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Special mention must be made and heartfelt thanks, with my deepest gratitude, must be given, to the following, who offered their encouragement, critique and follow ups throughout this creative process, all the way to the agonising completion:
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​Author's Notes and Disclaimer
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The Novel "Kumahene, a Prince of the Akans" is not merely a story; it is a meticulously crafted work of historical fiction and fantasy, born from the author’s deep appreciation and non-extensive study of the multifaceted tapestry of Akan lore that he grew up with and loves as part of his heritage. 

This narrative intricately weaves together some authentic elements of traditional Akan culture, time-honored customs, and profound historical undertones, aiming to deeply immerse the reader in a vividly imagined world inspired by this exceptionally rich heritage. 

The story draws upon a vast and intricate tapestry of oral traditions, ancestral narratives, and the profound wisdom embedded within the nuanced structures of Akan society, striving to evoke the very spirit and essence of this vibrant and enduring civilization. It seeks to transport readers to a bygone era, allowing them to witness the rhythms of daily life, the intricacies of social hierarchy, and the enduring power of community within an Akan context.

However, it is paramount for all readers to recognize that the creation of this narrative involved the extensive and deliberate application of poetic license. While every conceivable effort has been made to respectfully incorporate genuine Akan cultural motifs, traditional practices, and significant historical echoes, the story is emphatically not intended as a literal, precise, or empirically accurate recounting of facts. Instead, certain creative liberties have been judiciously taken to significantly enhance the dramatic arc of the storyline, develop compelling and multifaceted characters with whom readers can deeply connect, and explore thematic depths that resonate universally with the human experience, thereby transcending strict historical adherence. These artistic choices were made to prioritize narrative engagement and emotional resonance over didactic historical accuracy.

Consequently, "Kumahene, a Prince of the Akans" should under no circumstances be interpreted, utilised, or cited as a source of empirical data, historical verification, or an authoritative reference for factual information concerning specific Akan traditions, customs, rituals, or the exact historical record of the Akan people. Its primary and singular purpose is to entertain, inspire reflection, and offer a creative and imaginative interpretation of a culturally rich and compelling backdrop. 

For those diligently seeking accurate, verified, and scholarly insights into these profound and complex subjects, readers are strongly advised to consult established academic publications, rigorously peer-reviewed scholarly articles, and highly reputable historical resources. These dedicated academic and scholarly works are the appropriate and indispensable avenues for comprehensive, meticulously researched, and factually accurate information regarding the profound, intricate, and enduring history and traditions of the Akan people. They represent the rigorous scholarship and commitment to truth that this work of fiction, by its very nature, cannot provide.

THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION

––––––––
[image: ]


ALSO, THE NOVEL DRAWS inspiration from L.D. Apraku's 1964 novel, "A Prince of The Akans," serving as a foundational text that provides significant inspiration for the author's work. Apraku's original portrayal of Akan royalty, cultural intricacies, and historical nuances within his fictional world is reinterpreted and expanded upon, allowing for a deeper exploration of themes and character development. The author aims to honour the spirit of the source material while introducing fresh perspectives and contemporary relevance, ensuring that the legacy of "A Prince of The Akans" continues to resonate with new generations of readers.
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The Artwork
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The artwork and illustrations presented throughout this volume were produced using artificial intelligence.

In an effort to deepen reader engagement and provide a striking visual dimension to this epic chronicle, the author utilised sophisticated AI image generation platforms. Under precise direction, these digital instruments were employed to create pertinent imagery at crucial junctures of the plot. These visuals are specifically intended to animate the imaginative landscapes of the Akans, bring mythical beings such as the formidable Sasabonsam to life, and depict the splendour of royal rites, thereby offering a reprieve from continuous text.

