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By the time betrayal shows its teeth, it has usually already kissed the cheek.

It does not begin with blood in the open or screams by the river. It begins in smaller ways—in weakness dressed as longing, in help offered at the wrong hour, in the private wound no one else notices until it festers. Evil rarely knocks down the front door. More often, it enters through a crack in the heart.

That was how it came for us.

Not all at once. Not in one clean stroke. Through hunger, old loyalties strained past their strength, and grief made its way. This one came through men who believed force could solve what prayer had delayed. It came through women who loved too deeply, trusted too quickly, or mistook desperation for devotion. Polished lies, family secrets, ignored sacred warnings, and the ancient arrogance of those who believed they could manage, bargain with, or outrun darkness also contributed.

By then, too much had already called any of it an accident.

Wicked men had corrupted the church. A pastor had fallen under the shadow of wicked men. Mothers had wept for daughters stolen in daylight and hidden in darkness. Wicked men hunted the innocent. Faithful people faced trials. The occult moved beneath ordinary life like roots under a rotting house, while people spoke the name of God in rooms already thick with fear. By the time one generation understood the cost, the next had already inherited the curse.

And still the river waited.

It waited through whispered conspiracies and broken marriages. Through kidnappings, funerals, prophecies, and revenge. Through the slow collapse of trust between lovers, friends, families, and comrades. It waited while men armed themselves for battles they did not fully understand, and women carried sorrow like a second skeleton beneath the skin. It waited while a child became the centre of a war older than anyone wanted to admit.

For there are places where evil does not merely visit. It settles and learns the names of the living. It feeds on custom, on fear, on silence, and on the obedience of those too weary to resist it. In our story, that place was the riverbank. There, people had fed the old darkness for generations. The goddess Iyi received adoration there through blood, secrecy, and the bodies of those too small to defend themselves. Men clothed her in myth and called her sacred. Women suffered beneath her shadow. Children disappeared into her appetite.

Still, heaven was not absent.

Even when prayers seemed to strike brass and fall back unanswered, something endured. A warning spoken by a seer and a mother’s refusal to surrender her child. The intuition of a grieving woman suggests that love, once wronged, does not always simply disappear. A rescuer’s conviction that someone could still drag ancient evil into the light and break it there. Faith did not always roar. Sometimes it only smouldered. But even an ember can outlive the night if God has breathed upon it.

What followed was no ordinary reckoning.

A birthday became a massacre. A sanctuary turned battlefield. Lovers turned against one another. The guilty fled, and the hunted fought back. The dead left their silence in the mouths of the living. And before the end, men would descend into darkness not only to rescue a child but to confront the terrible truth that some monsters live in water, some in temples, and some in the human heart.

This is the story of what happens after evil has already crossed the threshold.

The narrative explores mothers and daughters, soldiers and seers, alongside betrayal sharpened by desire and courage refined by grief. It is the story of a child marked for sacrifice, of a father driven by fury, of a woman whose jealousy opened the wrong gate, and of the blood price demanded by powers that had ruled too long in shadow.

The story of faith, once again tested by fire, is what this is.

This is the story of a river that mistook worship for fear.

And it begins, as so many tragedies do, not with the monster — but with the wound that led everyone to its mouth.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The British Blonde
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Amy came into the world in London, cradled by privilege and raised in the velvet hush of aristocracy. Yet even as a child, comfort never blinded her to suffering. At five years old, she sat before a television screen and watched images of sick, helpless babies—frail newborns with hollow eyes and fly-bitten skin. They came from Africa, a place she then imagined as something impossibly far away, almost mythical, as distant as another galaxy. Still, distance did nothing to dull what stirred inside her. Something opened in her heart that day, and it never closed again.

As the years slipped by, Amy grew into a striking young woman with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a warmth that seemed to soften every room she entered. Kindness lived easily on her face; it shone in her smile, in her voice, in the way she carried herself. People noticed her beauty, but what lingered long after she left was her gentleness. Privilege clothed her, but compassion defined her. While others moved through life cushioned by comfort, Amy could not ignore the gulf between her world and the world of the forgotten. She now understood that the dark-skinned children she had once seen on television were African children, flesh and blood, not shadows on a screen. And from that understanding came resolve. She would help them. She would care for those forsaken babies with the ferocity of a lioness guarding her young.

Fifteen years later, her friends spoke of her compassion as though it were a force of nature. Amy had grown into a woman who did not merely feel deeply; she acted. In London, she established community kitchens that fed the homeless and those trapped by addiction. She did not stand at a distance and pity them. She stepped into their hunger and answered it with food, dignity, and human presence.

In time, Amy met Willie Arnett, a young British soldier. Love took root between them, quiet at first, then steady and sure. When she became pregnant, she chose motherhood without hesitation. She refused to let fear decide for her. That choice brought Nora into the world—a child who would one day stand at the centre of everything.

Amy later graduated and stepped into the world of modelling and entertainment, where success found her with surprising ease. The industry opened its glittering doors, and she walked through them without losing herself. Fame, for all its seduction, never swelled her head or hardened her heart. She remained grounded, carrying her purpose like a hidden flame. Even as her public profile rose, she devoted herself to humanitarian work across the globe, pouring her energy into the lives of the sick, the poor, and the abandoned.

Anita, the Princess

On August 28, 1984, in Nkporo, Abia State, Nigeria, Anita Onuoha was born into royalty. Her family belonged to a royal household, but the grandeur of her birth never made her fragile or aloof. Raised by her grandmother, Queen Olanma, Anita grew up beneath the stern grace of tradition and the watchful eye of discipline. From an early age, she showed an unusual tenderness toward motherless infants, as though compassion had marked her before language ever could.

She met Amy years later while studying in the United States, and their connection formed almost at once. They recognised in each other the same restless conscience, the same refusal to look away. What began as friendship soon hardened into purpose. United by hunger for justice, they became fierce human rights campaigners, women who believed that empathy meant little unless it moved the hand and steadied the spine.

They did not waste themselves on empty speeches or fashionable outrage. The duo worked. They travelled and listened. They fought against social injustice. Together, Amy and Anita advocated tirelessly for women’s rights, and their efforts reached far beyond conference halls and charity dinners. They moved from country to country, especially across Africa, carrying their mission into places where silence had protected cruelty for generations.

Then they stumbled upon a truth that changed everything. Over 85 percent of aid meant for the developing world never reached the people it was supposed to save; corrupt politicians siphoned it off long before it touched the ground. That revelation hit them like a slap across the face. They refused to keep feeding a broken machine, so they created a non-governmental organisation to bypass the rot and deliver help directly into the hands that needed it.

