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Prologue: 
Blood Moon’s Promise
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Port Royal, Jamaica-September 7, 1652

The black mist slipped through the doorway like a living shadow, stealing Obasi from Maria’s arms. Dawn’s first light wavered on the horizon, but at the crossroads beyond Port Royal’s rickety walls, another dawn flickered into being, tinted red by the blood moon’s last gasp. Papa Legba stood amid the chalked vévé, lantern haloing his straw hat, the glow dancing across his ebony robes. In his arms, the infant’s lashes fluttered, each blink revealing that impossible violet glint.

He placed Obasi into the chalked circle. The tide’s roar hushed. Even the restless wind stilled, as though the world dared not breathe. From the shadowed edge of the grove, the Obeah elders emerged: 

Silhouettes in flowing night, staffs entwined with gourds and serpent-skin. They formed a silent ring, chanting in low Kreyòl: ‘Nou la pou li’ (‘We are here for him’).

The eldest knelt, lifting the child’s hand. A single drop of blood-moon water, gathered at midnight, floated on her fingertip before falling into Obasi’s tiny palm. His fingers closed around it, an anchor drawn to the tide. 

Another elder pressed a paste of ash and kola nut to his brow, whispering, ‘Pou li wè chemen kache’ (‘So he may see hidden paths’). Wisps of herbal smoke curled upward, and the violet spark in the baby’s eyes flared bright as a star reborn.

Legba’s voice cut through the hush, soft as sugarcane rustling: ‘This child treads between worlds, neither fully flesh nor spirit, but the hinge upon which fate will turn’. One by one, each elder laid a talisman before Obasi: a bone shark’s tooth, a coil of serpent-iron, a smoky quartz shard, a coin of rat-skin stamped with a lightning sigil, and a fragment of driftwood carved into an eye. Each seemed to pulse, eager to bind itself to his nascent power.

The copper-haired elder rose and offered her staff to Legba. ‘Garde l’fleur de son coeur’, she intoned (Guard the flower of his heart). Legba tucked it under his arm, lantern light flickering across his shadowed face. Above, the blood moon quivered, surrendering its ruby glow to dawn’s pale promise.

A silver rift tore open between worlds at the edge of the crossroads. Legba turned, raising Obasi high. ‘Yon jou li pral retounen’, he whispered (‘One day he will return’). Then he stepped into the mist, carrying the child into the veil where moonlight and memory converge. The portal sealed. Only obsidian-black footprints remained, fading into the chalk dust.

Maria awoke to a shaft of pale sun through her shutter slats. Her arms ached with loss, as though a limb had been torn away. She rose, trembling, eyes searching the empty cradle. 

The walls still bore the scent of sage and dusk; the hearth’s embers lay cold. She knelt at the threshold, fingers brushing dusted footprints that vanished beneath her touch. Heart pounding, she stepped outside.

The crossroads lay empty under the weakening crescent of a dying blood moon. A single obsidian feather rested where the mist had closed. Its barbs felt impossibly soft, like a memory of grief. Maria picked it up, closing her hand until her knuckles whitened. The hush around her seemed to chant his name.

Behind her, the sea breathed waves folding into one another like restless spirits. The docks, once crowded with sailors and lanterns, now stood silent, as though the entire town had held its breath to witness the ritual. Above, gulls wheeled against the morning sky, their cries distant prayers. Maria felt the weight of a thousand unseen eyes upon her-spirit eyes, watching from beyond.

She pressed the feather to her lips. ‘Obasi’, she whispered, voice raw. ‘I will find you’. Then she turned, stepping back toward the cabin that had been his cradle, her bare feet tracing the path he once walked. Inside, the clay bowls of herbs still sat on the table-rosemary for remembrance, rue for protection, and a sprig of sweet cane for hope. Maria gathered them into her apron, determined to follow the trail of mist and promise.

Days passed in fevered vigil. Each dusk, she returned to the crossroads, chalk in hand, drawing fresh vévé in hopeful tribute. Each dawn, she found them broken, erased as if by invisible fingers. At night, she heard the wind hiss his lullaby: a low serpent’s song, curling around the rafters of her mind. In her dreams, she walked a silver path through swirling mist, a child’s cry echoing just beyond reach.