The integration of this imagery serves to immerse the reader in the core of Akan tradition, utilizing a contemporary perspective to capture the spirit of age-old myths. By uniting the art of classical oral tradition with state-of-the-art creative software, these illustrations act as a conduit between the ancient ancestral tales that laid the foundation for this work and the technological capabilities of today. This synergy ensures that the heritage of Akan valour and the dynamic essence of its lasting culture are conveyed with exceptional intensity and emotional weight.
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​Introduction: The Genesis of the Akans. A Journey South
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Among the rich tapestry of West African civilisations, the Akans stand preeminent, their legacy woven into the very fabric of what is now Southern Ghana. While today their descendants are recognised by distinct names – Ashantis, Fantis, Kwahus, Akims, and Akwapims – their origins tell a story of remarkable unity under a single, overarching monarchy. This ancient lineage suggests a deeper connection, a plausible ancestral tie to the illustrious Empire of Ghana, which flourished centuries ago. As that mighty empire began its gradual decline, perhaps five or six centuries past, a pivotal decision was made: the Akan people, as one cohesive entity, embarked on a southward migration, seeking new frontiers within the verdant embrace of the forest lands they now call home. The precise impetus for this monumental journey may be lost to the mists of time, yet the fact of their unified movement remains an undeniable cornerstone of their history. 

Every nation, in its formative years and throughout its enduring existence, nurtures its pantheon of heroes – individuals whose extraordinary deeds have indelibly shaped its power, amplified its prestige, and enriched its collective fame. For societies where the written word had yet to find its footing, the preservation of these heroic narratives relied entirely on the vibrant traditions of oral storytelling.

From generation to generation, fathers recounted tales to their children, the wisdom of the elders flowed to the eager ears of the young, and the exploits of their ancestors were immortalised through the rhythmic cadence of song, the expressive artistry of dance, and the compelling power of spoken narratives. This oral tradition, while a vital conduit for history, was not without its inherent vulnerabilities. Over the vast expanse of years, as stories were retold countless times, they sometimes underwent subtle transformations, evolving and adapting with each new narrator. In other, more tragic instances, the thread of remembrance frayed completely, and some stories, despite their initial significance, faded entirely into the annals of forgotten lore.

This particular narrative, however, is one that defied oblivion, enduring through time to tell the remarkable story of a young prince from the esteemed royal house of the Akans – a prince whose destiny was intertwined with both glory and adversity. It is a chronicle that speaks not only of his unparalleled courage in the face of daunting challenges but also of his remarkable resourcefulness and his unwavering ingenuity in navigating perilous situations. The story is further enriched by the tender thread of his profound love for a king's daughter, which added a layer of human vulnerability and emotional depth to his heroic journey. Yet, the path of this prince was not solely paved with triumphs and affection. It was also marked by a series of profound misfortunes, trials that tested his spirit and resolve to their very limits. And in the deepest, most mysterious heart of the forest, where ancient spirits and primordial forces held sway, he encountered truly extraordinary beings: the fearsome Sasabonsam, a monstrous entity of Akan folklore, and other strange, enigmatic inhabitants of the wild, whose very existence defied conventional understanding.

This is the epic tale of Kumahene, a prince whose life embodied the essence of Akan heroism, a narrative that continues to resonate with courage, love, and the indomitable spirit of a people forged in the crucible of their shared history.
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​Prologue
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The fire was not as large as the ones they made in festival time, but it burned with the secret persistence of an ancient wound. Sparks jumped like insects, catching brief life in the updraft before being smothered by night. Around the circle, bodies huddled against the hush that crept in from the grassland’s edge—old women shrouded in indigo, small boys with knees drawn tight to their chests, youths so newly blooded they sat as if daring the darkness to outlast them. In the centre, ringed by the youngest and the oldest as custom required, the griot waited, carved from shadow and anticipation.

The griot’s voice was known to all who had breath left for memory, yet each telling remade him. Tonight, he was bone-thin, his skin like the bark of an exhausted baobab, his mouth as careful as a tortoise shell. Yet when he leaned into the firelight and set his palms to the small drum in his hand, the sound rolled out with a confidence that mocked age itself. The rhythm was slow at first—thump, thump, tap—then swelled into a pulse that drew the listeners’ hearts into its orbit.

“Come close, children of the Akans,” he intoned, and though it was not a command, the crowd pressed inward, limbs overlapping, breaths synchronised as if by the spell of the cadence.  “Children of Oyoko, Bretuo, Agona and Asona; children of Asenie, Aduana, Ekuona and Asakyiri—heirs to bloodlines older than the first millet seed. Listen. I speak not for my own glory, but for the memory of those whose bones anchor our land. 

