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Synopsis

Isadora “Dora” Cavalcanti records the forgotten sounds of Rio de Janeiro—until the night she captures something impossible: a conversation between the dead. Discovering she can hear and manipulate the frequencies where spirits communicate, Dora is thrust into a hidden war for the city’s soul. Ancient gods, colonial saints, and favela spirits battle for dominance while a ruthless corporation weaponizes spiritual silence to erase communities. When her brother becomes possessed by warring entities, Dora must master her abilities and choose Rio’s future. Can she create harmony between conflicting mythologies, or will the voices of the marginalized be permanently silenced? A supernatural thriller where gentrification becomes spiritual warfare and one woman’s gift for listening could save—or destroy—everything.







Prologue

The frequency hit Dora Cavalcanti three seconds before the construction crane collapsed.

She had been walking past the demolition site in Gamboa—just another sound engineer on her lunch break, headphones dead around her neck, thinking about whether she could afford the premium noise-canceling upgrade—when the world shifted into a register most humans never heard. Not a sound, exactly. More like the moment before thunder, when the air pressure changes and your teeth ache with anticipation.

Dora stopped walking. Her coffee went cold in her hand.

The frequency came from everywhere and nowhere: a deep bass throb that bypassed her ears entirely and resonated in her sternum, her jaw, the hollows behind her eyes. It carried harmonics she recognized from childhood nightmares—the ones that had convinced her parents to shuttle her between psychiatrists for six years until she learned to lie convincingly about the voices.

She knew this particular resonance. Had felt it before, always preceding disaster. Once, at fourteen, thirty seconds before a bus ran a red light at the intersection where she’d been about to cross. Again at twenty-two, moments before a shelf collapsed in the university library, missing her head by centimeters. Each time, the same bone-deep warning. Each time, she’d told herself it was coincidence, pattern recognition, anxiety disorder—anything but what her grandmother would have called it.

Three heartbeats. That’s how long she had.

The construction workers couldn’t hear it. They moved through their morning routines thirty meters away, hard hats bobbing, voices calling instructions in Portuguese inflected with nordestino accents. The crane operator sat in his glass booth, one hand on the controls, the other bringing a thermos to his lips. His movements were languid, casual, the body language of a man who’d performed this sequence a thousand times and expected to perform it a thousand more.

Two heartbeats.

Dora’s vision doubled. For an instant, she saw the site as it had been: a crumbling cortiço, three stories of peeling yellow paint and laundry lines, where someone’s grandmother had lived for forty-seven years before Harmonia Solutions bought the block. The present and past overlapped like badly synced audio tracks. In the phantom version, children played between columns of light that couldn’t exist—not sunlight, but something older, something that pulsed in time with drums she’d never heard played.

The light moved like living things. Like memory given form. She could almost hear laughter beneath the construction noise, almost smell feijoada cooking in apartments that no longer existed. The ghost-image was so vivid she could count the flowers in window boxes that had been torn out six months ago.

One heartbeat.

The frequency spiked. It felt like someone had driven an ice pick through her inner ear into the base of her skull. Dora dropped her coffee. The cup exploded on the sidewalk in a spray of café com leite and ceramic shards, but she barely noticed because the world had gone crystalline with terrible clarity.

She saw the crane’s cable snap—not in her mind’s eye, but actually saw it, the frayed steel threads giving way in a sequence that looked like dominoes falling in reverse. Saw the shipping container it was lifting tilt, swing, become three tons of killing momentum. Saw exactly where it would land: on the temporary site office where four workers were filling out morning paperwork.

The vision played out with geometric precision. She could calculate the arc, the velocity, the exact point of impact. Could see how the container would fold the prefab office like paper, how the metal walls would crumple inward, how the fluorescent lights inside would explode in a shower of glass and mercury vapor. Could see the four men inside, unaware, one of them laughing at something on his phone.

Dora’s body moved before her mind caught up.

“SAIA! SAIA AGORA!” The scream tore out of her throat in her mother’s voice—not her careful, educated Rio accent, but the raw Bahian Portuguese her grandmother had spoken in the kitchen when she thought no one was listening. Get out. Get out now.

The words came with power she didn’t recognize. They left her throat raw, her lungs burning. She tasted copper, tasted something older than blood.

The workers looked up, startled by the crazy woman screaming on the sidewalk. One of them actually smiled, the reflexive social response to unexpected absurdity. Another frowned, hand moving toward his phone like he was considering calling security. The crane operator frowned through his glass booth, confused, his hand tightening on the controls in an instinctive defensive gesture.

Dora was already running, her sensible work flats slapping against the concrete, her lungs burning. The messenger bag on her shoulder swung wild, throwing her off balance. She didn’t care. The frequency had become a shriek inside her skull, a warning klaxon that only she could hear.

The cable snapped.

It made a sound like a guitar string breaking, amplified a thousand times. The container swung out in a lazy arc, almost graceful. Time dilated—another frequency trick Dora had learned to hate. She watched the trajectory with geometric precision, her engineer’s brain calculating vectors and velocity while some older, stranger part of her consciousness registered the harmonics of disaster.

She could see the individual rivets in the container’s side. Could count them. Could read the faded shipping labels—Hamburg, Shanghai, Santos. Could see rust bleeding through blue paint in patterns that looked almost deliberate, almost like writing in a language she’d never learned.

The workers scattered. Three of them made it clear, their bodies responding to the primal sound of breaking metal even if they couldn’t process what it meant. They moved with the unthinking grace of prey animals, all survival instinct and adrenaline.

The fourth—a kid, couldn’t have been more than twenty, wearing a Flamengo jersey under his safety vest—froze in the doorway of the site office. His eyes met Dora’s across thirty meters of morning sunlight and construction dust.

She saw his death written in the frequencies around him, a discordant note about to be silenced. Saw it like sheet music, like a waveform on her analyzer, a sudden drop to flatline silence. Saw his mother getting the call. Saw the funeral. Saw the hole his absence would tear in the world.

“NÃO!” Not Dora’s voice this time. Something else. Something that spoke through her vocal cords with the weight of ocean tides and forest roots, that turned a simple negation into a command reality had to obey.

The air between Dora and the frozen worker shimmered.

Later, she would tell herself it was heat distortion from the demolition equipment. Later, she would file it away with all the other impossible things she’d trained herself not to see. But in that moment, in that eternal second before the container hit, Dora felt something flow through her like lightning finding ground.

It burned. God, it burned. Like electricity, like fire, like every nerve in her body lighting up at once. Her vision whited out. She felt her grandmother’s hands on her shoulders—impossible, Vovó Cecília had been dead for eight years—steadying her, guiding her, channeling something through her that was too big for one person to hold.

The kid stumbled backward. Not of his own volition—he moved like a puppet yanked by invisible strings, his body jerking away from the doorway just as the shipping container crashed through the space where his head had been.

The impact was catastrophic. The site office folded like paper. Glass exploded outward in a glittering wave that caught the sunlight and fractured it into a thousand rainbows. The ground shook hard enough to make Dora stagger, her hands thrown out for balance that didn’t come. She went down hard on her knees, her palms scraping concrete.

The pain was distant. Everything was distant except the frequency, which was already fading, its work done.

The frequency vanished as abruptly as it had appeared.

The silence afterward felt obscene. Dora knelt on the sidewalk, breathing in ragged gasps, tasting copper and coffee and her own terror. Around her, the world snapped back into its normal register—car horns, distant favela funk from someone’s radio, the shouts of construction workers who’d just watched death take a practice swing.

Someone was screaming. Multiple someones. Emergency protocols kicked in with the mechanical precision of workplace training: workers calling for ambulances, checking for injuries, accounting for personnel. The crane operator sat frozen in his booth, thermos still clutched in white-knuckled hands, staring at the carnage his machine had created. His face was gray, his eyes wide with shock. Dora could see his lips moving—prayer or curse, she couldn’t tell.

