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  CHAPTER 1 
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The Treasury House always smelled like paper that had lived too long. 
Not new paper—fresh parchment had a clean sharpness to it, like cut grass and raw ink. This was older. This was the scent of sealed agreements, of ledgers whose pages had been turned by generations of hands, of wax warmed by flame and pressed beneath signet rings that had outlasted kings. It was the smell of money and memory braided together so tightly that even the air seemed to keep accounts.
Lilato Walubita moved through the outer corridor without hurry, her steps soft against polished floors. The clerks bowed as she passed, not with theatrical ceremony, but with the practiced respect of people who understood what her name meant. Her family did not merely handle the treasury.
Her family was the treasury.
Or at least, that was the story the kingdom had accepted for centuries—until the scandal.
She felt it even now, in the way eyes lowered too quickly, in the way some greetings had become slightly more formal than they used to be. No one dared disrespect her openly—this was still the Treasury House, after all—but the air had changed. The air had opinions.
Inside the records room, her father’s voice carried calmly through the half-open door.
“Every figure must match twice,” Duke Inambao Walubita was saying. “Once in the ledger. Once in the reality.”
A younger clerk answered quickly, eager. “Yes, Your Grace.”
Lilato paused at the threshold, not entering immediately. It was her habit now—quiet observation before presence. There had been a time when she would burst in, smile bright, tongue sharp with questions, hunger for details, and her father would chuckle and tell the clerks, Leave her. She was born with an audit in her bones.
But recent months had disciplined her. Scandal did that. Scandal taught you what could happen when you assumed safety.
A different clerk shifted a stack of scrolls, and the sound was small—paper sliding against paper—but the entire room seemed to still. Not because of the sound. Because of what it represented: movement, change, new information entering old systems.
Lilato finally stepped inside.
Her father stood at the head of a long table, his hands resting lightly on the edge as he reviewed a ledger with two clerks. He wore the deep indigo robes of his rank, trimmed at the collar with a thin gold band. His signet ring glinted in the lamplight—simple, heavy, unmistakable.
He looked up when she entered, and his expression softened—only slightly, only for her.
“You’re early,” he said.
“Yes Father,” she replied with a smile. 
A clerk cleared his throat, suddenly aware he was in the presence of the duke’s daughter. Another hurriedly adjusted the papers, as if order could shield them from the weight of her family’s name.
Lilato leaned over the ledger briefly, eyes scanning. Numbers. Transfers. A shipment fee. A tariff adjustment. Her mind moved through it like a river through familiar bends.
Then she felt it.
That thin tension.
The kind that wasn’t caused by a math error or a missing signature.
The kind caused by anticipation.
She straightened and looked toward the doorway.
Her father followed her gaze.
At that exact moment, the outer doors of the Treasury House opened.
The sound carried through the corridors: the heavy thunk of carved wood shifting, the echo of boots—several pairs—and then the unmistakable hush that happened when official authority entered a space where even nobles were expected to behave.
One of the clerks immediately stood.
Another murmured, “A royal courier.”
Lilato’s spine remained straight, but something quiet sharpened inside her.
Royal couriers did not come without purpose. And they never came casually—not to the Treasury House, not now, not after everything.
Footsteps approached—measured, disciplined, not rushed. The man who appeared in the doorway wore the sealed uniform of the palace relay service: dark cloth, crisp lines, and the small embroidered crest that signified he carried words from the Barotseland Palace Court itself.
Behind him were two guards, not aggressive, simply present. Witnesses.
Lilato noted that instantly.
Witnesses mean the message matters.
The courier bowed low. “Your Grace.”
Duke Inambao’s voice remained steady. “Speak.”
The courier lifted a small cylinder of carved wood, bound with a golden ribbon. On its end was wax, thick and glossy, pressed with the royal crest.
Not the seal of a duke.
Not the seal of a council.
The royal crest itself.
The entire records room froze.
Clerks went still like statues. Even the lamps seemed to burn quieter. No one breathed too loudly in a room with a royal seal in it—especially not now, when politics was sharp as broken glass.
Lilato watched the courier’s hands.
There was no tremble.
He was trained.
That meant the palace had rehearsed this moment in their minds before sending him here.
The courier stepped forward and presented the cylinder directly to Duke Inambao, holding it with both hands as if it were sacred.
