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Dedication
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To my cousin —
who once opened a WhatsApp group chat portal to drama no one asked for.
This book is not about you... but also, kinda is.
To everyone who's ever said,
"Just ignore the red flags and dance anyway" —
congrats, you would've been possessed by Chapter 3.
And to the aunties who believe everything is ngano (children’s stories)...
until their child starts levitating.
Also, to the ancestors —
thanks for the plot twists and for not smiting me mid-sentence.
Lastly,
to the real Lizzy in my life...
you’re probably still at the skincare stall. Stay glowing, boo.
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Chapter 1: The Shattered Silence
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There are some silences that sound like screams.

The Kotama doll’s smile hadn’t changed. Still stretched wide. Still smug. Like it knew something the rest of them didn’t.

Its eyes—those unnerving gold-rimmed voids—glinted under the last flicker of Lizzy’s ring light before the bulb exploded in a pop of sparks.

CRACK!

Lizzy screamed. Aria flinched, arms up, ready for flame. Her palms pulsed with residual heat, but the room had already gone quiet. Too quiet.

The kind of quiet that happens after a gunshot. After a car crash. After something breaks that can never be fixed.

Behind Lizzy, the mirror split straight down the center. Not diagonally. Not haphazardly. One vertical line, clean as a knife cut. Like something inside had finally found a way out.

The crack spread from top to bottom with the sound of ice breaking on a frozen lake.

He is free.

The voice hit Aria like a punch to the chest. Low. Calm. Eternal. Lapido.

The seal is broken. Xylos walks.

And there it was. The name that had haunted the last of Aria's dreams since Marlako's death. The name that made her wake up in cold sweats. The name Marlako had whispered in his final moments before he was consumed in flame.

Not "farewell." Not "mercy." Just: He is coming.

Apparently, he wasn't coming anymore.

He was here.

Aria's breath caught in her throat. Her chest felt tight, like someone was squeezing her ribs.

This wasn't Marlako, the corrupted seer who had possessed Wes, whose thirst for more spiritual power had turned him into a parasite feeding on his own great-grandson's soul. No. Marlako was gone. She'd seen to that. Fire, salt, will. She'd saved Wes. Destroyed the possessed ancestor.

But Marlako had never been the final boss. He'd been the warm-up act.

The opening ceremony for the real show.

And now the headliner had taken the stage.

Xylos.

The ancient entity her great-grandmother Tanyaradzwa had fought—and failed—to destroy all those years ago. The demon she'd managed to trap inside this very doll, using every ounce of power she possessed.

Correction. The demon I trapped inside this doll decades ago.

Because that was the part no one had bothered to mention when Lapido first started speaking to her: that she wasn't just chosen for this fight, she was recycled for it. The same soul, different lifetime. Same unfinished business.

Tanyaradzwa had been her. She was Tanyaradzwa. Different body, same cosmic homework assignment.

And clearly, she'd failed the first time around.

The doll's smile seemed wider now. More satisfied.

Like it was laughing at her.

"Did you hear that?" Aria said quickly, voice cracking. She turned to Lizzy, who was still sitting on the floor, surrounded by fragments of her ring light. "The doll. It said something. Right before..."

Lizzy blinked at her like Aria had just asked if she wanted to join a time-traveling boy band. "Hear what?"

"The doll. It spoke. And then the mirror..." Aria gestured at the crack splitting the reflection into two jagged halves. "You saw what happened. You screamed."

But Lizzy's expression was already changing. The shock fading from her eyes like water evaporating in the sun.

"Oh my gosh," Lizzy muttered, scrambling to her feet. "This is such a disaster. The ring light is completely dead. This was my good one, too. The one with the flattering warm glow that made my skin look amazing."

She crouched down, poking at the broken pieces. "And look at this mirror, great. Just great. Seven years of bad luck and no content. Do you know how hard it is to find a mirror this size? My setup is completely ruined."

Aria stared at her cousin. She had heard it. The voice. Xylos speaking through the doll's carved mouth. She'd reacted. She'd screamed. She'd been terrified.

Right?

But Lizzy was already moving on, snapping photos of the broken mirror with her phone, probably brainstorming hashtags like #SpiritualSabotage or #GhostlyGlitches.

Do not. She is unmarked. Let her forget. Lapido's voice again, firm... Some mortals are meant to walk in shadow. Others in light. She belongs to the light.

Of course. Of course, Lizzy wouldn't remember. The same girl who'd nearly opened a portal to who-knows-where last year while trying to summon "positive energy" from a five-rand-store glitter bundle. She wasn't spiritually gifted.

