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Chapter One: The Forbidden Rite




The drums began at midnight. Slow at first. Then heavy, like a heart

that refused to stop.

A ring of torches burned in the village clearing. Huts crouched at the

edge, roofs slick with dew. Smoke from herbs hung low. The scent was

sharp and sweet, then bitter, then something like metal on the tongue.

Chickens were silent. Dogs hid under steps with their noses to their

paws.

Anika stepped into the circle, her dark skin gleaming in the torchlight. Red scarf tight at her throat. Bare feet

powdered with ash. Her hands shook once, then steadied. She lifted the

calabash and sprinkled rum into the fire. It hissed and sent a small

green spark into the dark.

Her brother lay on a mat by the drums, his deep brown eyes fixed on the priestess. His breath was a thin thread. His

lips cracked. The fever had stripped him down to bones and

stubbornness. She had watched him sink for six days. She had begged the

elders for this rite on the seventh.

The elders had said no. Too much night work draws eyes, they warned. The

old stories do not call what you want alone. They call everything that

listens.

Anika had gone anyway. She cut the herbs with a steady blade. She sang

the little songs her mother taught her before the old woman went into

the ground. She washed the boy with river water and tied blue beads

around his wrist. She promised everything she owned and everything she

did not own if the Loa would stand in her doorway and turn the fever

away.

Now the people gathered, painted and wary. A priestess stood at the far

edge, staff in hand. She watched with a face like a closed door. She had

not wanted this. The drums spoke her doubt anyway. They faltered, then

found the beat.

Anika swayed. She let the rhythm take her knees. She let the smoke run

into her lungs. She called the names that open the small gates. Papa

Legba first. Then the ones who guard doorways and roads. She did not

speak the names of greater things. She had no right.

"Open," she said. "Let him come back to us."

The fire bent toward her palms. The torches leaned as if wind had

passed, though no wind moved. The grass at the edge of the ring lay flat

for an instant. The night pressed close. The sky watched.

Her brother groaned. Not a human sound. A low scrape, like stone turned

under mud. His eyelids fluttered. His hands clawed at the mat. When his

eyes opened, a faint green light glowed back at the fire.

The priestess lifted her staff. "Enough," she said. Her voice barely

rose above the drums. "Close the gate. Something else is standing

there."

Anika poured the last of the rum into the flames. "Take my years," she

shouted. "Take my voice. Only give him back."

The drums missed a beat. Then two. Then the rhythm returned in a new

way. Not the way hands play. A deeper pulse. The earth under the mat

answered. The huts creaked. Roof leaves rustled, though the air was

still. Shadows on the ground no longer matched the bodies that cast

them. They stretched and curled toward the mat.

Her brother spoke. The voice that came out was sizes too big for his

chest. It slid through the air and made teeth ache. No one knew the word

he said. Everyone understood that it was old and had weight.

The torches bowed inward. The flames turned thin and green. The

priestess stumbled a step, eyes wide. She began to speak the closing

words, the ones that cool a hot gate. They would not come. Her mouth

moved and found only breath.

Anika knelt with both hands on her brother's shoulders. Heat rose

through his skin. Not fever heat. Furnace heat. The mat smoked under

him. He smiled. It was not his smile. His lips stretched wider than lips should, corners splitting at the edges with small tears that did not bleed. There were too many teeth in it—not just his teeth, but new ones pushing up behind the first row like shark teeth, white and sharp and arranged in spirals that hurt to look at, that suggested geometries mouths were never meant to hold.
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