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      And for anyone who has ever

      returned to a former belief

      only to find it altered⁠—

      and themselves altered with it.
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      The decree arrived in a lacquered tube that smelled faintly of cedar and ash.

      It did not arrive with ceremony. It arrived as a thing delivered—like bread, like summons—carried by a courier whose hands were ink-stained in the way of men who touched paper more often than coin.

      Jassarri received it in the Second Court beneath the arcade where the light was always measured, even at noon. He did not break the seal at once. He set the tube on the stone ledge and watched the courier recover his breath.

      The man swallowed hard.

      “You were stopped,” Jassarri said.

      “Twice,” the courier answered, voice flattened by repetition.

      “By whom?”

      He hesitated. The hesitation itself was a confession.

      “By men with no insignia,” he said finally, “and by men with too many.”

      Jassarri’s eyes narrowed.

      “Too many?”

      The courier lifted his hands, palms up. “A new badge stitched over an old one. A seal on a cord beside another seal. As if they feared being unrecognized.”

      Jassarri looked down at the tube again. Cedar and ash.

      He broke the wax with a fingernail. The seal did not resist; it gave the way a thing gives when it has already accomplished its purpose.

      Inside was not a letter but a single sheet folded with austerity—thick enough to hold a line without bleeding. The Sultan’s signature ran at the bottom in the heavy hand that turned names into verdicts. Above it, the language was simple—too simple—and that simplicity carried the weight of violence.

      By the authority of the Throne, Provincial Review is dissolved.

      Its functions revert to the central offices until further order.

      All provincial records, ledgers, ciphers, registers, and indices are to be surrendered to the capital within fourteen days.

      Any office acting in its name is unlawful.

      Any person retaining its instruments is in contempt.

      No flourish. No justification. No story told to soften the blade. Clean administrative action, made to look like hygiene.

      Jassarri read it twice. Not because he did not understand, but because understanding was rarely the dangerous part. The dangerous part was consequence.

      He folded the paper back into its original lines and slid it into the tube.

      “Who else has seen this?” he asked.

      The courier’s lips tightened. “The man who sealed it. The man who watched me leave. The men who stopped me.”

      “And in the provinces,” Jassarri said, “who will see it first?”

      The courier’s gaze dropped to the stone. “Whoever claims the right to see it first.”

      That was the first crack.

      As Jassarri turned the tube in his hand, he saw a faint residue where wax had touched paper. Not a smear—too careful for that—but a powdery trace, like the dust that clung to old ledgers when they were pulled too quickly from shelves.

      Ash.

      He held the lacquer close. Unblemished. The scent remained.

      “Go,” he told the courier. “Do not return by the same route. If you are stopped again, do not argue. If they ask you to describe this court, say only that the stones are white.”

      “Yes, Agha.”

      The courier bowed and left, swallowed by the measured shadow of the arcade.

      Jassarri did not move for a moment after the man was gone.

      The dissolution of Provincial Review was not, in itself, surprising. Provincial Review had been growing teeth—quietly, legally, with the slow confidence of an office that discovered it could say “no” to a governor and survive. It had been created in the name of uniformity. It had evolved into a second court in all but name: a place where provincial power could be delayed, questioned, sometimes reversed. Necessary irritations never lasted.

      The timing, however, was wrong.

      He had expected dissolution later, after a replacement had been named, after a transitional office had been made to appear inevitable. This was sudden—violent in the way paper could be violent when it arrived without scaffolding.

      And the instruction to surrender records within fourteen days⁠—

      He imagined provinces smiling with their hands behind their backs. Clerks deciding what to burn and what to hide. Chests shut in courtyards at night. Ledgers traveling under escort, then not traveling at all.

      Fourteen days was not a timeline. It was a threat.

      He took the tube and walked.

      Inside the inner corridors, the air carried vellum and the faint metal tang of locks. The palace was a living instrument: doors that knew the weight of hands, arches that remembered footsteps. Men spoke softly here not out of reverence but out of habit. Sound traveled. Sound lingered.

      He reached the records hall and passed two sentries who did not make eye contact. Their posture was attentive in the way of men told not to think, only to notice.

      In the hall, lamps burned low even in daylight. Shelves rose like ribs around a body hollowed out to make room for memory.

      At a long table, clerks bent over a ledger so large it required a wooden brace to keep it open. Their hands moved quickly, precisely, indifferently.

      One looked up as Jassarri approached. Young enough that his beard grew in patches, old enough that his eyes had already learned to deaden. A fresh ink stain marked the side of his thumb.

      “Agha,” he said, rising.

      Jassarri set the lacquered tube on the table. “Summon the Chief of Indices,” he said, “and the Keeper of Provincial Ciphers.”

      The clerk hesitated.

