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1625 A.D. — WESTERN AFRICA, Unknown City

“Where is he?” Abena asked, eyes darting through the dim jungle shadows.

“I don’t see him,” Kwesi replied, scanning the underbrush.

“I saw him run in here.”

“Well, he’s not here now.”

The siblings stood in the thick of a rainforest that pulsed with life—its ancient trees groaning under the weight of time, their leaves whispering secrets. But tonight, nature’s harmony was fractured. Something darker stirred beneath the canopy.

Kwesi and Abena weren’t simply chasing a man. They were hunting Calain—a sorcerer whose cruelty had reached beyond borders, beyond comprehension. He had stalked the continent like a curse, raising the dead to walk, stealing the firstborn from cradles, withering crops, and summoning plagues that clung to cities like smoke.

They had followed his trail across years and continents, from the coastal villages of the Gold Coast to haunted ruins in distant lands. Whispered legends spoke of Calain’s footsteps staining the soil of Europe and Asia, his power leaving behind not just destruction—but despair.

Abena, gifted with spiritual sight, had sought wisdom from a niaju—a spirit seer—from the uncharted lands to the west. The visions she received showed Calain’s corruption spreading like rot, even across seas where no ship dared sail. His reach was vast. But tonight, in this living cathedral of roots and mist, the twins had him cornered.

A voice boomed from above. “Pakute okunrin!”

Vines slithered down from the trees like snakes and coiled around Kwesi, yanking him into the air. Abena leapt back just in time as more vines lunged for her.

“Ge awon ajara!” she shouted, slicing them midair with a flash of magic.

Her onyx braids fell into her face, but she didn’t falter. She turned to her brother, now entangled and dangling.

Kwesi writhed, trying to speak the counterspell, but the vines wrapped tighter, one slipping over his mouth. A sour, earthy taste made him gag.

He bit down hard, tearing away the fibrous plant. Bit by bit, he ripped at the vine until his lips were free.

“Ajara ro kuro!” he gasped.

The vines crumbled into dust. He fell—fast—but managed a whisper: “Afẹfẹ fà fifalẹ ìsùbú mi.” A gust of wind swirled upward, breaking his fall just inches from the forest floor.

Meanwhile, Abena ran, a tangle of vines chasing her like serpents. One caught her ankle and slammed her to the ground, knocking the breath from her lungs. Desperate, she looked toward Kwesi.

But vines blocked him, woven like a living wall. Clutching her chest, Abena whispered, “Ajara ro kuro.” Her bindings disintegrated.

She scrambled to her feet and rushed to Kwesi.

“Iná kúrò!” he roared.

A circle of fire exploded outward, burning the wall of vines to cinders.

A voice rang out through the smoke—mocking, disembodied.

“Oh, Abena. So serious.”

“Show yourself, Calain!” she yelled. “No more games!”

“You think you command the board?” Calain laughed. “You play because I allow it.”

Abena stepped forward, hands raised. “Orun tan gbogbo ohun tí ó jẹ aláìmọ kúrò.”

Kwesi followed: “Jẹ́ kí a tútù.”

A dense fog rolled in around them, summoned from the soil itself, forming a barrier between them and the outside world. Then came Abena’s light—a sunburst of divine fire. The air turned white-hot, searing the earth and slicing through shadow.

A scream shattered the jungle's hush.

The fog cleared. Calain stumbled out, smoke trailing from his cloak, his skin blistered by sacred light. He dropped to his knees, gasping.

The sunlight dimmed. The forest stilled.

The twins approached him in silence.

Calain looked up, defiant even in defeat. He’d underestimated them. Let them cast a spell too simple to stop. Stupid, he thought. So stupid.

“Pá ahón rẹ.” The words came from both twins, soft as a death knell.

Calain’s eyes closed. He knew the spell. Knew its end.

And for the first time in centuries, he accepted silence.
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PRESENT DAY — RIVERVIEW, North Carolina

"Mr. McAfee, I’m telling you, this won’t end well for you," Briana said firmly, her voice low but unwavering. "You need to back off from this family."

Across the room, Victor McAfee’s spirit shimmered like heat off pavement. His eyes—once hazel, now glowing a faint blue—flashed with indignation.

