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The Dance of Shadows

The palace was buzzing like a festival drum. Everywhere Afia looked, people rushed about carrying baskets of food, polishing brass bowls, and stringing up colorful cloths for the coming Akwasidae Festival. Chiefs strutted in with golden staffs, attendants hurried after them, and the smell of roasted yam drifted through the courtyards.

But Afia wasn’t interested in food. Not yet. She wanted to see the rehearsals for the sacred dance, the one that used the Shadow Mask of Kumasi.

She pressed herself against a carved pillar, peeking into the practice hall. Dancers spun and stamped in rhythm, their feet slapping the ground like thunder. At the far end of the hall, on a pedestal, rested the Shadow Mask; dark wood, polished smooth, patterns swirling like secrets across its surface.

“Not for children,” a voice muttered behind her.

Afia jumped. Yaw leaned against the wall, chewing roasted plantain on a stick. He was her age, maybe a little older, with a grin that always looked like it was up to trouble.

“You scared me,” Afia hissed.

Yaw shrugged. “You scare yourself. Always sneaking where you don’t belong.” He waved his plantain stick toward the mask. “You know if the guards catch you staring at that, they’ll chase you all the way to Lake Bosomtwe.”

Afia smirked. “And if they catch you stealing plantain from the kitchen, they’ll make you wash pots for a month.”

Yaw’s grin faltered. “I didn’t steal it. I... borrowed it.”

“With your teeth?” Afia asked sweetly.

Yaw scowled but offered her a bite. She took it without hesitation. “Thanks,” she said through a mouthful. “Delicious stolen plantain.”

Yaw rolled his eyes. “Why are you really here?”

“To watch,” Afia whispered. “To see if the mask really does what they say.”

Yaw’s brows furrowed. “What, make you invisible?”

“Not invisible,” Afia corrected. “Just unseen. There’s a difference.”

Yaw snorted. “Difference is, one makes sense and the other doesn’t.”

Afia tilted her head at him. “And yet, you’re still here watching with me.”

Yaw looked away, muttering something about “boredom,” but he didn’t leave.

Inside the hall, the lead dancer reached toward the mask, his fingers trembling as he lifted it slightly, then bowed deeply. The elders clapped their staffs in approval, and the drums pounded louder.

Afia leaned closer, eyes wide. “Imagine the trouble we could get into with that mask.”

Yaw groaned. “You mean the trouble you’d drag me into.”

Afia grinned. “Exactly.”
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Chapter Two
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The Vanishing

The next morning, the palace woke to the sound of drums but not the cheerful festival rhythm. This was faster, sharper, the kind that made even the birds take flight.

Afia shot upright from her mat in the servant’s quarters, heart pounding. Something was wrong. She darted into the courtyard, nearly colliding with Yaw, who was already halfway through a roasted yam.

“Why are they drumming like that?” Afia asked.

Yaw shrugged with his mouth full. “Maybe they discovered you sneaking around again.”

Afia ignored him and followed the growing crowd toward the practice hall. Chiefs, attendants, even guards pressed in, muttering nervously. At the center stood Nana Kwabena, his face pale as clay.

The pedestal was empty.

The Shadow Mask of Kumasi was gone.

Gasps rippled through the hall. An elder clutched his staff so tighly. “Without the mask, the sacred dance cannot be performed! The festival will be cursed!”

Another voice barked, “Where was the guardian?” All eyes turned to Nana Kwabena, who bowed his head.

“I was at my post,” he said, voice heavy. “But when I entered this morning, the mask was gone. Only footprints in the dust remained.”

The queen mother, Ohemaa, swept into the hall, her kente glimmering. She raised a hand, and the hall fell silent. “This is no simple theft,” she declared. “The mask is sacred. Whoever has taken it seeks to dishonor us all.” Her sharp gaze fell on Kwabena. “Guardian, you have failed again.”

Afia’s stomach tightened. Again. Just like with the Golden Stool.

Kwabena dropped to one knee, his voice breaking. “Great Ohemaa, I beg for time to set this right.”

“You have until the festival,” she said coldly. “If the mask is not returned, your post will be stripped and your honor with it.”

The crowd buzzed with whispers, some pitying, some accusing. Afia clenched her fists. She couldn’t stand seeing Kwabena bent under their stares.

Yaw leaned close and muttered, “You’re thinking it, aren’t you? Don’t. Leave it alone.”

Afia shot him a grin that was all teeth. “Too late. I’ve already decided.”

Yaw groaned. “Here we go again.”

Afia turned back to the empty pedestal, eyes sharp. Dust was scattered in odd patches, a smudge of chalk marked the far wall, and if she wasn’t mistaken, a tiny feather lay caught on the edge of the platform.

She whispered under her breath, “They think Kwabena failed. But I’ll find the truth. Even if it means dragging Yaw along.”

Yaw nearly choked on his yam. “Wait, what?”

But Afia was already moving closer to the pedestal, her eyes shining with that dangerous mix of curiosity and excitement.

The game was on.
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