As their work deepened, they uncovered another horror. In many communities, men hide behind the veil of tradition to force young girls into marriage. They called it culture, but Amy and Anita saw it for what it was: captivity dressed in custom. They resolved to fight it with everything they had. Their campaign drew them into some of the harshest corners of Asia, South America, and Africa, where injustice wore old names and familiar masks.

Within a year, their efforts helped spark a slight decline in child marriage in several communities as awareness spread. It was not a sweeping victory, but it was a crack in the wall, and sometimes a crack is all the light needs. Encouraged, they pushed harder, throwing themselves into campaigns across Ethiopia, Mozambique, Kenya, Soweto, Sudan, Nigeria, and beyond. Their work left fingerprints on the world. Then, without warning, one terrible encounter shifted the course of their mission.

The cause they had embraced—ending child marriage and improving women’s lives—suddenly demanded a more dangerous fight. Their path bent sharply, and neither woman would ever be the same again.
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Chapter Two: Clitoridectomy
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One day, their work led them to the Afar region in the Horn of Africa, homeland of the Afar people, a community spread across Ethiopia and the southern coast of Eritrea. Most of the people practiced Islam, and the culture ran deep, ancient as bone. Amy and Anita assisted local women, distributing anti-malarial medication, and campaigning against female genital mutilation, polygamy, and underage marriage. They arrived with medicine in their hands and conviction in their hearts.

When they spoke to the villagers, many received their message warmly. The women listened. Some even nodded with guarded hope. But the men stood firm, rooted in the old order, unwilling to yield an inch. The gifts Amy and Anita brought softened the atmosphere. Goodwill spread through the gathering like the first breeze before rain, and though resistance remained, the women sensed that some seed had landed in the soil.

After the conference, they returned to their hotel to wash away the dust and prepare for a guided tour of nearby Ethiopian villages. The interpreter led them through winding roads and scattered settlements, and along the way the villagers greeted them with smiles and curiosity. For a little while, the day seemed lighter, almost ordinary. But peace, as they were about to learn, can be as thin as paper.

The road soon narrowed into a rough, neglected track veiled by thick foliage. The air changed there. Even the sunlight seemed reluctant to enter. Ahead stood a small hut ringed by towering trees, their branches woven so tightly they cast the place in a damp, unnatural gloom. Above the roof, vultures circled in slow, patient spirals. The hut looked less like a dwelling than a secret the earth had tried to bury.

Amy slowed. Anita did the same. Something in the air felt wrong.

From inside the hut came murmurs—low, muffled, uneasy. The structure looked abandoned, yet it breathed with hidden activity. Anita glanced at Amy, her instincts already on edge.

“This is strange,” Amy muttered, her eyes fixed on the vultures dropping lower over the thatched roof.

Anita exhaled slowly and scanned the area with growing suspicion. Both women stopped walking. Amy stared at the hut, caution and curiosity pulling against each other. Her pulse hammered as though some buried truth stood waiting behind that door.

“It looks like a set from a Steven Spielberg film,” she whispered, glancing around as if she expected a ghost to emerge from the trees.

The interpreter remained calm. Too calm. She looked at their troubled faces.

“That is the house of our goddess,” she said. “Iyi—the goddess of fertility. Young girls gather there for circumcision twice a year. Today is one of those days.”

The words had barely settled when a scream tore through the air.

It was not the scream one forgets. It split the afternoon open—raw, jagged, soaked in agony. Amy and Anita froze where they stood, terror locking their limbs. The cry sounded inhuman, as though pain itself had found a voice. To know that a child suffered like that, only a few paces away, was almost unbearable.

Yet around them, life went on.

Villagers continued their business without alarm. No one ran. Nobody yelled. No one looked toward the hut with concern. The ordinary rhythm of the place rolled forward as though that scream had meant nothing at all. Amy and Anita stared in disbelief, expecting a child to burst from the shadows in terror, but no one came. The calmness of the village made the horror feel even darker, as though cruelty had grown so common that no one could hear it anymore.

Amy turned to the interpreter. “What was that?”

The woman paused, then answered with a casualness so chilling it felt unreal. “Nothing serious. It is the day of female circumcision.”

She said it lightly, almost lazily, as though she were explaining a market custom or the start of a festival.

Amy’s body recoiled. She clamped her hands against herself in instinctive horror, as though she could shield her own flesh from the violence hidden inside that hut. A deep breath shuddered through her, but beneath the revulsion, something harder rose. Determination gathered inside her like a storm front. Anita felt a cold tremor run the length of her spine.

The two women stood suspended between fear and fury. Every instinct urged them to run from the nightmare crouching before them. Yet something even stronger rooted them in place—the knowledge that children were suffering and that to walk away would make them complicit.

“Can we stop it?” Anita asked, pulling her hair back with trembling fingers. “Can we save the girls? What can we do to help?”

“Absolutely nothing,” the interpreter replied. Her tone turned sharp and final. A sly smile flickered across her mouth, as though resistance itself amused her.

“There is always something we can do,” Amy said.

She did not speak from certainty. She spoke from principle, from the stubborn refusal to accept evil simply because it wore the mask of tradition. Sometimes action begins not with a plan, but with a line in the soul that will not move.

Then another scream ripped through the air.

That sound decided for them. The activists jumped down from their SUV and moved closer to the hut.

The interpreter’s face remained disturbingly blank. “You must not interfere at all,” she said. “It is our custom.”

“How can you be so heartless?” Anita asked, stunned.

The interpreter’s expression hardened. “You can live peacefully here,” she warned. “But if you go looking for trouble, trouble will find you. If you try to save those girls, you will face serious consequences. You can do nothing.”

Amy’s eyes flashed. “Watch me.”

The activists lunged toward the hut.

The interpreter hurried after them, protesting, but Amy and Anita no longer listened. They stormed across the clearing, mounted the patio, and burst through the entrance like women possessed. Inside, horror waited for them in broad daylight.

The place looked like a slaughterhouse.

Blood stained the sandy floor in dark patches. It sprayed the walls in cruel, erratic bursts. A ragged old clit-cutter stood in the centre of the large room with her assistants, all of them splashed with the blood of children. Two broad, half-naked women hovered nearby, observing the scene with blank familiarity. In one corner lay a girl, motionless and bleeding heavily, her small body slack as though life had already left it. Another child writhed in the cutter’s grip, pinned open for the blade. Nearby, more little girls huddled together in terror, sobbing without restraint.