“Let your ears unstop and your tongues go silent, for tonight we speak not of hunger, nor the debts of the day. Tonight, I call down the blessing of the ancestors, and the ears of Tano, river father and witness to all our suffering and all our joy.  Tonight, we remember who we are.”

The matron nearest the fire led the first response, her voice as bright as the morning herders’ bells: “We are the children of the river, the grandchildren of gold.” The refrain rippled out, each repetition duller or sharper depending on the age of the voice, until even the smallest child mouthed the words: “Children of the river, grandchildren of gold.”

The griot nodded, accepting the offering. He struck the drum again, this time with more intent. “Before the world was what it is, before the palace in Kyerepon, before even the first shrine to Tano, there was the red city. Listen and see: the ramparts of mud, the thousand sons of the sun and the moon. Gold weighed so heavy on the necks of men that even the slaves wore rings. At dawn, the market’s dust rose in banners that could be seen for a day’s journey. You could walk from one side of the city to the other, and never see the same face twice.”

A younger boy, his voice unbroken, called out: “Was there really so much gold?”

The griot did not deign to answer directly. “When you dream of gold, you smell only hunger. In the red city, the dust was gold. It burned your nostrils. It lined the bellies of the children, who grew strong and mean as crocodiles.” He paused to let the image take hold, then: “Even the dead were dressed in gold, so that when the strangers from the north arrived, they knew at once this was the place to make their home.”

The circle shifted, old men making room for children who crept closer, faces lacquered with firelight and intent.

“In the beginning, our ancestors were not yet Akans,” the griot continued, “but wanderers—herders, diggers, builders of clay. They lived by the river’s whim and the kindness of the rain. But it was the city—Ghana—that caught them, drew them in with its noise and its promise. Our first mothers found each other in the shadow of those walls, and made a new thing, a family that refused to be forgotten.”

He reached for a calabash at his side, drank, and then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, as if every word cost him moisture. “It was a city built by the hands of a thousand nations, ruled by a king whose beard was weighed down with beads and whose word could turn a man from slave to chief in a day. Yet even in all his glory, the king was only the instrument of the true powers. Who are those powers, children?”

A silence, until the matron spoke: “The mothers. Always the mothers.”

“Good,” the griot said. “You have not forgotten.” The drumbeat slowed, becoming almost an afterthought. “Each morning, before the sun was up, the older mothers met at the town square. There, they untwined the stories of the night and rewove them into prophecy. No king could sit without the mothers’ blessing. No war could start without their mourning. Even the strangers from the north knew to bring gifts for the mothers before asking anything of the king.”

He drew a line in the dust with a bare toe, punctuating the memory.

“And so it was, for many years. The city grew. Its people grew. But greed grows fastest. When the northern strangers saw the gold, they sent for more strangers. Caravans stretched beyond the horizon, each man dreaming only of what he could steal or sell. Markets swelled with things from all the earth: glass beads, blue cloth, even metal so sharp it could slice a goat’s hair. But all the while, our mothers remembered the lessons of the river: the more you take, the less you have.”

He shifted, letting the firelight pick out the high planes of his cheekbones. “When the time came, our ancestors saw the end before it arrived. They packed their wisdom in gourds and their children in baskets. At night, they listened to the mothers’ stories, and when the moon was gone, they vanished from the red city.”

A child, younger than the rest, piped up: “Where did they go?”

“South,” the griot answered, his voice grave as nightfall. “Always south. Away from the dry land, away from the grasping strangers, away from the memory of what was lost. They followed the river, and when even the river grew thin, they looked to the stars. For forty seasons, they wandered. Some died. Some were taken. But the mothers kept the names of every child lost, so that one day they would be remembered.”

The wind shifted, carrying with it the scent of woodsmoke and something sweeter—perhaps yam roasting in a distant hearth, or the promise of rain. The audience, held in the grip of the story, barely moved.

“In the end,” the griot said, “our people found the place where the earth is soft, and the water runs forever. The forests, so thick, the sun itself must ask leave to enter. Here, at last, they rested. But they did not forget the red city, or the gold, or the way the world had tried to swallow them. They named themselves after the river that saved them: Akan.”

He let the name hang in the darkness, a stone dropped in a bottomless well.

The matron broke the spell: “You have told us this story before.”