“Summons,” he said. “By the authority of His Majesty King Akalemwa.”
Lilato felt the shift in her father’s posture. Not fear—her father did not fear easily. But awareness. The kind that came when you knew your house had entered a new chapter whether you wanted it or not.
Duke Inambao accepted the cylinder and did not open it immediately. He looked at the seal as if reading the intention behind it. He turned it once, examining the wax, the imprint.
Then he glanced at Lilato.
And Lilato understood.
This was not an ordinary summons.
This was a decision.
A placement.
A move on the board.
The courier remained kneeling, eyes lowered. The guards behind him looked straight ahead, trained to see nothing and everything at once.
The clerks were still frozen, uncertain whether to leave or stay. Treasury protocol allowed no one to abandon a room without instruction when royal matters entered.
Lilato spoke gently. “You may step outside,” she told the clerks, not as a request but as a mercy. “Wait in the corridor.”
They obeyed immediately, grateful for permission to escape a moment that could ruin them if they witnessed something wrong. Their sandals made whisper-sounds as they left, careful not to scrape too loudly.
Soon, only four people remained:
The duke.
His daughter.
The courier.
The two guards.
Duke Inambao finally broke the seal.
The wax snapped softly. The sound was small, but it landed in Lilato’s chest like a bell.
He unrolled the parchment.
Lilato watched his eyes move across the words—steady at first, then narrowing slightly. Not in anger. In calculation.
He read once.
Then again.
Then, slowly, he handed the parchment to Lilato.
The moment she took it, she felt the weight of palace language—formal and precise, the kind that left no room for interpretation.
Lilato’s eyes moved across the lines:
Lilato Walubita, daughter of Duke Inambao Walubita of the Treasury House, is hereby summoned to attend the Crown Prince’s Selection Ceremony…
Her breath remained calm.
But inside, something changed.
The Crown Prince’s selection was not a rumor whispered over tea. It was not a romantic fantasy told by girls who thought jewels were the point of royal life.
It was a political event.
A public ceremony of power.
A place where noble houses sent their daughters like they sent treaties: carefully wrapped, strategically offered, meant to secure influence for generations.
And the palace had summoned her.
Not “invite.”
Summon.
Which meant: You will come.
Or you will publicly reject the Crown.
And rejection, in a kingdom like this, was a declaration of war disguised as etiquette.
Lilato kept reading.
The date was soon.
Too soon.
And the timing punched her hardest—not because it was inconvenient, but because it was deliberate.
Just months after scandal.
Just months after her uncle’s name had become poison in every hallway that smelled of ink.
Just months after her house had survived by a thread of proof and the quiet dignity of her father refusing to beg.
She looked up.
Her father’s face was still, but his eyes were sharp.
Lilato understood exactly what he was thinking.
They are testing us.
Not because the palace wanted to destroy them—if they wanted that, they would have done it during the scandal when the court was hungry for blood.
No.
This summons was more sophisticated than punishment.
This summons was risk dressed as honor.
If Lilato attended the selection, the Treasury House would be pulled back into the center of the kingdom’s gaze.
If she failed—even slightly—if she appeared arrogant, nervous, unprepared, or worse, “cunning”… the court would use it to justify everything they had wanted to believe about her family all along.
If she succeeded, though…
If she succeeded, the Treasury House would not just survive.
It would rise higher than it had ever been.
And that meant new enemies.
Dangerous ones.
The courier cleared his throat softly, still kneeling. “Your Grace… the palace requests confirmation of receipt.”
Lilato’s gaze went to him. She measured him without showing it. His posture. His breathing. His eyes lowered but alert.
She saw the truth beneath the formality:
The palace had sent witnesses to ensure the message could never be denied.
They wanted the Treasury House locked into this.
Duke Inambao’s voice remained smooth. “The summons has been received.”
The courier bowed lower. “The palace is honored.”
That phrase—honored—was so polished it almost made Lilato smile.
The palace was not honored.
The palace was strategic.
Lilato handed the parchment back to her father and watched him roll it carefully.
He did not look at her like a father looking at a daughter being offered a crown.
He looked at her like a commander looking at the only person he trusted to hold the line.
“Go,” the duke said to the courier. “Tell His Majesty the Treasury House acknowledges the Crown.”