The kid in the Flamengo jersey stood ten feet from where the container had landed. He looked down at his own hands like he’d never seen them before, turning them over and over, checking for damage that wasn’t there. Checking to confirm he was real. His breathing came in short, sharp gasps. He touched his own face, his chest, his arms, mapping his continued existence.

Dora tried to stand. Her legs had other ideas. She stayed kneeling, her professional skirt soaking up spilled coffee and street grime, while her brain attempted to process what had just happened.

Her palms were bleeding. She noticed it with detached interest, watching small red drops fall onto the concrete beside the coffee stains. The scrapes were embedded with grit and tiny fragments of ceramic from her shattered cup. She should clean them. Should do something. Should move.

She couldn’t move.

You didn’t do anything, the rational part of her mind insisted. The same part that had carried her through university, through her licensing exams, through eight years of working at Acústica Carioca where they valued her ear for frequency analysis and never asked about the medication bottles she kept in her desk drawer. The kid just got lucky. He stumbled at exactly the right moment. People stumble. It’s statistically inevitable that occasionally someone will stumble at a moment that saves their life.

But she’d felt it. The thing that moved through her. The presence that had spoken with her mouth and reached across space to yank the kid to safety like a mother snatching a child from traffic. The burning. The hands on her shoulders. The certainty that something else had looked through her eyes and found the kid wanting to live.

Her grandmother would have known what it was. Vovó Cecília, who’d kept a little shrine in the back of her closet, hidden behind winter coats in a city where winter meant sixty degrees and light rain. Who’d tried to teach Dora the old songs, the ones that made the air in the kitchen feel thick and charged, before Dora’s father had put his foot down about filling the girl’s head with superstition.

“Your daughter is sick,” he’d said. Dora had been nine, hiding in the hallway, listening through the crack in the door. “These stories you tell her, this magical thinking—it’s making it worse. The doctor said she needs stability, routine, medication. Not fairy tales about orixás and spiritual frequencies.”

“The doctor,” Vovó Cecília had replied, her voice carrying the kind of quiet that preceded storms, “knows nothing about what lives in this child. You think pills will silence what she hears? You think pretending will make it go away?”

“I think,” her father had said, final and cold, “that you will stop filling her head with nonsense, or you will stop seeing her unsupervised. Choose.”

Vovó had chosen. Had stopped teaching. Had hidden her shrine deeper. Had hummed the songs so quietly Dora could barely hear them.

And Dora had learned to lie. Had learned to smile and nod and take her medication and pretend the frequencies didn’t exist.

Superstition. Right. That’s what this was. A panic attack combined with coincidental timing and her brain’s tendency to construct narratives from chaos.

“Senhora? Você está bem?” A construction worker had approached—one of the ones who’d made it out of the site office. His face was gray with shock, but he’d defaulted to concern for the screaming woman on the sidewalk. Are you okay?

Dora opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. “I’m fine. I just… the noise. I thought I heard the cable breaking.”

The lie came easily. She’d been practicing versions of it for twenty-three years, ever since she’d learned that telling the truth about what she heard only led to concerned looks and doctor’s appointments.

“You saved Miguel’s life.” The worker gestured toward the kid in the Flamengo jersey, who was now sitting on a curb with his head between his knees. “If you hadn’t yelled…”

“Just lucky I looked up at the right moment,” Dora said. Her voice sounded distant, tinny, like she was hearing herself through a bad phone connection. “I should go. I have to get back to work.”

She stood on legs that trembled but held. Her knees were scraped bloody, her skirt was ruined, and she could feel a bruise forming on her left hip where she’d hit the ground. None of it felt real. The whole morning had taken on the quality of her childhood nightmares: vivid, terrible, and fundamentally untrustworthy.

Dora walked away from the demolition site while sirens approached in the distance. She didn’t look back at the wreckage, or at Miguel, or at the other workers who were clustering around him with the fierce relief of men who’d just watched their colleague cheat death. She walked three blocks to a small praça where she could sit on a bench under a flamboyant tree and pretend to be a normal person having a normal Thursday.

Her hands shook. She pressed them flat against her thighs and focused on her breathing: four counts in, hold for seven, eight counts out. The technique her last therapist had taught her for managing anxiety. It usually worked.

It didn’t work.

Because the frequency was back.

Not the disaster-warning bass throb from before. This was different: higher, almost musical, like someone plucking strings in a pattern that wanted to be a melody. It seemed to come from the ground beneath the bench, or maybe from the old flamboyant tree itself, its branches heavy with red-orange blossoms that littered the cobblestones like small fires.

Like offerings, some part of her mind whispered. Like the flowers Vovó used to leave at the crossroads on certain nights, wrapped in white cloth with coins and cachaça.

Dora looked around the praça. An old woman was feeding pigeons from a plastic bag, murmuring to them in a steady stream of Portuguese endearments. A teenager sat on the fountain’s edge, scrolling through his phone, earbuds in, isolated in his digital world. A street vendor was setting up his cart to sell água de coco, his machete catching the sunlight as he arranged his coconuts in careful pyramids.

None of them could hear it. She could tell by the way they moved through the world, unburdened by frequencies that didn’t exist.

She pulled out her phone with hands that still shook and opened the app she used for work—a professional-grade spectrum analyzer that could visualize audio frequencies in real-time. She held it up like a talisman, capturing the sound of the praça: traffic noise, distant conversation, the vendor’s cart wheels on cobblestones, the splash of the fountain.

The waveform display showed exactly what it should show. Normal urban soundscape. Nothing unusual. The frequency spectrum was completely ordinary—the low rumble of traffic, the mid-range of human voices, the high-frequency scratch of the vendor’s machete on coconut shells.

Nothing except the melody she could still hear, threading through the mundane noise like gold wire through cloth.

Dora closed the app. Opened her messages instead. Scrolled past work contacts and the group chat with the three people she’d been calling friends lately, even though she kept them at arm’s length and deflected every invitation to share anything real. Found her mother’s number.

Her thumb hovered over it.

Mamãe would answer. She always answered, even though she and Dora had barely spoken beyond pleasantries since the argument five years ago—the one where Dora had finally told her mother exactly what she thought about being raised between two cultures and belonging fully to neither, about the medications and the lies and the constant pressure to be normal.

“You want me to be ashamed of where we come from,” her mother had said, her voice shaking with hurt and anger. “You want to pretend we’re just like everyone else, that we don’t carry anything sacred.”

“I want,” Dora had replied, twenty-five and furious and so tired of being different, “to be able to live my life without everyone treating me like I’m broken. I want to take the pills that make the voices stop and not have you look at me like I’m betraying some grand spiritual legacy. I want to be normal.”

“Normal,” her mother had repeated, the word bitter in her mouth. “Your grandmother died trying to teach you that what you hear isn’t madness. And you want to be normal.”

They’d barely spoken since. Birthday cards. Obligatory holiday calls. The careful distance of family members who’d hurt each other too badly to forgive but couldn’t quite let go.

But Mamãe would also know things. Things Dora had spent her adult life avoiding.

She put the phone away.

The frequency shifted again. This time, Dora could almost make out words in the melody—not Portuguese, not exactly, but something that felt like language the way a photograph feels like memory. It was trying to tell her something. Or maybe ask her something. Or maybe just acknowledge her, the way one musician nods to another across a crowded room.

“I’m not listening,” Dora whispered to the empty air. “I don’t hear you. You’re not real.”

The melody continued, patient and inevitable as tide.

A memory surfaced, unbidden: Vovó Cecília in the kitchen of their old apartment in Lapa, the one they’d lost when Dora was twelve. She was cooking feijoada, and the whole place smelled like beans and bay leaves and dendê oil. Dora had been maybe seven, sitting at the table doing homework while her grandmother sang under her breath—old songs, African rhythms tangled up with Portuguese words.

