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​​Chapter 1 – The Shaman’s Curse
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Night hung heavy over the remote jungle village, the air dense and suffocating with smoke, carrying the acrid stench of burning wood and flesh. Flames licked hungrily at the thatched huts, their skeletal frames collapsing into glowing heaps of ash as the fire clawed its way skyward. Black coils of smoke writhed above the treetops, curling like dark serpents into the starless void. The crackling roar of the inferno was punctuated by jagged, frantic screams—voices breaking with terror, grief, and disbelief. In the shifting glow, shadows danced wildly across the fire lit ground, distorting faces and figures into grotesque silhouettes. Blood shimmered in the light, catching the gleam of flame as it pooled and spread across the earth, soaking the soil until the air itself seemed to breathe a grim, metallic scent of loss.

Amid this devastation, Talabasao moved like a storm given human form. The shaman, once a man of solemn wisdom, now bore the face of something unmoored from reason. Blood streaked across his skin, both his own and that of others, and his eyes were wide with a wild unsteadiness that was not merely grief but the trembling edge of madness. In his arms he clutched a small bundle wrapped in singed cloth—the fragile, lifeless body of his baby. His every step through the burning ruins seemed powered not by strength but by sheer refusal to collapse. Around him, villagers scattered like ghosts, some choking on smoke, others frozen, unable to move, transfixed by the terror of what their world had become.

He stumbled beside a hut that collapsed in a shower of sparks, the heat blistering against his skin. There, at last, his knees gave way, and he sank to the scorched earth. The tiny body pressed against his chest felt impossibly light, a weightless reminder of all that had been torn from him. His sobs ripped out of his throat in jagged bursts, raw and ragged, too broken to be contained by breath alone.

“They let you die... they let you BOTH die!” Talabasao roared, his grief twisted into accusation, his words flung upward into the choking night. The sound seemed to shake the canopy itself, an anguish so profound it bent into something monstrous.

He lifted his face toward the blackened trees, his features contorted, and howled. The cry was more beast than man, rage and sorrow so entwined it was impossible to know where one ended and the other began. Even the forest seemed to recoil, branches trembling as if the night itself had grown afraid. Gently, with hands that trembled from the storm inside him, he laid the tiny bundle upon the scorched soil. The cloth caught a flicker of firelight, briefly illuminating the baby’s still features before shadow swallowed them again.

Then, with a sudden violence that broke the stillness, Talabasao seized a gleaming blade. He slashed his palm, the steel biting deep, and dark blood welled swiftly, dripping in heavy drops onto the earth where the infant lay. His voice rose in a chant, an ancient tongue carrying the rhythm of ages. The words thrummed with power, harsh and resonant, vibrating in the very marrow of the night. A pulse of dark energy shuddered outward from him, rippling through the air, bending the flames and stirring the smoke. His eyes flared with an unearthly glow, their light both mesmerising and terrifying, as if some other presence had come to dwell behind them.

All around, the chaos of the village pressed on. Villagers stumbled through the haze, fleeing with what little strength remained, some collapsing into the dirt, some dragging others with them, their cries barely distinguishable from the crackling roar of the flames. Yet even amid this bedlam, Talabasao’s ritual made the night hold its breath.

The scene shifted toward the edge of the village, where the land broke open to the ocean shore. There, against the restless black of the sea stood a lone gnarled tree, its twisted branches clawing toward the sky as though in defiance of the elements. Beneath its roots, Talabasao dug with frantic desperation, his bloodied hands raking through soil and rock, scattering clumps of earth into the wind. His breath came in hoarse bursts, each motion of his body driven by a grief that had burned itself into fury.

At last, he laid the child’s body in the shallow hollow he had torn from the ground. His movements, though trembling, were both solemn and furious, each handful of soil he pushed back over the tiny form became more a curse than a burial. He pressed the earth down firmly, sealing the body into the roots of the ancient tree, binding it there with his grief, with his blood, with his hate.