The courier bowed. “Yes, Your Grace.”
He rose, backed away respectfully, and left with the guards, their boots fading into the corridor.
Silence rushed in like floodwater.
Lilato stood still, the air suddenly too quiet, as if the Treasury House itself was holding its breath.
Her father did not speak immediately.
He returned to the table, placed the parchment down gently as if it were fragile, and then he stared at the royal crest as though he could see the future through it.
Lilato waited.
This was another discipline scandal had taught her:
Do not fill the silence with panic.
Let the truth arrive.
Finally, Duke Inambao spoke.
“They chose the timing,” he said quietly.
Lilato nodded. “They did.”
He looked at her then—truly looked.
“You understand what this is.”
It was not a question.
Lilato’s voice was calm. “It is a test of merit. A test of restraint. A test of whether they can make our house flinch.”
Her father’s mouth tightened slightly—not anger, not fear.
Pride.
Not loud pride.
The kind that lived deep.
“You will go,” he said.
Lilato did not ask if she had a choice. Not because she didn’t want one, but because she understood the reality:
In power structures, you rarely choose the battle.
You choose how to stand inside it.
“Yes,” she said simply.
Her father stepped closer, and for a moment, he looked less like the Duke of Treasury and more like a man who had carried his clan through storms and floods and now faced a storm made of people.
“You will be watched,” he said. “Not only by the court.”
Lilato’s eyes sharpened. “By enemies.”
“By allies who might become enemies if you rise too fast.”
Lilato inhaled slowly.
She had been trained in household management, etiquette, cooking, cleaning, balancing books—womanhood, they called it.
But she knew now that true womanhood in a palace wasn’t only about tea trays and silk.
It was  also about surviving systems designed to break you politely.
Her father’s voice lowered, firm.
“You will not beg. You will not apologize for your name. You will not allow anyone to bait you into defensiveness.”
Lilato nodded, feeling something settle inside her.
Not fear.
Steel.
“And if they bring up the scandal,” her father continued, “you will not speak of your uncle with emotion.”
Lilato’s jaw tightened slightly. “Only with facts.”
For a moment, the weight of everything—the old ledgers, the guards outside their estate, the whispers, the humiliations her family had swallowed to keep standing—pressed down on her.
She proceeded to follow her father to another wing of the estate. The archives of the Treasury House were older than most noble titles.
They were kept in a lower wing of the estate where the air stayed cool even in the thickest heat, where windows were narrow and high, and where shelves curved in long rows like ribs protecting the heart of something ancient. No tapestries hung here. No decorative carvings softened the walls.
Only ledgers.
Only records.
Only proof.
Lilato followed her father down the stone corridor in silence, her slippers barely making a sound against the polished floor. A single attendant trailed at a respectful distance, carrying a small brass lantern though it was still daylight above. In the archives, light was never assumed—it was invited.
Duke Inambao did not speak as they descended. He rarely did when entering this part of the house. 
At the final door, carved with the crest of the Treasury House—a stylized salt crystal over crossed trade routes—her father paused.
He turned the key himself.
No servant ever opened this room.
The door swung inward slowly, revealing a chamber lined from floor to ceiling with shelves. Each shelf bore bundles wrapped in linen and tied with colored thread—blue for taxation records, red for trade disputes, green for agricultural tariffs, gold for sovereign treaties.
At the center of the room stood a long wooden table, worn smooth by centuries of use.
Her father crossed to it and placed the royal summons down carefully, not as a threat, not as a prize—simply as a new entry in a long story.
Lilato stepped forward, inhaling the familiar scent of aged parchment and dried ink. It steadied her.
“Before you become something new,” her father said quietly, “you must remember what you already are.”
He moved to the far shelf, second row from the bottom, third bundle from the left. His fingers found it without hesitation. He untied the linen carefully, as if unwrapping something fragile.
Inside lay a ledger older than the palace.
The cover was cracked leather, darkened by time, edges frayed. The corners were reinforced with thin metal caps—hand-forged, imperfect, unmistakably ancient.
Her father laid it open on the table.
The pages were thick, the ink faded but legible. Columns drawn by hand, careful and precise. Symbols representing quantities, routes, weight measures from a time before the kingdom standardized coinage.