“Why do you sing those songs, Vovó?” she’d asked.

Her grandmother had turned from the stove, wooden spoon in hand, her face serious in a way that made her look like the portraits of saints in the Igreja da Candelária. “Because they remind the world we’re still here, minha neta. Because every voice that remembers is a thread in the cloth, and if enough threads break, the whole thing unravels.”

“But what happens if it unravels?”

Vovó had looked at her for a long moment, her eyes dark and deep and full of something that might have been sorrow or might have been recognition. “Then we forget who we are. Then we forget what we’re standing on. And when you forget what you’re standing on, minha querida, you fall.”

At seven, Dora hadn’t understood. At thirty, sitting in a praça with scraped knees and the taste of impossible miracles on her tongue, she still didn’t understand.

But the frequencies were getting louder.

And somewhere in Gamboa, Harmonia Solutions’ demolition crews were erasing another block of history, preparing the ground for luxury condos that would be named things like “Vista Heritage” and “Memória Residences”—ironic titles for buildings designed to make everyone forget what had stood there before.

Dora stood up from the bench. Her knees protested, her hip ached, and her entire body felt like it had been used as a tuning fork for forces she refused to acknowledge. But she had to get back to work. Had to return to her desk at Acústica Carioca, to the comfortable fiction that she was just a sound engineer with a neurological quirk, nothing more.

The frequency followed her all the way to the office.

It sang to her through the bus ride, through the elevator ascent to the fourth floor, through the fluorescent-lit corridors where her coworkers moved like people in a dream, going through motions they’d repeated so many times the actions had become invisible.

By the time she sat down at her workstation, logged into her computer, and tried to focus on the acoustic analysis she’d been running for a hotel renovation project, the melody had resolved into something almost recognizable.

It sounded like a warning.

It sounded like a welcome.

It sounded like the first note of a song she’d been avoiding her entire life, finally deciding it was time for her to learn the rest.

Dora put on her headphones—the expensive ones from her workstation, with active noise cancellation and a frequency response curve flat enough to mix professional audio. The kind that could isolate her from the world, or try to.

The frequency came through them anyway, clear as a bell, impossible as prophecy.

She pulled the headphones off. Stared at them. Put them back on. The melody continued, unchanged, unaffected by technology designed to eliminate unwanted sound. It wasn’t coming through the drivers. It was coming through her, resonating in her bones like she was the instrument, not the listener.

Outside her window, Rio de Janeiro sprawled across its hills and valleys, beautiful and brutal and balanced on a knife edge between past and future. In the favelas clinging to the mountainsides, in the old neighborhoods being ground under gentrification’s heel, in the churches and terreiros and street corners where the city’s many gods still fought for dominance, the frequencies were rising.

And Dora Cavalcanti, who had spent twenty-three years pretending she was deaf to the sacred, was about to discover that some songs demanded to be heard.

Whether you wanted to listen or not.




Chapter 1

The frequencies didn’t stop.

Three days after the crane incident, Dora had catalogued seventeen distinct auditory phenomena that her spectrum analyzer swore didn’t exist. She’d started keeping a log—a private spreadsheet hidden three folders deep on her laptop, encrypted with a password she changed daily, as if someone might hack in and discover proof of her instability.

Entry #1: Low-frequency pulse, approximately 28 Hz, emanating from the foundation of the demolished cortiço in Gamboa. Duration: 4 hours. Ceased abruptly at sunset.

Entry #2: Harmonic series centered on 432 Hz, source unclear. Followed me from office to apartment. Intensified near Igreja de São Francisco da Penitência. Resembles Baroque organ voicing.

Entry #17: Polyphonic vocalization, no identifiable pitch center. Three distinct voices, possibly female. Location: outside my apartment window at 3:47 AM. Recording attempt failed—playback shows only traffic noise.

She sat at her desk at Acústica Carioca, staring at acoustic modeling software that refused to behave. The hotel project should have been straightforward: analyze the existing structure’s sound transmission, recommend insulation upgrades, done. But the building kept generating impossible frequencies in her simulations—resonances that violated basic physics, harmonics that shouldn’t exist in a structure built from concrete and glass.

The simulation ran again. Again, the frequency response curve spiked at 28 Hz—subsonic, below the threshold of normal human hearing, but exactly matching the pulse she’d logged from Gamboa. She deleted the result. Ran it again. Same spike. The software was malfunctioning, or she’d made an error in her modeling parameters, or—

Or the building actually was resonating at frequencies that shouldn’t exist.

She saved the file and closed it before she could spiral further.

Or maybe she was just losing her mind. That seemed statistically more likely.

“Dora? You okay?”

She jumped hard enough to knock her coffee cup. Managed to catch it before it spilled, but the hot liquid sloshed over her fingers, scalding. “Merda. Yes. Fine. Just focused.”

Marcelo stood in the doorway of her cubicle, concern creasing his forehead. He was the senior acoustical engineer, her supervisor, and one of the three people she’d been calling a friend while maintaining careful emotional distance. He held a folder in one hand and wore the expression he got when he was about to assign her something tedious.

“You’ve been ‘focused’ for three days straight,” he said. “Raquel says you haven’t been to lunch with the team since Tuesday. And you look like you haven’t slept.”

Dora glanced at her reflection in her monitor. He wasn’t wrong. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, her skin had taken on a grayish cast, and her hair hung limp despite the shower she’d forced herself to take that morning. She looked haunted. She looked exactly like what she was: someone being slowly consumed by sounds no one else could hear.

“I sleep fine.” Another lie. The frequencies were loudest at night, when Rio’s normal soundscape quieted enough for her to hear the city’s hidden harmonics. She’d been getting maybe three hours, and those only with the help of the benzodiazepines she was supposed to take “as needed” and had been taking nightly.

Last night she’d lain awake until four AM, listening to what sounded like distant drums—not samba, not anything she recognized from Rio’s musical landscape, but something older, more insistent. They’d seemed to come from beneath her building, from deep in the earth itself.

Marcelo didn’t look convinced. But he also didn’t push—one of the reasons Dora could almost tolerate working with him. He respected boundaries, even unspoken ones.

“Well, when you come up for air, I have something different for you.” He set the folder on her desk, pushing aside the cold coffee and scattered papers. “Might be good to get out of the office. Field work.”

Dora opened the folder warily. Inside were site surveys for a property in Santa Teresa—one of Rio’s oldest neighborhoods, clinging to the hills above the city center, its colonial houses and narrow cobblestone streets a tourist attraction and a developer’s fever dream. The address made her stomach drop.

Rua Monte Alegre, 847.

“This is the old Solar dos Abacaxis,” she said.

“You know it?”

Everyone who’d grown up in Rio knew it. The mansion had been built in the early 1800s by a Portuguese coffee baron, abandoned in the 1960s when the family fortune evaporated, squatted in the ’70s and ’80s when Santa Teresa was still affordable, and finally condemned in the ’90s after a fire that killed three people. It had sat empty for thirty years, slowly collapsing into its own foundations while the neighborhood gentrified around it, its broken windows like watching eyes, its gardens gone to jungle.

Children told stories about it. Teenagers dared each other to climb the walls. Everyone in Santa Teresa had a theory about what haunted it.

And now someone wanted to restore it.

“Harmonia Solutions bought the property six months ago,” Marcelo continued. “They’re converting it into a boutique hotel. High-end stuff—twenty rooms, rooftop restaurant, spa. They need a full acoustic survey—structural analysis, ambient noise mapping, recommendations for sound isolation between rooms. The works.”

Dora’s fingers had gone numb. “Harmonia Solutions.”

“I know they’re not everyone’s favorite developer, but the contract is solid. Good money. And honestly, it’ll be good for the building. Better than leaving it to rot.”