Nearly a fortnight later, she awoke to the scent of smoke and sea. The tide lay low, revealing barnacled stones that glimmered like dark jewels. At the water’s edge, the serpent’s hiss rose once more, closer this time, urgent. Maria crept toward the sound and found, coiled among the kelp, a single chalked vévé shining on a rock: the crossroads symbol she had drawn. 

Beneath it lay a scrap of cloth, purple silk, the exact hue of Obasi’s violet glint. Heart hammering, she wrapped the cloth around her wrist, a promise and a plea.

That night, she confronted her dreams again: the mist parted to reveal a grove of dripping ferns and ancient stones inscribed with lost vevé. In the centre stood Legba, staff in hand and lantern dimmed, gazing at her with eyes like molten gold. Obasi lay in the crook of his arm, sleeping peacefully. ‘Ou chache ti gason an’, he intoned (You seek the child). 

Her own voice, trembling with grief and resolve, answered: ‘Mwen bezwen li’. (I need him.) He smiled-a gesture of sorrow and blessing. ‘Then you will walk the path. But beware the serpents that guard it’.

Maria awoke panting, sweat matting her hair. The cedar plank floor felt cold under her palms. She pressed her forehead to the boards, tasting salt and earth and something ancient. At her feet lay the silver-hilted dagger she had reclaimed from her husband’s belongings- a blade said to pierce spirits-and the purple silk bound tight like a vow.

With that blade at her belt and the feather hidden in her corset, Maria slipped into the night. Lantern in hand, she navigated the crooked streets of Port Royal, avoiding patrols and gossiping neighbours. The smell of sugarcane fires mingled with the tang of seaweed as she threaded her way through narrow alleys. Each step felt guided by an unseen hand.

At the edge of town, beyond rusted gates, she found the trail of mushroom-studded stones that led toward the Blue Mountains. Moonlight, waning now but still tinged pink, guided her through dense undergrowth. Cicadas thrummed in the palms; night-birds called from the canopy. Maria hummed a lullaby, weaving her own magic through the melody.

Deeper into the grove she went until the air thickened with incense and mist. The paths forked like serpents’ coils. At each division, Maria drew a small vévé in chalk on a leaf and let the mist carry it away-an offering to guide her. Finally, she came to a clearing where roots rose like pillars, and moonlight poured in through a break in the ferns.

There, the Obeah elders stood once more, in a silent circle around a deep bowl of obsidian water. Their faces were even more lined than she remembered, wisdom and sorrow carved into their skin. 

The copper-haired woman stepped forward. ‘You seek what can’t be found by flesh alone’, she said, voice crackling like tinder. Maria held up the silk and the feather. ‘I’ve come for my son’.

One by one, the elders raised their hands, palm-up, as if passing an invisible torch. From each palm drifted a glimmering mote, fragments of memory and power, spiralling toward Maria. She felt them thread into her bones: the sting of sacrifice, the ache of hope, the warmth of a mother’s love that transcends worlds. Tears streaked her cheeks as she whispered Obasi’s name.

The eldest took a step back, her staff tapping the earth. She pressed her palm to the braided eyes of the obsidian bowl. The water’s surface rippled, and an image shimmered: Obasi, older now, standing atop a rocky promontory as a storm roared around him. His eyes glowed violet, unwavering. Legba loomed behind him, lantern dark by choice, staff planted in the earth.

Maria gasped. The vision cracked and dissolved, leaving only her reflection splintered across the water’s surface. The bowl went still. Silence reigned.

The copper-haired elder laid a hand on Maria’s shoulder. ‘You have paid the first price. But to reclaim your son, you must follow his path, step by step, through danger and shadow. Each sacrifice will bind you ever closer to his destiny and to ours’.

Legba emerged from the trees, lantern lit once more, its glow softer now, as if tempered by compassion. He reached down and lifted Maria’s hand, placing the obsidian feather in her palm. ‘Keep this’, he whispered. ‘It will guide you when the mist threatens to swallow your heart. But mother and child, once parted by fate, must learn to walk together again’. His voice trailed off as he stepped back into the ring of elders.

Maria bowed her head, pressing the feather to her lips, then to her heart. The elders began their chant anew, and the forest seemed to pulse in time with their voices. The vévé on the ground glowed faintly, guiding her toward the silver rift that still lingered at the clearing’s edge.

As she passed through that veil of moonlight and mist, Maria felt herself unmoored from the world she had known. Roots brushed her ankles, whispering secrets of the earth. Stars fell from the sky. And somewhere beyond the hush, her son’s cry, faint but resolute, called her onward.

