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PROLOGUE — The First Eyes
Long before anyone called him a god, he was only a man who had made one terrible mistake.
He had not meant to kill her. That was what he told himself as he walked deeper into the forest, away from the village that had once been his home. He had been angry, careless, and too consumed by whatever had driven him into the night, but none of that mattered anymore. A woman was dead, and the child she carried had died with her. By sunrise, the elders had decided what he was: a murderer, an outcast, a man whose presence could no longer be tolerated among them.
He left with nothing but the clothes on his body and the bitterness in his chest. He walked until the familiar paths disappeared, until even the sounds of human settlement faded behind him. The forest grew thicker as he went, swallowing the light between its branches and forcing him to find his way by instinct. He did not know where he was going. He only knew he could not go back.
For days, he survived on whatever the forest allowed him to find. He drank from streams, ate fruits he did not recognize, and slept beneath trees with one hand wrapped around a stone in case something came for him during the night. Hunger weakened him, but it was loneliness that nearly broke him. There were moments when he wondered whether the elders had been right to send him away, whether exile was simply another name for the punishment he deserved.
Then, on the seventh day, he saw something that should not have been there.
It was a narrow opening between two enormous trees, almost hidden beneath tangled roots and hanging vines. A faint light came from somewhere beyond it. He stopped and stared. The forest had been dark for hours, yet the light did not flicker like fire. It seemed to breathe, brightening and fading as though something on the other side was alive.
He should have walked away. Instead, he stepped through.
Beyond the trees was a clearing unlike anything he had ever seen. Strange little beings moved quietly among stones and roots, carrying objects he could not identify. Some were no taller than a child, but their faces were old, their eyes watchful. They did not attack him. They simply stopped what they were doing and stared.
One of them approached. It spoke in a language he did not understand, then pointed toward the cave behind them. He followed the gesture with his eyes. The entrance was carved into the side of the rock, surrounded by symbols that seemed to have been there long before the forest grew around them.
He stayed in that hidden place because the beings allowed him to stay. They gave him food. They gave him water. They showed him where he could sleep. But there was one thing they would not give him: initiation.
He asked about it repeatedly. What was inside the cave? What did the symbols mean? Why did they protect the place? What power did they possess? Every question received the same answer—a silence that became more insulting each time he heard it.
At first, he accepted their refusal. Then curiosity became frustration. Frustration became resentment. And resentment, fed by the memory of the village that had cast him out, became something darker.
He began watching them.
He watched how they entered the cave. He watched where they hid the objects they carried. He watched the rituals they performed when they believed no one was looking. Most of all, he watched the old keeper of the sanctuary, the one who carried a golden staff and seemed to command the others without ever raising his voice.
The staff fascinated him. It was unlike any ordinary weapon. Gold ran along its length in patterns that shifted whenever the light touched them. At its top was a shape he could never quite understand, as though the object had been made to represent something that existed beyond the limits of human sight.
He convinced himself that the staff was the reason they kept him outside. If he possessed it, he thought, they would have no choice but to reveal what they knew.
So one night, while the others slept, he took it.
He expected resistance. He expected the forest to shake, the cave to open, or the strange beings to rise against him. Nothing happened. The silence was almost disappointing.
He walked deeper into the sanctuary until he reached a place where the walls seemed to disappear into darkness. There, he raised the golden staff and made a wish—not for wealth, not for revenge, and not even for immortality.
He wished to see.
He wanted to see what mortals could not see. He wanted to know what people hid behind their smiles, what they buried beneath their prayers, what they thought when they believed nobody was listening. He wanted the kind of knowledge that could never be taken from him again.
The staff answered.
Pain tore through him so suddenly that he fell to his knees. His hands clawed at the ground as something entered him—something vast, cold, and awake. His eyes burned. For a moment, he thought they had been ripped from their sockets.
Then the pain stopped.
He opened his eyes.
The world had changed.
He could see the forest, but he could also see through it. He could see the hidden paths beneath the earth and the things that moved in places ordinary eyes could never reach. He could see the beings around him, but their faces were no longer enough to hide what lived inside them. Fear. Desire. Shame. Anger. Secrets they had carried for years. Thoughts they had never spoken aloud.
He laughed.
For the first time since his exile, he felt powerful.
Then he turned that sight upon himself.