She was spiritually lucky.

And lucky people got to forget the monsters.

Unlucky people like Aria had to fight them.

"I'll help clean up," Aria said quietly, reaching for the small hand broom by Lizzy's desk.

"Thanks, babe." Lizzy didn't look up from her phone. "Ooh, maybe I can salvage this. Call the video 'REAL Paranormal Activity Caught on Camera. Ring Light EXPLODES!' What do you think? Too clickbait-y?"

She held up her phone, showing Aria the footage she'd managed to capture. The screen showed the ring light sparking and dying, the mirror cracking in the background.

But no voice. No words from the doll.

Just electrical failure and bad luck.

"Do you think if I cry a little bit it'll get more engagement?" Lizzy asked, tilting her head. "Like, 'traumatized by supernatural encounter' energy?"

Aria didn't answer. She swept up shards of glass and pieces of broken bulb while her cousin planned her next viral moment. The figurine of Lapido sat motionless on the dresser, carved features calm and knowing.

Watching. Always watching.

She glanced up at the cracked mirror. Her reflection stared back, split down the middle. Half in shadow, half in light.

Seven years of bad luck?

She'd take that deal in a heartbeat.

Because she hadn't just inherited spiritual power from her great-grandmother.

She'd inherited an unfinished war.

And the enemy had just declared round two.
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Chapter 2: A Frayed Farewell
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Some goodbyes feel like running away. Others feel like being left behind.

The car horn outside was barely a beep, more of a polite suggestion than an actual summons. Aria flinched anyway.

Her nerves were still buzzing from last night. From the mirror. From Xylos. From the weight of knowing something that felt too big for her seventeen-year-old brain to hold.

"Aria! Your mom's here!" Aunt Caroline's voice floated up the stairs like it had wings and a marketing degree. 

It always sounded a little too cheerful, as if she wasn't entirely sure how to speak not like a TikTok voiceover. 

"Don't keep her waiting, love!"

Aria grabbed her bag. It was heavier than it should've been. Maybe it was the figurine of Lapido wrapped carefully in her favorite hoodie, the carved wood still warm to the touch. Or maybe it was the crushing weight of everything else.

The knowledge that an ancient demon was free.

The realization that she was her own great-grandmother reincarnated.

The fact that last time around, she'd failed spectacularly.

No pressure.

She slung the bag over her shoulder and headed downstairs. Each step felt like walking toward an execution. Not hers—though that was still on the table—but the execution of her normal life.

Whatever that had been.

Downstairs, Lizzy was still crouched by the broken mirror, examining the crack like it might reveal lottery numbers or her future husband's Instagram handle.

"I've been thinking," Lizzy said without looking up. "What if this is actually good luck? Like, maybe breaking a mirror during spiritual content means the spirits are trying to communicate through destruction. Very avant-garde of them."

Aria paused at the bottom of the stairs. Her cousin was already rewriting history. Already spinning the terror into content.

Maybe that was a superpower too.

"You think I'll get cursed for real this time?" Lizzy asked, finally glancing over. "Seven years feels excessive. Can I negotiate it down to like, seven months? Seven weeks?"

"Too late for that," Aria muttered, adjusting her bag strap.

"What?"

"Nothing." Aria looked away. "Just... be careful, okay? Some things aren't meant to be content."

Lizzy laughed. "Everything is content if you film it right."

And there it was. The fracture between them, invisible but growing wider by the second.

Aria wanted to shake her. To grab Lizzy by the shoulders and say, ‘You almost died last night. You almost became a puppet for something that wants to devour the world. And you're worried about engagement rates.’

But Lizzy's eyes were already bright and clear. No memory of the doll speaking. No echo of terror. Just the mild disappointment of broken equipment and the excitement of potential viral disaster.

Lapido had wiped it clean. Protected her.

Or maybe protected everyone else from her.

They didn't hug goodbye. Aria couldn't bring herself to do it. There was something brittle between them now, like standing on opposite sides of a glass wall. Lizzy had seen something. Felt something. But now it was gone. Erased.

And Aria was the only one left holding the memory.

She opened the front door and stepped into the afternoon sunlight. The world outside looked aggressively normal. Birds singing. Cars passing. A neighbor watering his garden like demons weren't real and ancient evils didn't exist.

Her mother stood beside their old Toyota; arms folded across her chest like she was bracing for battle with the wind. Or with Aria. It was often hard to tell the difference.

"Put your bag in the boot," her mum said by way of greeting. No "hello." No "how was your school term." Just instructions.