The air reeked of blood, fear, and something ancient and monstrous.

One girl—only three years old—reached out her hand toward Amy and Anita in a desperate plea so pure it cut deeper than any scream. It was the gesture of a child who did not understand the world, only pain, and hoped that the strangers before her might be angels.

Anita moved first. She charged at the women with explosive force, punched two women, and they dropped to the ground. She struck another on the jaw, shoved another aside, snatched up a child, and bolted for the door. Amy drove her fist into the cutter’s neck, dropping her long enough to seize the dying girl from the floor. The butchers pulled machetes and came after them. Then they ran.

For one wild, impossible moment, escape seemed within reach.

But the village reacted fast.

By the time they reached the SUV, locals had swarmed around them from every direction. Men and women surged forward, shouting, grabbing, tearing the children from their arms. Amy fought, screamed, and wept, but numbers crushed resistance. The villagers carried the infants back toward the hut, back toward the place of blood and ruin, while helplessness burned through them like acid.

Failure landed on them with unbearable weight. But if defeat bent them, it did not break the duo. The horror of that day branded itself into their hearts, and from that scar rose a fiercer resolve. They would not forget. They would not surrender. The angels would fight this brutality until their last breath.

The villagers quickly summoned the police. Officers arrived, arrested Amy and Anita, and took them to a nearby station. Soon the matter escalated: the local king and members of his cabinet filed a formal complaint, and word reached both women’s embassies without delay.

Hours crawled by under the strain of tense negotiations. At last, after a substantial payment to the authorities, officials dropped the charges. Amy and Anita walked free—but not without a warning. The authorities ordered them to leave the Afar villages immediately.

They left shaken, furious, and heartsick. Yet the ordeal did not weaken their mission. It tempered it. What they had witnessed stripped away every remaining illusion. From that day forward, their fight against cruelty grew sharper, riskier, and more personal. They had looked into the mouth of an old darkness, and though it had beaten them back, it had not silenced them. If anything, it had shown them exactly what they were up against.
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Chapter Three: The Festival of Blood
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The three-day Iyi Cultural Festival drew crowds from far and near. It dazzled the eye with traditional dances, sacred rites, and displays of ancient artifacts that seemed to breathe with the weight of forgotten centuries. Yet beneath the pageantry, something darker stirred. On the third day, organisers scheduled female genital mutilation for more than a hundred children. While the drums sang and the dancers whirled, activists and campaigners from every corner used the gathering to urge the people to abandon the practice. Under that cover, the human rights campaigners also made their way to Abriba.

Amy’s older sister, Meghan, travelled with them, bringing her two children—three-year-old Mathew and five-year-old Trina. Amy’s daughter, Nora, came along as well. Nora was a lively, sweet-natured child, bright as morning light and impossible to ignore. Her energy moved ahead of her like laughter on the wind. Together, they all planned to attend the Iyi Cultural Festival and raise awareness about FGM. The activists came armed not with weapons, but with persuasion, gifts, and practical incentives, hoping to coax the villagers into laying down their razors and choosing mercy over custom.

In that region, female circumcision did not lurk in the shadows; people treated it as law, habit, and inheritance. Abriba, a village only six kilometres from Nkporo, Anita’s hometown, stood firmly within that tradition. For Anita, the cause cut deeper than ideology. She was herself a survivor—one of the many girls who had endured the cruelty people dressed up as culture. That truth sharpened every word she spoke and gave her outrage a wound to stand on.

Meghan, Amy’s sister, had married Peter, a native of Abriba, though the couple lived in London. It was the Christmas season when Amy gained the opportunity to meet Peter’s grandfather, Chief Ikoro Kalu. 

Chief Ikoro’s sister, Madame Theresa, 60 years old, was there as well. Once a university lecturer, Theresa carried herself with the poise of an intellectual and the confidence of a woman long accustomed to power. People respected her, feared her, and never underestimated her. Wealth had made her formidable, but it had not made her gracious. Beneath her polished exterior lived a ruthless mind and a cruel devotion to the old ways. She defended female circumcision without apology and played an active role in the Iyi Occult Fraternity, a secret society whispered about in fear—a brotherhood of shadows linked to human sacrifice and genital mutilation. Theresa moved through the world like a silk-wrapped blade. Her malice stood in sharp contrast to Chief Ikoro’s honourable reputation.

Chief Ikoro himself was a different breed of elder. He was 70 years old, tall and slim. A former British intelligence officer, he had earned respect for his discipline, integrity, and uncommon breadth of mind. He welcomed the activists with courtesy and listened to them without mockery. On his sprawling compound stood a vast, modern mansion, a symbol not merely of wealth but of vision. Everything about him suggested a man who could see beyond the fences of inherited belief. In his support, the activists found a thin but precious thread of hope, even as they waded deeper into the dangerous waters of custom, secrecy, and blood.

Lucas, merciful and daring

Lucas had arrived in Abriba on a mission of his own, one he kept hidden from almost everyone around him. He destroyed the fertility goddess.

In the mythology surrounding female circumcision, the worship of Iyi lay at the centre like a buried root feeding poisoned fruit. The locals revered Iyi as the goddess of fertility, a sacred force tied to womanhood, childbirth, and continuity. Long before Christianity cast its light across the land, ancient communities had bowed before her name. To challenge female circumcision, then, meant more than opposing a ritual; it meant striking at a belief system woven into the bones of the people.

For Amy and Anita, Abriba became their fiercest battleground yet.

They moved through the village with their small circle of supporters, careful but resolute, trying to loosen the custom that had held generations in an iron grip. Every conversation felt like walking through a field of dry grass with a torch in hand. One wrong spark could set the whole place ablaze. Lucas’s secret mission only deepened the tension. His presence cast a shadow over everything, adding mystery and danger to an already volatile struggle. The activists understood the stakes with brutal clarity: anyone who challenged the followers of Iyi did not merely question tradition—they threatened an entire order of meaning, fear, and obedience.

Still, they pressed on.

Madame Theresa’s influence spread through the kingdom like smoke through rafters, darkening every effort at reform. Yet Amy and Anita refused to retreat. Their determination held fast. They had seen too much suffering to turn back now, and the thought of the girls at risk kept their courage from collapsing. Fear stalked them, but purpose walked beside them.

The Night of Cries

People called the last night of the Iyi festival the Night of Cries.