“You will stay here now... Poison and destroy their worthless lives...” He hissed, the words dripping with venom. His vow was low and searing, carried off by the salt wind, sinking into the roots, into the soil, into the night itself. The curse was spoken, and the land would never again be free of it.

Elsewhere, along a narrow jungle path that wound away from the carnage, villagers staggered through smoke and shadow, their faces etched with terror and loss. Their cries carried faintly through the foliage, the sound of a people driven to the brink of extinction. Among them moved another shaman—young, weary, his body bent with exhaustion. In his trembling hands he clutched sacred cords, their strands woven with symbols of protection and binding. His face bore the stark marks of fear, his eyes shadowed by everything he had seen. Yet within them still glimmered the stubborn light of determination.

“I must bind the evil... before it damns us all...” he whispered, his voice ragged, as if he spoke not only to himself but to the spirits he prayed still walked beside him. He shoved through the undergrowth, forcing his body to obey, his every step a battle against weakness and despair. His path wound toward the gnarled tree, toward the heart of the darkness Talabasao had birthed, and though he knew he might not survive the attempt, his will drove him forward.

And then the night itself seemed to fold inward, swallowing fire, smoke and screams into silence. Darkness closed over everything, smothering light, drowning sound, leaving only the echo of what had been loosed.

Generations later.
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​​Chapter 2 – The Journey
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The street was deserted at 2am, a hollow stretch of cracked pavement drowned in silence. Puddles collected in uneven grooves, mirrors for the jaundiced glow of the streetlights that sputtered and buzzed in failing effort. Each flicker of yellow seemed to expose more than it should, revealing damp, mildewed walls, shards of broken glass glinting faintly, and the restless shadows of half-starved dogs prowling at the edges. Their ribs showed beneath mangy hides, their eyes gleaming like coals, twin embers fixed upon the group huddled together near the curb with their bags stacked close at their feet. The animals did not bark. They only watched, silent and taut, as though waiting for some command that hung unspoken in the humid night air.

Kael shifted uneasily, his wrist rising again as he checked his watch for what must have been the fifth time in as many minutes. The hands hardly moved, yet his anxious glance returned to them again and again, as though certainty might be wrestled out of repetition. The tropical air was heavy, clinging, thick with moisture that refused to move, yet beside him Maya hugged herself tightly as though the heat were nothing but illusion. Her teeth chattered softly despite the sweat shining on her brow, her arms wrapped across her chest as though they might shield her from something no breeze could bring.

Rafe pacing in place, restless energy rolling off him as he shifted from foot to foot. His thumb moved over the screen of his phone, the light briefly illuminating his face in sharp, tired planes. He muttered under his breath about the van, its lateness biting at his patience. Beside him, Sarah shivered though she, too, was filmed with sweat, her voice no louder than the faint hiss of the streetlight overhead when she whispered that she was cold.

Rafe’s reply came gentler than the night deserved, his movements softened with care. He pressed something into her palm, his touch deliberate, shielding the small object from the damp air. Sarah opened her hand carefully, and within the dim glow she found a tiny plush turtle keyring resting there, absurdly bright against the gloom. She looked up at him, and for a moment her eyes shone with warmth so pure it cut through the heavy atmosphere like a lantern. A smile lifted her face, fragile but real, and for one fleeting heartbeat the backstreet lost its oppressive weight, becoming almost tender, almost human again.

Then Jessa’s voice split through the moment, sharp as a blade drawn across silk. 

“Keep an eye on those dogs.”

The spell collapsed instantly. Kael turned his head toward the shadows, and there they still were—the dogs, unmoved, their bodies drawn taut, the gleam in their eyes steady and unblinking. Their stillness was more unnerving than a snarl might have been, their presence a silent reminder that the night was alive with watchful things. Kael’s wrist rose again almost without thought, his eyes flicking once more to the sluggish hands of his watch.

