murmur of dozens of private conversations breaking out at once, a sound Hatiba had heard before in this room but never quite so loud, never quite so charged, as though the air itself had thickened with something that wanted very badly to become an argument.

Hatiba's eyes moved, almost without his choosing it, to the small alcove set into the northern wall, half in shadow, where those not seated in the Circle but permitted to observe its proceedings customarily stood. Atanpako was there, as he so often was now, arms folded loosely, his pale eyes moving across the chamber with the calm, unhurried attention of a man watching weather gather that he had already, privately, decided would not touch him.

He said nothing. He did not need to say anything. His presence alone, Hatiba understood with a cold clarity that settled somewhere beneath his ribs, had become its own kind of argument - a living reminder to every councillor in that circle that somewhere beyond these walls stood a man offering an end to exactly this kind of noise.

The debate ran through the morning and into the heat of the afternoon, the chamber growing close and airless as the sun climbed above the open oculus at its center, throwing a single moving column of light down onto the cold hearth like something searching for a fire to feed. Old arguments were dragged back into the light and old grievances aired alongside them - a councillor from the river district recalling a granary fire two decades past that reform advocates conveniently never mentioned; a young reformer recalling, in return, three separate famine seasons that caution alone had failed to prevent. Voices that had once merely disagreed now seemed to actively distrust one another, as though the argument itself had begun manufacturing its own fuel.

By midafternoon it was clear the vote would not go cleanly. Jadera called for the traditional method - a rising vote, taken circle by circle from the innermost ring outward, each man's choice visible to every other man in the chamber, the way it had always been done, so that no vote could be cast in the shelter of anonymity.

But when the innermost ring rose almost entirely in opposition, and the outer ring rose almost entirely in favor, and the middle ring split itself with an evenness that felt less like independent judgment than like two camps counting heads
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