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The House of White Ash

The House of White Ash stood on a low rise beyond the eastern edge of Alpayda, separated from the town by a grove of ancient  trees whose branches had shaded generations of priests. No wall enclosed the sanctuary. Only a broad circle of polished stones marked the sacred ground where the Babalawo gathered whenever the Great Oracle called. No one remembered who had built the place. The oldest traditions claimed the House had stood there before the first king founded Alpayda, and no man living was prepared to dispute them.

Long before dawn, the priests arrived one by one, their white robes moving softly through the dark. They greeted one another with silent bows before kneeling around the ancient hearth. Dry white wood was laid upon the fire with practiced hands, and when Arumeka, the eldest among them, lowered a single burning twig onto the stack, pale blue flames rose without smoke.

No one spoke.

The silence spread beyond the circle of stones until even the insects seemed to abandon the clearing. Around them, the forest stood motionless, the iroko trunks dark and watchful beneath the fading stars.

The priests waited.

After a long while, Arumeka slowly lifted his head. His eyes remained fixed upon the blue flames, yet his voice seemed to come from somewhere much farther away.

“The road has opened. The Tree still bears fruit. Before wisdom returns to Alpayda, another kingdom must first remember itself.”

No one interrupted him. The younger priests had learned long ago that the Oracle never hurried to satisfy curiosity. At length, one of them bowed respectfully and asked, “Master, which kingdom must remember itself?”

Arumeka remained silent for so long that the young priest feared he had spoken out of turn. The old man’s face did not change. The firelight moved across the deep lines of his cheeks, touching them briefly before withdrawing.

At last, he answered quietly.

“The Oracle did not reveal its name.”

Another silence settled over the sanctuary. This one was heavier than the first. The priests looked into the blue fire, each man weighing the words according to the measure of his own wisdom.

Then a second priest gathered enough courage to speak.

“Who shall undertake the journey?”

“The Oracle has chosen no man,” Arumeka replied. “It has only revealed the road. Men must still decide whether they possess the wisdom to walk it.”

The blue fire flickered once, then became an ordinary flame.

At once, birds began calling from the surrounding trees. A cool morning breeze stirred the leaves overhead, and the forest seemed to breathe again, as though it too had been released from waiting. The priests rose together and slowly returned to the town below, carrying with them words they scarcely understood.

Far beyond the forests of Alpayda, beyond mountains no map recorded and rivers no traveler willingly crossed, another destiny had already begun to awaken.
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Chapter 1: Brave Warrior
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The road remains.

Not everyone is meant to follow it.

Dawn in Alpayda arrived without sound.

There was no cockcrow, no quarrel of birds greeting the morning, no stirring of goats or cattle in their pens. The silence lay across the town like a held breath, heavy and unnatural. In the compound nearest the forest road, an old woman named Sangode woke from habit rather than need. She reached for the clay pot she kept beside her mat and found her hand pausing in the air.

She could not have said why. Only that the morning did not smell the way mornings smelled. There was no dung-smoke drifting from early fires, no porridge beginning over coals, no goat bleating to be let out. There was only the forest, breathing.

She would be among the first to see them.

They came out of the trees before the sun had fully cleared the ridge-hundreds of them, spilling into the streets like a living shadow. The creatures were small but thickly built, their bodies matted with long black hair from head to foot. From beneath the dark tangle peered eyes red as hot embers, watchful and unblinking.

Sangode had time only to drop her pot. It did not break so much as disappear beneath the first wave of bodies moving past her threshold, indifferent to her, intent upon the goats.

Alpayda stood at the edge of a vast and ancient forest. Wild animals straying into the town was not uncommon. Sometimes even a herd would force its way in, desperate or driven, and the damage would be terrible but brief. This forest, however, was not merely wild. It was old, crowded with things unnamed and uncounted, many of which no living man could fully describe.

Akogun reached his uncle’s gate at a run, his sandals forgotten somewhere behind him.

“What are these?” he asked, stopping beside Asagidigba, who stood very still in his doorway, watching the street fill with matted black bodies and red eyes.

Asagidigba did not answer at once. His face had tightened, and his eyes followed the movement of the creatures with a grief deeper than fear.

“They are kariwamas,” he said at last. “The devil’s dogs. They do not leave the deep forest. Not ever.” He shook his head slowly. “Something has driven them here.”

By midday, the town was in ruin.

The kariwamas tore through livestock with savage ease, ripping flesh and bone apart and devouring what they killed without patience. People fled from their homes, dragging children behind them, tripping in the dust. Those who stumbled did not rise again.

A boy no older than ten-Akogun would learn his name later, Tavu, the son of a leatherworker-froze at the mouth of an alley with a basket of cassava still balanced on his head. Three kariwamas were on him before his father’s shout had finished leaving his mouth.

For three days, the creatures held half of Alpayda.