      “They are—” he began, then stopped. He looked down at the tube, then up again. “They were reassigned yesterday.”

      “To where?”

      The clerk swallowed. “To a committee.”

      Jassarri stared. “Which committee?”

      “They called it the Committee of Reversion.”

      Reversion: a gentle word for seizure. A word that pretended things could return to their original place without breaking.

      Jassarri picked up the tube again. “Where is this committee seated?”

      The clerk pointed uncertainly toward a corridor that did not normally lead to committees.

      Jassarri nodded once and turned, but stopped after two steps.

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      The clerk blinked. “Me, Agha?”

      “Yes.”

      He straightened. “Sami.”

      “Sami,” Jassarri repeated. “How many provincial ledgers have you touched this morning?”

      Sami glanced down at the table as if counting would make the question safer. “Seven,” he said. “Eight. We began with the eastern provinces.”

      “And what did you find?”

      Sami’s mouth opened, then shut. He looked toward the other clerks, who kept their heads down as if deafness could be assigned by posture.

      “Agha,” Sami said carefully, “we found that the eastern provinces use a cipher for tax assessments that does not match the cipher filed here.”

      Jassarri’s gaze sharpened. “Since when?”

      “Last season, perhaps longer. The numbers reconcile, but the method differs.”

      “And did you report it?”

      Sami’s eyes flickered. “To whom?”

      That was the second crack.

      Jassarri held Sami’s gaze until the young man looked away.

      “Continue your work,” Jassarri said. “Touch nothing that arrives from the provinces without logging its chain. If anyone asks you to remove a ledger without a written order, you will refuse. If they insist, write their name at the top of the page they want.”

      Sami nodded too quickly. “Yes, Agha.”

      Jassarri left the hall and followed the indicated corridor.

      The architecture shifted—less archive, more office. The walls here had been painted recently, and the paint smelled faintly of lime. New paint always meant new stories being told over old ones.

      Two men stood outside a door that had not been there last week. No insignia. But their belts carried seals in pouches, as if ready to produce authority at any moment.

      Jassarri stopped.

      One lifted a hand—not in greeting, but in warning. “This office is occupied,” he said.

      “By whom?” Jassarri asked.

      “By order of the Throne.”

      “That is not a name,” Jassarri said.

      The man’s jaw tightened. “The Committee of Reversion.”

      Jassarri raised the lacquered tube slightly. “I have the Throne’s language,” he said. “I am here to understand what has been done in its name.”

      “You may submit your question in writing,” the man replied.

      Jassarri smiled without warmth. “I have not come to submit,” he said. “I have come to read.”

      The man’s hand drifted toward his pouch.

      Jassarri’s voice remained calm. “If you draw a seal to stop me,” he said, “you declare that seals are stronger than the Throne that issued them.”

      The hand froze.

      A long moment held.

      Then the second man reached for the latch and opened the door.

      Inside, the room was too bright. Lamps had been lit as if daylight itself were insufficient, as if illumination could purge suspicion.

      Tables had been brought in. Clerks sat with steadier hands than Sami’s, eyes less innocent. Papers covered the surfaces in disciplined stacks, each stack tagged with wax of different colors. The air smelled of fresh ink and heated wax.

      At the far end stood a senior clerk Jassarri recognized not by face but by posture: spine straight, chin lifted as if paper could still be sacred.

      He bowed. “Agha,” he said. “You arrive early.”

      “Early for what?” Jassarri asked.

      “For the reversion.”

      “Who appointed you?” Jassarri asked.

      “A seal appointed me,” the clerk said. “I did not ask whose hand held it.”

      “And what have you done since yesterday?”

      The clerk gestured toward the tables. “We have prepared notices. Drafted instructions. Catalogued which instruments must be surrendered.”

      “—Created a new office,” Jassarri finished, looking around.

      The clerk’s face remained neutral. “We have created a function.”

      “A function that will be interpreted as successor,” Jassarri said.

      The clerk did not answer. He did not need to.

      Jassarri walked to the nearest table and lifted a notice. It was addressed to the eastern provinces. The language was polite, almost tender. It cited the Sultan’s decree.

      Then, lower down, it added a sentence that did not appear in the original text:

      Pending central absorption of Provincial Review’s duties, local record-keeping offices may be established to preserve continuity, provided they submit indices weekly to the Committee of Reversion.

      Jassarri looked up. “This is not in the decree.”

      “It is implied,” the clerk said.

      “It is invented,” Jassarri corrected.

      “It is necessary,” the clerk replied, and something like fear crossed his face. “If the provinces cannot keep their records in the interval, Agha, the empire will⁠—”

      “—Lose memory,” Jassarri said.

      The clerk’s lips pressed together.

      Jassarri set the notice down as if it might cut.

      “So,” he
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