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Chapter 1: The Storm Drums
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Rain arrived slowly in the hills above the village, but Rayah barely noticed it at first. She sat on the wooden steps outside Mama Elizabeth’s house with mud drying against her sandals and anger burning hot inside her chest while the older children’s laughter echoed endlessly through her thoughts. They had mocked her again that afternoon near the river path beyond the village. Too little. Too loud. Too soft. The words always followed her eventually, no matter where she went. Whenever she tried climbing into the hills with them or trailing behind their adventures near the old crossroads, somebody eventually laughed and reminded her she did not belong there. Rayah hated how deeply the insults settled beneath her skin because part of her feared they might be true. She kicked sharply at the wet dirt beside the steps, arms folded tightly across her chest while twilight gathered slowly across the village. “I not a baby,” she muttered bitterly to herself. Around her, the village prepared for the coming storm with practised familiarity. Mothers called children home from the dirt paths while laundry vanished quickly from hanging lines stretched between houses. Cooking fires burned beneath iron pots, filling the evening air with smoke, pepper, and frying plantain while lanterns flickered awake behind wooden windows one by one. Above the village the sky darkened steadily into deep bruised shades of purple while the wind bent the banana trees until their leaves scraped together like whispering hands. The smell of wet earth drifted down from the mountains before the rain itself ever arrived. Rayah normally loved storms. They made the world feel alive and dangerous in ways ordinary days never did. Tonight, however, the excitement struggled to rise properly through the frustration still twisting inside her. Every time she closed her eyes, she heard the older children laughing again.

Mama Elizabeth stepped onto the veranda, carrying a bowl of salt in one hand and three blue candles in the other. Her long skirts brushed softly against the wooden floorboards while rain hissed faintly at the edge of the roof behind her. Even adults in the village lowered their voices when Mama Elizabeth carried herself that way. Calm, but listening. As though part of her attention remained fixed upon something other people could not hear. Without speaking, she placed the bowl beside the doorway and began arranging the candles carefully along the edge of the veranda. The younger children noticed her expression immediately and hurried indoors with nervous energy, blankets tucked beneath their arms while thunder rolled faintly beyond the distant hills. Rayah remained seated stubbornly on the steps. “I not scared of rain,” she said. Mama Elizabeth glanced toward her briefly before turning back toward the mountains where clouds had swallowed the last traces of sunlight completely. For a moment lightning illuminated her face silver-white against the dark, and Rayah noticed something there she did not fully understand. Not fear exactly. Recognition. Like somebody hearing footsteps they remembered from long ago. “This storm not just rain,” Mama Elizabeth said quietly as she lit the first blue candle. The flame flickered violently despite the stillness beneath the roof. Rain began falling moments later in slow, heavy drops that struck the dirt paths hard enough to leave dark circles in the earth before the sky finally opened fully. Water crashed across rooftops while the wind moaned through the palms surrounding the village. “When drums sound without hands touching them,” Mama Elizabeth continued, “stay inside.” Silence settled heavily after that. Even the younger children stopped whispering amongst themselves. Rayah frowned while thunder cracked loudly enough to rattle the windows behind them. “Drums can’t play by themselves.” Mama Elizabeth did not answer immediately. She simply stared out toward the hills where rain and darkness had swallowed the world whole. The candle flames beside her bent sharply for a moment, although no wind reached the veranda itself. “Some spirits knock softly before they enter a place,” she said at last. “Others announce themselves.”

The storm worsened as night deepened over the village. Rain hammered endlessly against the rooftops while water rushed through the narrow pathways between houses in muddy silver streams. One by one, the younger children fell asleep beneath blankets spread across the floorboards while Mama Elizabeth remained awake beside the blue candles, whispering prayers beneath her breath in a language older than the village itself. Rayah tried sleeping. Truly tried. But frustration still gnawed restlessly inside her chest while the older children’s words circled endlessly through her mind. Too soft. Too little. Too loud. Then she heard it. Drums. Faint at first beneath the storm, but unmistakable once her ears caught the rhythm. Deep. Slow. Alive. Rayah’s eyes opened instantly. The sound rolled through the hills again, steady and patient beneath the rain, carrying a rhythm that felt older than music. Nobody else reacted. The younger children remained asleep while Mama Elizabeth continued praying softly beside the candles as though she heard nothing at all. Then another sound drifted through the storm. Violins. Beautiful and distant beneath the rain, carrying laughter hidden somewhere deep inside the melody. The music wound its way through the darkness like smoke slipping beneath a doorway, soft enough that Rayah almost convinced herself she imagined it. Almost. She rose quietly from the blankets and crossed toward the window. Far beyond the village, tiny lights flickered faintly between the trees scattered across the hills. Blue lanterns. Dozens of them glowed through the storm where no lights should have existed at all. Rayah stared toward them while the music drifted softly through the rain once more, and somehow, impossibly, it sounded like the hills were calling her name.
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The Crossroads Lights