The griot smiled, the lines at his eyes deepening. “And you will hear it again, until even the children born without mothers can recite it in their sleep. We are a people of memory. That is our treasure, now that the gold is gone.”

He set the drum aside, its skin still thrumming with the echo of all that had been said. “But tonight,” he said, “we remember not just the past, but the reason we are gathered.” He looked at each face in turn, making a tally of the living and the listening.

“In a few days, there will be a journey,” he intoned. “A passage that only the bravest can make. The old ways say it must be done, but the world is not as it was. There are things in the forest that hunger for our fear. Yet if we remember who we are, the mothers will walk beside us, and no shadow can eat our names.”

He leaned back, exhausted by the labour of speaking the world into memory. The children pressed close to the fire, drawing comfort from the nearness of the flames and each other. Above, the stars blinked into view, indifferent and eternal.

No one spoke for a long time. At last, the matron gathered herself and rose, signalling the end with a single word: “Enough.”

But the echo of the griot’s tale lingered, a pulse beneath the skin of every listener. For in the telling, the wound was also the salve.

And when the fire burned down to coals, and the night resumed its rule, no one left the circle alone.

The night’s fire was gone to ash, but in the grey stillness before dawn, the clearing shivered with the knowledge of stories yet unfinished. The griot had not slept, nor had he stirred from the place where his last words had settled on the cooling air. Even in silence, he was the centre of gravity; children rose early and orbited near, tracing circles in the dust, inventing games that echoed the patterns of the night before. Old women returned with baskets of cassava, and the men—having already scanned the periphery for signs of danger—drifted back one by one, drawn by the certainty that the tale’s marrow had not yet been cracked.

When at last the sun teased, resting on the horizon, the griot lifted his eyes. In the new evening light, his face seemed less a map of wrinkles and more a mask carved for ritual, the lines and grooves lit like river valleys in the long dry. He cleared his throat with a sound that reminded all present of the hippos that once crowded the northern rivers, then set a second story in motion.

“You have seen the savannah?” he asked, voice not so loud as inevitable. “You know how far the grass runs—how even the sky must rest atop it, or be lost. Our mothers crossed that grass with only what they could carry: their children, their stories, and the memory of a place already vanished. But when they came to the forest, they met a new world. It was as if the old world had closed its mouth and left only silence.”

He fished from the folds of his robe a length of cord, strung with small, irregular tokens. Some were teeth, some bone, some notched wood; a few glimmered faintly, as if rubbed smooth by centuries of hands. He raised it high, so that all could see.

“Each token is a memory,” he explained. “Each has a story.” He thumbed the first—a dull, round stone. “In the savannah, you see your enemy from far away, and you know whether to run or to fight. In the forest, you hear only what the trees let through. The air is thick, always. You cannot trust your eyes.” He pressed the next, a bit of antelope horn. “The old ways of hunting failed. The animals here do not run on open ground. They vanish, like spirits. Our ancestors starved, at first. Some despaired.” Another bead, this one of green glass: “But the mothers remembered the river. Always, they remembered. When their food ran out, they watched the monkeys and learned what leaves could be chewed and what bark cured fever.”

He advanced the tokens one by one, each a step in the journey.

“When the old men wanted to turn back, the women bound their waists and pressed on. They learned the calls of strange birds. They fished with woven traps, made from vines so thin and strong they could snare even the cleverest catfish. They planted new seed in soil as black as the night, and found it could feed twice as many children as the old ground ever had.”

A boy, bolder than the rest, pointed at a bead near the end: “What is that one for?”

The griot smiled. “That is for the gold. Even in the new place, there was gold—bright as the old city’s promise, but buried deep, always wet with the smell of earth and rot. The first man to find it brought it to his mother, and she told him: ‘We have no need for kings here, only those who remember the way home.’ So the gold was used to make stories, not thrones.”

He paused, gathering the whole crowd’s hunger with his eyes.

“But the forest had its own rules,” he continued. “Its own ghosts. Some children were lost, forever. Some men fell sick, and no herb or prayer could save them. There were trees so large and old, it was said they could remember the very day the world was born. And under their shade, time ran differently. You could walk a mile and return to find your footprints erased, your name whispered by the leaves.”

He drew a circle in the dust, careful, deliberate.