Headlights flared at the far end of the lane, sudden and violent against the dark. Harsh beams split across the walls, dragging long angular shadows that leapt and twisted before vanishing. The van emerged into view, its battered frame rattling forward with a stubborn determination, each revolution of the wheels groaning as though the vehicle resented its task. At once, the dogs slipped back into the dark places, their lean forms melting into shadow. They did not scatter so much as recede, vanishing like spirits unwilling to be touched by light.

The group tightened around their bags, hands reaching instinctively for straps and handles. Their movements were quick, urgent, but not careless; silence still ruled, carrying more weight than words. They pressed toward the van in a line of tired, watchful figures, shadows stretching behind them as if reluctant to let go.

The road unfurled ahead of them, black and endless, a narrow ribbon cutting through a landscape that was more sensed than seen. The headlights carved slender tunnels through dense stands of trees, their beams slicing open the darkness only to have it close again behind them. Beyond the glass, the jungle was impenetrable, a void pressing close, the world reduced to the fragile reach of light.

Inside the van, the air was close and stale, carrying the faint reek of fuel and the damp scent of fabric that had long surrendered to humidity. The hum of the engine filled the space, steady but low, accompanied now and then by the metallic rattle of loose windows as the vehicle lurched across uneven ground. It was a cocoon of metal and dim light, its motion isolating them from everything they had left behind, detaching them from the sense of time itself.

Kael sat upright, posture rigid, his eyes pinned to the window beside him as though sheer will might be enough to pierce the curtain of black. He pressed his jaw tight, the weight of responsibility a knot in his chest, though he said nothing. Maya leaned against his shoulder, her eyes unfocused, drifting not on the road but somewhere far deeper inside. She clutched her own arms loosely now, her fingers shifting with restless thought, her silence thick with questions she would not give voice to.

Across the aisle, Sarah nestled into Rafe’s chest, the plush turtle held delicately between her fingers. She turned it absently, stroking its soft surface with the care of someone tending to something fragile, as if the tiny toy might anchor her to something safe. Her gaze lingered on Rafe’s sleeping face, the soft rise and fall of his breath steady, and he was unaware of her watchfulness. There was comfort in that steadiness, though part of her feared the silence too, afraid that when he woke, reality would crowd out the small reprieve of this moment.

Outside, the van pressed on, small and fragile against the boundless sweep of jungle. From above, the headlights drew fleeting strokes across the winding road, twin spears of light daring back a darkness that might otherwise have devoured them whole. The night loomed vast and unending, the forest rising on all sides like a wall without end. Yet within that fragile bubble of exhaustion, silence, and warmth, they moved forward together—driving deeper into the unknown.
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​​Chapter 3 – The Omen in the Stream
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By the time the van rattled to its stop at the roadside, the sun had begun its slow climb, throwing heat that shimmered above the asphalt in heavy curtains. The world felt washed-out, colours dulled by haze, everything muffled and unreal. A small shop stood beside the road, little more than a hut half-swallowed by trees, its grass roof sagging, its rattan walls stained with age. The window was barred with thick wire mesh, as if its keeper mistrusted whatever passed this way.

The driver lingered only long enough to unload their bags. Before climbing back into the van, he cast the group a long look and crossed himself. His eyes never left them as he drove away, leaving the companions stranded in the vast silence of trees.

Kael and Rafe stood in the dust, watching the vehicle vanish into the distance. The road felt too empty without it. Rafe tugged Kael’s arm lightly.

“How many hectares did you say you bought?”

“Six,” Kael replied absently.

“With a beach?”

Kael managed a small smile and nodded.

Rafe’s gaze slid to the endless tree line. 

“How far’s the walk?”

“Half an hour, give or take.”

“Then we’d better start.”