“Why should I?” he growled. “This is my house. I never said I wanted to sell it.”

Before Briana could respond, a lamp shattered against the wall inches from her head. She didn’t flinch. She’d seen worse.

A surge of cold wind burst through the room like a scream. Keys rattled violently across the floor. Silverware soared into the air. A blender spun midair like a possessed wasp, then rocketed into the wall with a metallic crash. The overhead lights strobed in a frenzied pattern, flickering with each pulse of energy.

Then the kitchen table rose.

Slowly, creaking under unseen force, it hovered to the ceiling—then plummeted. The splintering wood howled as it shattered into jagged fragments.

Briana exhaled slowly, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. Spirits on the edge of corruption always tried theatrics before they lost themselves completely.

Six months earlier, Gerald and Maggie Vinson had moved into 1312 Meadow Green Lane—just a quiet brick house tucked behind a swaying oak. A month in, things started to shift: keys misplaced, chairs pulled out, lights turning off mid-meal. They’d blamed the twins, naturally.

Until Maggie found a message scrawled in steam across her bathroom mirror: GET OUT. NOW.

Police assumed it was a prank—maybe a neighborhood kid, maybe Gerald himself. But the messages kept coming.

Frightened, Gerald installed cameras. The house was quiet for a time.

Then one night, while making grilled cheese for his kids, Gerald looked up—and there was Mr. McAfee, hovering inches above the kitchen floor, drifting silently across the room.

Gerald didn’t scream. He just slowly turned off the stove, gathered his wife and children, and never stepped foot inside again.

The next day, a For Sale sign appeared in the yard.

At first, Briana didn’t think much of it. Families came and went. But then at school, she overheard Jonah at lunch—bragging about a haunting his dad, a police officer, was investigating.

“That guy thinks the house is haunted,” Jonah snorted, and the other kids erupted with laughter. “The Vinsons are soft. I mean, floating grandpas? Come on.”

Briana didn’t laugh. She knew better.

That afternoon, she went to the public library. Her fingers moved quickly through the old newspaper archives. And there it was—Victor McAfee, Riverview native, passed away in his home fifteen years ago. Preceded in death by his wife, Claudine, who died five years earlier. Since then, the house had changed hands three times. None had stayed.

Briana had been helping wandering spirits cross over for two years. Usually, the dead in Riverview were harmless: tricksters, protectors, or just confused. But Victor? He was different. He was angry. Unwilling to move on. A spirit teetering on the edge of corruption.

And once a ghost became corrupted, there was only one thing she could do—banish them to the Barren, the place where lost souls dissolved into nothing.

She didn’t want that for Mr. McAfee.

That night, after her parents fell asleep, Briana gathered her materials—her grandmother’s cloth, the old incense, and a feather passed down through five generations—and performed the mehala.

The veil between worlds thinned.

A breeze stirred in the still room. Then, slowly, her great-grandmother Kaya Komba appeared, settling gently into the computer chair across from her. Her white locs floated in a soft, impossible wind. She wore a flowing boubou dyed in green, black, and red, the colors of strength, liberation, and bloodline.

“Briana,” she said with a smile that warmed Briana to her bones. “Always a pleasure.”

“I need your help, Grandma Kaya,” Briana said, hands folded in her lap.

Kaya’s expression dipped slightly. “Straight to business, hmm?”

“I’m sorry,” Briana said, flushing. “But a spirit—Victor McAfee—he’s about to go corrupt. His wife died twenty years ago. He died fifteen. He’s not attacking anyone yet, but he’s close. How do I help him before it’s too late?”

Kaya leaned back, boubou trailing across the floor like water. She adjusted her skirt carefully, patting it into place with a wrinkled hand. “Spirits linger because something holds them. Regret. Pain. Love. Your task is to discover the chain and break it.”

“But he’s not watching over family,” Briana said, frowning. “His kids are two states away. His wife died before him. He’s not guarding anyone—he’s just... guarding the house.”

Kaya raised a brow. “And why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he just loved it. Maybe he built memories there, or—” Briana paused. “Maybe he made memories there.”