Behind her, the grove faded into shadow once more, and the first pale light of dawn brushed the mountain peaks. The blood moon’s promise had been renewed, and the path to Obasi’s destiny lay open; woven of sacrifice, magic, and a mother’s undying love.

As Maria stepped beyond the last silver thread, the mist parted to reveal a windswept beach under a bruised sky. Moonlight glinted on slick pebbles and trembling foamy waves, and there, kneeling at the water’s edge, was Obasi, no more than five summers old. 

His tiny hands sculpted a castle of wet sand, crowned with shells and fragments of driftwood. Maria’s breath caught in her throat; he hummed a playful tune, unaware of her presence, his hair tangled with seaweed and salt.

She knelt behind him, heart pounding, and drew from her cloak a scrap of fried plantain, still warm. ‘Here’, she whispered, offering it gently. Obasi turned, eyes widening at the unfamiliar stranger bearing food. He accepted it with a shy smile, crumbs dusting his chin. ‘Mèsi’, he said, and scuttled off to chase a fleeing crab, his laughter carried away by the wind.

The sky shuddered. An icy breath slid across her neck, carrying the musky tang of tobacco. Maria rose, heart pounding anew. From the edge of moonlit mist, Papa Legba emerged-his tall frame draped in shadows, his grin both kindly and remorseless, the clack of his cane sounding like distant thunder.

In a voice low and resonant, he spoke in Kreyòl: ‘Mwen te di w sa k ta rive si ou eseye entèfere’.

(‘I told you what would happen if you tried to interfere’.) Maria bowed her head. A single tear traced a path down her cheek. 

Maria fell to her knees, hands outstretched, weeping into the hush. She called his name until her voice broke, but the sea answered only with the crash of waves and the fading echo of a child’s laughter.

The mist thickened. Legba turned once more, lantern raised, and stepped into the veil.

Maria hesitated—then followed.

Behind them, the beach lay empty, save for a half-built sandcastle and a single obsidian feather, glinting in the moonlight.

And somewhere between worlds, between breaths, Obasi’s violet-tinged eyes pulsed with promise—an ancient rhythm echoing through time, waiting for the moment fate would summon him to awaken the storm.

‘Mwen konnen’, (I know) she replied, voice trembling. ‘Men mwen te jis vle wè li yon dènye fwa’. (‘But I just wanted to see him one last time’.)

Legba’s smile wavered, touched now by a quiet sorrow. Without a word, he turned and began to walk. Maria followed, her steps tentative at first, then steady, as the swirling mist curled around them like a veil. Behind them, the child’s laughter lingered in the air—soft, distant, and fading—carried out across the waves like a memory slipping between worlds.

Then Legba turned once more. The black mist thickened at his heels as he stepped across the threshold, cradling the baby in one arm, lantern lifted high. Within seconds, the shadows swallowed him whole.

Maria dropped to her knees. Her arms reached forward instinctively, helplessly. Tears spilled down her face as she cried out his name again and again until her voice cracked, raw and empty. But the night offered no reply—only the whisper of leaves and the faint, dying flicker of a distant light.

When silence finally settled, all that remained was the cradle’s empty blanket and a trail of the smallest, glistening footprints—obsidian-black and no larger than a thumbprint—etched into the mist-draped floorboards.

And somewhere, just beyond the veil of the seen and unseen, Obasi’s violet-tinged eyes fluttered open. Between heartbeats, between realms, they shimmered with quiet purpose, waiting for the day the world would call him back.
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Chapter 1: 
Marked by Spirits
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Spirits stir where blood remembers. The gate swings wide for those marked by dusk. Vévés tremble in silence, waiting for the next name.

September 1664

Dawn spilled over Port Royal like smoke, thick, slow, and golden. The crooked rooftops caught fire in the rising light, while the harbour murmured with the low creak of bobbing sloops and the briny churn of tide. Obasi Rook, barefoot and bruised, slipped between crates along the dockside, his ribs sharp beneath a threadbare tunic too large for his narrow frame.

Already, the city stirred. Fishers hauled in glinting nets, merchants shouted over sacks of peppercorn and cane sugar, and children jostled one another for dropped fruit or tossed coins. But when Obasi passed-his void-black gaze low, hood up, faces turned away. A hush followed his steps like fog.