What he saw there frightened him more than anything in the forest. Beneath his regret was rage. Beneath his rage was pride. Beneath his pride was a hunger that had been waiting for someone to give it permission to grow. He had wanted knowledge so he could understand the world, but now he understood something far more dangerous: knowledge could become power when no one else possessed it.
He did not look away.
Instead, he embraced it.
The years that followed became difficult to measure. The man who had entered the sanctuary as an exile was no longer bound by the limits of ordinary life. He learned to use what he had been given. He learned how to enter the thoughts of others, how to uncover what they feared, how to make people obey without understanding why they obeyed. He discovered that seeing a person's weakness was often enough to control the person.
Eventually, he wanted more.
The forest was no longer enough. The sanctuary was no longer enough. He wanted a realm of his own, a place where the knowledge he possessed could never be challenged. And because he had learned that power always demanded a price, he was willing to pay one.
A land was given.
A people were bound.
The first promises were made. The first sacrifices followed. Rules were created and passed from one generation to the next until no one remembered which parts had begun as truth and which parts had begun as fear. The man who had once been an exile became the center of a system that would outlive him, even after his human name disappeared.
There would be daughters born into his service. There would be men brought before them and tested. There would be rituals performed at appointed times. There would be those who questioned the old ways and those who defended them because they were afraid of what would happen if the traditions stopped.
And there would be eyes.
Eyes that watched from places no ordinary person could reach. Eyes that knew what people tried to hide. Eyes that waited for obedience.
Generations would pass, but the story would remain.
The people would forget that the first Eyes had once belonged to a man.
They would call him something else.
They would build their lives around his power. They would teach their children to fear the forest, fear the rituals, fear the consequences of disobedience. They would protect the very system that had taken their freedom because, after enough generations, fear could begin to look like faith.
But there was one thing the first Eyes had failed to understand.
Seeing everything did not mean understanding everything.
And power, no matter how carefully guarded, could not erase the possibility of someone choosing to resist it.
Centuries later, in a village hidden from the world, the old order would begin to tremble.
A stranger would arrive.
A young woman would face a choice that could cost her life.
A king would be forced to question everything he had been taught to protect.
And the Eyes would open once again.
There are things no human being was ever meant to see.
And once you see them—
they see you too.
CHAPTER ONE — The Journey
The road had stopped looking like a road nearly an hour ago.
What had once been a narrow stretch of reddish earth had gradually broken into a collection of tire tracks winding between tall grasses, scattered farms, and thick stands of trees. Steve leaned toward the open window and let the warm air hit his face. Behind them, the noise and movement of the city had disappeared, replaced by the occasional call of a bird, the rustle of leaves, and the steady sound of the car moving over uneven ground.
“You know we could have chosen somewhere with an actual road,” Olumide said, gripping the steering wheel as the car bounced over another rut.
Steve laughed. “And miss this?”
“Yes.” Olumide glanced at him. “Absolutely yes.”
Steve smiled and turned back toward the window. He had needed this trip more than he had admitted to himself. He had recently completed his NYSC service, and the excitement that was supposed to come with finishing had been replaced by a question he could not seem to answer: what next? Everyone seemed to have an opinion about what he should do with his life, but Steve was not ready to choose a direction simply because other people expected him to.
That was how the journey had begun. He and Olumide decided to spend some time travelling through rural communities, meeting people, seeing places they had only heard about, and allowing themselves to be away from the pressure of deciding what came next. It was supposed to be nothing more than an adventure between two friends. Neither of them knew that the road ahead would eventually lead them somewhere from which only one of them would return.
Their first few days were easy. They passed through villages where children ran beside the car, laughing and waving at strangers. Women sat beneath umbrellas selling roasted corn, fruits, cooked food, and drinks, while men gathered beneath trees to discuss everything from farming to politics. In one village, an elderly man insisted that they eat before continuing their journey, and when Steve explained that they were simply passing through, the man shook his head as though the idea itself was unacceptable.
“Nobody passes through here without eating,” the old man told them.
Olumide laughed. “Sir, are you saying it is compulsory?”
“Very compulsory.”
Steve accepted the plate before Olumide could argue, and the two friends ended up staying longer than they had planned. It happened more than once. A conversation would become an invitation, an invitation would become a meal, and a meal would become another story about the community they had stumbled into. Steve enjoyed it. He liked hearing people talk about their homes, their families, their traditions, and the things outsiders rarely noticed.