“There it is,” Kaya said softly. “You knew. You just needed to say it out loud.”

Briana smiled sheepishly. “I should’ve figured it out myself.”

“Perhaps,” Kaya said, standing. “But I’ll never miss a chance to see my great-granddaughter.”

“How’s everyone over there?” Briana asked.

“Your grandma’s been tap dancing on my nerves,” Kaya said, smiling, “and your aunt’s the one handing her the shoes.”

Briana laughed. “Nakupenda,”

“Nakupenda pia,” Kaya whispered, fading back into the veil.



The next day, Briana returned to Meadow Green Lane.

She stood in the wreckage of the kitchen. The air smelled like ozone and scorched dust. But she was calm now. Her feet planted. Her voice was steady.

“This isn’t your house anymore, Mr. McAfee,” she said.

The ghost appeared. Towering, flickering. Eyes alight with grief more than rage.

“It is,” he said. “It’s mine. My memories. My love. That's all I have left.”

“It doesn’t have to stay that way,” a new voice said.

A soft figure emerged from behind Briana. A woman. Pale and gentle. Gray hair twisted into a bun. A salmon blouse and white cardigan swayed lightly around her. Her presence was like sunlight on old skin.

“Claudine?” Victor whispered, shrinking back to his former size. “How—?”

“I brought her,” Briana said. “But she can’t stay long.”

“Victor,” Claudine said, stepping closer. “You need to let go of this place. These memories—they’re not all we have.”

“This was our home. This is where I had you,” he said, his voice cracking.

“And now you can have me again,” she said, resting a hand against his cheek. “If you just let go. Come with me, Victor. I’ve waited twenty years.”

His eyes filled with tears that didn’t fall. A smile broke across his face, and he took her hand.

A bright light split the kitchen in two. It was warm, peaceful. As they walked into it, side by side, the storm inside the house finally died.

Briana exhaled and collapsed into a chair, her limbs trembling. A moment later, she heard footsteps behind her.

“Got your sandwich,” Jana said, holding out a foil-wrapped square with a grin.

“You didn’t have to come.”

“I know,” Jana said. “But who else is gonna guard your back and bring snacks when you get all woozy from ghost magic?”

Briana smiled. “Thanks. I know this kind of stuff freaks you out.”

“It totally does,” Jana said. “But I can tough it out.”
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TUCKER PAUL STEPPED off the plane and into Gate Seven of Riverview Regional Airport, his shoulders sagging under the weight of another fruitless expedition. The stale air of the terminal wrapped around him like regret. His eyes, rimmed red from a sleepless flight back from Velletri, Italy, flicked over the familiar signage and linoleum floors without seeing them. There were only seven gates in the entire airport—Riverview wasn’t exactly a metropolis—but today even this small stretch of home felt vast and hollow.

He walked slowly, as if his limbs moved through water. His carry-on duffel, worn and faded, bounced limply against his side. It was the same bag he’d carried into Istanbul, Cairo, and now Velletri—always packed with hope, always returning just as light.

He reached his car in the far corner of the lot. The metal was warm under his palm as he yanked the door open and hurled the bag onto the passenger seat. Then he gripped the steering wheel with both hands, exhaled sharply, and slammed his fists down on it with a dull thud. Once. Twice. A third time. His knuckles ached, but it felt good to feel something.

For two years, he’d hunted the Crown of the Ancients—a relic steeped in whispered lore and obscured by centuries of myth. For two years, he had chased shadows through ancient catacombs and dusty archives, through forgotten ruins and cryptic manuscripts. And each time, the trail ended with nothing.

Failure had settled into him like mold—quiet, persistent, and cloying.

He started the engine. The low hum buzzed against his skull. He could have driven home. Should have. But the thought of returning to his dark, silent apartment filled him with dread. The emptiness waiting there echoed too closely with the one blooming in his chest.

Without thinking, he veered off the main road and pulled into a gas station, just long enough to change direction. He wasn’t going home. Not yet.

Instead, he turned toward the one place that still made him feel remotely useful: Enchanted Oddities.

—
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THE BRASS BELL JINGLED as Tucker pushed through the glass door of his shop. The air inside smelled of incense and dried sage, with a trace of old leather from the tomes lining the far wall. The soft glow of salt lamps and candles lit the interior in gentle flickers.