For the indigenous people, it was a sacred celebration, heavy with ritual and ancestral reverence. But beneath the ceremony lay something grim and unforgivable. Every girl marked for circumcision had to touch the carved wooden image of Iyi, the goddess of birth, before the cutting began. The people believed the act bound the child to fertility, safe motherhood, and the approval of the unseen world. In every place where Iyi held sway, that belief stood firm as stone.

Abriba was rich in cultural landmarks and natural beauty. Visitors admired its heritage, its artistry, and the warmth of its people. Yet the barbarity of genital mutilation stained the kingdom like blood on white cloth. No amount of celebration could hide that wound. The festival unfolded with music, traditional dances, and public festivities designed to charm both locals and tourists. But threaded through all that colour and noise was the chilling spectacle of young girls being prepared for clitoridectomy. On the third day, the blade would claim children between one month and five years old.

No girl could refuse.

If a family resisted the ritual, the community threatened them with forty years of exclusion. That punishment carried the weight of exile. It meant social death—rejection, shame, and severance from the only world most people had ever known. Fear enforced obedience where conscience should have spoken. In that way, the practice endured, passing pain from mother to daughter like an inheritance no one dared reject. For the activists, the festival’s beauty only made the cruelty more grotesque. Song and suffering walked side by side.

The season itself seemed almost mocking in its loveliness. The weather was perfect for a celebration, bright and gentle, touched by the ease of holiday festivity. Delegates from an American non-profit organisation had arrived to voice their opposition to FGM, and their presence stirred fresh debate in the community. Promises of support for local women—education, aid, and development for abandoning the practice—created a current of excitement that flashed through the village.

The Madrid City Council sponsored a side event. A famous Spanish performer was there to entertain the crowd with flamenco music. The performance aimed to encourage cross-cultural exchange and lend strength to the campaign against FGM. Local churches joined the effort as well, organising cultural programs, exhibitions, and community incentives to persuade the people to abandon genital mutilation. For a moment, music, faith, and goodwill might succeed where outrage alone had failed.

In the Abriba Kingdom, women treated the festival as a sacred social occasion. Tradition demanded that every woman wear white—white undergarments, white shawls, white blouses, white sandals, and white head coverings. The colour stood for purity, devotion, and obedience to the old order. The hosts encouraged guests to dress the same way, partly as a gesture of respect and partly to avoid conflict with the locals. White covered the women from head to toe, but beneath that pale fabric lay generations of silence, fear, and inherited pain.

And somewhere amid all that ritual splendour, danger waited.

The mingling of cultural exchange, international pressure, and local resistance gave the festival an air charged with uneasy hope. For a fleeting moment, it seemed possible that the old order might finally crack. The activists held fast to that hope. Every speech, every gesture of solidarity, every public appeal strengthened their resolve to tear female genital mutilation out by the roots.

The promised fusion of Afrobeat and flamenco hung over the festival like an approaching storm of colour and sound. Organisers closed all entrances to the main arena to vehicles, leaving the roads to a tide of pedestrians dressed in celebration. Eateries and public spaces bloomed in traditional adornments, and every household prepared its own special dishes for visitors. From every corner, loudspeakers poured music into the air until the entire kingdom seemed to pulse with rhythm.

Widows danced to outrun their grief. Older adults danced as if they could coax their youth back from memory. The young surrendered themselves to the fever of the moment, letting the joy of Abebe rise through them like fire through dry grass. For three days, the kingdom gave itself over to festivity, and the streets glittered with movement, laughter, and ritual pride.

Yet beneath that splendour, dread waited.

The Iyi Cultural Festival held deep meaning in the Abebe Kingdom. It offered three days of revelry before yielding to the ultimate night, a night shadowed by blood and terror. People called it sacred. They spoke of spirits gathering in silence to witness the mutilation of girls, believing the suffering would please the fertility goddess. Celebration and cruelty walked hand in hand, bound by custom so tightly that many no longer saw the contradiction.

That was the festival’s terrible truth. Its music honoured heritage, its dances celebrated identity, and its rituals stitched the community together. But hidden inside that beauty crouched something brutal. Female genital mutilation and ritual sacrifice poisoned the heart of the celebration, casting a darkness no bright garment or drumbeat could conceal. The contrast made the horror sharper. Joy wore white; violence stood just behind it with a blade.

Delegates from the European Union arrived, and the governor of Madrid sent a delegation as well. European ambassadors spoke before the king and the gathered villagers, urging them to abandon any belief or tradition that upheld FGM. Doctors of great renown laid out scientific evidence with calm precision, dismantling the claim that mutilation reduced promiscuity or improved a woman’s moral character. They challenged the lie that it only altered physical development and left the soul untouched.

The doctors explained the immediate dangers: septicaemia, catastrophic blood loss, infection, and prolonged bleeding. Then they named the wounds that lasted far longer—the psychological torment, the lifelong pain, and the loss of sexual sensation. Their words did not thunder; they cut. Truth often does.

Still, the villagers did not yield easily.

Belief based on ancestral myths

Many of the natives defended the custom with deep conviction. In their eyes, the festival existed not merely to entertain but to hand down ancestral myths and traditions to the next generation. In the kingdom, the circumcision of both men and women had become a marker of identity, a way of naming who belonged and who did not. The ritual had sunk so deeply into the culture that many could no longer separate it from the idea of home itself.

That was the wall the activists faced: not ignorance alone, but inheritance. Facts battled faith. Human rights collided with memory, fear, and belonging. The clash exposed just how difficult lasting change would be in Abriba. Tradition had built its house there long ago, and it would not surrender the keys without a fight.

When Amy finally rose to speak, eloquence settled over her like armour.

Thousands of women had gathered in the kingdom’s square to listen. The court overflowed with people. On one side sat the king and his honoured guests; the villagers occupied the places of prominence, their attention fixed on the centre of the square. Opposite them stood the thatched shrines where the gods dwell, and beyond those huts a dense forest rose in solemn silence, its giant trees looming like ancient witnesses.

Dominating the open ground stood a massive wooden figure, severe and imposing, a symbol of the most revered deities the locals had worshipped for thousands of years. Beside it stood three smaller, wooden goddesses draped in white cloth and white scarves, their stillness eerie against the restless crowd. Their presence pressed on the gathering like the weight of history itself—a mute reminder of the traditions Amy challenged.

Then she began.

Her voice rang through the square, clear and impassioned, gathering force as it moved from one end of the crowd to the other.