The drums continued long after the rest of the village had fallen asleep. Rayah lay awake beneath her blanket, staring at the ceiling while rain battered the rooftop hard enough to make the entire house creak around her. Every few moments lightning flashed through the cracks in the shutters, bleaching the room silver-white before darkness swallowed everything again. Mama Elizabeth still sat beside the blue candles near the doorway with her eyes closed in prayer, though exhaustion had softened her posture as the night deepened. Rayah tried ignoring the music drifting faintly through the storm, but the longer she listened, the clearer it became. Beneath the drums she could hear laughter now. Singing too. Not the kind sung in church or around village fires after supper. This sounded older somehow. Wilder. Like joy carrying something dangerous hidden beneath it. Another flash of lightning illuminated the hills beyond the village, and for a brief moment Rayah saw distant lantern lights glowing faintly through the rain. Curiosity tightened immediately inside her chest. The older children were wrong about her. She was not scared. Before she could think herself out of it, she slipped quietly from beneath her blanket, pulled her shawl over her head, and crept toward the door.

The storm swallowed her the moment she stepped outside. Rain soaked through her clothes almost instantly while a cold wind lashed against her face hard enough to sting her skin, but the lantern lights remained visible ahead between the trees beyond the village. Rayah moved carefully along the muddy path with her sandals sinking into wet earth while thunder rolled heavily across the mountains overhead. The deeper she travelled into the hills, the stranger the night felt. The drums no longer sounded distant. They seemed woven into the storm itself somehow, pulsing faintly beneath the rain and wind like a second heartbeat hidden inside the mountains. More than once Rayah nearly turned back. Every lesson Mama Elizabeth had ever taught her warned that certain things in the world called softly for a reason. Yet each time hesitation crept in, the music drifted through the trees again, warm and inviting against the cold violence of the storm. The lanterns ahead never seemed to grow closer no matter how far she walked, but neither did they disappear. They simply waited patiently through the rain, glowing faintly between the branches like distant windows left burning for somebody expected home late.

The crossroads appeared so suddenly that Rayah stopped moving altogether. One moment she stood alone amongst trees and rain. The next the forest opened wide enough to reveal an enormous market stretching across the muddy crossroads beyond the hills. Lanterns hung overhead in soft shades of blue and gold, while music drifted between crowded stalls beneath the endless storm. The rain still hammered the surrounding hills, yet somehow the market itself remained untouched beneath the lantern light. People wandered calmly through the narrow pathways, carrying cups of steaming tea or bundles wrapped carefully in cloth, while merchants called softly from behind crooked wooden stalls. At first glance, the market almost looked ordinary. Then Rayah noticed the details properly. A woman with silver eyes laughing beside a fire that burned blue instead of orange. A child carrying a mask carved from polished bone beneath one arm. An old man selling tiny glass bottles filled with moving shadows. None of it should have existed, yet the longer Rayah stared, the less impossible it felt. Wonder slowly pushed aside the fear tightening inside her chest. The crossroads did not feel evil. It felt alive. Ancient in ways the village never was.

Rayah stepped cautiously into the market while her heart hammered unevenly beneath her soaked clothes. Nobody reacted to her presence. Spirits brushed quietly past her while merchants continued speaking softly beneath the lanterns as though children wandered into impossible places every day. The smells overwhelmed her first. Smoke. Cinnamon. Rain-soaked wood. Sweet fried dough cooking over an open flame somewhere deeper within the crossroads. Everywhere she looked, another strange thing waited just beyond the edge of understanding, but unlike the stories Mama Elizabeth told beside the fire, nothing here rushed toward violence. The market moved with calm confidence, like a place that had existed long before Rayah was born and would continue existing long after she disappeared from it. Slowly she drifted deeper between the stalls, almost without thinking. At the centre of the crossroads stood a stall draped entirely in blue fabric stitched with
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