“Hi, Mr. Paul!” chirped Leslie from behind the counter, her usual enthusiasm unwavering.

Tucker barely managed a wave, trudging past her without a word.

In the backroom, he dropped into his office chair and opened a weathered volume on supernatural history. He flipped past diagrams of ley lines and illustrations of haunted groves, until he reached the entry on The Poltergeist of Velletri. With a scowl, he drew a bold X across the page.

Another dead end.

Another lie.

He slammed the book shut and lowered his head to the desk, resting his forehead against the cold wood. It stayed there for several long moments—still, silent, defeated.

Then the room changed.

He wasn’t in his office anymore.

He was standing in a throne room the size of a cathedral, encased in ancient stone. Banners depicting long-forgotten sigils hung from the high ceilings. Rows of knights in gleaming silver armor stood like statues along the walls, their visors down, their swords crossed over their chests.

A grand banquet table stretched before him, laden with golden goblets, roasted meats, and fruits that shimmered like rubies. But there was no warmth in the feast—only a hollow sense of opulence long rotted from the inside out.

From the far end of the hall, a voice boomed:

“Tucker. Have you found what I commanded you to find?”

Atop a massive throne of scorched gold sat a towering figure. His cape was a patchwork of animal hide, draped over a gleaming metal cuirass. Upon his head sat a crown of black fire, flickering without smoke, its flames devouring light. His eyes were molten gold, bright and cold. Ash clung to his hands. The air around him reeked of death, sorrow, and decay.

Tucker’s breath caught.

“No, Master,” he said, lowering his gaze. “I recently returned from Velletri and Athens. I found nothing.”

The figure shifted. Soot trickled from his armor, staining the golden throne beneath him.

“I am growing weary of your failures,” the voice said. “If you are of no use—”

“I’ve made progress on the other mission!” Tucker blurted, desperation slicing through his voice.

A beat. Silence heavy as stone.

“I’m listening,” the Master said at last.

“I need a few more, but the meter... the meter is almost full. I can complete the ritual soon.”

The crowned figure leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “Then I will grant you an extension. Use it wisely. Fail again, and I will replace you.”

“I understand,” Tucker whispered. “You won’t need to.”

“Precisely.”

The throne room vanished like mist.

—
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TUCKER JERKED UPRIGHT in his office chair, breath ragged. His hands trembled as he rubbed his face, trying to scrape away the residue of the vision—or perhaps the summoning.

A soft knock came at the door.

“Boss?” Leslie peeked in, balancing a box of black candles. “We’re running low on these. They’ve been flying off the shelves.”

Tucker cleared his throat, standing shakily. “Yeah, I’ll place an order tonight. Can you get me a list of everything else we’re low on?”

“Sure thing,” she chirped and vanished down the aisle.

He sat again, his hands dragging through his dark brown hair. His reflection stared back at him from a glass cabinet door—haunted, hollow-eyed, tired.

He didn’t know where the Crown of the Ancients was. His maps had misled him, his sources had dried up, and his enemies—those others who also sought the crown for the master—were drawing closer. Tucker had more on the line than them, so he knew he had to be the one to find it. The ritual would have to work. If the ritual reached completion, if he filled the meter as promised, he might yet have enough leverage to survive.

If anyone found out what he was doing, though—who he served—there would be no place in this world or the next safe for him.

And yet, as the flickering candlelight danced across the shelves of hex bags and spell jars, Tucker couldn’t deny one thing.

He didn’t want power.

He wanted safety.

And failing again felt like safety slipped further away one inch at a time.
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BRIANA JACOBS DIDN’T have an official business license or neon sign flashing GHOST WHISPERER. But in the supernatural world, her name was etched in the whisper-networks of spirits, sprites, and creatures that lurked in forgotten corners. If something needed fixing—if a haunting got out of hand or a spirit lingered too long—the message always found its way to her.

It had been that way for two years, ever since Briana had accepted the truth: she was a niaju—a soul-bearer, a sorcerer whose lineage reached back generations.