Aria obeyed, tossing her bag into the back. The figurine clinked softly against her water bottle. She hoped her mum didn't hear it.

They climbed into the car. Her mother adjusted the rearview mirror, checked her seatbelt twice, and started the engine with the precise movements of someone who'd rather be anywhere else.

They drove in silence for almost a full ten minutes, which might've been a personal record. Aria watched the familiar streets roll by. The same shops. The same bus stops. Vendors selling by the side of the road. Some sold roasted corn or peanuts. Some sold sugar cane which made her mouth water, just momentarily. 

The same life she'd been living before she discovered she was spiritually recycled.

Everything looked smaller now. More fragile.

Like it might shatter if she breathed too hard.

"Were you well-behaved at your aunt's house?" her mum finally asked, eyes fixed on the road ahead.

Aria stared out the passenger window. Trees blurred past in streaks of green and brown. The sky was too blue today. Too cheerful. Too normal for a world where ancient demons walked free.

"Define 'well-behaved,'" she said.

Her mum's knuckles tightened on the steering wheel. "Aria."

"I didn't break anything on purpose. Does that count?"

A sigh. Long and weary, like her mother had been practicing disappointment for years.

"Did you pray?" her mum asked. "Did you avoid opening doorways to things that shouldn't be opened? Did you keep away from Lizzy's... nonsense?"

By "nonsense" she meant Lizzy's entire personality. Her creativity. Her joy. Her ability to find magic in everything, even when that magic was actually demonic possession waiting to happen.

Aria bit her tongue hard enough to taste copper. She couldn't say, ‘Actually, I helped defeat a corrupted spirit-ancestor who was possessing my friend Wes while being spiritually guided by an ancient god. Also, Lizzy accidentally freed a soul-devouring demon from a cursed doll, and I might also be the reincarnation of my own great-grandmother who failed to destroy said demon decades ago. But sure, I avoided Lizzy's TikTok account, so we're all good.’

Instead, she said: "Sure. I didn't open anything."

Not technically a lie. Xylos had opened himself.

Her mum nodded, satisfied enough to return her attention to driving. "Because there are things that are not of God, Aria. Things that invite trouble. Spirits. Symbols. Statues. They pretend to be harmless, but they're doorways. Invitations for evil to enter."

"Figurines," Aria added under her breath.

"What?"

"Nothing."

Another silence stretched between them like a taut wire. The radio played soft gospel music. A song about being washed clean. About starting over.

Aria almost laughed.

Starting over. That's all she'd been doing, apparently. Same soul, different century, same impossible task.

It was strange, this double life she was living now. Upstairs in Lizzy's room, she was someone ancient and powerful, chosen by gods and spirits, and born of flame and memory. Down here, in this car with her mother, she was just a daughter. A teenager. A future disappointment, depending on which relative you asked.

Someone ordinary.

Someone safe.

She wanted to say something real. Anything that might bridge the gap between who her mother thought she was and who she actually was becoming.

"Mum," she said carefully, still watching the world pass by outside. "Do you think evil can hide in plain sight?"

Her mother didn't look at her. Just kept driving, hands steady on the wheel.

"That's what it does," she said flatly. "Evil doesn't announce itself with horns and pitchforks. It hides in music that sounds beautiful. In friends who seem kind. In laughter that feels warm. Even in family members you trust."

She glanced at Aria briefly, then back at the road.

"That's why you must stay alert. Always. Don't invite it in. Don't give it permission to take root."

Aria blinked slowly. Not exactly the heart-to-heart conversation she'd been hoping for.

But maybe it was the closest they'd ever get to talking about what was really happening.

They pulled into their driveway in Masvingo a few hours later. 

The house looked exactly the same as when she'd left it. Familiar red roof. Small front garden that her mother tended with military precision. White walls that had heard a thousand prayers and probably twice as many lectures about staying on the right path.

Too small for secrets. Too quiet for monsters.

And yet Aria could already feel it...the shift. The crack in her normal life spreading wider with each heartbeat.

Her mum turned off the engine and unbuckled her seatbelt with sharp, efficient movements.

"You're back home now," she said, climbing out of the car. "No more distractions. No more... posting silly videos with your cousin for the world to see and mock me for not raising you well."

She unlocked the front door and disappeared inside, leaving Aria alone on the porch.

Home.

Aria stared at the house where she'd grown up. Where she'd learned to pray and study and keep her head down. Where she'd spent seventeen years being ordinary.

She didn't know how to tell her mum that home didn't feel like home anymore. That something fundamental had shifted inside her, like tectonic plates rearranging themselves deep underground.

That a doll had smiled at her and shattered glass without moving a single carved finger.