She stared at the folder. At the architectural drawings that showed the Solar dos Abacaxis stripped down to studs and foundation, every trace of its history erased to make room for minimalist luxury. Rooms that would rent for three thousand reais a night to tourists who wanted to experience “authentic Rio” from behind soundproof glass. The same company that was demolishing Gamboa, that had reduced a neighborhood to rubble and dust. The same company whose crane had nearly killed Miguel three days ago.

The same company whose construction site had triggered the frequency that started all of this.

“I need you on this one,” Marcelo said. His tone had shifted slightly, from casual to persuasive. “You’ve got the best ear in the office, and the client specifically requested someone who could handle historical structures. Apparently the building has some acoustic quirks.”

“Quirks.”

“The previous survey team reported some unusual resonances. Probably just wind through the damaged walls, or settling foundation, but Harmonia wants it fully documented before they start major construction. They’re paying premium rate for thoroughness.” He paused. “Double your usual rate, actually. They really want this done right.”

Of course they did. Dora had read enough about Harmonia Solutions to recognize their pattern: buy historical properties in working-class neighborhoods, gut them, rebrand them as “heritage preservation,” and charge prices that ensured none of the original residents could ever return. Legal. Profitable. Efficient. Culturally genocidal, if you wanted to be dramatic about it.

And she was being asked to help them do it.

The folder sat on her desk like an accusation. She could see the architectural drawings through the transparent cover—clean lines, modern interventions, the mansion reduced to aesthetic backdrop for contemporary luxury.

“When’s the site visit?” she heard herself ask.

“Tomorrow morning, if you’re available. Nine AM. I’ll send you the full briefing packet tonight—structural reports, historical documentation, the initial survey results. Everything you need.”

She should say no. Should tell Marcelo to assign it to someone else, someone who didn’t hear frequencies that didn’t exist, someone who wouldn’t have a panic attack the moment they stepped onto a Harmonia Solutions property. Someone stable.

“I’ll do it,” Dora said.

Marcelo smiled, relieved. He’d probably been worried she’d refuse, that he’d have to assign it to Ricardo or Ana, neither of whom had her precision with historical acoustics. “Great. Perfect. You’ll have a site escort—one of their project managers, guy named Paulo something. And Dora?” He paused in the doorway, his expression softening into something almost paternal. “Maybe take tonight off. Get some real sleep. The building isn’t going anywhere.”

After he left, Dora sat very still and listened to the frequencies threading through her office. There was the 60 Hz hum of the electrical system, perfectly normal. The HVAC’s white noise, also normal. The distant traffic from Avenida Rio Branco outside, the murmur of her coworkers on phone calls, the ping of the elevator—normal, normal, normal.

And beneath it all, rising like heat shimmer: a melody that had no source, no explanation, no right to exist.

It was getting stronger.

She could almost make out words now. Almost.



Dora’s apartment was in Catete, in a building that had probably been nice in 1952 and was now just affordable. One bedroom, kitchenette, bathroom with tiles that had given up on being white sometime during the military dictatorship. She’d lived here for five years and still hadn’t hung anything on the walls. The furniture was minimal—a bed, a desk, a single bookshelf mostly empty. Like she was ready to flee at any moment.

She made it through the door, locked it behind her—deadbolt, chain, the little rubber doorstop she wedged under the frame—and counted to ten before allowing herself to acknowledge that the frequencies had followed her home.

They were different here. More insistent. The melody she’d been hearing since Tuesday had developed into something almost structured—not quite music, but not quite random either. Like listening to a conversation in a language you almost recognized, where every third word made terrible sense.

Dora dropped her bag by the door, kicked off her shoes, and went through her evening routine on autopilot: kettle on for tea, laptop out, medication bottles from the bathroom cabinet. The ritual was supposed to be calming. Supposed to ground her in the physical world, in the simple mechanics of being alive.

It wasn’t working.

Sertraline, 100mg, once daily. Clonazepam, 0.5mg, as needed for anxiety. She’d needed it every night this week. She shook one small yellow pill into her palm, stared at it for a moment, then dry-swallowed it. The bitter taste lingered.

The kettle whistled. She poured hot water over a sad tea bag—something generic, probably past its expiration date—watched it steep from pale gold to muddy brown, and tried to convince herself that she was fine. That the frequencies were just stress. That the incident at the construction site had been coincidence. That she was in control.

Her phone rang.

The ringtone—a default marimba sound she’d never bothered to change—sent the frequencies into a harmonic frenzy. For a moment, the air in her kitchen seemed to vibrate with invisible pressure, like the atmosphere before a thunderstorm. The tea in her cup rippled. Dora grabbed the phone to make it stop.

Unknown number. Rio area code, but not one she recognized. 21-3xxx, somewhere in the city proper.

She should let it go to voicemail. Unknown numbers at seven PM were either scams or people she’d given her contact to during momentary social optimism and now regretted. She had a policy about this. Had learned the hard way that answering unknown calls led to awkward conversations with former colleagues, or insurance salespeople, or worse.

She answered anyway. “Alô?”

Silence on the other end. Not empty silence—Dora’s trained ear could pick out ambient sound, the acoustic signature of a space. Someone was there, in a room with hard surfaces. Tile, maybe. Or stone. High ceiling. Natural reverb of maybe two seconds. Old construction.

“Quem é?” she tried again. Who is this?

More silence. Then, finally: “Dora Cavalcanti?”

The voice was female, older, with an accent Dora couldn’t immediately place. Not carioca. The vowels were rounder, the consonants softer. Somewhere from the interior, or maybe Bahia. The voice carried weight, authority—the kind that came from being listened to.

“Speaking. Who’s calling?”

“You don’t know me. But I know you. I know what you did at the construction site in Gamboa. I know what you heard.”

The kitchen tilted. Dora grabbed the counter for balance, her free hand pressing against the cool laminate. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do, filha. You’ve been hearing them your whole life. Your avó Cecília heard them too, before she died. Before they silenced her.”

The floor dropped out of the world. Dora’s vision tunneled, her breath caught in her throat. “How do you know my grandmother’s name?”

“Because I was there when she died. I held her hand. I heard her final prayer.” The voice softened, took on the quality of someone speaking a difficult truth with compassion. “She asked the orixás to protect you. To keep you safe until you were ready. But ready or not, menina, your time has come.”

Dora’s grandmother had died eight years ago, in a hospital in Méier, of complications from diabetes and a lifetime of poverty. Dora had been twenty-two, in her final year of university, too consumed with exams and her own carefully maintained denial to visit more than twice. The last time she’d seen Vovó Cecília alive, her grandmother had been unconscious, her breathing labored, her hand cold in Dora’s grip.

She’d died alone. That’s what the hospital had told them. Passed peacefully in the night.

But this woman was saying she’d been there.

“This is a scam,” Dora said, her voice shaking. “I’m hanging up.”

“The Solar dos Abacaxis,” the voice said quickly, urgently. “You’re going there tomorrow, yes? For Harmonia Solutions?”

Dora’s breath stopped. The kitchen went silent except for the frequencies, which had risen to a screaming pitch only she could hear.

“Don’t go alone,” the woman continued. “The building remembers. It knows what they did. What they’re still doing. You walk in there unprepared, and the frequencies will tear you apart.”

“Who are you?” Dora’s voice came out smaller than she intended, childlike.

“My name is Mãe Cristina. I run a terreiro in Oswaldo Cruz—Casa de Oxum e Oyá. Your grandmother came to us, near the end, when the doctors couldn’t help anymore. When the medications stopped working and the frequencies got too loud for her to bear. She told us about you. About your gift.”

“I don’t have a gift. I have a neurological condition.”

The woman—Mãe Cristina—laughed. It wasn’t unkind. It carried the warmth of someone who’d heard that particular denial many times before and knew it for what it was: fear wearing the mask of rationality. “Call it what you want, filha. But those frequencies you’re hearing? They’re the city singing. Every place, every stone, every corner where blood was spilled or joy was shared—they all have voices. Most people are deaf to them. But you? You’re a ponte. A bridge between the world that breathes and the world that bleeds.”