He’d long learned what that silence meant.

The city had no name for what dwelt behind his gaze, but it feared him just the same. ‘Cursed’, some muttered. ‘Born wrong’, said others. One boy swore Obasi’s shadow moved before he did. Another swore it whispered. 

After a year on the streets, ever since the orphanage locked its doors behind him-he knew better than to deny it. Whatever lurked behind his reflection, it had never left him alone.

He lived in the forgotten places-under eaves, inside sugar barrels, beneath the splintered ribs of a sunken boat off Candle Point. Hunger gnawed at him like an old friend. Each day was a quiet war: ducking patrols, slipping silver off distracted tables, lifting scraps from careless hands. He moved like vapor and ran like hell if spotted. But those eyes-always those eyes-made hiding difficult.

He’d taught himself to squint, to tilt his head down and say nothing. Once, he’d tried to earn coin helping a dockworker haul crates. After one glance, the man struck him across the mouth and screamed, ‘Don’t look at me, devil-boy!’ Obasi hadn’t tried again.

Still, he endured.

Sometimes at twilight, he sat atop the bell tower ruins and watched the world move without him-ships docking, laughter spilling from inns, oil lamps blooming against the dark. And there, just at the edge of his sight, shadows writhed in patterns no one else saw. 

Whispering things he never quite understood. One had shaped itself into a hand once, and stroked his cheek like it missed him.

He hadn’t flinched.

That night, while searching for crusts behind the baker’s stall, he heard it again-drums, faint and far off, like from beneath the water. He twisted, and a wind lifted from nowhere, tugging at his shirt and ears. The horses tethered nearby bucked, and candles in windows guttered. 

He stood frozen as the cobbles beneath his feet cracked-not wide, not loudly, but deep. From the gap, a cold mist slithered out in slow pulses, pooling around his ankles.

The docks emptied in seconds. Obasi didn’t move. He only watched as the mist curled upward and brushed against his cheek like breath. For a heartbeat, he saw his own face reflected in the puddle, except the eyes glowed, faint but alive, like coals pressed beneath ice.

Then a voice, half-growl and half-moan: ‘You see us’.

Obasi staggered back, tripping into a barrel. The mist recoiled. In its place stood an old man with weathered boots and a torn coat-Master Langley, the one-eyed tutor who sometimes read to the street kids when the rum hadn’t taken him.

‘What in God’s name are you doing here?’ Langley snapped, storm lantern swinging. He paused when he saw the slick stone, the trembling boy. His brow knitted. ‘Did you open it?’

‘I-I didn’t touch anything’, Obasi rasped. ‘I only looked’.

Langley stared a moment longer, then cursed softly under his breath. ‘You need to stay clear of the tide at night, boy. Especially you’. Without another word, he turned and vanished into the shadows, muttering a prayer under his breath.

Obasi remained still long after. The mist was gone. The crack in the stones had vanished. But something had changed. Something had seen him.

That night, back beneath the bones of the wrecked sloop, he held his breath against the surf and clutched the only thing he owned-a carved bone pendant he’d stolen from a market shaman weeks ago. He’d meant to sell it. But when he touched it, he felt a warmth-a pulse, like a second heartbeat-and kept it close ever since.

Sleep came in fits, broken by dreams of blood moons and whispering roots. And in everyone, a voice sang to him in a language he didn’t know but somehow remembered.

‘Ou make pa lespri. Ou se pòt ki louvri chimen an’.

(You are marked by spirits. You are the door that opens the path.)

The next morning broke harsh and colourless. Rain hadn’t come, but the heat clung to the city like a fever. Obasi skulked through alleyways near the garrison wall, hunger driving him closer to danger. He’d spotted a crate of dried plantains left outside a market stall-a calculated risk. Swift hands, light feet, no sound.

But just as his fingers grazed the food, a boot struck his ribs. He collapsed with a gasp, tasting rust. Redcoats.

‘Thieving little rat’, one spat, hauling him upright. ‘Thought you were clever, eh?’

Obasi struggled, but a second guard gripped his arms, slamming him against the stall. The street paused around him-merchants, beggars, and passersby all drawn by the commotion. Some averted their gaze. Others stared. No one moved.

He didn’t cry out when the beating began. The guards’ fists were merciless, boots worse. One ripped his hood back, exposing the infamous void-black gaze.

Murmurs rippled. A woman gasped. A man crossed himself.