“We have gathered here today to speak about a tradition that has shaped lives for generations. But we must ask ourselves a simple question: at what cost? Female genital mutilation violates the dignity of women and inflicts immense physical and psychological harm. We must protect our daughters. We must allow them to grow without pain forced upon them in the name of custom.”

The square fell still beneath the weight of her words. People listened. Some stared at her with skepticism, some with anger, others with a fragile curiosity they did not yet know how to name. Amy’s speech did more than condemn a practice; it forced the community to look into a mirror it had spent generations avoiding. Behind her, the ancient shrines stood silent. Before her, change strained against fear.

Amy never meant to insult the people. She did not come to mock their heritage or spit on their history. She came to confront the violence hidden inside customs others had taught them to revere. With fearless clarity, she spoke not only against female genital mutilation but also against child marriage and polygamy. She spoke against people who had twisted cultural memory into a shield for cruelty, using tradition to excuse acts that should have horrified any conscience. She condemned factions that wrapped themselves in ritual while committing diabolical acts, even invoking blood in ceremonies that mocked both humanity and faith.

“There are men,” she said, “who hide behind culture so they can prey on children. They take underage wives and call it tradition. They exploit girls and call it honour. But abuse dressed in custom remains abuse.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd.

Amy pressed on. She spoke of networks of seduction and exploitation, of children treated not as human beings with rights, dreams, and futures, but as possessions to be consumed within corrupt systems of power. In her view, such practices did not preserve culture; they strangled childhood itself. The villagers listened in grave silence, and among the international delegates—from Australia, the United Kingdom, the United States, and the European Union—applause rose and spread like rolling thunder.

Then Amy’s voice sharpened.

“Regrettably, many governments still turn a blind eye to the anguished cries of infants and victims of this horrific crime. Some claim they do not intervene because they consider female genital mutilation a domestic matter. At first glance, that excuse may sound reasonable. But under scrutiny, it collapses. We live in an interconnected world. The suffering of one human being diminishes us all.”

She paused, and the silence that followed seemed to hold its breath.

“Today,” Amy said, her voice carrying across the square, “I stand before you to speak for the little ones who cannot speak for themselves. I stand here to amplify their cries and urge the authorities of this kingdom to end female genital mutilation once and for all. This matter cannot wait. Delay only feeds the blade.”

She let the words settle before pressing on.

“We must stop pretending that this horror belongs only to the local people who carry it out. Silence enables it. Indifference protects it. Every year, this practice leaves tens of thousands of infants injured, scarred, or dead. When decent people look away, more children bleed. More children suffer. More children die.”

A hush spread through the crowd.

“I appeal to the local priest, to His Royal Highness, and to every authority with power in this land: join us. Add your voice to this petition. Indifference no longer has a place on this earth. There can be no negotiation with evil. We cannot decorate it with tradition and call it sacred. We must destroy it at the root. And let those so-called deities cease their thirst for human blood.”

A murmur rippled through the square, half approval, half alarm.

“The world condemns genital mutilation,” Amy continued. “And the world is watching. Those who persist in these acts cannot hide forever behind custom, titles, or false assurances. I have come a long way to appeal to your sense of justice, because justice must rule where cruelty once reigned. If this region refuses to embrace a humane standard and align itself with the values that protect human life, the consequences will be grave—not only for its reputation, but for its future.

“So do not take comfort in empty promises from government officials. Do not let political protection make you reckless. Tell the blood drinkers that their shelter is collapsing. Tell them the pressure has reached even the central government. The old order is cracking. The fortress is falling. Stop FGM.”

Silence.

“God bless our planet.”

When she finished, the square erupted. Applause rose in waves, and many in the audience climbed to their feet. Approval moved through the gathering in murmurs, nods, and open cheers, though not every face held welcome. Amy had struck the iron while it was hot. Whether it would bend or break remained to be seen.

Soon the mood shifted again, as the machinery of celebration rolled back into place.

Cultural music swelled through the air. Children danced with reckless joy, their laughter darting through the crowd like birds at dawn. Food flowed in abundance, enough to feed every guest and still leave tables groaning beneath platters of delicacies. Dancers moved before the gathering with fluid grace and tireless energy; their bodies told stories older than the stage itself.

At the centre of the performance stood the priestess, a former English teacher now in her late fifties. She directed the ethnic dance with sharp authority, her staff swaying in measured arcs as though it controlled the pulse of the earth beneath her feet. Her troupe followed every movement with disciplined precision, matching her rhythm so completely that the leader and dancers seemed to breathe as one. Their performance fused perfectly with the crowd’s exhilaration, feeding the fever of the festival.

Among the notable guests sat Oscar Buddy, a famous American television host. At sixty-one, he was broad-shouldered and muscular, a man whose charisma had weathered age without losing force. The king admired him immensely and had lavished him with expensive gifts. Oscar had arrived with his crew several days earlier, armed with royal approval and professional instinct. They had installed cameras discreetly across the grounds to record every aspect of the celebration.

After eight years of covering the event, Oscar knew the festival’s face and its hidden pulse. He understood how to capture both the colourful sideshows and the darker centre of the spectacle. As speakers climbed the stage, giant television screens flashed their images above the crowd, magnifying every expression and every gesture. Before the festivities had begun, Oscar had already interviewed Amy, Anita, and several others, laying a polished public frame over a gathering whose heart beat to more dangerous rhythms.

Close to the podium, Meghan sat beneath a canopy with the children, enduring the afternoon with a mother’s unease gnawing at her nerves. Mathew, Trina, and Nora remained only twenty meters from where Amy spoke, close enough to see the movement on the platform, yet far enough to be swallowed now and then by the noise of the crowd. Meghan watched them with growing anxiety, her mind refusing rest. Even amid the celebration, a thin strand of dread tugged at her.

The faint sound of a singer’s weeping voice pierced the thick weave of voices and drums. Electric guitars answered with soft, melodic restraint, draping the carnival in a tenderness that felt almost strange against the weight of the day. For a moment, the music seemed to mourn what the festival itself refused to name.
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Chapter Four: The Opposing Voice
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Then Madam Theresa Kalu rose to offer the other side.

Where Amy had spoken with urgency, Theresa spoke with calculated force. She defended female genital mutilation and other traditional practices as though she were protecting a kingdom under siege. Her voice rang with the practiced confidence of a woman who knew how to stir a crowd and bend sentiment to her will.

“For years,” she declared, “the West has waged war against African religious traditions. Their vile remarks wear the mask of concern, but beneath that mask lies contempt—contempt for our history, our traditions, and our way of life.”