Dora set down her tea with a hand that shook, the cup rattling against the counter. “Even if I believed you—which I don’t—why are you calling me?”

“Because Harmonia Solutions isn’t just a development company. They’re weaponizing the frequencies. Erasing them. Every building they tear down, every community they displace—they’re silencing the city’s memory. And the Solar dos Abacaxis is the key. It’s a nexus point. Three different spiritual currents meet there: the old Portuguese Catholic energy, the African orixás that the enslaved people brought with them, and something older. Something that was here before either. Indigenous. Ancient.”

This was insane. Dora should hang up. Should block the number. Should take her medication and go to bed and wake up tomorrow in a world where phone calls from strangers about spiritual frequencies were obviously delusional.

But the frequencies in her apartment had shifted. They were responding to the voice on the phone, harmonizing with it, like an orchestra tuning to a new key. She could feel them aligning, organizing, forming patterns that wanted to mean something.

“What do you want from me?” Dora asked.

“I want you to come to the terreiro. Tonight. Before you go to that building. Let me teach you to protect yourself. To understand what you’re hearing. To ground yourself so the frequencies can’t consume you.”

“I can’t. I have work in the morning. I need to prepare, review the briefing materials—”

“You’ll be dead by tomorrow afternoon if you go in unprepared.” Mãe Cristina’s voice carried absolute certainty, the kind that came from experience rather than theory. “The building is hungry, Dora. It’s been feeding on every worker who enters, siphoning their spiritual energy to power Harmonia’s frequency weapons. You’re sensitive enough to hear it, which means you’re sensitive enough to be consumed by it. Devoured. Used up. Left as an empty shell.”

Dora wanted to laugh. Wanted to dismiss this as the ravings of someone who’d bought into every mystical cliché about Rio, every superstition that made the city simultaneously fascinating and frustrating to outsiders. But Miguel’s face flashed through her mind—the way he’d stumbled backward like someone had yanked him, the impossible timing of it.

The way she’d felt something move through her. Something that burned.

“Where’s your terreiro?” she heard herself ask.

Mãe Cristina gave her an address in Oswaldo Cruz, way up in the North Zone. An hour and a half by metro and bus, minimum. Dora looked at her watch: 7:23 PM. She had work tomorrow. She should be reviewing the briefing packet Marcelo would send, preparing her equipment, getting sleep.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

“Don’t think too long. The frequencies are rising. I can hear them even through the phone, even from here. Whatever Harmonia is planning, it’s accelerating. The city is screaming, filha. And you’re one of the few people who can still hear it.”

The call ended.

Dora stood in her kitchen, holding her phone, listening to the city sing. Outside her window, Rio went about its evening: traffic noise, distant samba from someone’s radio, a couple arguing three floors down in rapid-fire Portuguese too fast to follow. Normal sounds. Human sounds. The acoustic signature of a city of seven million people going about their lives.

And beneath them, the frequencies built like a storm surge.

Her laptop was still open on the coffee table, the screen showing her pathetic attempt at organization—browser tabs for work projects, her encrypted frequency log, email. Dora sat down, her body moving on autopilot while her mind raced. She opened a new browser window and typed “Solar dos Abacaxis history” into the search bar.

The results were extensive. The mansion had been famous in its day—lavish parties attended by politicians and poets, important political meetings where the course of Brazilian history had been quietly decided over wine and cigars, all the wealth and power of the Portuguese colonial elite concentrated in one baroque building overlooking the city they claimed to own.

Then came decline: the coffee baron’s heirs squandering the fortune on European gambling halls and bad investments, the property falling into disrepair, the decades of abandonment as Santa Teresa transformed around it. The mansion became a ghost, then a squat, then a cautionary tale.

And the fire.

Dora clicked through to a newspaper article from 1994, scanned and uploaded to a digital archive. The headline was stark: “Três Mortos em Incêndio em Santa Teresa.” Three dead. She read the article, her Portuguese academic and careful, trained for technical documents rather than journalism.

Three people dead: a mother and two children who’d been squatting in the building’s west wing. The mother was twenty-six, originally from Paraíba, working as a domestic in the neighborhood. The children were four and six. The fire department report suggested electrical fault—illegal wiring, dangerous conditions, the predictable consequences of poverty—but the investigation had been inconclusive. No charges filed. The building condemned. The surviving squatters, a community of maybe forty people, relocated to a distant favela in the West Zone where the government wouldn’t have to see them.

There was a photo. Dora clicked to enlarge it. The Solar dos Abacaxis after the fire, its west wing blackened, windows blown out, a corner of the roof collapsed. And in the foreground, barely visible: a woman on her knees on the cobblestones, hands covering her face. Someone had loved those people. Someone had survived to mourn them.

She opened another tab. Searched for “Harmonia Solutions Rio de Janeiro.”

The company’s website was slick, professional, full of renderings showing gleaming condos and boutique hotels rising from lovingly “preserved” historical structures. Their mission statement talked about “honoring the past while building the future,” about “sustainable urban development,” about “bringing new life to forgotten spaces.” The language was careful, progressive, designed to deflect criticism.

Their portfolio included a dozen projects across Rio: Gamboa, Saúde, Santa Teresa, Lapa, even parts of the Centro Histórico. All working-class neighborhoods. All being systematically erased and rebuilt for people with European bank accounts and romantic notions about Brazilian culture.

Dora clicked through to their leadership page. The CEO was a man named Alexandre Ferreira—mid-forties, telegenic smile, background in commercial real estate and “urban revitalization.” He’d given a TEDx talk about sustainable gentrification. The CFO was someone named Patricia Andrade, Harvard MBA, formerly with Goldman Sachs. The head of “Cultural Heritage Integration” was a woman with a Portuguese surname and a PhD in anthropology from USP.

Cultural Heritage Integration. The euphemism made Dora’s jaw clench. A fancy title for erasing history.

She was about to close the browser when she noticed a small link at the bottom of the page: “Acoustic Consulting Division.”

Clicked it.

The page that loaded made her stomach drop. It showed a laboratory—high-end audio equipment, spectrum analyzers better than anything Acústica Carioca could afford, what looked like a small anechoic chamber for precise acoustic testing. The text described Harmonia’s “proprietary acoustic analysis technology” that allowed them to “respectfully honor the sonic heritage of historical properties while optimizing them for modern use.”

Sonic heritage. As if sound was something you could preserve in a museum, taxidermied and safe.

There was a photo of the team. Five people in lab coats, standing in front of equipment that probably cost more than Dora earned in a year. They looked competent, professional, like any other engineering team.

And in the back row, partially obscured but unmistakable: a device she recognized. A parametric speaker array—the kind used for directed audio, for creating sound that only people in a specific location could hear. Used in museums for audio guides, in advertising for targeted marketing.

Or for silencing sound in a specific location.

Dora stared at the screen. Her engineering training told her she was making connections that didn’t exist, seeing patterns in noise, constructing conspiracy theories from insufficient data. Parametric speakers were expensive but not uncommon. Their presence in an acoustic consulting lab was perfectly reasonable.

But the frequencies in her apartment told her something different. They told her that Mãe Cristina was right.

Harmonia Solutions wasn’t just gentrifying buildings.

They were weaponizing silence.

She checked the time: 7:51 PM. The last metro to Oswaldo Cruz left from Carioca station at 8:15. If she left now, ran for the bus, she could maybe make it. Would arrive at the terreiro around nine-thirty, spend an hour listening to mystical nonsense about orixás and spiritual frequencies, then catch the last metro home by eleven. Get maybe five hours of sleep before the site visit tomorrow.

Or she could stay home. Review the briefing packet like a professional. Get actual rest. Show up tomorrow prepared with technical knowledge instead of spiritual protection she didn’t believe in.