The gift had skipped a beat between her and her grandmother Amina, the last known niaju in their bloodline. Amina had died when Briana was five. That night, curled under blankets that still smelled like strawberry detergent and bubblegum shampoo, Briana had dreamed of a sky full of stars—and her grandmother, standing next to a tall, regal woman cloaked in light. It was her great-grandmother Kaya Komba. Together, they told little Briana that the power of the niaju now rested with her.

Briana had screamed herself awake.

She spent five years pretending it hadn’t happened. She told herself it was a dream, a product of grief and bedtime stories. She buried the truth beneath science projects, cartoons, and cereal bowls.

But magic has a way of insisting.

When Briana was ten, she met Woodquill—a sprite no taller than a lunchbox, with wings like shattered glass and a voice like crinkled paper. He appeared between the history and mythology shelves of the Riverview Public Library, trembling with fear. His parents had been taken by a rogue gnome sorcerer named Oakfoot who lived deep in the fogwood forests of northern Denmark.

Woodquill didn’t have a phone number or Google Maps. What he had was a battered book: A Cultural History of Denmark, Volume II.

As Briana cracked the spine, the world around her twisted. Pages fluttered like wings, and the ink bled upward into the air. Wind howled through the quiet library, and with a sound like a heartbeat turning inside out—she vanished.

She landed in Denmark.

Cold. Alone. Terrified.

Until Kaya appeared again—this time not in a dream, but real and radiant, shimmering like sunrise on dew. With her great-grandmother’s guidance, Briana outsmarted Oakfoot, freed the sprites, and returned home with a new understanding: she didn’t choose magic.

But she could choose what to do with it.

Since then, her portal of choice remained the library. A book by a local author about Riverview’s history tethered her to home, and any volume about her target location acted like a key. That’s how she crossed oceans, battled spirits, and returned before curfew.



“So... are the Vinsons gonna move back into that haunted house or what?” Jana asked, unwrapping a turkey sandwich with her signature dramatic flair.

“I doubt it,” Briana said between bites of pizza. “They still think it’s haunted. They don’t know Mr. McAfee crossed over. As far as they’re concerned, he’s still throwing plates and floating through walls.”

“Damn,” Jana said. “If ghosts paid you for this work, you’d be ballin’. Like, for real.”

“I know, right?” Briana chuckled. “I wouldn’t have to beg my parents for Olivia Rodrigo tickets.”

Jana froze, mid-chew. “Wait. You have asked them, haven’t you?”

Briana winced like she'd stepped on glass. “I was going to ask. But then Mr. McAfee happened. And now... I don’t know, the moment’s passed.”

“No, no, no,” Jana said, smacking the table. “Bri, I got my parents to buy two tickets. My older sister’s taking me, which is technically better than my parents, but barely. If you don’t get your own, I’m gonna have to stand next to my sister in public. Do you want that?”

Briana groaned. “No. Obviously not.”

“Then you’re asking tonight. No excuses.”

Before Briana could respond, a chill ran down her spine.

A figure sat down across from them.

Jana squinted. “What’s with your face? You look like you saw a—”

She paused. “Oh my god. There’s a ghost at our table, isn’t there?”

Briana nodded stiffly, lunch tray trembling in her hands.

“Outside,” she muttered.



The back alley behind the cafeteria reeked of sour milk and wet concrete. Students weren’t allowed there, which made it the perfect spot for a discreet ghost meeting.

“You know the rules,” Briana hissed, rounding the dumpsters. “School and home are off-limits unless I summon you.”

“I’m sorry,” the ghost said, her voice papery and low. “But I’m desperate.”

Briana finally turned to face her.

She was dressed in a faded flapper gown from the 1920s, a matching bonnet perched askew on her withered head. Her ghostlight flickered weakly, barely tethering her to this plane. Her face was sunken, her eyes weary. Clearly, she’d been dead for a long time.

“Name?” Briana asked, voice clipped.

“Abigail Reynolds. I died in 1937. Stroke, I think. Not that it matters anymore.”

“I don’t have time for the backstory,” Briana said. “Lunch ends in five. Talk fast.”

