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    For those who have whispered a name to the wind, hoping for an answer. And for the sisters who carry the light when the world turns to ash.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "A soul is not a coin to be spent, yet we pay for love with every breath we take."— Ancient Proverb of the Valley
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Chapter 1: Silence in the Valley
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The world was not made of colors anymore. It was made of grey dust and the heavy smell of smoke. In the valley of Oakhaven, the birds had stopped singing a long time ago. They had flown away when the first cannons shook the earth. Now, the only sound was the wind. It moved through the empty houses like a ghost looking for a place to sit.

Nuru walked along the edge of the river. Her boots were worn thin. She could feel every sharp stone and every cold puddle through the leather. She was a young woman, but her shoulders were bent like those of an old person. The weight she carried was not on her back. It was in her chest.

It had been three months since the army took her brother, Kaelo. They told her he was a hero. They told her he would fight for the freedom of their people. But heroes did not come home in wooden boxes. Heroes did not leave behind a sister who forgot how to breathe without feeling pain.

Nuru stopped by a large, blackened tree. It had been hit by lightning or fire during the last raid. She sat down on a root and looked at the water. The river used to be blue and clear. Now, it was dark and sluggish. It carried the trash of a dying world.

"I am sorry, Kaelo," she whispered. Her voice was soft, like the rustle of dry leaves. "I promised to protect you. I promised our mother I would keep you safe."

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small wooden flute. It was the only thing she had left from her childhood. She tried to play a note, but her lips were too dry. The sound was a sad, hollow hiss. She put the flute away and wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

The war had been going on for twenty years. It was called the Great Strife. No one remembered why it started. They only knew that young men and women went to the front lines and very few came back. The ones who did return were different. They had eyes that saw things no one should see. They did not speak. They just stared at the walls until they faded away.

Nuru stood up. She needed to find food. The village was starving. The soldiers took the grain, the cows, and the hope. She began to climb the hill toward the ruins of the Old Temple. People said the temple was a place of bad luck. They said the spirits of the ancestors were angry because the living had forgotten how to be kind. Nuru did not care about bad luck. She only cared about finding a wild onion or a handful of berries.

As she reached the top of the hill, the sun began to set. It was a deep, angry red. It looked like a wound in the sky. The ruins of the temple stood against the light. The stones were tall and jagged. They looked like the teeth of a giant.

Nuru walked through the broken archway. The air inside was warmer than the wind outside. It smelled of old incense and wet earth. She moved carefully. The floor was covered in rubble. She looked near the base of the pillars where moss sometimes grew.

Suddenly, her foot hit something hard. It did not sound like a stone. It made a deep, muffled sound. It was a sound that felt like a heartbeat under the ground.

She stopped and held her breath. The wind died down. The world became perfectly still.

Nuru knelt down and began to move the grey ash and the small rocks. Her hands were shaking. She did not know why she felt so nervous. She cleared away a layer of dust and saw a dark surface. It was wood, but it was darker than any wood she had ever seen. It was the color of a night without stars.

She dug faster. Soon, she revealed the shape of a large drum. It was circular and wide. The sides were carved with symbols that seemed to move when she looked at them from the corner of her eye. The top of the drum was made of a pale, thick skin. It was not white, and it was not brown. It had a faint glow, like a candle seen through a heavy curtain.

"What are you?" Nuru asked.

She reached out her hand. Her fingers hovered just above the surface. She could feel a vibration coming from the drum. It was not a sound yet. It was a feeling. It felt like a memory of a song. It felt like the warmth of a hand on her shoulder.

She touched the skin of the drum.

A shock went through her arms. It was not painful, but it was powerful. It was like jumping into a cold lake on a hot day. Her heart began to beat in time with the vibration.

Thump-thump.

Thump-thump.

In her mind, she saw a face. It was Kaelo. He was standing in a field of tall grass. He was smiling. He looked healthy and strong. He was calling her name.