Lilato leaned closer.
The first entry read simply:
Salt Exchange — River Trade.
Her father traced the line with one finger.
“We were merchants before we were nobles,” he said.
Not apologetic.
Not defensive.
Proud.
Lilato ran her eyes down the columns. Salt shipments. Measured in sacks. Traded for cattle, cloth, dried fish, medicinal herbs. Routes marked along river bends and inland paths.
“This was before coin?” she asked quietly.
“Before coin was trusted,” her father corrected.
He turned another page.
“These were agreements between villages. Trust recorded in ink. When drought came, salt held value. When flood came, salt preserved food. When war came, salt fed armies.”
He looked at her then.
“That is how we began.”
Lilato absorbed it slowly.
The Treasury House had not been handed  nobility status.
They had built it.
One trade route at a time.
Her father turned several pages further, the ink gradually darkening as years passed.
Salt entries gave way to precious metals.
Gold weights.
Silver ingots.
Emerald tallies.
The ledger thickened with complexity—tariff codes, river toll adjustments, caravan insurance agreements.
“Salt became gold,” her father said softly. “Because we learned to calculate risk.”
He pointed to a small notation in the margin beside an early gold entry.
“See this?”
Lilato leaned closer.
A small mark, barely visible.
“It means that shipment was nearly lost to bandits,” he explained. “We adjusted routes after that. Increased escort. Diversified movement schedules.”
Lilato nodded slowly.
“Resilience,” she said.
Her father’s gaze sharpened slightly. “No.”
She blinked.
“And Adaptation,” he added. 
Lilato felt the statement settle into her bones.
Salt merchants became gold traders not because they survived hardship.
But because they adjusted faster than those who did not.
Her father turned another page—this one far more recent.
Treasury tax reforms.
Agricultural yield correlations.
Imports and exports recorded with neat precision.
“Our rise into nobility was not a gift,” he continued. “It was necessity.”
“How?” Lilato asked.
He closed the older ledger and pulled forward a more modern volume.
“When kings realized they needed stable revenue more than ornamental loyalty.”
He tapped the page lightly.
“Wars are not funded with poetry.”
Lilato almost smiled.
Her father rarely allowed himself humor, but when he did, it was sharp.
The Duke of Treasury straightened, folding his hands behind his back.
“The Crown needed someone who understood trade patterns, agricultural cycles, drought fluctuations, and currency stability.”
“And we understood,” Lilato said.
“Yes.”
There was no arrogance in his voice. Only fact.
She walked slowly around the table, her fingers brushing the edges of bundled records.
“Do they resent that?” she asked quietly.
Her father did not answer immediately.
He stepped toward the doorway of the archive, then paused halfway.
“Yes,” he said at last.
The word was simple. Heavy.
The Treasury House wielded invisible power.
Flow.
Access.
Liquidity.
And invisible power was always more threatening.
Her father approached her again and lowered his voice.
“Your uncle forgot this.”
Lilato’s breath stilled slightly.
She knew this was coming.
“He began to believe influence was protection,” her father continued. “He forgot that numbers require integrity.”
Lilato swallowed.
Funds routed through shell agricultural contracts.
Militia financing disguised as trade security.
Her uncle had tried to play sovereign without authority.
And when discovered, the stain had splashed on them all.
Her father met her eyes directly.
“That is why this summons matters.”
Lilato glanced at the royal scroll resting on the table.
“They are testing whether we are still merchants,” she said slowly.
“Or criminals.”
Her father did not flinch at the word.
“Yes.”
The archive felt colder now.
Lilato looked back at the ancient salt ledger.
“We built power over generations,” she said. “And one scandal nearly broke it.”
“One scandal,” her father replied, “revealed who we truly are.”
She frowned slightly.
He continued.
“We did not deny evidence. We did not bribe judges. We did not threaten witnesses.”
He stepped closer.
“We opened our books.”
Lilato exhaled softly.
Yes.
They had survived because they had transparency no one expected.
And now the palace was asking if that transparency extended to character.
To her.
Her father closed the salt ledger carefully and wrapped it again in linen.
“When you stand in that court,” he said, “remember this room.”
Lilato nodded.
“Remember that we began with salt—necessity, preservation, survival.”
He placed the wrapped ledger back on the shelf.