Then a boy, Obasi’s age, maybe younger, darted from the crowd, eyes wide. ‘Stop!’ he yelled, shoving a guard.

For a breath, hope flickered. But the boy’s face twisted into a grin. ‘You’re not kicking hard enough’, he snarled and slammed his foot into Obasi’s gut. Laughter echoed behind him.

The guards, unbothered, dragged Obasi by the arms, past the docks, down toward the tide line. The crowd followed from a distance, some in silence, some chanting, uncertain whether to intervene or celebrate.

They dumped him where surf kissed the sand, salt stinging open wounds. ‘Let the sea claim what even the streets won’t keep’, one muttered, turning away.

Broken and shivering, Obasi lay still. His vision blurred, but the horizon... shifted. Shadows deepened around him-not cast by sun or lantern. Shapes coiled like smoke, forming tall and lean. Crimson eyes blinked open across the shoreline, hundreds of them, silent watchers flickering in and out of this world.

And at their centre, a figure stepped forward. Papa Legba.

Cane in one hand, wide-brimmed hat low, smile older than time itself. His voice was soft and thunderous all at once.

‘Ou pare? Are you ready?’

Obasi’s eyes, once glassy black, now glowed deep violet. The tide stopped in mid-lap, holding breath with the stars. Papa Legba knelt and lifted the boy with ease, cradling him like a promise.

‘You have been outvoted’, Legba said, glancing at the lingering crowd, at the redcoats retreating

into shadow. ‘This soul isn’t yours to break’.

Without another word, he turned toward the waiting veil of darkness.

And with Obasi in his arms, he stepped into the shadow-and was gone.

Years passed, though time flowed differently beyond the veil. In the Shadow Realm, where memory breathed and silence carried weight, Obasi Rook did not age as mortals did. His body had healed-his bones no longer bore the pain of fists or the ache of hunger. But healing, Papa Legba had warned, was not the same as becoming whole.

‘You learn to walk between now’, Legba had said the night Obasi first stood upright in the dusky half-light of the realm. ‘But walking ain’t the same as choosing where you go’.

Obasi trained in silence, watched spirits twist themselves into masks of jaguars and serpents, and learned to speak the languages of bones and bells. Papa Legba was a patient but brutal teacher-one moment grinning over a pot of gumbo, the next dragging Obasi through mirror-mazes where his own screams chased him.

By the sixth turning of the blood moon, Obasi could split his shadow from his body. By the ninth, he could summon fire from water and still silence with a word. But he had not yet opened the path.

‘You hear ‘em, don’t you?’ Legba asked, nudging the carved bone pendant now dark with soot and memory. It always rested against Obasi’s chest, warm as ever. ‘The others do. Old spirits, hungry ones. They see the gate in you, boy. They smell the rust on your soul’.

‘I’m not afraid of them’, Obasi said, voice deeper now, edged like coral.

‘You should be. Pride’s the mouth of the snake that eats itself’.

One dusk, while practicing the Veil Walk near a glade of glass-leafed trees, Obasi saw the world flicker once, twice, then steady. He blinked. Through the misty barrier, Port Royal shimmered, distorted, like a dream glimpsed in still water.

It had changed.

The harbour brimmed with more ships than he remembered, their flags foreign, their hulls bristling with cannons. Smoke drifted above rooftops as ash from burned prayers. Obasi felt a tug-not physical, but buried somewhere beneath his ribs.

‘They’re dying’, he whispered.

Papa Legba appeared beside him with no sound, his expression unreadable. ‘They’re always dying’.

Obasi turned sharply. ‘No. Someone’s stirring the sea-pulling on the roots’.

‘A soul cried out last night. A strong one’. Legba stroked his chin, then offered Obasi a splintered, curved staff etched with vevés. ‘You want to go back, gate-child?’

‘I want to know why I was marked. I want to know what they’re trying to wake’.

‘And when you find out?’

‘I’ll decide which path to open’.

Legba didn’t smile this time. Instead, he tapped his cane three times on the ground, and the surrounding space unzipped. Heat poured in-sickly and sweet-carrying the stench of rum, blood, and desperation.

Obasi stepped through.

He reemerged in Port Royal beneath a sky that no longer recognised him. The docks groaned with foreign weight, and tall ships pressed against one another like snarling dogs in a cage. He walked unnoticed among the crowds, wearing no hood. None dared meet his gaze now-the glowing violet eyes marked him as otherworldly.

