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    For those who listenedwhen the night spoke softly,
For those who watchedwhen others turned away,
For every witnesswho carried a storytoo heavy to forget—
This book is yours.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Some doors are not locked.They are waiting.
And the moment you look inside,they begin to look back.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 — The Assignment
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The email arrived at 3:17 p.m., which Maya Ramlal would later learn was not a coincidence but a kind of invitation.

She was staring at her screen, trying to force a headline into shape—Modern Witchcraft: Superstition or Scam?—when the notification pinged. The words blurred for a moment, the way words do when you have been staring at them too long, and then she read:

Maya—Investigative piece: Sorcellerie in the villages near Triolet. Rumors, fear, or something more? Need your sharp eye. —Raj

She smiled. Not because the assignment amused her, though it did, but because Raj had framed it as a question. Something more. As if there could be. As if a twenty-eight-year-old journalist with a degree in political science and a filing cabinet full of debunked conspiracy theories would ever find anything in a rural village but the same old ghost stories dressed in different clothes.

She deleted the draft headline. Typed a single word in reply: Done.

The newsroom hummed around her—the low chatter of phones, the clatter of keyboards, the wheeze of the air conditioning unit that had spent the afternoon dying and was now resurrecting itself with a sound like a man coughing up seawater. Raj appeared over her cubicle wall, his tie already loosened though it was only Tuesday. He was the kind of editor who believed that loosening his tie made him approachable. It did not. It made him look like a man who had given up on something.

"You're the only one who won't get spooked," he said, grinning.

Maya leaned back in her chair. "That's a low bar."

"Maybe. But I mean it. Everyone else on the desk started telling me stories the moment I mentioned Triolet. Curses. Wandering souls. Something about a woman who appears in the cane fields at dusk." He lowered his voice. "One of the interns said her grandmother refuses to drive past the old sugar mill after nightfall."

"That's not spooky. That's just trauma dressed up as folklore."

Raj laughed. "See? This is why I need you. No poetry. Just the facts."

Maya did not tell him about her grandmother. She did not tell him about the stories whispered in the dark of a tin-roofed house in Goodlands, the smell of wood smoke and coconut oil, the way her grandmother's voice would drop to a hush when she spoke of les loims—the shadows that walked at dusk. She did not tell him that she had lain awake at seven years old, certain that the shape pooling beneath her bed was not just a trick of the moonlight. She did not tell him that she had spent years unlearning the geometry of fear, replacing it with the clean angles of reason.

Those were just stories. And stories were just things people told themselves when they could not accept that the world was random and indifferent and entirely, blessedly unhaunted.

She packed her bag: notebook, recorder, extra batteries, a phone charger, a granola bar she would forget to eat, and a copy of Sagan's The Demon-Haunted World because she was the kind of person who traveled with a talisman of rationality. The book was dog-eared and underlined, the spine cracked. She had bought it at fourteen, the year she decided that she would never be afraid again.

The drive north took her through the heart of the island, where the sugarcane rose on both sides of the road like a green sea parted by asphalt. The stalks were tall now, nearly ready for harvest, their tassels catching the late afternoon light. Maya rolled down the window. The air was warm and wet and smelled of earth and something sweetly rotting—the particular perfume of Mauritius in November, when the cane was heavy with sugar and the cyclones were still a rumor.

She had grown up here, in the north, though she had spent the last six years in Port Louis, trading the red dirt for concrete and the cluck of chickens for the honk of traffic. The city had made her efficient. It had also made her forget, sometimes, that the island was not just the capital's grid of streets and office towers. There were places where the roads narrowed and the phone signal faltered and the villages kept their own time.

Triolet was one of those places. The largest village on the island by population, but still a village—a sprawl of cinderblock homes and tin roofs and bougainvillea spilling over fences. She parked near the market, which was winding down for the day. The stalls were half-empty, the vendors packing away their goods, but the air still carried the scent of fried dholl puri and the chatter of three languages tangled together: Creole, Bhojpuri, French, and the occasional English word dropped like a coin.

She walked the market first, because that was what she did. She observed. She took notes. She let people see her face so that when she started asking questions, she would not be a stranger.

A woman selling mangoes caught her eye. "You're not from here," the woman said, not unkindly. It was a statement of fact. Maya's clothes were too new, her posture too straight, her gaze too direct.

"No," Maya admitted. "I'm a journalist. Writing about the village."

The woman's smile tightened. "Which part of the village?"

Maya decided to be direct. "The part that believes in sorcellerie."