Dora looked at her medication bottles on the counter. At her laptop with its damning search history. At the window where Rio’s lights were starting to come on, the city transforming into its night self—more dangerous, more beautiful, more honest.

The frequencies swelled.

She grabbed her keys.



The metro ride was surreal. Dora sat in a half-empty car, watching Rio slide past through scratched windows, while the frequencies built around her like a pressure system. Every station added new layers: Glória had a soaring soprano note, probably from the church that dominated the neighborhood. Flamengo carried the bass rhythm of the beach, the eternal percussion of waves on sand. Botafogo hummed with the harmonics of its cramped streets and crowded apartment blocks, the acoustic signature of too many lives pressed too close together.

By the time she reached Oswaldo Cruz, the city was singing in full polyphony.

She emerged from the metro into a neighborhood she’d never visited. Oswaldo Cruz was working-class, residential, the kind of place tourists never saw. Small houses pressed close together, corner stores with hand-painted signs, street vendors selling churros and açaí. The air smelled like frying food and diesel exhaust. A group of teenagers clustered on a corner, laughing at something on a phone.

Normal. Human. Real.

The frequencies here were different. Less conflicted than in Centro or Zona Sul. More integrated, like the neighborhood knew what it was and wasn’t apologizing.

Dora pulled up the address on her phone—Rua Aristides Caire, number 234—and started walking. The streets were narrow, poorly lit, lined with houses that had seen better decades. Dogs barked from behind gates. An old man sat on his stoop, smoking and watching her pass with the careful neutrality of someone who’d learned not to be too curious.

The terreiro was down a side street, marked only by a small sign: “Casa de Oxum e Oyá - Ilê Axé.” The building was modest—a converted house, white paint, barred windows for security. But the frequencies around it were almost visible, shimmering in the air like heat waves. The space felt different. Charged. Like the air before a storm.

Dora stood on the sidewalk, paralyzed by doubt. This was crazy. She was about to walk into a Candomblé terreiro because a stranger on the phone had told her she was hearing the city’s spiritual frequencies. Tomorrow her supervisor would ask how the site visit went, and she’d have to explain that instead of preparing, she’d spent the evening with people who thought she was possessed by orixás.

She could still leave. Could turn around, catch the metro back to Catete, pretend this night had never happened. Could show up tomorrow at the Solar dos Abacaxis with nothing but her technical training and her medication, could do her job like a professional, could continue living the careful lie she’d constructed.

The door opened.

A woman stood in the threshold—maybe sixty, maybe seventy, skin dark as polished wood, hair wrapped in a white headscarf. She wore simple clothes: white pants, white blouse, no jewelry except for a string of blue and yellow beads at her throat. Oxum and Oyá’s colors. The goddess of fresh water and beauty, and the goddess of storms and cemeteries. Contradictions held in balance.

She looked at Dora with eyes that knew things. That saw things.

“You came,” Mãe Cristina said. Not a question. A statement of fact, like she’d known all along that Dora would. “Good. We don’t have much time.”

“I haven’t agreed to anything,” Dora said, her voice smaller than she wanted. “I just want to understand what’s happening to me.”

“Understanding is how it starts.” Mãe Cristina stepped aside, gesturing to the doorway. Inside, Dora could see a simple room—white walls, wooden floor, a small altar with candles and flowers. The frequencies emanating from the space were almost overwhelming, a complex harmony that made her teeth ache. “Come in, filha. Let the orixás see you properly. Let them decide if you’re ready for what comes next.”

The frequencies surged.

Dora took a breath that tasted like copper and incense and possibilities she’d spent her adult life denying. Took a step forward, her foot crossing from the sidewalk to the threshold. Then another. The frequencies rose to meet her, wrapping around her like water, like welcome, like a song she’d forgotten she knew.

She crossed into a world where the frequencies had names, and purposes, and expectations.

Behind her, Rio sang on into the night, unaware that one of its hidden musicians had finally decided to listen.




Chapter 2

The interior of Casa de Oxum e Oyá smelled like smoke and flowers and something darker that Dora couldn’t name. Not unpleasant, exactly, but unsettling—the olfactory equivalent of a minor chord resolving in an unexpected direction. Copal incense, maybe, or something older. Something that belonged to religious traditions that predated the tidy categories of her Catholic schooling.

Mãe Cristina led her through a narrow hallway lined with framed photographs: ceremonies, celebrations, people in white clothing dancing with expressions of rapture or possession or both. Some of the photos were old, faded to sepia. Others were recent, printed in vivid color. The faces changed but the expressions remained constant—that particular look of someone no longer entirely present in their own body.

The frequencies here were so dense that Dora could almost see them, layered harmonics that made the air feel thick, viscous, like walking through water. She could feel them against her skin, could taste them in her mouth like ozone before a storm.

“You’re not what I expected,” Dora said, more to fill the silence than because she knew what she’d expected.

“Most people picture someone older. More mystical.” Mãe Cristina glanced back with a wry smile. “I was a schoolteacher for thirty years before the orixás called me. Mathematics and physics. Still am, technically. I just teach different lessons now.”

“Physics?”

“Why does that surprise you? You think someone who works with frequencies can’t understand wave mechanics?” The mãe’s smile widened. “Quantum physics and Candomblé aren’t as different as you’d think. Both deal with forces that exist whether we observe them or not. Both require you to accept that reality is stranger than common sense suggests.”

They emerged into a large room that must have been two rooms originally, a wall removed to create space. The floor was concrete, painted in geometric patterns—circles and crosses and symbols Dora didn’t recognize. Some looked vaguely like the Kongo cosmograms she’d seen in a museum once, others like nothing she had any reference for. The paint was fresh, carefully maintained.

At the far end stood an altar: multiple levels draped in colored cloth, covered with offerings. Dora’s trained eye catalogued the details like acoustic data: white candles burning with steady flames, fresh flowers in glass vases—yellow roses, white lilies, sunflowers—bottles of cachaça, bowls of what looked like honey, more of the beaded necklaces in different colors arranged by some logic she couldn’t parse. Red and white. Green and black. Blue and yellow. Seven different color combinations, seven different presences.

And everywhere, the frequencies.

They came from the altar, from the walls, from the very air itself. Not chaotic, but structured—a complex polyphonic arrangement that reminded Dora of Bach, if Bach had composed for instruments that didn’t technically exist. She could distinguish individual voices now: a low bass drum that came from the earth beneath the floor, a crystalline soprano that seemed to emanate from the candle flames, a rhythmic percussion that matched no source she could see.

It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever heard.

It was terrifying.

“Sit,” Mãe Cristina said, gesturing to a wooden bench along one wall. “Before we begin, I need to know what you understand. Your avó Cecília—what did she teach you?”

Dora sat. The bench was worn smooth by decades of bodies, the wood warm from the room’s heat. “Not much. My father didn’t approve. He thought… he wanted me to be integrated. Brazilian but not too Brazilian, if that makes sense. He sent me to private school, made sure I spoke English, got angry when my mother cooked dendê in the apartment because the smell was ‘too ethnic.’”

The bitterness in her own voice surprised her. She’d thought she’d made peace with her father’s choices years ago. Apparently not.

“And when you started hearing the frequencies?”

“Psychiatrists. Three of them. Starting when I was seven.” Dora’s voice went flat, the way it always did when she talked about this. A defense mechanism, emotional armor she’d learned to wear when discussing the parts of herself that made other people uncomfortable. “I told my parents I heard people singing in places where no one was there. That I could feel the earth breathing under the buildings. That certain streets made me sick because they were screaming.”

She could still remember the first doctor’s office. The child psychologist with the gentle voice and the anatomical brain model on her desk. The questions that felt like traps: “Do you hear these voices all the time, Dora? Do they tell you to do things? Are you afraid of them?” The careful way her parents had sat on either side of her, their bodies tense with worry and something that might have been shame.