The girls had already drifted toward the shop’s shuttered window. Inside, a quiet woman lingered in the dimness, her expression withdrawn, her movements distant, as though she were both present and absent. When Maya asked for water, the woman only gestured to a battered cooler sitting off to one side. She did not blink, her eyes following Maya with unnerving steadiness.

Jessa leaned closer to the window, her eyes darting curiously over the strange wares on display. Talismans of bones and feathers dangled just above the frame, swaying slightly in the heavy air as though stirred by a breath no one could feel. Neat little packets of dried herbs lay tucked into bowls, their scents faint but sharp, mingling with the dust and smoke of the shop. There were powders in shades she could not name, and nestled among them, something stranger still — a sealed pouch holding what looked like the withered husk of a rat, its form shrivelled and brittle within the thin wrapping.

Rafe wandered up beside Sarah and, without a word, slipped his hand into hers. The warmth of her fingers threaded through his was grounding, pulling him out of the unease of the place. She turned her head, acknowledging him with a coy, almost teasing smile, one that softened the tension in her face. For a moment the weight of the night lightened, and Rafe met her look with one of his own — suggestive, playful, yet quietly reassuring. He didn’t need to say anything; the small squeeze of her hand carried enough, a silent promise that he was still there with her, that she wasn’t facing this strangeness alone.

Yet when his gaze returned to the window, that brief playfulness faltered. His eyes caught on the talismans, their crude strings and feathers swaying like warnings. The sachets of herbs and powder seemed less like goods for sale and more like relics of a language he didn’t understand. And the rat — sealed, shrivelled, waiting — struck him with a sudden, inexplicable weight, as though the object itself held some secret they were not meant to touch. For a moment he felt the air tighten, the silence heavy around him.

He pointed the pouch out to Kael, confusion pulling his brow tight. But before Kael could respond, the shopkeeper’s voice cut through the air, flat and clipped.

“Dried daga,” she said. Then, sharper, as if to pierce through their ignorance, “Rat.”

Rafe recoiled with a nervous smile, leading Sarah away by the hand. Kael paid for the purchases, nodding his thanks. The shopkeeper said nothing in return, only watching, her silence clinging even as they shouldered their bags and prepared to leave.

They moved to their bags stacked by the roadside—canvas rucksacks and duffels heaped in a sweaty, dusty pile, straps glinting with condensation from the humid air— their fingers fumbling with zips. 

As they were getting ready to leave, Sarah glanced back over her shoulder and froze: the battered cooler that had sat under the shop window was gone, the small, ordinary absence striking her like a shove; where it had been there was only a dark smear of sand and the locked shutters.

Two cords of coloured string hung like warning markers from either side of the locked frame. Sarah lingered, uneasy, until Rafe’s voice drew her away.

They set out along a narrow dirt track, backpacks shifting, luggage heavy in tired arms. The cicadas shrieked endlessly, rising in pitch until the air seemed to buzz. Passing the back of the shop, a chained dog lunged from the shadows, snarling and snapping at them with such ferocity that Sarah screamed. Rafe pulled her close, murmuring that she was safe, though his eyes lingered warily on the beast. They continued along the track but Sarah glanced back once more and thought she saw a figure watching from the gloom by the back door, yet when she blinked, the shadow was gone.

The track wound on, trees pressing closer as the sun climbed higher. Sweat ran in rivulets down Kael’s face. Maya tried to draw him out with soft questions, but he only smiled faintly and trudged on. Jessa cursed the weight of her bag. Rafe teased Sarah, brushing the hair from her brow, trying to coax back her smile.

Yet Kael lagged behind, distracted. His hand gripped his shoulder strap too tight, knuckles white. Something about the forest pressed in on him, thick and watchful.

At last the trees parted, revealing a shallow stream. Water glittered in shafts of light. The group slowed, grateful for the coolness, but as they stepped onto the rocks to cross, the air itself seemed to shift.

The cicadas cut out. Birds fell silent. Even the light dimmed strangely, as if a curtain
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