The woman's hands, which had been arranging mangoes into a perfect pyramid, stopped moving. For a moment, Maya thought she would refuse to answer. Then the woman shrugged—a deliberate, theatrical shrug, the kind that said I don't care about any of this while proving the opposite.

"That's not my business," she said. "You want to know about that, you talk to the old man."

"Which old man?"

"The one at the corner boutik. The one who sells herbs." The woman's voice dropped. "But be careful. He talks to things that don't talk back."

Maya wrote this down. She also wrote down the price of mangoes (thirty rupees per kilo) and the vendor's name (Asha) and the fact that Asha had looked over her shoulder twice during the conversation. Not for any reason Maya could see. Just... looking.

The boutik was a narrow building wedged between a hardware store and a shuttered tailor's shop. The sign above the door was faded—Chez Ram—and the windows were grimy, but the door was open, and inside, the light was dim and yellow. Shelves lined the walls, holding tinned fish and cooking oil and bags of rice, but at the back of the shop, behind a glass counter, there were other things. Bundles of dried leaves. Small clay pots sealed with wax. A row of glass jars containing liquids of various colors—amber, green, a red so dark it was almost black.

The old man stood behind the counter, his hands resting on the glass. He was shorter than Maya had expected, and thinner, his skin the color of weathered teak. His eyes were pale, nearly colorless, and they did not blink when she walked in.

"Maya Ramlal," he said.

She stopped. "You know me?"

"I know why you're here." He tilted his head, like a bird considering a worm. "You want to know about sorcellerie."

She recovered quickly. Journalists get used to being recognized, though usually not in places like this. "That's right. I'm writing an investigative piece. I want to understand what people believe, and why."

"You want to prove it's all nonsense."

"I want to find the truth."

The old man laughed—a dry, papery sound. "Truth," he repeated, as if the word tasted strange in his mouth. He reached beneath the counter and placed something on the glass: a bundle wrapped in faded blue cloth, tied with a length of red string. "This is what you're looking for."

Maya did not touch it. "What is it?"

"It's whatever the person who carries it needs it to be. Protection. Harm. A message." His colorless eyes met hers. "Or nothing at all."

"May I open it?"

He pushed the bundle toward her. "You can do whatever you like. But some things don't like to be seen."

Maya thought about this. She thought about her grandmother's stories, about the loims, about the way fear could make a person see patterns where none existed. She thought about Sagan and the baloney detection kit and the clean, bright certainty of science.

She left the bundle on the counter.

"I'll come back," she said, which was not true.

The old man nodded as if he already knew this. "You'll come back," he agreed. "They always do."

She bought a bottle of water to be polite. As she turned to leave, his fingers lingered on the counter—not reaching for her, not stopping her, just... resting. As if he were feeling for something in the wood.

Back in her car, she scribbled notes in the fading light. Superstition as control. Fear of the unknown. Performance of mystery. She underlined performance twice. The old man was good—better than most. He had the cadence, the props, the careful ambiguity that allowed believers to find meaning and skeptics to find nothing. A perfect subject for the article.

She started the engine. The radio crackled to life.

She had not turned it on.

She reached for the dial, but the station was already set to her usual—Radio Plus, the news channel—and the voice that came through the speakers was not a news anchor's. It was a woman's voice, soft and distant, as if she were speaking from the bottom of a well.

"You looked too soon."

Maya's hand froze on the dial. The voice continued, but the words blurred into static, and then the static became the end of a traffic report, and then a jingle for a car dealership, and then everything was normal again.

She turned off the radio.

The dial was still set to Radio Plus. She checked the frequency. Normal. She checked her phone. No calls, no messages, no explanation.

Interference, she told herself. The island's old wiring. A pirate station bleeding through. Something perfectly, mundanely explainable.

She drove.

The road to the hotel took her past the cane fields, which were dark now, the sun having set while she was in the boutique. The stalks trembled in the evening breeze, and she could not shake the feeling that they were not just swaying but watching—a word she would never have used in her article, a word she would have dismissed as poetic nonsense, a word that sat in her throat like a stone.

The hotel was a low white building near the edge of the village, the kind of place that catered to traveling salesmen and government workers. The room was small and clean and smelled of bleach. She unpacked her notebook, her recorder, her charger. She placed Sagan on the bedside table, face up, the cover a reassurance.

She ordered dinner from room service—a plate of fried rice that tasted like nothing—and ate while reviewing her notes. The old man. The bundle. The woman with the mangoes. The radio.

Interference, she wrote in the margin. Then she crossed it out and wrote: Check local radio frequencies.

At 10 p.m., she showered. The water pressure was weak, and the pipes groaned in the walls, and she thought about the old man's fingers on the counter and the way he had said they always do as if he had already lived this conversation a hundred times.