Abigail adjusted her ghostly shawl, as if out of habit. “Every Thursday and Saturday, I play cards with a group of dear friends—fellow spirits like me. We’ve met weekly for decades. Then Lydia Mathers stopped showing up. We thought maybe she crossed over without saying goodbye.”

“Okay...”

“But then Mildred vanished. And Charles. Then Larry. And Betty Jean last week. That’s my whole circle. Gone. One by one.”

Briana’s brow furrowed. “Are you sure they crossed? You’ve all been here a while.”

“We don’t just leave without saying goodbye,” Abigail said sharply. “We have rules. I think something’s happened to them. Something bad.”

Briana stared into her sunken eyes for a long moment.

Then she sighed. “Fine. I’ll look into it. But you can’t show up at school again.”

“I understand,” Abigail said, her voice softening.

“You know my office?”

“The public library?”

Briana nodded. “Meet me there after school.”

Abigail smiled faintly. “Thank you, child.”

Briana had already turned away. She lifted a hand in a lazy wave without looking back.
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JANA INSISTED ON TAGGING along after school, even though she was afraid.

She couldn’t explain it, not exactly—not in a way that made sense to anyone outside her and Briana’s bond. But whenever Briana stepped into that other world—the one filled with ghosts, spellwork, and ancient power—Jana felt compelled to follow. Not out of bravery. Out of loyalty.

Briana didn’t need her there. But still, it helped. After hours of interacting with beings who shimmered, whispered, or wept through walls, it was grounding to have a best friend who still smelled like cherry lip gloss and carried snacks in her hoodie pocket.

Inside the Riverview Public Library, the back historical wing was dead silent. Rows of crumbling hardcovers and dust-flecked shelves cloaked the air with the scent of paper and time. Briana led Jana into one of the soundproof study rooms tucked between the stacks—her makeshift office for supernatural consultations.

Jana sat beside her in silence. The hum of fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, but otherwise, the world was still.

Then the temperature dropped.

Briana felt it first—a prickle at the back of her neck, a weight pressing down like a hundred unseen eyes. The library didn’t creak, didn’t groan, but something shifted in the fabric of the room. The air grew thick, heavy, and brittle.

“She’s here,” Briana whispered.

She inhaled deeply and spoke the phrase:

"Bayana ga kowa."

The spell was light and simple—just enough to open perception.

Suddenly, Abigail Reynolds came into focus. The ghost hovered near the glass wall, her outline blurry like static. Jana jolted as the woman materialized before her eyes, still dressed in her 1920s spades-night best: a plum flapper dress faded by death, a matching bonnet, and pearl earrings dulled by time.

Jana stiffened. “Okay, yeah. Nope. Still not used to that.”

“Now,” Briana said calmly, “start from the beginning, and don’t leave anything out.”

Abigail nodded solemnly. “As I said earlier, we gathered every Thursday and Saturday to play spades. The five of us. We always met—always. But then Lydia stopped showing up. We thought maybe she crossed. But when Mildred vanished next, I knew something was wrong. Then Charles. Larry. And last week, Betty Jean.”

Her voice faltered. “That’s everyone.”

Briana leaned back, her brow furrowed. The list was too long. Too fast.

It didn’t feel right.

“I need to check something,” she said softly. “Give me a second.”

Rather than call upon Kaya again, Briana turned to someone else—someone who hadn’t been summoned in months: Grandma Amina.

She stood and faced the wall, closing her eyes as she pulled in the breath of spirit.

Then she whispered:

"Yi magana da ni kakan."

Speak with me, ancestor.

The wind erupted.

Inside a sealed, soundproof room, the wind howled. Books fluttered on their shelves, shadows danced like flame, and the lights flickered wildly. A shimmer in the air gave way to a glowing figure dressed in a richly patterned kente shawl that trailed with gold dust. Her eyes twinkled behind gold-rimmed glasses.

“Amina Komba,” she said with a grin. “At your service.”

Briana blinked at the swirling mess. “Grandma... was all that necessary?”

“Oh come now child. You know I like to make an entrance.”

Jana snorted. Amina winked at her.

Abigail stepped forward, her ghostlight flickering.

“This is Abigail Reynolds,” Briana said. “She says her friends have gone missing. Can you check if they crossed over?”