But someone watched.

From a high garrison wall, a soldier froze, gripping the railing. His musket clattered onto the stones beside him. Obasi paused, lifting his gaze.

‘Obasi?’ the man rasped.

The voice held a ghost of familiarity.

Obasi frowned. ‘Langley?’

The old tutor, now grey and bent beneath the sharp cut of a British coat, stumbled down the steps, eyes wide. ‘You should be dead. I saw them drag you. I-I thought you were lost’.

‘I was’, Obasi murmured. ‘But now I’m found by things older than memory’.

Langley stared. ‘The drums. The darkness. You’re one of them now’.

‘I’m only what the world made me’.

A tremor shook the cobblestones beneath their feet. Obasi’s fingers tightened on his staff.

‘They’re calling’, he said. ‘Something beneath the tide. Something bound in chains and ash’.

Langley gasped, stepping back. ‘You mustn’t. If it breaks through-’

‘It will. The question is, who it answers to’.

That night, as storms gathered beyond the reef, Obasi climbed the bell tower ruins. Where once he had hidden in silence, now he stood tall, wind tugging at his dreadlocks, his pendant pulsing like it remembered every bruise.

Beneath him, figures moved-redcoats in hushed formation, dragging crates lined with iron symbols and whispering about ‘the serpent buried in the bay’. Obasi listened, then reached out with his spirit. The shadows answered.

One slithered up his spine, cold and familiar. Another draped across his shoulders like a forgotten mantle. They whispered of vengeance. Of balance. Of the soul that once trembled in the tide, now blazing like morning over marrow.

And in the distance, as lightning cut the sky, Papa Legba’s voice echoed from a place beyond places:

‘Open the right path, Obasi. But remember-every door demands a toll’.
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Chapter 2: 
Between Bone and Flame
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September 1684

The forest exhaled mist as two figures stepped from the veil of shadow into the world of flesh once more. At the edge of the darkened grove, where the roots curled like talons and moss clung to bark like old secrets, Obasi Rook returned.

No longer the bloodied boy abandoned on a beach-he stood tall now, early twenties, limbs chiselled like carved obsidian, each movement wrapped in quiet force. His skin, a lustrous bronze, rippled over dense muscle; his jaw was stone-set and severe. But it was his eyes-deep, abyssal voids-that arrested breath. 

They gleamed so darkly, so deeply, they seemed to swallow light itself, as if each pupil held a collapsed star.

Beside him, Papa Legba tapped his cane against the earth, the beads around his neck rattling softly like bones clacking in a drumbeat. His grin, vast and enigmatic, never faltered.

‘Nou rive’, Legba said, voice half-sung, half-hummed. We have arrived.

He turned toward the looming cave mouth ahead, draped in vines and the breath of old power. ‘Now’, he murmured, ‘is the time to practice the voodoo you have learned. To test bone and spirit. Flame and shadow. The gate within you must open’.

Obasi nodded without a word, the surrounding air shimmered thick with ancestral echoes and invisible eyes.

From the cave’s entrance stepped a third figure, ancient and wiry, with skin the shade of clay and a beard like coiled cotton. His long coat fluttered, though no breeze stirred. Around his neck hung a pouch of teeth, feather, and ash.

The old man appraised Obasi, his gaze sharp as a surgeon’s knife. ‘So... the boy marked by spirits returns a man’, he rasped. ‘You learned to survive. Good. Now learn to command’.

He approached, pressing a crooked staff into the earth. ‘You’ve been taught how to walk the shadow roads, to speak with the dead and ride the loa-but power without precision is wildfire. And you, child, are the storm at its centre’.

Obasi straightened, a flicker of pride and hunger rising in his chest.

‘Today we begin refinement’, the old man said. ‘Today we fine-tune the echo in your blood’.

Behind them, the mouth of the cave pulsed with warm breath. Somewhere within, fire cracked. And drums-slow and heavy-began to beat.

The flames in the cave flickered blue as Obasi closed his eyes.

But the moment he inhaled, the forest vanished.

Darkness folded in on itself, giving way to a realm of shifting light, where trees whispered secrets, rivers flowed backwards, and gravity bent to ancestral will. The Shadow Realm. A space between breath and bone, between this life and the next.