“It was in this place that the mothers made the new law: that the bloodline would run not through fathers, but through the wombs that bore them. Every clan would know its mother’s name, and every queen would keep a list of all the children lost along the way. They did this so the world could never again steal our story. You see, the forest is a place that eats what it cannot use. But it could not eat our mothers’ memory.”

He let the weight of that truth settle, then uncoiled the string of tokens and passed it to the matron from the night before. She took it with the care of one handling an infant, turning each piece between finger and thumb.

“Remember,” said the griot, “what you are holding is not jewellery, but the names of all those who carried us here.”

He began to chant, a low, rhythmic pulse that even the men could not help but join. The matron echoed him, her voice slightly higher, weaving the names of the ancestral queens into the morning air:

“Asabi. Oduya. Serewa. Abrefa. Adoma. Abrefi....”

Each name, a polished stone dropped into still water, sending out ripples that reached the very edge of the clearing. The children took up the refrain, some shyly, others with the full-throated confidence of those too young to doubt the permanence of their place in the world.

“Asabi. Oduya. Serewa. Abrefa. Adoma. Abrefi....”

It was more than a list; it was a map of survival, a way for those who had no written language to draw the road they had travelled and the people who had made the journey worth taking.

The chant slowed, became a hum, then faded. The matron replaced the tokens in the lap of the griot, who nodded in silent acknowledgement. “Every clan has such a string,” he said. “Every child must touch it, and remember at least one name, or risk being lost when the world changes again.”

He looked to the horizon, where the sun now pried open the sky with its first rays.

“Once,” he said, “when the old queen lay dying, she gathered the children to her mat. She said: ‘When you do not remember, you are not worth remembering. Let this be the way of our people, for as long as the earth is green.’”

He closed his eyes, and the audience did likewise—children, women, even the old men who had come only to pass the time before the day’s work began. In that brief communion, the memory was made flesh; the names of the queens, the taste of strange fruit, the shape of the forest’s shadow. All of it bound, like beads on a string, to be handed down and never lost.

The moment stretched, then broke. The children leapt to their feet, suddenly aware of hunger or chores or the wildness of the morning. The men wandered off, feigning indifference but pausing at the edge of the clearing to catch any last words. The matron lingered, speaking softly to the griot, her voice too low to carry but full of the intimate gratitude reserved for those who have returned something precious.

The griot remained, unmoving, his hands still curled around the mnemonic string. But his eyes were open now, and in them was the glimmer of gold—not the metal, but the memory, bright and heavy and impossible to spend.

That night, dusk fell not as a gradual darkening but as a sudden act of will. Clouds rolled in from the west, flattening the sun against the horizon and leaving the clearing lit by the single fire and the quicksilver glimmer of insect wings. The people gathered again, as if drawn by the compulsion of unfinished business, and this time no one sat at the edges. Even the men who usually feigned disinterest found themselves perched close, forearms on knees, eyes narrowed against the deepening blue.

The griot waited until the last straggler had found a place, then struck the drum with a pattern both unfamiliar and urgent. Instead of the round, rolling rhythm of homecoming, the sound was jagged, insistent—a summons that made even the bravest child sit a little straighter. When he spoke, the warmth was gone from his voice. In its place was the cold authority of the ancestor’s shadow.

“Not all stories are for comfort,” he began. “Some are meant to harden the mind, so that when the world sharpens its teeth, you do not break.” He let the words settle, watching as the oldest woman pulled her shawl tighter and the youngest boy instinctively pressed his palm to the earth for reassurance.

“There was once a prince,” the griot said, “the son of Eduku and the nephew of Kurunku. He was born in the season when the river broke its banks and the old world drowned beneath new water. From the first day, he was restless. As soon as his legs found purpose, he roamed the forest, chasing after anything that moved. He was brave—some say foolish, others say only a boy who did not know the size of the world.”

He glanced at the children, daring one to object. None did.

“He bore the name Kumahene, which means slayer of kings. It is not a name given lightly, nor is it a name one can choose to leave behind. When he was old enough to be trusted with a blade, he would vanish for days at a time. He brought back gifts: the egg of a python, a leopard’s tooth, feathers plucked from a bird so rare the elders could only whisper its name. Yet no matter what he returned with, he never spoke of the things he had seen.”