That some spirit or demon or gods eater named Xylos had once nearly swallowed the world whole and might do it again.

That she was the reason the world hadn't ended the first time... and the reason it might end now.

She didn't know how to explain that the daughter who'd left for Lizzy's house beginning of the school term was gone. In her place stood someone older, someone with ancient memories flickering at the edges of her consciousness like flames in a dark room.

Someone who'd failed before and might fail again.

So, she did what she always did when the truth felt too big to speak.

She picked up her bag, stepped inside, and said nothing.

But the figurine of Lapido, wrapped in her hoodie, seemed to pulse with warmth against her shoulder.

A reminder that silence didn't mean safety.
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Chapter 3: The Unsettling Quiet
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Some dangers scream. Others sit with you at the dinner table, waiting to be noticed.

Home had its own rhythm. Chores that never ended. Scented floor polish that made everything smell like fake flowers. The faint smell of stew bubbling before midday, rich and warm and real. A loud kettle that sounded like it might explode every single time it boiled, dramatic as a soap opera villain.

Familiar things. Safe things. Normal things.

The kind of things that made you forget ancient demons existed.

But Aria couldn't shake the feeling that something was watching her. Not from the shadows lurking in corners. Not from outside the windows where strangers might peer in.

From within.

From inside her own skin.

She sat at the kitchen table peeling carrots with mechanical precision, trying not to feel watched by the Lapido figurine tucked deep into her hoodie pocket. The carved wood pressed against her ribs like a secret heartbeat. Warm. Constant. Quietly alive.

Her mother hummed gospel tunes while stirring a large pot of beef stew on the stove. Her voice occasionally rose above the steam in a way that made even the spices sit up straighter and pay attention. Like they knew better than to misbehave when Mama was in charge.

"Your face looks heavy, mwanangu," her mum said without turning around. She had that supernatural parent ability to see everything without actually looking. "Were you eating well there by Caroline?"

Aria shrugged, orange carrot peels curling under her knife. "If microwave frozen food counts."

Her mother made a sound of pure disgust. The wooden spoon paused mid-stir.

"That one doesn't cook," she said, shaking her head. "Only buys things that come in boxes with instructions longer than the Bible. Or worse, orders food with those delivery boys who smell like weed and disappointment."

She turned around, tasting the stew with the serious expression of a scientist discovering a new element.

"Here, taste this. Needs more salt?"

Aria did. It was perfect, like always. Rich and complex and full of flavors that had been simmering together since dawn. She shook her head. "It's good."

"Of course it is." Her mum smiled, proud but not surprised. Pride mixed with the quiet satisfaction of someone who'd never doubted herself for a second. 

"You know your father always says, even when we have no money for meat, I can make magic out of beans and water. I hope he is eating healthy out there. I wish he didn’t have to be always away driving those trucks."

Magic.

The word hit Aria like a slap. Like a reminder of everything she couldn't say.

She almost smiled. Almost let herself feel normal for just a moment.

Almost.

But then the figurine pulsed warm against her ribs, and she remembered. Ancient demons. Deities. Reincarnated souls. Unfinished cosmic homework.

The usual Tuesday afternoon drama.

Her little brother, Tanaka, came running in with his school backpack still swinging off one shoulder like he was in a race against time itself. His uniform shirt was only half-tucked in, one sock higher than the other. Pure chaos in human form.

"Mama! Look! I got five out of five in reading!" He waved a paper with a big red star on it like he'd won the lottery. "Hie, Ari."

"Woooow!" their mother beamed, dropping her wooden spoon to give him her full attention. "Come! We must hang it on the fridge immediately. This is excellence, my boy. Excellence!"

She grabbed the paper and studied it like it contained the secrets of the universe.

"You see, Aria," she said, reaching for a magnet shaped like a pineapple, "some people just read and get full marks without staying in houses full of Tiki Take nonsense."

Aria rolled her eyes so hard she worried they might fall out. "Tik Tok, Ma."

"Same thing. All nonsense that rots the brain and makes young people think they're famous for dancing badly."

Tanaka dumped his school bag on the floor with a loud thud and immediately started kicking a soft ball around the living room. Within seconds, he was narrating his own imaginary soccer match at full volume.

"And Tanaka dribbles past the defender! The crowd goes wild! He shoots — GOAL! The crowd is on their feet!"

He threw his arms up in victory, then continued his one-man football commentary while bouncing the ball off every available surface. The coffee table. The couch. The wall. A lamp that wobbled dangerously.

Their mother didn't even flinch. She'd developed superhuman
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