The people crowded into the remaining streets, barricading doors with furniture and prayer alike. Mothers kept children close beneath overturned tables. Old men sat awake through the night with spears across their knees, listening to claws scrape against wood. They fought where they could, but every effort felt like delay rather than defense. The kariwamas were not wandering. They had settled, the way floodwater settles into a house that has stopped fighting it.

Akogun watched the faces around him-men who would not meet his eyes, women who no longer cried because their voices had already failed them. Anger rose in him, but it was tempered by something heavier.

Responsibility.

He went to the king’s council, where Asagidigba sat among the elders.

“How long,” Akogun said, his voice steady, “shall we wait for this town to finish dying? Give me men-only those who are willing. We will drive them out, or we will fall where we stand.”

There was a murmur among the elders. Some stared at him as one looks at a youth who has mistaken courage for wisdom. An elder named Falorun rose halfway from his stool.

“And if you fall,” Falorun said, “who buries you? Who tells your wife? Bravery spends another man’s grief as freely as its own.”

“Then I will spend mine first,” Akogun said. “I am not asking for theirs.”

Falorun sat back down, not satisfied, but silenced.

“I do not know what fills you with such certainty,” the king said after a long pause. “But hopelessness has already claimed more lives than these creatures. Take the men.”

Before they set out, Asagidigba called Akogun aside. He removed the bronze staff from where it had rested for years, untouched and forbidden, wrapped in a length of faded cloth. He unwound the cloth slowly, as though the unwinding itself were a kind of warning.

“I carried this once,” he said quietly. “It served me, but it demanded its price.”

He placed it in Akogun’s hands.

“Take it. Not to conquer-but to endure.”

The staff was lighter than it looked, unsettlingly so, and faintly warm, as though it had been resting near a fire rather than wrapped in cloth in the dark of a shuttered room.

The kariwamas slept by day, hiding from the sun in the gutted market stalls they had claimed as a den. At noon, the fighters found them piled together there, a black, breathing mound in the shade.

Dry leaves were gathered. Fire was laid with care. Men moved low and quiet along the stall fronts they had once known as customers rather than soldiers. Smoke rose first, thin and gray. Then came flame.

When the creatures woke, confusion slowed them.

But not for long.

They attacked in a black wave.

Gunfire cut down many, but not enough. The kariwamas closed the distance, clawing and biting, teeth tearing through flesh. Akogun fought among his people, striking, retreating, striking again. Blood darkened the earth. Powder ran low. Men fell back one by one.

He heard Falorun’s nephew scream somewhere to his left and did not turn-could not turn, not with three of the creatures already reading the angle of his next step.

Soon Akogun stood nearly alone.

The creatures circled him but did not strike. Their eyes fixed on the pendant at his chest.

The Eye of the Hawk.

Akogun felt the moment stretch. He did not laugh. He did not taunt them. He hesitated, the staff suddenly very heavy in his hand, heavier than its weight, as though it were asking him a question he had not yet earned the right to answer.

Then lightning burst from the bronze staff-brief, violent, uncontrolled.

The first strike tore through the ground as much as the creatures. Akogun staggered, stunned by the force of what he had unleashed. His ears rang. The smell of scorched earth rose thick in his throat. He did not raise the staff again at once.

Only when the kariwamas pressed forward did he strike a second time.

That was enough.

The creatures broke and fled, screaming back toward the forest, leaving behind a wide black scar of burnt stalls and, stranger still, no bodies-as though even their dead refused to be left in Alpayda’s keeping.

Silence returned slowly.

Akogun lowered the staff. His hands trembled, not with triumph, but with understanding. In the instant before the second strike, he had felt how easily the staff might have asked for more than the kariwamas, and how easily it might have taken it without his consent.

The people lifted him, praising him as Brave Warrior. Sangode was among them, her pot still lost somewhere beneath the ash, pressing his hand between both of hers as though warming it.

He did not correct them.

But he did not smile.
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Chapter 2: The Men in White
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The morning after the kariwamas were driven from Alpayda, Akogun walked through the town toward the palace.

The sun was bright, and the streets were busy in the particular way of a town relearning its own rhythm-too busy, almost, as though movement alone could undo what had happened. Traders called out their prices. Animals were led toward the market, though fewer than before, and no one who had lost an animal a week earlier haggled too hard over the price of a new one. Horses passed by, their hooves striking the hard earth.

At first glance, Alpayda looked healthy and alive.

But Akogun knew better.

Shops stayed open longer than they used to, yet people bought less. Greetings were polite but tired. Laughter ended too quickly. The city was not starving, but it was strained, as though it had been surviving on effort rather than strength.

“It is well,” a shopkeeper said, lifting his hand in greeting.

“How fares your spirit this morning?” another called out.

Akogun nodded but did not stop. He had no desire for conversation. Victory over the kariwamas had not brought him peace.

The palace gates opened as he approached. The guards bowed and stepped aside. Inside the palace grounds, everything was calm and ordered, separated from the noise of the town. His footsteps echoed as he crossed the courtyard and entered the great hall.