“Tomorrow night,” the griot said, “if you are not afraid, I will tell you the story of Kumahene, the prophecy of his birth, his enslavement, his journey in the land of the spirits and how he overcame, winning the love of a king’s daughter and uniting a finally free Akan state. But tonight, you must sleep. And if you dream, remember: all monsters have mothers, and all heroes must find their way home.”

He bowed his head, signalling the end, but the crowd did not rise. For a long moment, they sat suspended between curiosity and awe, unwilling to relinquish the grip of the story.

When at last the oldest woman stood, her knees popping like the fire’s last embers, the others followed. The children clustered together, whispering about the tooth, about Sasabonsam, about the courage of a prince who bore a lion’s heart.

And as the griot gazed into the darkness, he knew the story was not yet done. Somewhere in the night, a boy was listening, already half-believing that he too could grow up to challenge the hunger of the forest, and win.

“Grandfather, how do I become like Kumahene?”

The question, so simple and direct, drew a hush wider than the old man’s best story. The adults paused in their talk; the children leaned in, no longer rivals but witnesses.

The griot, who had already begun to tie up his gourd and staff for the journey home, stilled. He studied the boy with the same care he had once given the river at its flood, noting the straightness of his back, the hunger in his face, and the way he waited—not for praise, but for truth.

He let the silence spin itself out, then beckoned the boy closer with a crooked finger. “First,” he said, “you listen. And you have listened—these nights, not a word missed, not an ear turned away. That is the root of all things: to hear the world as it truly is, not as others wish it to be.”

The boy nodded, and the griot, not unkindly, placed a hand on the child’s shoulder. His fingers were rough and dry, but their weight was gentle, anchoring.

“Next,” the old man continued, “you remember. The stories are not just for pleasure. They are the path back to your own feet when you are lost. Remember the names of your ancestors, and how their courage and their folly both made you possible.”

The boy said nothing, but his eyes grew wide and wet, and he held perfectly still beneath the griot’s hand.

“Last,” the griot said, voice dropping almost to a whisper, “you live what you have learned. Not by fighting lions, unless a lion should cross your path, but by standing for your people and keeping your word, even when the world is a cold river. Each day you practice being brave in small things, so that one day you may be brave in a great thing.”

He withdrew his hand, but the warmth of the gesture lingered in the boy’s posture.

“If you wish, come to me tomorrow at first light. I will teach you the drum, and the names of the stars, and how to braid a story so it never breaks. And one day, if the gods are kind, you will tell these stories to your own children, and your own name will be woven into the river of our people.”

The boy nodded once more, harder now, and the other children, seeing the invitation made real, began to murmur to each other in bursts of hope and envy.

At last, as the village around them dissolved into the night, the boy remained, alone at the griot’s feet, gazing into the banked embers. He sat in perfect silence, watching the coals pulse from red to gold and back again, as if determined to memorise the dance of heat and ash.

Above him, the sky was clear and full of promise, and beneath it, the future waited—patient and hungry, like the opening lines of a story yet untold.

I was that boy, standing here today to share the vivid tale of Kumahene, as passed down by the wise and ancient griot who once sat before us. In my youth, I learned these stories at his feet, absorbing every word and gesture until I, too, became a griot, a storyteller, and a keeper of our people's rich history, culture, and traditions—the vigilant guardian of our heritage. Though my name may fade into the background, I am part of a long and unbroken lineage of individuals devoted to preserving the echoes of the past and serving the promise of the future. May our stories endure like the resilient roots of the baobab tree, guiding the young men and women of today as they rise to the challenge, eventually passing on their knowledge and wisdom, leaving behind a legacy worthy of the proud Akans.

Now, finally, here begins Kumahene’s story.....
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​Chapter 1. The Coming of the Prince
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Morning seeped into Akorokere by degrees, diffusing through its carved screens and painting the royal chambers with cautious increments of light. The city beyond the palace walls was still, not with sleep, but with a kind of collective anticipation: the sense that a hush had settled atop the roofs and alleyways, awaiting the hour when matters of consequence would be decided and measured in full daylight.