Here, Papa Legba walked beside him, not as a man but as smoke wrapped in a smile. His cane struck no ground, yet its tap echoed through the windless air like heartbeats in a crypt.

‘You’ve seen their world’, Legba said. ‘Now remember ours’.

With a blink, the mists parted, and Obasi saw himself again. Young. Barefoot. Bleeding on the threshold between life and death.

And before him, his father.

A desperate man-gaunt, trembling, eyes frantic as he clutched a bone talisman and chanted in fractured Kreyol. Obasi watched as the man knelt before a crossroads shrine.

‘Take the boy instead!’ his father had cried.

And Legba had answered.

Obasi’s ghost-self recoiled as the memory surged. Heat flushed through his chest, not just from betrayal-but recognition.

‘He chose himself’, Legba whispered now. ‘He offered his soul to delay his death. And when the bargain was sealed, he ran-not because he feared you... but because he couldn’t bear to live with what he had done’.

Obasi clenched his fists. ‘Why show me this?’

‘Because truth hurts, but truth frees’, Legba murmured. ‘And because the pact that saved his wretched life bound you to us’.

In the dark, spirits gathered. The loa-glimmering silhouettes of death, war, luck, madness. They circled silently, watching Obasi with the slow blink of eternity.

‘You are marked’, Legba intoned. ‘Marked by spirits. Ou se pòt la. You are the door. You will walk this world as shadow and anchor, servant and sentinel. You will never die’.

The words rang like iron. Obasi staggered, his body heavy with weight that no man should carry.

‘You will claim souls’, Legba continued, voice a blade in silk. ‘Not in cruelty-but necessity. Some must not pass gently. Some must be reminded who truly holds the gate’.

The spirits chanted in low tones. Thunder rumbled far below, though no storm touched the realm.

‘And you, boy’, said Legba, ‘are the hinge on which the gate swings’. Obasi dropped to his knees, breath shivering.

‘Nobody wanted me’, he whispered. ‘Not the world. Not even my own blood’.

Legba crouched beside him, eyes ageless. ‘Then let the spirits want you. Let the dead sing your name. Be feared, be worshipped, be fire and shadow-but never be forgotten again’. The shadows pulsed.

And in their rhythm, Obasi rose-not whole, but awakened.

The cavern’s air thrummed with ancient pulse-stones carved with vevés that glowed faintly, each line a path between worlds. Obasi knelt before a shallow firepit, legs crossed, heart steadying itself against the tide of what was to come. 

His void-black gaze reflected the dancing embers, unblinking, as if measuring the gravity of every spark.

At the mouth of the cave, Papa Legba reclined on a root-throne, cane across his knees, a smouldering cigar balanced between his lips. His laughter drifted through the tunnel, soft and knowing, as if every crack in the rock whispered his secrets.

‘Timoun mwen’, he drawled-my child-’tonight you cross a line no man returns from unchanged’.

From deeper shadows emerged Mèt Akeem: tall, garbed in ochre beads and torn black linen, staff of ebony in hand. His eyes were coals that burned too bright for the dark. Where Legba lounged in riddles, Akeem stood in purpose.

‘You have learned to summon the loa’, Akeem’s voice cut through the hush, ‘to call the dead by name. But you lack one lesson: taking life without wavering’.

Obasi rose to his feet, muscles coiled beneath bronze skin. He bowed his head.

Akeem advanced, planting his staff with a muted thud. ‘In town’s heart sits your first mark-Jacques Morel, butcher of families and peddler of despair. His soul festers in fear and broken promises. You will draw him out, break his will, and drag him bleeding through our realm’.

Legba’s smile widened. ‘Ou pare pou sa? Are you ready for this?’

Obasi inhaled the cave’s dank scent, ash and incense swirling around him. His voice was a whisper and a roar: ‘I am’.

Akeem nodded. ‘Good. Fear is the finest spice for the spirit-let his terror feed your strength. When he wails at the threshold, remember: each scream is a prayer to our masters’. He tapped Obasi’s chest, right above his heart. ‘Carry this pain; it will bind you to the gods’.

Legba rose, cane clicking against stone like the first beat of a drum. ‘Go, Obasi Rook. Open the gate. We watch...and wait’.

Outside the cave, night held its breath. Obasi stepped forward, cloak swirling around him like a shadow untethered. In his chest, every vein sang with the promise of power.