"Nuru," the voice whispered. It did not come from her ears. It came from inside her bones. "Help me. It is so cold here."

Nuru pulled her hand back. She was gasping for air. The vision of Kaelo vanished, leaving her in the dark, cold ruins. She looked at the drum. It sat there, silent and heavy. It was ancient. It was beautiful. And it was terrifying.

She had heard stories about the Drum of Ashes. The old women in the village used to whisper about it when the fire was low. They said it was a gift from a god who loved too much. They said it could bring back anyone who had been lost to the earth. But the old women always crossed their hearts when they spoke of it. They always said that nothing in this world is free.

Nuru looked at her hands. They were covered in the ash that had hidden the drum. She thought of Kaelo's laugh. She thought of how he used to share his bread with her when they were children. She thought of the empty bed in their small house.

"If I could see you again," she whispered to the shadows. "If I could just have one more day."

The drum seemed to pulse in response. The pale skin glowed a little brighter.

Nuru heard a sound outside the temple. It was the heavy rhythm of marching boots. The soldiers were returning to the village. She knew what that meant. They would search the houses. They would take any young person they found to serve in the labor camps or the front lines. They would take the last of the food.

She looked at the drum. It was too big to carry easily, but she could not leave it here. If the General found this, the world would change forever. The General did not care about love. He only cared about power. He would use the drum to make an army that never died.

Nuru found a piece of old, heavy cloth near the altar. She covered the drum and began to push it toward the shadows of a fallen wall. She had to hide it. She had to understand what it was before anyone else found it.

As she pushed the drum, she felt a strange sensation. It was as if the drum was getting lighter. It wanted to be moved. It wanted to be found.

She reached the back of the temple where a small cave-like space had been formed by falling stones. She tucked the drum inside and covered it with more ash and branches. Her heart was still racing.

She stood at the entrance of the temple and looked down at the village. Small fires were being lit. She could hear the faint sound of people crying. The soldiers were moving from door to door.

Nuru felt a coldness in her soul. She realized that she was not just a girl looking for food anymore. She was the keeper of a secret that could wake the dead.

She looked back at the hidden drum one last time.

"Is it really you, Kaelo?" she asked the darkness. "Is it really your voice I heard?"

The only answer was the wind, howling through the stones. But as Nuru began her walk back down the hill, she felt a warmth in her hand that would not go away. It was the spot where she had touched the drum. It felt like a promise. Or perhaps, it was a warning.

She reached the bottom of the hill and saw a young boy named Jiro hiding behind a well. He was only ten years old, and his face was smeared with dirt. His eyes were wide with fear.

"Nuru!" he hissed. "Do not go home. The soldiers are at your house. They are looking for you."

Nuru froze. "Why are they looking for me, Jiro?"

"They say every house must give a worker," Jiro said. His voice trembled. "Since Kaelo is gone, they say it must be you."

Nuru looked back at the hill where the temple sat. She looked at the village where the fires burned. She had no home to go to, and she had no brother to protect her. All she had was a drum made of bone and ash, and a voice in her head that sounded like a ghost.

She took Jiro’s hand. "Come with me," she said. "We have to hide."

"Where?" Jiro asked.

Nuru looked up at the ruins. "The only place they are afraid to go."

As they climbed the hill, Nuru wondered if she was leading the boy to safety or to something much worse. She wondered what the drum would ask for in return for the life of her brother.

What is the price of a soul?
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Chapter 2: Wood and Bone
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The Old Temple felt different at night. During the day, it was a place of ruins and dust. At night, it felt like a living thing that was breathing very slowly. The shadows between the pillars were thick and black, like spilled ink.

Nuru led Jiro through the narrow entrance. The boy was shivering. He kept his hand gripped tight on the hem of Nuru’s tunic. His breathing was fast and shallow.

“It is okay, Jiro,” Nuru whispered. “The soldiers do not like this place. They think it is haunted. They will not come up here in the dark.”

“Is it haunted?” Jiro asked. His voice was so small it was almost lost in the wind.