“I can try,” Amina said, adjusting her shawl. “Names?”

“Lydia Mathers,” Abigail began.

“Mildred Holmes?” Amina interrupted, her voice lower now.

Abigail frowned. “Yes. How did you know?”

Amina’s face darkened. “Because I’ve seen their names. Not in the records of Orun Dua. In the Corruption Ledger. Lydia Mathers. Mildred Holmes. Charles Edwards. Larry Timms. Betty Jean Sharpe. All accounted for.”

Briana’s chest tightened. “Wait... they didn’t cross?”

“No,” Amina said. “They’re gone... but not to peace. They’ve been taken.”

“What?” Abigail said, her ghostly voice cracking. “No, that’s not possible.”

“I wish it weren’t,” Amina said. “But once a soul crosses into corruption, there’s only one place left for them: the Barren.”

Briana’s stomach twisted. The Barren was an endless void. A place without light, without mercy. Spirits exiled there didn’t just die. They unraveled over thousands of years.

“No, I refuse to believe it!” Abigail cried, her flickering form pulsing. “You must be wrong. My friends would never... they’d never go dark.”

“I understand this is hard,” Amina said, gentler now. “But you asked for the truth.”

“You’re not even the niaju anymore!” Abigail snapped. “You don’t decide anything. She does!”

She pointed directly at Briana.

“Briana,” Amina said sharply, turning to her granddaughter, “Do not make promises you cannot keep. You don’t know what you're walking into.”

“I didn’t promise anything,” Briana murmured. “But I’ll do what I can.”

Amina sighed and stepped back. “You’re too much like me,” she said quietly. “May that be your strength and your burden.”

In a flash of golden light, she vanished. The wind faded. The room was still again.



Abigail approached slowly, her form trembling. She reached out with cold, translucent fingers and took Briana’s hand.

“Please,” she whispered. “They were my family. Help them.”

Briana didn’t speak. She just nodded.

Abigail stepped backward, eyes lingering for a final second—then drifted through the wall like fog in moonlight.



Jana released a long breath she didn’t know she was holding.

“So... what are you going to do?”

“I wish I knew,” Briana admitted. Her voice was quiet, almost hollow.

“Are you going to... send them to the Barren?”

“If they’re truly corrupted, I might have to.” She stared at the empty chair where Abigail had sat. “But if there’s any other option... I’m going to find it.”

Jana rested a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “We’ll find it together.”
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Chapter 5
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“WERE YOU AND JANA AT the library again?” Sandra asked as she set a steaming dish of mac and cheese on the dinner table.

Briana nodded quickly, already mid-bite. “Yup. Working on a history project. Did you know the Mayans built pyramids too—like, legit stepped pyramids—and they never even met the Egyptians?”

Sandra smiled as she took her seat. “I’ve heard that before. Never really looked into it though.”

“Well, Egyptian ones are older, sure, but Mayan pyramids just look cooler. Like, way cooler. You could actually climb to the top. Jana thinks so too, but her ancestors were Mayan so she’s kind of biased.”

Terrance, Briana’s dad, had been quiet so far, methodically slicing into his pork chop. Now, he raised a brow.

“I can’t believe you just said the Mayans were cooler,” he teased.

“Dad, c’mon. Those steep steps? That perfect symmetry? Imagine the view from up there!”

“They made sacrifices up there, you know.”

“So did the Egyptians!”

He shrugged, mouth twitching into a smirk as he took a bite.

“No comeback, huh, old man?”

“I am not old. I’m 46.”

“Dad, you were born in the 1900s.”

Terrance narrowed his eyes. “That’s what y’all say now? ‘The 1900s’? Like I’m some fossil?”

Sandra laughed. “To be fair, I was born in ’80. Doesn’t feel that long ago.”

“But it was,” Simon, Briana’s brother, chimed in. “Back then, no cell phones. No TikTok. No texting.”

“That’s because we actually talked to each other,” Terrance replied, lifting his glass.

“And wrote letters,” Sandra added. “Full sentences. Punctuation. Not just emoji gibberish.”

“Seriously,” Terrance said. “Y’all have every app in the world, but your favorite thing is still just sitting around and talking with friends.”