One evening, after they had settled beneath a broad tree near the place where they were staying, Steve looked up at the night sky. Away from the city, the stars seemed almost close enough to touch.
“Imagine how many places are still out there,” he said.
Olumide stretched his legs. “You are already thinking of another trip.”
“Maybe.”
“We haven't even finished this one.”
Steve smiled. “That's the point.”
Over the next few days, they crossed small bridges, drove beside farms, stopped to take photographs, and wandered through communities where their arrival was enough to attract curious questions. Steve was usually the one who wanted to stop. Olumide was usually the one reminding him that they still had somewhere to go. Their differences had become part of the rhythm of the journey: Steve moved toward whatever caught his attention, while Olumide kept one eye on the road and the other on the possibility that Steve was about to turn a short stop into another three-hour adventure.
On the fourth day, they entered a larger village at the edge of an enormous forest.
The change was subtle at first. There were still houses along the road, people moving between them, and children playing nearby, but something about the place felt different. Conversations became quieter when the car passed. A few children who had been playing close to the edge of the forest were called back by their parents. One man stood beside his house and watched the strangers without saying a word.
“Friendly people,” Olumide muttered.
Steve looked at him. “You don't know that.”
“Exactly.”
They stopped at a small roadside stall to ask for directions and food. The woman serving them was polite, but her eyes kept moving toward the forest behind them. When Steve asked what was beyond the trees, her hands paused for a moment before she continued arranging the food.
“Nothing for visitors,” she said.
“Nothing?” Steve asked.
She shook her head. “Just don't go there.”
The answer should have ended the conversation, but Steve had never been very good at leaving a mystery alone.
Later that afternoon, word reached the palace that two travellers had arrived. A messenger came for them and explained that the king wished to see them. Olumide immediately became cautious, but Steve was curious enough to agree.
The palace was larger than Steve had expected. It was not extravagant in the way he imagined a royal residence would be. Instead, it carried the quiet authority of a place that had existed for generations. Several people moved through the compound, but their voices remained low. At the centre of it all sat the king, an older man with a calm face and eyes that seemed to examine more than they revealed.
“Why are you travelling through these communities?” the king asked after they had introduced themselves.
Steve explained their journey. He spoke about finishing NYSC, wanting to see different parts of the country, and simply needing time away from the noise of the city.
The king listened without interrupting. When Steve finished, he leaned back slightly.
“Then you should be careful where you go.”
Steve nodded. “We were told there is a forest nearby that visitors should avoid.”
Something changed in the king's expression, so briefly that Steve almost missed it.
“That land is forbidden,” the king said.
“Why?” Steve asked.
Olumide gave him a warning look, but Steve continued. “I mean, what is there?”
The king studied him for a moment.
“It is not a question you need answered.”
Steve wanted to ask more, but something in the king's voice stopped him. It was not anger. It was something closer to concern.
Before they left, the king gave them one final warning.
“If you hear anything from the forest tonight, do not follow the sound.”
Steve frowned. “What kind of sound?”
The king's eyes remained fixed on him.
“Any sound that calls your name.”
The journey had been filled with strange stories, but that warning stayed with Steve long after they left the palace.
That night, he slept in a small room behind the house of one of the villagers who had agreed to accommodate them. Olumide was already asleep when Steve opened his eyes. For a moment, he did not know what had awakened him. The room was dark, and outside, the village had become almost completely silent.
Then he heard it.
“Steve.”
He sat upright.
The voice had been faint, almost too faint to be certain of. Steve looked toward Olumide, who was still asleep.
“Olumide,” he whispered.
His friend stirred. “What?”
“Did you call me?”
Olumide opened one eye. “No.”
Steve waited. Nothing.
He got out of bed and moved toward the window. Beyond the compound, the darkness of the forest stood against the night sky. There was no movement that he could see. No light. No person. Nothing that could explain what he had heard.
He stayed there for several seconds, listening.
Then, somewhere beyond the houses, a branch cracked.
Steve stepped back from the window.
“Probably an animal,” he whispered to himself.
He returned to bed, but sleep did not come easily. He told himself that exhaustion had played a trick on him. He had travelled for days, eaten unfamiliar food, slept in unfamiliar places, and spent too much time listening to stories about a forest everyone seemed determined to avoid. Dreams could sound real. Voices could come from nowhere.
He closed his eyes.

End of Preview
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