“They put you on medication.”

“Five different kinds before they found the combination that made me stop talking about it. Antipsychotics, mood stabilizers, anti-anxiety drugs. I gained fifteen kilos in two years. Fell asleep in class. Couldn’t concentrate on anything.” Dora’s hands clenched in her lap. “By the time I was twelve, I’d learned that the frequencies weren’t real. That they were hallucinations caused by a brain that didn’t process sensory input correctly.”

“And you believed that?”

“I had to. The alternative was being crazy.”

“There are worse things than being called crazy, filha. Being deaf to truth, for instance.” Mãe Cristina’s expression was unreadable. “Being so desperate to be normal that you erase who you are.”

Another woman entered the room before Dora could respond—younger, maybe mid-twenties, wearing similar white clothing. She carried a tray with a clay cup and what looked like popcorn in a small wooden bowl. She nodded to Mãe Cristina, set the tray on a small table near the altar with practiced precision, and left without speaking. Her movements were economical, reverent, the body language of someone performing a familiar ritual.

“That’s Juliana,” Mãe Cristina said. “My ekédi. She assists in the ceremonies. She can’t hear the frequencies the way we can, but she’s learned to work with them. To respect them.”

We. Dora latched onto the pronoun. “You hear them too?”

“All of us who serve the orixás hear something. For most, it’s intuition. Feelings. Knowledge that arrives without explanation—you just know someone’s lying, or that you should take a different route home, or that a particular person needs help.” Mãe Cristina moved to the altar, adjusting a candle that didn’t need adjusting, her hands gentle on the glass holder. “But for some—the pontes, the bridges—it’s more direct. We hear the actual voices. The songs between worlds.”

Pontes. Bridges. The word resonated with something in Dora’s chest, a recognition she didn’t want to acknowledge.

“Your grandmother was a ponte,” Mãe Cristina continued. “One of the strongest I’ve met. When she came to us, she could hear individual spirits. Could distinguish between orixás, eguns, exus. Could tell you the history of a place just by standing in it. She walked into this room for the first time and described three ceremonies that had happened here in detail—dates, participants, which orixás had manifested. She’d never been here before, but she heard the memory embedded in the walls.”

Dora’s throat tightened. “She never told me any of this.”

“Because your father forbade it. Because she wanted to protect you from the same rejection she’d faced her whole life. Because by the time you were old enough to understand, the medications had already built walls in your mind.” Mãe Cristina turned back to face her, and in her eyes Dora saw compassion and regret and something fierce. “But the walls are cracking now, aren’t they? The frequencies are getting through.”

Dora’s hands clenched in her lap, fingernails digging into her palms. “What happened at the construction site—I didn’t do that. It was coincidence. Timing.”

“You moved a person twenty feet through space using nothing but your voice and will. You heard a disaster three seconds before it happened. You’re still hearing the city sing, even though you’re taking drugs specifically designed to silence it.” Mãe Cristina’s voice was gentle but unyielding, the teacher correcting a student’s fundamental misunderstanding. “How many more coincidences before you accept what you are?”

“And what am I, exactly?”

“A ponte das frequências. A frequency bridge. Someone who can hear the spiritual wavelengths that most humans are deaf to, and more—someone who can manipulate them. Shape them. Use them to affect the physical world.” She paused, letting the words settle. “Your grandmother could listen. You can conduct.”

The frequencies in the room surged at the word, as if responding to being acknowledged. Dora felt them press against her skin, against her eardrums, against the inside of her skull. The pressure was almost painful, like standing too close to speakers at a concert. Like being the speaker.

“I don’t want to conduct anything,” she said, and hated how small her voice sounded. “I want them to stop.”

“They won’t. Not now. Harmonia Solutions has been stirring up forces they don’t understand, and those forces are calling to anyone who can hear them. The Solar dos Abacaxis is screaming, Dora. Every spirit that ever lived and died in that building is trying to warn the world about what’s being done to them. You’re one of the few people in Rio who can actually hear the warning.”

“Then I’ll refuse the assignment. I’ll tell Marcelo to send someone else.”

“And what happens when Harmonia finishes their work? When they’ve perfected their frequency weapons and start using them on other buildings? Other neighborhoods?” Mãe Cristina’s intensity increased, her voice taking on the quality of someone who’d seen this pattern before and couldn’t bear to watch it repeat. “They’re not just erasing history, filha. They’re committing spiritual genocide. Every community they displace, every building they demolish, every memory they silence—those aren’t just losses to the living. They’re deaths to the orixás, to the ancestors, to every entity that depends on human memory to exist.”

Dora stood up. The bench scraped against concrete, harsh and loud. “You’re asking me to fight a development corporation with spiritual frequencies. That’s insane.”

“I’m asking you to learn what you are before you get yourself killed.” Mãe Cristina’s voice hardened in a way that reminded Dora of every teacher who’d ever cared enough to be strict. “You go into that building tomorrow blind and deaf—metaphorically speaking—and the concentrated spiritual energy will tear you apart. Best case, you have a psychotic break and spend the rest of your life in an institution. Worst case, something else moves in while your consciousness is scattered, and you become a puppet for forces that care nothing for human life.”

“You’re trying to scare me.”

“I’m trying to save you. The same way I tried to save your grandmother, and failed.”

Dora froze. “What?”

Mãe Cristina’s shoulders sagged slightly, the first sign of vulnerability Dora had seen. For a moment she looked her age—sixty-something, tired, carrying the weight of losses she couldn’t prevent. “Cecília came to us too late. She’d spent sixty years listening to the frequencies without training, without protection, without understanding what she was hearing. By the time she found our terreiro, the accumulated spiritual pressure had given her what the doctors called early-onset dementia. But it wasn’t dementia. It was overload. Too many voices, too many frequencies, all clamoring for attention in a mind that had no framework to organize them.”

The room tilted. Dora grabbed the bench for balance. She remembered the last year of her grandmother’s life with sudden, horrible clarity: the confusion, the memory loss, the way she’d sometimes stop mid-sentence and stare at empty air as if seeing something no one else could see. The way she’d called Dora by her mother’s name, by her great-aunt’s name, by names of people who’d been dead for decades. The doctors had said Alzheimer’s. Had prescribed medications that did nothing. Had suggested a care facility that Dora’s parents couldn’t afford and wouldn’t have chosen anyway.

The way Vovó Cecília had looked at Dora during that last visit, lucid for a moment, and said: “You hear them too, don’t you, minha neta? Don’t let them make you forget. Don’t let them silence you like they silenced me.”

Dora had thought it was the dementia talking.

“She died thinking she was crazy,” Dora whispered.

“She died knowing exactly what she was. I made sure of that.” Mãe Cristina moved to the altar, picked up the clay cup from the tray with careful reverence. “In her final weeks, she came here every day. Sat in this room. Listened to me explain what she’d been hearing all her life—the voices of orixás, the songs of eguns, the crying of places that had witnessed suffering. And for the first time since childhood, she wasn’t afraid. She wasn’t ashamed. She knew she was a bridge, a ponte, someone who connected worlds.”

“And then she died anyway.”

“We all die, filha. The question is whether we die knowing who we were, or die believing the lies others told us about ourselves.” Mãe Cristina held out the cup, the clay rough and handmade, the water inside clear and still. “Drink this. It’s water blessed for Oxum. It’ll help you hear more clearly.”

Dora stared at the cup. Every rational part of her brain was screaming that this was manipulation, that she should leave, that she was about to cross a line she couldn’t uncross. That drinking sacred water in a Candomblé terreiro was a choice that would change who she was, would commit her to something she didn’t understand.

But her grandmother had sat in this room. Had drunk from this cup, or one like it. Had finally, at the end of her life, been told that she wasn’t broken.

Dora took the cup. Drank.

The water tasted like river stones and honey and something metallic, almost electric. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the frequencies exploded.