Briana and Simon exchanged glances. They couldn’t argue. Briana and Jana had text threads full of memes and gifs, but their best conversations? Always happened face-to-face—usually at the library, usually with magic involved. And Simon? As much as he loved online gaming, nothing beat trash-talking Ricky in person during a Madden match.

“I guess you’ve got a point,” Simon muttered, starting to clear the table.

Briana hesitated. Now or never.

“Uh... Ma? Daddy?” she asked, twirling her fork.

Terrance narrowed his eyes. “Uh-oh. This a money thing?”

“Sort of,” she said, smiling sheepishly. “So... Olivia Rodrigo is coming to West City next Saturday. Jana already got the okay from her parents and I was wondering if I could go too.”

Sandra raised a brow as she helped Simon gather silverware. “Is Mrs. Alvarez taking you girls?”

Briana hesitated. “Well, um... not exactly. Sofia was going to take us.”

Terrance didn’t even blink. “Absolutely not.”

“She’s eighteen!”

“Which still ends in teen. That’s not an adult, that’s a glorified adolescent.”

Briana slumped in her seat and crossed her arms. She wasn’t even surprised.

Sandra gave her husband a pointed look before turning to Briana. “I’ll call Alma. If she can’t take you, I’ll consider going. But that’s the only way I’m saying yes.”

Briana groaned internally. Sandra was sweet, but she was the type to try and “bond” during a concert. Jana’s mom was chill—maybe even cool. Still, at this point, Briana didn’t care who came, as long as she got to go.



That night, after homework and a quick shower, Briana checked her phone. A message from Jana blinked at the top of her screen:

what’d they say?

Briana sighed and typed:

you’re not gonna like it. they’ll only let me go if our moms take us—not Sofi.

Jana sent back an angry face, followed by a shrug gif.

Then:

as long as she sings Driver’s License and Vampire

Briana replied with heart eyes.

Then another message came:

what are you gonna do about abigail’s friends?

Briana stared at the screen for a second before responding:

idk... probably head to the bazaar tomorrow.

OH YEAH! came the response.

Briana laughed softly and texted:

see ya tmrw J

see ya Bri ❤️



The Mystic Lamb Bazaar wasn’t marked on any maps.

It existed within Riverview—but only if you knew how to find it. Hidden between the folds of reality, it shimmered just outside of the visible world. To most people, it looked like an alleyway between a dry cleaner and a boarded-up antiques store. But to Briana, it was a portal.

Only those with magic—or permission from someone who had it—could enter. Most who wandered in by accident were gently redirected by charms. Others, not so lucky, forgot they’d ever tried.

But niaju were always welcome.

As the moon rose above Riverview, Briana reached beneath her bed and pulled out her travel satchel. Inside it were two essentials: a cracked leather journal with spell markings on the cover, and a black obsidian pendant that glowed faintly when supernatural energy was nearby.

Tomorrow, she would search for Abigail’s friends.

She didn’t know what she’d find in the bazaar—but something told her the answers she needed were waiting there.

And if the ghosts were corrupted?

She would have to make the hardest choice a niaju ever made.

One way or another—by light or shadow—she would find the truth.
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Chapter 6
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TYSON BRAND AND HARRY Ames were seniors at Riverview High—and self-declared experts in ghost hunting.

As founders of the Riverview Phantom Society, they'd spent the last year and a half scouring cemeteries, abandoned buildings, and haunted underpasses, all in search of proof. But every investigation ended the same: cold spots that turned out to be air vents, creaks that turned out to be rats, shadows that turned out to be nothing at all.

Still, they believed.

And tonight, under a sliver-thin moon, they believed more than ever.

The rust-red Toyota Tacoma rumbled up the overgrown driveway of Anderson Manor, its headlights cutting through a low veil of mist that clung to the ground like something alive. The house loomed ahead—a crooked, sagging monster of wood and rot. Windows were shattered, gables peeled back like scabs, and ivy strangled the porch railings.

Thirty years ago, Margaret Anderson had left the house behind to chase her dreams in Los Angeles. Now, the mansion stood empty. Or so people thought.

Local legends whispered otherwise.
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