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Prologue
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THE SKY OVER OBSIDIAN Isle Resort turned the colour of a crushed amethyst as the sun set behind distant volcanic peaks. Deep purples mixed with smoky char-coals. Golden lanterns hung from bent palms, and their light danced across lac-quered bamboo tables laden with exotic fruit and glowing drinks. The power-ful scent of plumeria mingled with the heavy aroma of burned coconut oil and pineapple. A slow beat of steel drums emanated from beneath the thatched roof of the grand amphitheatre. Influencers buzzed excitedly about trending hash-tags and viewer counts, each wielding a tripod and ring light.

A piercing scream shattered the sweltering night, slicing through like a shard of obsidian, halting the drums mid-beat. The constant crash of waves at the reef seemed to pause, and every guest’s thoughts derailed. At the boardwalk’s end stood a high-tech Tiki temple exhibit. The Neon Tiki Idol rested on a pedestal within a glass case, its purple eyes glowing with mechanical life. The idol’s faint pulse was the only sign of life in that silent moment—until a hairline crack ap-peared in the case.

A collective gasp rose as light poured through the fracture. Glass fragments ex-plodedoutward, rainingontothepolishedkoawood. Theidol’sneoneyesflared, as if startled, then went dark. An empty space remained, with a single feather from its traditional headpiece twirling briefly. The sudden silence drowned out cameras and tiki torches, but the crowd’s tension crackled like static.

“Breaktheglass!” someoneshouted,butitwastoolate. Theidolwasgone,stolen inthechaos,andwithit,thepromiseofparadisetransformedintoamysterythat would unravel the island’s sun-kissed facade.
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4 CONTENTS

1. The First Body

The night air over the lagoon was thick and still, carrying the sharp scent of salt and hibiscus. Torches along the boardwalk crackled in the humid air, casting shadows that danced across the water. Beyond the last torchlight lay an unmov-ing form, half-submerged in the lagoon’s emerald-green waters, limbs splayed at unnatural angles. Detective Elara Nova paused at the boardwalk’s edge, her boots clicking on the weathered planks. She took a steadying breath.

The victim was Jordan Kale, 27, a self-proclaimed thrill-seeker with a thousand devoted followers who tuned into his midnight swim livestreams. Resort staff whispered that he’d come to Obsidian Isle for a final “legendary stunt”—diving beneath the stilted bungalows to emerge in the secret reef’s caves. His fame made him a minor constellation, every move watched, recorded, and dissected by an eager online audience.

Elara knelt beside him, careful not to disturb the water lapping at his torso. Moonlight rendered his skin ghostly, marred only by a precise incision curving across his throat in a chilling arc. The cut was too clean, too deliberate for an accident or struggle—a ritualistic act. Yet no blood stained the teak planks. Only the lagoon’s murky, phosphorescent green, lit by glowing algae, concealed any trace.

She reached for Jordan’s phone, perched on a nearby rock. Its screen glowed bluish-white, frozen on a final frame before fading. The Neon Tiki Spirit’s mask hovered inches above his face, its purple eyes flickering in and out of focus, as if straining to escape the digital image into reality. Elara froze, her fingers brush-ing shattered glass. In that still frame, she almost felt the mask’s silent scream, beckoning her to stare too long at its pulsing glow.

Moonlight glinted off the silver threads of her trench coat, illuminating constel-lation patches sewn along the lapel. She tucked back a strand of silver-streaked blackhair, pressingherhandagainsttheplankstosteadyherself. “Hesawsome-thing,” Elara murmured, her voice barely audible, perhaps only to the fireflies above. “Something he shouldn’t have seen.”
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6 CHAPTER 1. THE FIRST BODY

The resort’s generators hummed louder, as if in response. Then came a voice— sweet, silken, like twin roses, one pale, one dark. Elvira whispered, “The mask feeds on fear, and fear thrives in the unseen.” Her words coiled around Elara’s thoughts like jasmine mist. The detective closed her eyes, feeling that voice rip-ple through her. Elvira suggested the idol’s power didn’t end with touch—it spread through screens and circuits, poised to claim anyone who gazed too long.

Elara’s eyes snapped open under the starlight, her resolve hardening. Stand-ing over Jordan’s lifeless form, she drew her phone, prepared to plunge into the darkness, certain the answers lay in the lagoon’s still reflections.

“This is just the beginning,” she whispered, glancing at the shattered fragments beneath her feet before turning toward the Tiki temple’s distant glow, ready to uncover the shadows’ source.

2. Luau of Shadows

Byearlyevening,theresort’smainamphitheatrehadtransformedintoakaleido-scope of island dreams. Tiki torches clustered along the perimeter, their flames flickering like fireflies. Bamboo scaffolding draped with neon vines cast shift-ing patterns on the sand. The sound of waves crashing blended with the live band’s percussion, creating a hypnotic rhythm. Guests lounged in rattan chairs, sipping glowing cocktails, their faces illuminated by phone and tablet screens as stars prepped for their next viral moment.

The high-tech Tiki temple exhibit was the centerpiece. Its base, a blend of pol-ished koa wood and chrome, held the Neon Tiki Idol in a glass case at the center. The idol’s vibrant purple eyes glowed steadily, as if awaiting the perfect moment to awaken. Koa, draped in a silk robe with neon patterns, began his invocation beneath a dome of ultraviolet lights. His voice rose and fell in a rhythmic chant, ancient words carried by the warm breeze. Cameras swiveled in unison, captur-ing every syllable for thousands watching live.

Then Lila Vane burst onto the stage, a mischievous grin framing her face, her lit-up selfie stick glinting. Her auburn hair was wild, her neon-green crop top puls-ing against her tanned skin. “Watch me steal the Neon Tiki Idol!” she shouted into her phone’s camera, her followers’ comments streaming in real time. The crowd cheered, social media alight with likes and reactions.

Suddenly, the background lights extinguished. The drums fell silent, the surf’s soundadistantmurmur. Acrescentmoonpiercedthroughheavyclouds, casting stark light on the stage. The amphitheatre’s screens went black simultaneously, plunging the crowd into darkness. A collective gasp rippled through them. Then the screens flickered back, each frame haunted by eerie tiki masks floating in the corners, their glowing eyes searing into the cameras like scars.

A deafening crash erupted from the temple amid the chaos, the sound of shat-tering glass overwhelming the chanting drummers. When the lights and flames returned, the exhibit case was in ruins. The Neon Tiki Idol was gone. Lila Vane had vanished from the empty stage, leaving only her phone, still recording in
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8 CHAPTER 2. LUAU OF SHADOWS

the eerie post-performance silence.

Elara Nova’s shadow loomed at the amphitheatre’s edge as the crowd screamed and livestreamers faltered. Alone in the faint haze, she stood ready to pierce the darkness that had just been unleashed.

3. Arrival of the Celestial Detective

At midnight, a private helicopter sliced through the island’s humid air, its ro-tors weaving mist that clung to palm fronds below. Neon moths swirled chaoti-cally around the landing pad, drawn to the spinning blades and the Tiki temple’s distant glow. Birds of paradise near the helipad trembled as the skids touched down, as if stirred by anticipation.

Elara Nova stepped out, inhaling the sharp scent of plumeria and salt. Fluores-cent lights caught the silver-thread constellations embroidered on her trench coat, briefly resembling a living map of the night sky. A rose-shaped brooch on her chest, its mirrored petals gleaming, cast light shards across her stern face. Rumored to read both cosmic signs and digital traces
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