Nuru looked at the dark corners. She thought of the drum hidden under the stones. She thought of the voice she had heard in her head—the voice that sounded like her brother.

“I do not know,” she said honestly. “But I think the ghosts here are tired. They just want to be left alone, just like us.”

She led him to the small space behind the fallen wall. She had cleared away enough rubble to make a little nest of dry grass and old cloth. It was hidden from the main entrance. Even if someone walked into the temple with a lantern, they would not see them unless they knew exactly where to look.

“Stay here,” Nuru said. “I am going to get something.”

“Do not leave me,” Jiro pleaded.

“I am only going five steps away. I promise.”

Nuru moved to the spot where she had buried the drum. Her heart began to beat harder as she reached for the pile of ash. She felt a strange pull, like a magnet drawing her closer. She pushed aside the branches and the grey dust until the dark wood was visible again.

She pulled the drum out of its hiding place. It was heavy, but as before, it felt like it wanted to move with her. She dragged it into the small space where Jiro was waiting.

When Jiro saw the object, he backed away until his shoulders hit the stone wall. His eyes went wide.

“What is that?” he asked.

“I found it today,” Nuru said. She sat down cross-legged on the ground and placed the drum in front of her. “I think it is very old.”

Jiro leaned forward, his curiosity slowly overcoming his fear. The drum was about the size of a large washbasin. The wood of the frame was so dark it looked purple in the dim light. It was covered in carvings of vines, stars, and faces. The faces were not happy. They looked like they were waiting for something.

The top of the drum—the skin—was the strangest part. It was smooth and pale. It did not look like the hide of a goat or a cow. It looked delicate, like the petal of a white flower, yet it felt stronger than steel.

“It looks like bone,” Jiro whispered, reaching out a finger but stopping before he touched it.

Nuru looked closer. Jiro was right. The rim where the skin met the wood was not held together by metal nails or leather strips. It looked as if the wood had grown into the skin, and the skin had grown into the wood. Small, white pieces that looked like teeth were set into the side of the frame.

“It is made of wood and bone,” Nuru said. She felt a chill crawl up her neck. “It is not a normal instrument, Jiro. I think... I think it has a soul.”

“My grandmother told me a story once,” Jiro said. He sat down across from her, his eyes fixed on the drum. “She said that a long time ago, people did not have to say goodbye forever. She said there was a rhythm that could call the spirit back to the body. But she said the rhythm was hungry.”

Nuru touched the surface of the drum again. This time, she did not pull her hand away when she felt the vibration. She let the coldness travel up her arm. She let the hum of the drum fill her chest.

“Hungry for what?” Nuru asked.

“She did not say,” Jiro replied. “She just said that for every light that is turned back on, another light must go out. You cannot have something for nothing. That is the law of the world.”

Nuru looked at the drum. If she could bring Kaelo back, would she do it? If he could stand in front of her again, tell her he was safe, and walk with her back to their garden—what would she give? She had nothing left. She had no money, no home, and no future. The only thing she had was her own life.

“I would give anything,” she whispered to herself.

Suddenly, the sound of a horn echoed up the hillside. It was a sharp, brassy sound that cut through the night like a knife. Nuru and Jiro both froze.

“The soldiers,” Jiro hissed. “They are coming up the path!”

Nuru scrambled to the edge of their hiding place and looked through a crack in the stones. Below, she saw the orange glow of torches. There were many of them, moving in a long line like a fiery snake. They were not just searching the village anymore. They were heading straight for the Old Temple.

“Why are they coming here?” Nuru asked, her voice trembling. “They never come here.”

“Maybe they saw you,” Jiro said. He was shaking again. “Maybe they saw you carrying the drum.”

Nuru felt a surge of panic. If the General’s men found the drum, they would take it. They would take Jiro. They would take her. They would use this ancient thing for their own dark purposes. She could not let that happen.

“We have to hide it better,” Nuru said. She tried to lift the drum, but suddenly it felt incredibly
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