The crowd quieted, listening closely.

“The Western world,” she continued, “turns a blind eye to Africa’s real burdens—unfair economic systems, poverty, poor education, and disease. They have made themselves deaf to the hardships that confront African nations every day. Yet suddenly they find their voices in condemning us. They call this concern. We call it hypocrisy.”

Her tone sharpened, edged with mockery.

“The people of Abriba do not see this campaign against FGM as noble. We see it as selective, arbitrary, and insulting—especially from societies that freely permit the destruction of unborn children through abortion. They appoint themselves moral judges over the world, as though they serve as enforcers for some new global order.”

She delivered the words with sly boldness, equal parts elegance and provocation. Her speech dripped with defiance, and though her ideas chilled the blood, she knew exactly how to feed the wounded pride of her audience. She framed resistance as dignity, tradition as sovereignty, and criticism as colonial arrogance.

By the time she finished, thunderous applause shook the square.

Her supporters clapped with fierce enthusiasm, emboldened by every word. In that moment, the fault line running through Abriba stood naked for all to see. It was not merely a clash over a ritual. It was a war over memory, identity, power, and the stories people told themselves in order to live with blood on their hands.

Nora Snatched the wooden goddess

Nora, however, had grown restless.

Something in her small body crackled with defiance, bright and stubborn as a struck match. She watched the girls dance around the goddess and could not hide her longing. With the blunt insistence only a child could carry so fearlessly, she demanded to know why she could not join them.

“I want to dance too,” the little blonde girl protested. “I want to hold the wooden doll like the others.”

Like any child, she wanted not the danger of the thing, but its mystery, its glitter, its forbidden thrill. The wooden goddess had cast a spell over her imagination. Even while music swelled and voices rose around her, Nora’s eyes kept drifting back to the idol. Meghan, who understood the danger better than most, silently prayed that the earlier warnings had reached the child at last. For a moment, it seemed they had. Nora appeared distracted. The obsession looked as though it had loosened its grip.

Then the rhythm changed.

The tempo leapt. All eyes swung toward the performance as the dancers answered it at once. The Spanish flamenco troupe seized the crowd completely; their movements were so fierce and fluid that they seemed to set the air on fire. The guitar sang with hypnotic brilliance, and both guests and villagers fell beneath its spell. For one breathless instant, the festival forgot itself in beauty.

And in that instant, Nora slipped away.

It happened so quickly Meghan did not see her go.

One moment the child sat within reach, and the next she streaked through the crowd with astonishing speed. The priestess saw her too late. Before anyone could stop her, Nora darted forward, snatched one of the smaller wooden goddesses into her arms, and vanished into the crush of bodies like a rabbit diving into tall grass.

A burst of laughter rose from some of the foreign guests, who mistook the act for childish mischief.

The locals did not laugh.

Shock struck them first, then fury. The priestess sprang after Nora at once, her robes flaring behind her as she pushed through the crowd. Clutching the carved goddess to her chest, Nora ran toward her mother with the reckless instinct of a child racing toward safety.

At the podium, Amy was still responding to Theresa’s speech when she heard the cry rise from the crowd.

“Eeeeh!”

The sound cut through the celebration like a blade.

The courtyard, so lively only a heartbeat earlier, fell into a silence as sudden and cold as a graveyard. Amy stopped mid-sentence. A chill climbed her spine. She looked down and saw Nora running toward her with one of the wooden gods in her hands.

Her stomach turned.

At once, Lucas’s warning came back to her, hard and sharp as a strike of lightning.

‘Never touch the goddess. The verdict could be death for foreigners or clit-cutting virgin girls.’

Then the second warning followed close behind it:

‘The locals kill people to preserve reverence for their gods. Beware.’

Panic exploded inside her. Her heart slammed against her ribs like a trapped animal.

The folders slipped from her hands.

Amy bolted from the podium and ran toward her daughter with wild desperation, determined to reach Nora before anyone else could lay a hand on her. But the priestess moved faster. Just as Amy lunged forward, the woman seized Nora and tore her away with the speed and force of a tiger snatching prey from a hunter’s grasp.

Amy cried out and threw herself after them, but shrine attendants swarmed around her. Hands caught at her arms, her waist, her shoulders. A violent struggle erupted in an instant. She fought with everything she had, shoving, striking, twisting against the woman who blocked her path. For several frantic moments she held her ground, driven by a mother’s terror, but the tide of bodies overwhelmed her, and Nora disappeared from her reach.

. . . .

When Amy became uncontrollable, one woman stepped forward and touched Amy lightly with a diabolic wand.

The effect came at once.

Her mind felt plunged beneath dark water, causing a strange heaviness in her body. Dizziness wrapped around her. Her limbs weakened. Sleepiness and confusion crashed over her so suddenly that she seemed to stagger out of herself. Her speech broke apart into fragments, and for a frightening moment she looked as though madness had gripped her by the throat. The shift was so abrupt, so unnatural, that it felt almost supernatural.

The other campaigners drew back cautiously, horrified by the sudden change in her. They adjusted their cloaks with trembling hands and stared at the villagers in frozen alarm, unsure whether they had just witnessed ritual power, poison, or sheer terror unravelling a human mind.

But the spell—whatever it was—did not hold her for long.

In the next instant, Amy shook herself free of the daze and surged back into the struggle with renewed hysteria, raw and unstoppable.

Amid the chaos, the priestess tore the wooden figure from Nora’s clenched hands with a violence shocking even to the onlookers. Around them, several locals drew sharpened stainless steel machetes, gripping the blades with a fascination so cold it sickened the tourists.

“You little beast, don’t hurt my baby!” Amy screamed at the priestess.

She shoved against the human barricade, trying to break through, but the wall of women held firm.

The priestess carried Nora toward the hut as voices rose around them like a curse.

“Abomination!” the women cried.

The word spread through the crowd with terrifying speed.

A stronger barrier formed at once between Amy and her daughter. Through gaps in the moving bodies, Amy caught splintered glimpses of Nora being hurried from one hut to another, passed through that nightmare maze like stolen treasure. The sight tore at her. At last they brought the child into a crumbling shrine and placed her at the feet of a massive statue surrounded by other carved gods.

From outside, Amy could still see her.

Nora looked petrified.

They chained her to a tiny wooden chair, the image so grotesque and unreal that it seemed torn from the fever dream of some ancient darkness. Amy lunged toward the shrine, frantic beyond reason, but Anita caught her and drove a sharp elbow into her side to stop her collapse and snap her back to herself.