The first soul awaited-and with it, the irrevocable transformation of the boy who was no longer a boy, but a door between life and death.
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Chapter 3: 
The Door Between Worlds, Obasi’s Reckoning
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The town is hushed. The moon hangs low, an ivory sliver drifting above shuttered windows. A salty breeze threads through the alleyways, carrying the distant cry of gulls and the pulse of unseen tides.

A woman stumbles down the narrow lane, skirts hitched too high, breath coming in ragged gasps. She leans against a crumbling stone wall, sliding off her shoes to rub a blister already raw and angry. Relief blooms in her eyes-until a shadow detaches itself from the gloom.

Before she can scream, a hand clamps over her mouth. Strong fingers wrench her arms behind her back. She kicks out, scratches at the wrist that holds her tight. 

‘Shut up, you bloody bitch’, a man snarls, hauling her toward a door marked only by peeling planks.

Panic lights her eyes-but then a new sound ripples through the air: low, resonant, like a distant drum tuned to bone. It vibrates the trash cans, trembles the posted flyers fluttering on the walls.

‘Fuck yu, show yu-self yu bludclot pussy, I’ll fuck yu up like im gonna this bitch’, the attacker whirls, voice trailing into a curse as he spots the alley’s deepest shadows stirring.

Purple lights pulse in that darkness, small sparks like dying stars. They coalesce into form: a gaunt face, skull-white, framed by dreadlocks, topped with a battered hoodie tunic bearing the crossroads sigil. Behind it, a man steps forward-towering over both combatants, muscles coiled beneath bronze skin, eyes as black as the void between worlds.

The attacker gulps and lunges. But before his fist can make contact, the giant moves like liquid ebony, seizing the blow at the wrist. The alley vanishes for an instant as they slip into the Shadow Realm—a world where streetlamps shiver, and distant thunder is the roar of the dead.

A muffled scream echoes, then cuts off. The man who wrenched the woman here-Jacques Morel, the butcher boy who once taunted Obasi as ‘soft’-struggles and sputters in the gloom.

‘You’re not kicking hard enough’, Morel had jeered years ago, thinking a child couldn’t feel pain. Now he howls.

Obasi-the door between worlds-presses him forward. Shadows coil around Morel’s ankles; limbs twist in smoky fingers. 

With a final, ragged cry, Jacques Morel vanishes into the mist, claiming the realm that waits for every lost soul.

A heartbeat later, Obasi steps back into moonlight. The woman collapses, shaking, as he tilts his head, letting the glow fade from his eyes. He brushes dust from his tunic and offers her a calm, unhurried nod.

‘You’re safe now’, he murmurs, voice a low hum. ‘But Shadow is coming for every soul’.

Grey dawn seeped through the cedars, blurring mist and moss into a world half-dreamt. Obasi woke to an oppressive stillness: the usual chorus of cicadas and birds had fallen silent, as though the forest itself bated its breath. He rose from the damp earth where he’d slept, the skin at his ribs tingling around the spiral sigil; a reminder of the power he carried.

A distant horn sounded, low, guttural, carried on the tide of fog. Heart hammering, Obasi crept toward the clearing’s edge. Through a break in the trees, he saw them: a snarling sloop draped in tattered black sails, its hull writhing against the river’s current. Armed men in stained waistcoats clambered ashore, torches in hand, cutlasses slung at their hips. At their fore stood the gaunt Colonel Fletcher’s notorious enforcer, scar splitting his smirk.

Obasi’s breath caught. This was no random raid-Port Royal’s governor had sanctioned the dismantling of the Obeah circle. Sanctuary was treason; spirit-work, heresy. He pressed a hand to the serpentine carving at his waist, recalling the elders’ warning: Power without control devours the wielder.

When the first torch ignited its brazier, Obasi felt something fierce awaken. Flames licked the carved stones, hissing black smoke that coiled around the holy runes. The slavers laughed as they smashed the basin of sacred water, heaving bone runes into the mud. Their boots crunched over salt lines drawn for protection, each step spitting curses in English and Kreyol.

Obasi slipped into the grove’s heart, spirit and fear entwined. He planted his feet, inhaled the damp scent of earth and herb, and whispered the primal words of binding:

‘Anba kounyè a, rèspir zansèt yo’.

(Under this moment, breathe, ancestors.)

Instantly, the air thickened, coiling like living smoke. Lantern flames guttered and died; the slavers’ torches trembled
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