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The Dimming Stool

The drums began before sunrise, rolling through the capital like thunder from the ancestors themselves. Their rhythm summoned the people out of their homes, into the wide clearing before the palace where banners of gold and crimson fluttered in the warm morning air.

Adwoa pushed her way to the front of the crowd, heart hammering with the same pulse as the drums. Today was the Festival of Souls, the day the Golden Stool was carried into the light to remind every chief, every warrior and every child of the kingdom of Kumasi that they were one people, bound by the spirits of the dead.

The procession began with the priests, cloaked in white, their staffs clattering against the earth. Behind them came the bearers, lifting the stool high on their shoulders as the crowd gasped and knelt. The sacred artifact shimmered in the sunlight, its curves carved with symbols older than memory, its surface glowing faintly, as though it held within it the breath of a thousand ancestors.

But Adwoa saw what no one else dared to say aloud.

The glow was weaker than last year.

She squinted, leaning forward. Yes last year, the stool had blazed like a fire in the night, casting golden light even on the farthest rooftops. This morning, its radiance flickered like a dying ember.

A murmur spread through the crowd. Some said the dust in the air was dimming it, others blamed the bearers for trembling hands. But Adwoa’s stomach sank. She had grown up on her grandmother’s stories; when the Stool dimmed, the ancestors turned their backs. And when the ancestors turned their backs, the kingdom fell into shadow.

She whispered under her breath, almost afraid of the sound of her own voice:
“Why are you fading?”
Her friend Kwaku elbowed her sharply. “Quiet, Adwoa! You’ll bring curses.”

But the thought would not leave her. As the chiefs took their ceremonial seats, smiling and posturing, and the crowd roared their loyalty, Adwoa saw only the truth blazing in silence.

The Golden Stool, the soul of her people was dying.

The bearers lowered the Stool onto its resting dais, beneath the canopy woven with golden thread. The priests began their chants, voices rising like smoke toward the sky, but Adwoa noticed something else. Movement at the edges of the royal circle.

Two chiefs, wearing Kente, leaned toward each other though the prayers had already begun. Their lips barely moved, but Adwoa had learned to read lips in the market, and she knew the look of plotting men.

One tapped his staff against the ground, impatience showing in the small gesture. The other shook his head, frowning, before glancing toward the Golden Stool as if measuring its fading glow. Their eyes did not shine with reverence but calculation.

Around the dais, more chiefs shifted uncomfortably, like crows circling a carcass.

Adwoa felt a chill even under the heat of the sun. Her grandmother always said the Stool was not merely carved wood but the soul of the people, a vessel holding the breath of the ancestors themselves. To covet it was to covet the spirits of the dead.

Yet here they were, whispering during sacred chants, their thoughts as loud as the drums in Adwoa’s ears. Who will rule if the Stool fails?

A priest’s voice rose above the crowd. “Behold the Golden Stool, eternal bond between heaven and earth!”

The people cheered. The chiefs smiled. But Adwoa knew smiles could be masks. Behind their teeth, she saw hunger.  A hunger that could tear the kingdom apart if the ancestors truly abandoned them.

And as the chant swelled, she felt something else. A flicker at the edge of her vision like a thread of gold unraveling from the stool itself, twisting in the air, drifting toward her. She blinked, and it was gone.

But the unease remained.

For the first time in her life, Adwoa wondered if the ancestors were listening at all.

By nightfall the festival’s noise had dulled into the hum of feasting fires and scattered laughter. Smoke from roasted yam and goat meat curled through the streets, carrying the scents of celebration. Children dozed against their mothers’ laps while the drums slowed in rhythm.

Adwoa slipped away from the glow of the torches. She had not been able to shake the sight of the Stool’s waning light, nor the glances of the chiefs. Her grandmother’s warning echoed in her mind: “When men speak too loudly, listen to the silences instead.”

The silences led her to the shrine at the edge of the palace grounds. It was quiet there, save for the rustle of leaves and the low murmur of voices within. She crouched behind a wall of carved stone, pressing her ear to the gap.

Inside, two priests spoke in hushed tones, their white robes catching the glow of a single oil lamp.

“The light fades too quickly,” one said, his voice tight. “It is not only the quarrels of men. The forest stirs.”

“The forest?” The other priest’s tone wavered.

“Yes. Travelers vanish. Hunters return with wounds that no blade or beast can explain. And last week...” A pause. “The tracks. Backward feet.”

Adwoa’s skin prickled. Backward feet? She knew the stories. The creature mothers used to frighten their children; Sasabonsam, the demon who dwelled in the canopy, with iron teeth and a hunger for flesh.

The second priest hissed, “you dare speak his name?”

“The signs are clear. Sasabonsam has awakened. If he seeks the Stool...” The first priest’s voice trailed off, heavy with dread.

Adwoa’s breath caught in her throat. The words coiled inside her like a snake. Sasabonsam was supposed to be just a tale, a shadow meant to keep children close to the fire. But the priests were not telling stories. They were afraid.

A sudden snap of wood startled her, a torch dropped nearby. She fled into the dark streets before
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