“Gold came later.”
He looked at her long and steadily.
“And crowns come last.”
Lilato felt something shift in her spine.
The summons was no longer about being chosen.
It was about continuity.
Salt → Gold → Crown.
If she faltered, the progression stopped.
If she succeeded, it continued.
Her father gestured toward the door.
“Come.”
They left the archive together, lantern extinguished behind them.
As the heavy door shut, sealing centuries of proof behind carved wood and iron lock, Lilato felt the weight of lineage settle fully into her chest.
She was not walking into the selection ceremony as a girl hoping to be chosen.
She was walking as the embodiment of adaptation.
And if the court wanted to test Treasury blood—
They would discover it did not stain easily.
As she continued to follow her father around the estate, she could not help but think about her Uncle’s arrest.
The day her uncle was arrested, the sky had been impossibly clear.
Lilato remembered that detail with unsettling precision.
No storm. No ominous clouds. No thunder to justify the rupture that followed.
Just blue.
It had been mid-morning when the palace guards arrived—not the ceremonial ones who escorted diplomats and stood at festivals, but the investigative unit. Quiet uniforms. Hard eyes. No banners.
They did not shout.
They did not accuse in the courtyard.
They walked straight through the Treasury gates as if they already owned the air.
Lilato had been in the east wing reviewing agricultural tax adjustments with one of her father’s clerks when the first murmurs reached them.
“Guards.”
“From the palace.”
“Arrest warrant.”
She had stood so quickly her chair scraped loudly against stone.
Her father did not move at first.
He finished the line he was reading.
Then he closed the ledger calmly.
“Bring them to me,” Duke Inambao had said.
Not: Why are they here? Not: This is a mistake. Not: Call someone.
Bring them to me.
Lilato followed him to the main hall, her heart pounding so violently she thought it might echo against the high ceilings.
Her uncle—Likando Walubita—was already there.
He stood tall, robes impeccable, chin lifted as if greeting guests at a banquet rather than palace investigators.
He saw Lilato and gave her a reassuring smile.
Too reassuring.
That was when she knew something was wrong.
The lead investigator bowed formally to Duke Inambao.
“Your Grace. By authority of His Majesty’s court, we are here to detain Likando Walubita for questioning regarding irregular treasury disbursements.”
The word irregular had fallen like a blade.
Her uncle laughed lightly.
“Surely there is some misunderstanding.”
The investigator did not smile.
“There are funds unaccounted for.”
Lilato remembered the way the hall felt suddenly smaller. As if walls had moved inward.
Her father had not raised his voice.
“Produce the documentation,” he said evenly.
The investigator handed him a stack of parchment.
Lilato stepped closer, reading over her father’s shoulder.
Transfers.
Large transfers.
Amounts that should have required triple authorization.
Her uncle’s signature appeared on several pages.
Her stomach dropped.
Likando spoke quickly.
“Emergency allocations. Security contracts. Agricultural stabilizations.”
The investigator replied calmly.
“Funds were routed through shell agricultural supply companies that do not exist.”
The phrase shell agricultural companies would later echo in every corridor of the kingdom.
Lilato remembered the sensation of something cracking—not outside her, but inside.
Her father’s eyes moved down the pages slowly, line by line. He did not rush. He did not defend. He did not interrupt.
Then he lifted his gaze to his brother.
“Explain.”
It was not a demand.
It was an opportunity.
Likando’s composure flickered for the first time.
“There are threats you do not see,” he said quietly. “The kingdom is vulnerable. Agriculture is unstable. I moved funds for protection.”
“For whose protection?” her father asked.
Silence.
The investigator filled it.
“Funds were also traced to private militia activity in the western hills.”
The word militia struck like iron.
The hall went utterly still.
Lilato’s ears rang.
Private militia meant rebellion.
Private militia meant parallel power.
Private militia meant treason.
Her uncle’s face hardened.
“It was precaution,” he insisted. “If the Crown weakens, someone must be prepared.”
Her father’s voice dropped to a register Lilato had never heard before.
“You are not someone.”
The investigator stepped forward.
“Likando Walubita, you are required to come with us.”
Her uncle looked at Lilato then.
Not defiant.
Not ashamed.
Certain.
As if he believed history would justify him.
Guards moved to his sides.
No shackles
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