Suddenly Dora could hear everything—not just the dense polyphony of the terreiro, but the entire neighborhood. Oswaldo Cruz sang around her in a hundred different voices, a thousand: families in apartments arguing and loving and sleeping, music from corner bars bleeding into the street, the metro rumbling underground like the breathing of some vast beast, the ghosts of favelas that had been demolished decades ago still humming their persistence, refusing erasure.

And beneath it all, a deeper current. Older. The sound of the land itself, the mountains and forests that had been here long before Portugal or Africa arrived with their competing gods. A rhythm that predated human civilization, that would outlast it, patient and inexorable as geology.

It was too much. Way too much.

“Breathe,” Mãe Cristina’s voice came from very far away, distorted by the overwhelming sensory cascade. “Don’t try to process it all at once. Let it flow through you like water. You’re a bridge, remember? Bridges don’t dam the river. They let it pass beneath.”

Dora tried to breathe. The frequencies were so loud she couldn’t think. Couldn’t separate one voice from another. Couldn’t find herself in the overwhelming sensory chaos. She felt like she was dissolving, her consciousness fragmenting into a thousand different streams of awareness.

She was everywhere and nowhere. She was the terreiro and the street and the metro and the mountains. She was—

Then someone else entered the room.

Dora felt him before she saw him—a presence that cut through the chaos like a knife through silk, clean and sharp and impossible to ignore. The frequencies parted around him, not silenced but organized, falling into formation like soldiers recognizing a commander. The overwhelming polyphony resolved into structure, into hierarchy, into something she could almost comprehend.

She opened eyes she hadn’t realized she’d closed.

The man standing in the doorway was enormous. Not just tall—though he was well over six feet—but present, occupying more space than his physical body should allow. He wore grey: grey pants, grey shirt, grey fedora hat tilted at an angle that should have looked ridiculous but somehow didn’t. His skin was dark, his face was scarred—a long white line from temple to jaw, smaller marks around his knuckles and forearms—and his eyes were the color of thunderstorms.

He looked at Dora, and she felt the gaze like a physical touch. Like being measured. Assessed. Judged.

“This is her?” His voice was deep, roughened by cigarettes or violence or both, with a carioca accent that suggested he’d grown up in the favelas. Not the sanitized tourist version of Rio, but the real city, the one that fought for survival every day.

“This is Cecília’s granddaughter,” Mãe Cristina confirmed. “Dora, this is Ogum.”

The man’s mouth quirked in what might have been amusement. “I go by Jorge these days. Ogum is just what the mãe calls me when she wants me to do something I won’t like.”

“You’re named after an orixá?” Dora’s voice came out steadier than she felt, anchored by his presence somehow. The frequencies were still overwhelming, but they had shape now. Form.

“I’m ridden by an orixá,” Jorge-Ogum corrected. “Have been since I was seventeen and survived something I shouldn’t have. Gang shooting in Complexo do Alemão—five bullets, two hit, neither in a place that should have left me alive. But I woke up in the hospital three days later with a warrior god in my head and a much lower tolerance for bullshit.” He moved into the room with the grace of someone trained in violence, every step economical and balanced. “Now the warrior god borrows my body during ceremonies, and in exchange, he makes sure I’m very difficult to kill. Useful in my line of work.”

“Which is?”

“Security consultant. Bodyguard. And occasionally, babysitter for pontes who don’t know how to protect themselves.” He pulled off his hat, revealing close-cropped hair and more scars—a pattern of small circular marks on his scalp that looked like burns. “Mãe Cristina called me because she thinks you need a keeper for tomorrow’s site visit.”

“I don’t need—”

“You absolutely need,” Mãe Cristina interrupted, her voice brooking no argument. “The Solar dos Abacaxis is dangerous even for someone trained. For you, going in alone would be suicide. Slow, probably. Painful, certainly. But just as final.”

Dora turned to Jorge, studying him with her engineer’s eye for detail. The way he stood suggested military training, or something similar. Private security, maybe, or police before that. The scars told a story of violence survived. But the frequencies around him told something else—a complex harmony of iron and blood and something almost gentle, like the sound of a sword being carefully sheathed.

“You’re a bodyguard who works with spiritual frequencies.”

“I’m a bodyguard who can see things most security professionals miss. Helps when you’re protecting someone from threats that aren’t technically material.” He pulled off his hat, turning it in his hands. “I’ve worked with Harmonia Solutions before—not for them, but against them. Three months ago they demolished a building in Saúde where a friend of mine had lived his entire life. Born in that building, raised there, married there, raised his own kids there. Fifty-six years in the same apartment.”

Jorge’s expression darkened, the frequencies around him taking on a minor key.

“Two days after the demolition, he walked into traffic on Avenida Brasil and died. Witnesses said he looked confused. Disoriented. Like he’d forgotten where he was. Like he’d forgotten how to be a person in a world that no longer had any reference points.” His hands clenched on the hat brim. “The official report said he’d had a stroke. But I talked to the witnesses. I talked to his family. And I felt what they did to that neighborhood—the silence they left behind.”

“And you think Harmonia was responsible?”

“I think they’re erasing more than buildings. They’re erasing the spiritual geography that helps people navigate the world. Especially people who grew up in these neighborhoods, whose identities are tied to specific places, specific frequencies.” Jorge’s expression was grim, carved from stone. “My friend wasn’t just killed by traffic. He was killed by silence. By waking up one morning and finding out that the world he’d known his entire life had been erased overnight, replaced with something that wore the same name but spoke a different language.”

The frequencies in the room had settled into something almost comfortable—a background harmony that Dora was beginning to distinguish as separate voices. She could hear Mãe Cristina’s presence now: warm, maternal, with undertones of iron will and decades of patience. Could hear Jorge’s: martial, controlled, with an undercurrent of barely leashed violence and something surprisingly tender beneath.

Could hear herself, for the first time: a discordant note trying to find its place in the arrangement. Sharp where she should be smooth, quiet where she should be loud, fighting the harmony instead of joining it.

“What exactly do you expect me to do tomorrow?” she asked.

“Your job,” Mãe Cristina said simply. “Conduct the acoustic survey. Document the frequencies you find—both the physical ones your equipment will register and the spiritual ones only you can hear. Learn what Harmonia is planning. And most importantly, listen to what the building wants to tell you.”

“Buildings don’t want things.”

“This one does. It’s been accumulating spiritual energy for two hundred years. Every party, every prayer, every moment of joy or suffering that happened within its walls—those events leave traces. Frequencies. Memories embedded in the physical structure like recordings in magnetic tape.” Mãe Cristina’s teacher voice was back, patient and inexorable. “And when those frequencies are threatened with erasure, they fight back. They call for help. They reach out to anyone who can hear them.”

Jorge crossed his arms, the movement revealing more scars on his forearms. “The question is whether you’re willing to be the building’s voice, or whether you’re going to keep pretending you’re deaf.”

Dora looked between them: the mãe who claimed her grandmother had been like her, the bodyguard who thought spiritual frequencies could kill. A week ago, she would have walked out. Would have dismissed this entire conversation as delusion, gone home, doubled her medication, and slept dreamlessly in the safe fiction of being normal.

But a week ago, she hadn’t heard a disaster before it happened. Hadn’t felt something move through her and yank a stranger out of death’s path. Hadn’t spent three days listening to a city that shouldn’t be able to sing.

“If I do this,” she said slowly, testing each word before committing to it, “if I go to the Solar dos Abacaxis and try to understand what I’m hearing—what happens after? What am I agreeing to?”

“Nothing you don’t choose,” Mãe Cristina said. “I’m not asking you to join the terreiro, or worship the orixás, or become something you’re not. I’m asking you to stop fighting what you already are. To learn how to protect yourself. To honor your grandmother’s memory by not making her mistakes.”

“And if I find out Harmonia really is weaponizing frequencies? What then?”
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