“Amy, don’t go in there,” Anita said, gripping her hard. “You cannot enter that shrine.”

Amy fought against her, nearly mad with fear.

“The result could be immediate sacrifice,” Anita said, her voice low and urgent. “You are neither a virgin nor circumcised. If you go in there, they may kill you on the spot.”

She pulled Amy back with all her strength, forcing her away from the entrance.

Amy stared at her in disbelief, breath broken, eyes burning.

“What do you mean, sacrifice?” she demanded. “That sounds like something out of a film. They cannot do that. If they try anything like that, they’ll go to prison.”

But even as she spoke, the certainty drained from her voice. The atmosphere around them felt too old, too lawless, too charged with ritual menace for ordinary reasoning to hold.

Inside the shrine, Nora sat chained and trembling beneath the towering idols.

Outside, her mother could do nothing but watch.

The crowd had turned volatile. Guests shifted uneasily, unsure of what would happen next. Some shouted that Nora was innocent, only a child who did not understand what she had touched. Others sided with the priestess, insisting that desecration could not go unanswered. The townspeople stood wounded in their pride and inflamed by outrage.

Then the local women called an emergency meeting.

The priestess gathered with the elder women, speaking in tight circles and urgent whispers. Their faces carried the hard stillness of judges deciding a fate no outsider could influence. Tension thickened the air. Every second passed with the weight of a countdown. Time itself seemed to tick like a hidden bomb, and all who stood there felt it.

“What will happen if I go into the shrine?” Amy whispered again, her voice thin with dread.

Anita turned to her, pale and taut with fear. “Amy, this is not an empty threat. If you enter that shrine, they might sacrifice you. This is no film. These are old, deeply rooted practices.”

Amy’s heart pounded so hard it seemed to bruise her ribs. Around them, whispers thickened and spread through the crowd like smoke. The air itself felt sharpened by danger.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“They’ll slit your throat and sacrifice you to the goddess,” Anita replied.

Panic flashed across her face. She was no longer thinking only of Nora’s safety; she feared Amy might do something rash and make the entire situation even worse. She caught Amy by the arm and pulled her farther away from the shrine. Amy followed in a daze, stumbling after her like someone half-starved, half-bewitched. Reaching the side of a hut, she braced herself against the wall and tried to think.

“I’m still confused,” Amy muttered, almost absently. “But for a child, that woman dragged her with frightening strength. Explain the situation better, Anita. I can’t figure out you mean by sacrifice.”

Anita swallowed hard. “Listen to me. The priest could slit your throat and pour your blood out as an offering to the goddess. Since you are not a virgin, they may choose sacrifice instead of mutilation. So calm down. Use your head. Do not make this worse.”

Amy stood barefoot on the earth, a white shawl hanging loose from her narrow frame. Her lips had gone dry, and her tongue clung to the roof of her mouth. Her eyes shone like wet glass, bright and feverish. She looked as though she had just wrestled a madwoman in the dust, with her hair having fallen out of place.

Anita pulled her into an embrace and held her tightly while Amy cried out in anguish. She stroked her hair, rubbed her trembling back, and tried to steady her with the softness of her voice.

“I’m British,” Amy said at last, her words catching in her throat. “My country will raise hell here.”

“Your country means nothing in a place like this,” Anita whispered. Her eyes darted around as if she feared someone might be listening. “Stop reacting like this. Pull yourself together. These people may sacrifice you to their goddess and never think twice about the consequences. In a place ruled by fear and old powers, anything can happen.”

“I still don’t get it,” Amy said, almost choking on the words.

Anita lowered her voice further. “Do you believe in dark powers?”

Amy gave a hollow, unsteady moan. “I’m not foolish enough to believe in that kind of nonsense.”

“One woman had just attacked with black power a few minutes ago, Amy. In Africa, satanic forces are real to many people,” Anita said. She glanced around the corner before continuing. “Some people even eat human flesh here.”

Amy stared at her. “Do you mean they eat human flesh?”

Anita answered with a grim nod.

For a moment, Amy said nothing. She looked only at Anita with distant, unfocused eyes, as though her mind had drifted somewhere beyond the scene before her. Then a strange expression crossed her face. She smiled faintly at something invisible, something only she could see.

“It feels,” she murmured, “as if I’m trapped inside an illusion.”

The words sent a chill through Anita.

“It is frightening,” Anita said carefully, “but some people here believe a priest can disturb your mind from a distance. Locals here take that kind of thing seriously. We need help, Amy. We need it now.”

Amy went still.

Lucas’s warning returned to her with brutal force, and suddenly Anita’s words no longer sounded absurd. They sounded possible. That realisation dropped between them like a stone. The conversation died there, leaving behind a silence so heavy it seemed to bend the air.

Amy’s thoughts raced in all directions. The world had become surreal, jagged, unreal in the way nightmares are unreal while still hurting like truth. Fear pressed down on her chest until breathing itself felt like labour. She drew in a long, shaking breath and tried to steady herself. Somehow she had to save Nora. Somehow, she had to survive this place long enough to do it.

. . . .

The festival stopped, and the crowd waited. After a hurried discussion, the natives chose not to ease the punishment but to deepen it.

The king’s face tightened with irritation as the women chanted with rising anger.

“To those who oppose our goddess, may they perish!”

Others took up the cry.

“Outrage! Outrage!”

The words rolled through the square with the force of a curse. Then, without warning, gunfire cracked through the air.

Amy felt her heart speeding away.

Inside the hut, Nora screamed. “Mum!”

The sound of her daughter’s terror tore through Amy like a blade. Nora’s voice shook with panic, desperate to get out, desperate to be rescued from the nightmare closing around her.

Amy let out a scream of her own, but Anita clamped a hand over her mouth at once, muffling the sound before it could carry. She could feel Amy slipping toward madness and held on to her with desperate strength.

Amy’s breath came shallow and fast. Her knees trembled violently beneath her. She sagged against Anita, barely able to stand, while the surrounding air thickened with dread. Fear hung over the square like a storm cloud about to split open.

“Do not let them get away!” the priestess shouted. “Do not let any stranger escape! And do not forget the offerings for our deity!”

Then a homemade petard exploded.

The blast tore through the commotion with a violent flash, as if a dragon had opened its jaws and spat fire into the crowd. A great fireball leapt upward, and panic spread in an instant.

Visitors scattered in all directions.