Young men dressed in plain white tunics sat quietly near the entrance. They were apprentices, waiting for their masters. Beyond them were the elders of Alpayda.

King Senogoma sat upon his throne at the far end of the hall. His hair was white with age, but his posture was straight and his gaze steady. To one side sat the Babalawo, priests of the Great Oracle. To the other sat the Ogboni, keepers of tradition and authority. All were dressed in white, and all were silent.

Akogun removed his sandals and walked forward barefoot. He knelt before the king.

“Brave Warrior,” King Senogoma said, “you stand before us alive.”

“By the mercy of the king and the gods,” Akogun replied.

The king nodded. “Yes. By mercy.”

He paused, and the hall seemed to settle more deeply into itself.

“Our city has survived many dangers,” the king said. “Famine, sickness, and war. Those threats were clear, and we knew how to fight them. What troubles us now is different.”

Akogun listened closely.

“Wisdom is leaving our land,” the king continued. “People still work, still trade, still build houses, but good judgment grows scarce. Foolish choices are rewarded. Restraint is mocked. This kind of decay cannot be defeated with weapons.”

He rested one hand upon the arm of his throne.

“We have repaired our walls and driven away enemies. Yet the weakness of Alpayda lies in how we live and what we have come to accept. No single man can correct that.”

One of the Babalawo, an old man named Arumeka, lifted a hand for permission to speak. His eyes had clouded with age, but his voice had not weakened with it. The king granted permission with a nod.

“The Oracle has been consulted three times this season,” Arumeka said.

He waited until the hall had become completely still.

“Many believe the Oracle predicts the future,” he continued. “It does not. It reveals the shape of consequences before men have finished choosing their path. Those who expect easy answers rarely understand what they have been told.”

The old priest turned his clouded eyes toward Akogun, though it was difficult to know how much they saw.

“Three times the answer has returned the same. It is not the forest that threatens Alpayda. The forest only sends what the town’s own neglect has invited. Kariwamas do not cross into daylight unless something has already broken in the order of things.”

“Then what has broken?” Akogun asked.

“That,” Arumeka said, “the Oracle does not say in words a man can carry home and act upon directly. It says only: go to the root.”

At this, Asagidigba rose from his place. He leaned slightly on his staff-a plain wooden one now, the bronze staff resting in Akogun’s keeping-but his voice was clear.

“There is a city beyond Langbodo,” he said. “It is called Noru. At its center stands the Tree of Wisdom. The Oracle directs that its fruit be brought to Alpayda-not to rule us, but to remind us of what we have forgotten.”

Akogun felt a familiar heaviness in his chest.

He had traveled in that direction before. It had been a journey paid for with loss.

“This task is not meant to bring glory,” Asagidigba continued. “It is meant to restore balance. But remember this: help given too long becomes rule.”

The words were simple, but their meaning was clear.

King Senogoma looked directly at Akogun.

“We do not ask you to save Alpayda,” he said. “We ask you to serve it. Go to Noru and return. Do not stay beyond your purpose.”

“I will go,” Akogun said. “But I will not rule where I do not belong.”

The king inclined his head.

That was enough.

When Akogun left the palace, the gates closed quietly behind him. The sounds of the city returned at once, unchanged by what had been decided inside.

As he walked away, his thoughts turned to Asagidigba-not the revered priest, but the man who had raised him.

He remembered the day his father did not return from the forest. The women’s cries. His mother sitting on the ground, her clothes covered with dust. By nightfall, his father had been buried, and Akogun’s life had changed forever.

He remembered, too, the particular smell of the cooking fire that had gone untended that night, and how strange it was that grief made itself known first through small domestic failures-a fire left to die, a pot unwashed, a mat folded by hands that no longer knew what to do-before it found larger words.

Custom placed him under another roof, but his mother soon saw that anger lived there. She took Akogun to her brother, Asagidigba. When she died not long after, Asagidigba became his only guide.

Under his uncle’s care, Akogun learned discipline before ambition. He learned to speak carefully, to observe closely, and to act only when action was required. He was trained in the ways of Ifa, but the forest still called to him, and he answered it often.

It was during one such night that he nearly died.

Creatures found him unconscious in the dark and circled him until morning, hungry yet unwilling to touch him. When he awoke days later, Asagidigba placed a small polished charm in his hand.

“The Eye of the Hawk,” the old priest told him. “It will not protect you from every danger. But it will remind others that you are watched.”

Now, the council’s decision was clear in his mind.

He was being sent again-not to fix Alpayda, but to help it briefly and return.

He would need companions. Not men chasing praise, but those willing to accept the cost of the road.

As he continued down the street, the city stretched out before him-busy, fragile, and uncertain. Women bargained softly beside woven baskets. Children watched him from doorways without calling his name. Somewhere nearby, a pestle struck mortar in a steady rhythm, ordinary and defiant.

The journey to Noru would begin soon.

Behind him, the priests remained in silent prayer. The Oracle had spoken. From that moment onward, every
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