King Kurunku stood alone at the heart of the room, his silhouette a column of bone and sinew outlined against the softened glow. His hands, broad and gnarled as mangrove roots, rested upon the rim of an empty cradle. It was a cradle not built for a child—at least, not any longer—but for memory, its every surface worn smooth by the perpetual caress of longing and regret. Over the bedding, a length of kente cloth was draped, its intricate patterns dulled by disuse and the faintest dusting of neglect.

Kurunku’s eyes fixed on the cradle, on the way the morning light caught the gold threads and made them seem almost alive, even as the body that was meant to fill this space had never materialised. He could hear, in the hallway beyond, the murmur of servants setting out water for the ablutions, the shuffling footsteps of the palace runners, the barked command of a northern soldier policing the gates. The kingdom endured by the routines of its lesser hands.

He did not turn when his sister entered, though her presence was marked by the subtlest shift in air, the scent of sweetwood and camphor that clung to her skin. Eduku moved with her usual self-possession, chin high, spine held straight despite the fatigue that shadowed her eyes. She wore a wrapper of forest green, its borders edged with the ochre and black of her birth clan, and a shawl of barkcloth that whispered against itself as she walked. At her side was Adofo, the husband whose constancy had become a kind of furniture in her life—comforting, sometimes invisible, and always precisely in its place.

Kurunku’s voice, when it emerged, was flat as the river at midday. “You could not sleep?”

Eduku let her gaze settle on the cradle before answering. “The house is restless. Even the courtyard birds have taken to new songs.” There was no accusation in her tone, only the practised indifference of one who has learned the limits of complaint.

Adofo inclined his head in silent greeting, his hands clasped before him, fingers entwined as if to bind his words from escaping. The white of his prayer beads peeked from beneath his sleeve, the smooth spheres marked with thumb-worn grooves—a personal litany made tactile.

Kurunku nodded toward the low table beside him, where a bowl of millet porridge steamed alongside a chipped gourd of sour milk. “Eat, sister. Today will be long, and longer still for those with empty stomachs.”

She took a seat, arranging her limbs in the careful geometry demanded by both protocol and the tightness in her joints. Adofo knelt at her right, as always, placing himself between her and the door in a gesture of both defence and subservience.

For a time, the room was filled only by the sound of Eduku’s wooden spoon scraping the sides of the bowl, and by the hollow ticking of Kurunku’s ring tapping on the wood of the cradle.

At last, he spoke. “There are rumours among the courtiers. Some say the northern king has sent new spies, men who walk the streets as traders or priests but whose eyes are never still. Others say the price for peace will soon be raised.” He looked at Adofo, whose jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “The question of the succession is not only our concern. Every hungry mouth in this city counts the days until the Akans produce an heir.”

Eduku set her spoon down, folding her hands over her lap. “They forget their own mothers were not born to greatness. It is easy to demand miracles of others.”

Kurunku’s smile was brief, a twitch of the lips rather than an expression. “Perhaps. But memory does not feed armies, or bind treaties.” He shifted, the wood beneath his feet creaking in sympathy. “Have you heard from the matriarchs?”

“They meet tonight, after the lanterns are lit. The oldest speaks only of the old wars. The youngest is afraid to speak at all.” She shrugged. “It is the middle ones you must worry about. They are the ones who count the days.”

Kurunku’s gaze returned to the cradle. “If the gods are just, our line will be continued. If not—” He let the sentence trail off, but the silence that followed was heavier than any pronouncement.

Adofo broke it, his voice low but carrying. “The priests say that some curses run through the mother, some through the father. But the people believe only in what they see: an empty room, an empty cradle.” His thumb rolled a prayer bead back and forth with practised subtlety.

Kurunku made a noise that could have been agreement or dismissal. “I have called the council. At the second hour, you will come to the hall. You will sit on the mat with the others, and we will decide what can be done. If the north grows impatient, we may need to show our faith, at least, is not diminished.”

Eduku said, “You would have me parade before the elders, that they might prod and inspect for evidence of the divine?”

He did not flinch from her stare. “It is less than what our own mother suffered. The world does not tire of testing the worth of women.” For the first time, there was a note of something softer in his voice, not quite apology, but recognition.

The sound of the courtyard grew more distinct: the stamp of feet, the clack of wooden training swords, the yelps of palace children at play. It was a city waking to itself, still
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