Armed youths fired live rounds into the air, turning confusion into full-blown chaos. Delegates who had come in good faith now fled with raw fear stamped across their faces. Every foreign guest tried to find a way out as the situation spiralled into something far darker than a cultural dispute.

Then the kingdom’s central alarm sounded.

A dreadful gong boomed across the air, deep and ancient, each strike rolling over the festival grounds like a summons to disaster. Its echo magnified the pandemonium, turning fear into something almost physical. The entire kingdom seemed to shudder beneath it.

Amid the chaos, Amy clung to Anita, her mind racing in frantic circles around one terrible question: How do I save Nora? The festival, which only hours earlier had throbbed with music and celebration, had turned into a waking nightmare. Terror had ripped through it like a blade through silk, leaving confusion, screams, and panic in its wake.

Visitors fled in every direction, stumbling over themselves in their white garments as they searched for any path to safety. At the station, buses lurched away with passengers who had boarded in haste, their faces pale with fear. Foreign women tore free of the chaos, abandoning scarves and shawls as they ran, most of them white, fluttering behind them like surrender flags. The violent crush trampled two local women to death and injured dozens more.

News anchors and camera crews from local and international networks wasted no time; they abandoned the grounds almost at once. Only fragments of commentary remained behind, bitter and stunned, as if language itself had failed under the weight of what had happened. The scene had dissolved into full-blown pandemonium. Fear ruled where order had once stood, and the wild movement of bodies, garments, and dust painted a grim portrait of a day gone rotten at its core.

When the surge of panic finally broke, hours had passed, and the damage lay everywhere. The grounds looked ravaged, as though some invisible storm had swept through them and left ruin behind. Strangely, Oscar’s team stayed.

Amy and Anita went straight to the king and pleaded for Nora’s life.

“She’s just a baby!” they cried.

But the king did not soften. He rebuked them for failing to take their appeal to the priestess and turned away with cold finality. Surrounded by his security detail, he stormed off, leaving them with words that fell like a death sentence.

Nora has to undergo circumcision.

Amy stood frozen for only a second. Then something inside her hardened.

The British blonde refused to accept his verdict. She would not let her daughter bleed on an altar of custom. She would not hand Nora over to madness disguised as tradition.

Turning to Anita, Amy spoke with clenched resolve. “We need another way. We cannot let this happen.”

Anita nodded at once. She understood both the urgency and the danger. Together, they thought through every possibility, grasping for some opening, some weakness in the wall closing around Nora. The hours that followed crawled by under the weight of dread, but Amy did not yield to despair. Fear hounded her, but love drove her harder.

By nightfall, she still searched desperately for an answer.

Nora, held prisoner under the priestess’s command and guarded by armed youths, had cried until exhaustion silenced her. The sight of her daughter—trapped, terrified, and spent—stole the breath from Amy’s body. She could not stop imagining what they intended to do. The thought of a blade touching Nora’s tiny body made her stomach lurch.

This is madness, she thought. Absolute madness.

For one bitter moment, she cursed the day she had ever agreed to come to Nigeria.

Twice now Anita had stopped her from rushing into the drafty, crumbling shelter where Nora was being held.

“Amy, we need a plan,” Anita insisted, gripping her firmly. “If you rush in, you will make this worse.”

Amy’s eyes filled with tears, but she nodded through them. Anita was right. Desperation alone would not save Nora. Panic would only hand the enemy another victory.

“Do you have any idea?” Amy asked, her voice shaking.

Anita scanned the darkness, thinking fast. “We need someone on the inside—someone who understands their traditions, but will defy them. Someone in the king’s circle, or perhaps one elder. Anyone with influence. Anyone with a conscience.”

Amy seized on that hope as though it were a rope thrown into deep water.

“Then let’s find them,” she said. “We do not have another minute to lose.”

. . . .

Meanwhile, Meghan had taken shelter with her two children in the basement of Chief Ikoro’s house. The surrounding walls offered cover, but not comfort. Fear had seeped into everything. Madam Theresa and Peter remained with Amy as the negotiations dragged on, empty and fruitless, until after nine o’clock.

The Cries of a Desperate Baby

Then the hour came.

The dreaded ritual of female genital mutilation was about to begin.

Night settled over the land with a suffocating stillness, as though even the wind had stepped back in horror. The darkness did not soothe; it pressed. It seemed alive with a sick, pulsing dread. Owls hooted in alarm, their wings beating against the air with frantic urgency. Crows burst from their perches and scattered into the blackness. Above, vultures descended in clusters, circling low like exhausted soldiers returning to a battlefield that still smelled of blood.

Behind the shack, the screams of the victims split the night.

The sound rose raw and ragged, full of resistance and terror. Small bodies struggled in vain against merciless hands. The women who held them wore stern faces and iron grips, and their silence made the horror worse. Then the knives appeared—dull, silvered, and pitiless, as if darkness itself had forged them for this hour.

Outside, the first desperate attempts to flee were unmistakable.

Then came the screams.

Not ordinary cries, but ripping, shattering, soul-rattling screams that tore through the dark and left it trembling. They carried pain so naked that anyone who heard them felt it in the marrow. The sound chilled the blood. It was the heart-stopping sound that did not end when it stopped. It stayed behind, lodged in the mind like broken glass.

Then, through the night, a gentle female voice rose—soft, coaxing, almost tender. It sounded painfully believable, like a mother soothing a frightened child into obedience. That softness made the horror worse. A young girl cried out in distress, and the temple guardians answered in indistinct murmurs, their voices barely above whispers. Then, as if time itself had slowed to witness the crime, another cut fell.

The scream that followed tore through the darkness with such force that it seemed to split the night in half.

A chill ran through the visitors. The scene felt less like a ritual and more like a nightmare given flesh. It carried the atmosphere of a horror film, only this terror breathed, bled, and cried in real time.

Amy peered into the shadows, searching desperately for help, for rescue, for some unseen hand that might still intervene. But another scream followed, then the pounding of hurried feet. Two kids ran toward the exit and the gatemen hauled them back to hell. Someone gasped for breath. Someone shivered. Then another cry burst out, sharper than the last. At that sound, a violent jolt of pain seemed to shoot through Amy’s own body. Instinctively, she pressed her hands between her thighs and clamped her legs together, as though she could shield herself from the brutality unfolding nearby.

“They’re cruel,” she said, her voice breaking. “Cruel and horribly unjust. These people are numb to suffering. This has become too much for me to handle. I need to walk away from this campaign and never look back. I’ve had enough of this barbarity.”

But the night
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