She climbed into bed. The sheets were thin and scratchy. The air conditioner hummed, then clicked off, then hummed again. She closed her eyes.

The dream came not from sleep but from the space between sleeping and waking, where the mind is soft and the world is not yet solid.

In the dream, she was standing in the cane fields. Not the neat rows she had driven past, but a tangle of stalks that rose above her head, their leaves sharp as blades. There was no path. The sky was the color of a bruise—purple and yellow and strange—and the air was so thick she could taste it: sugar and ash and something metallic, like blood.

She walked. The stalks parted for her, then closed behind her, erasing her footsteps. She did not know where she was going, only that she was going there. She could not stop.

Something moved between the stalks ahead of her. Not a person. Not an animal. A shape that was darker than the shadows, a shape that had no edges but somehow still had a presence—the way a room feels different when you know you are not alone.

She wanted to run. Her legs would not obey.

The shape came closer.

And then she woke.

The clock on the bedside table read 3:17 a.m. The same time the email had arrived. The same time the radio had spoken.

Maya lay still, her heart pounding, her breath shallow. The room was dark except for the red glow of the clock. The air conditioner hummed. The sheets were tangled around her legs, and her skin was damp with sweat.

Coincidence, she told herself. Just a coincidence.

She reached for the lamp. The light clicked on, harsh and yellow. The room was empty. Her notebook was on the desk. Sagan was on the table. The window was closed, the curtains drawn.

She checked her phone. No messages. No missed calls.

But in her bag, the recorder—the one she had not used, the one she had left in its case—was blinking its red light.

She had not turned it on.

She opened the case. The recorder was warm, as if it had been running for hours. She pressed play.

There was nothing. Just static. But beneath the static, if she listened very closely—if she pressed the speaker to her ear and held her breath—she could hear something.

Breathing.

Not her own.

She turned off the recorder. She put it back in the bag. She did not sleep again that night.

At dawn, she sat at the window and watched the cane fields turn from black to green. The sun rose over the stalks, and the world was ordinary again, and she told herself that the fear was just a chemical reaction, just adrenaline, just the body's ancient programming.

She was a journalist. She dealt in facts.

And the fact was this: something had happened that she could not explain. Not yet. But she would find an explanation. She always did.

She opened her notebook to a fresh page and wrote:

Day One — Triolet. The assignment is not what I expected.

Then she crossed out not what I expected and wrote:

The assignment is not what I told myself it would be.

And beneath that, in smaller letters, as if she were confessing to no one:

Something is wrong with the air here.

She closed the notebook. She packed her bag. She had interviews to conduct and facts to gather and a story to write.

The bundle on the counter at Chez Ram had been a prop, a trick, a piece of theater designed to impress gullible tourists. She had not touched it. She had not taken it.

She was certain of this.

But as she zipped her bag, her fingers brushed against something small and smooth that she did not remember putting there.

She pulled it out.

A stone. Flat and gray, warm to the touch, etched with a symbol she did not recognize.

She turned it over. The other side was blank.

She did not remember picking this up. She did not remember putting it in her bag.

She held it for a long moment, feeling its warmth seep into her palm. Then she dropped it back into the bag, zipped it shut, and walked out the door.

The cane fields were waiting.
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Chapter 2 — The Village Near Triolet



[image: ]


The village was quieter than it should have been at nine in the morning.

Maya noticed this before she noticed anything else—the absence of sound where sound ought to be. No children shouting in the dirt yards. No radios blaring sega music from open windows. No roosters, though she could see them moving in the shadows beneath houses, their combs red as wounds, their beaks opening and closing in silence. It was as if the village had been placed under glass, or beneath water, or somewhere the laws of acoustics did not quite apply.

She parked the rental car—a white Toyota with a cracked bumper and a smell of stale cigarettes—at the edge of a dirt track that passed for a road. The map on her phone had stopped updating two kilometers back, the blue dot freezing in place while the roads around it dissolved into gray. She had driven past the last cell tower near the market, and now her signal was a ghost: present enough to mock her, absent enough to be useless.

The address she had was for Devi, a name given to her by the woman at the market the day before. Talk to Devi, the woman had said, after Maya had pressed for someone who would speak on the record. She knows about the old things. She doesn't lie. Maya had written down the name and a set of directions that involved turning at a mango tree with a tire swing and looking for a house with a blue door.

Every house she had passed had a blue door. Every mango tree had a tire swing. The village was not trying to hide from her; it was simply refusing to arrange itself for her convenience.

She walked.

The dirt was red and fine, the kind of dirt that got into everything—under fingernails, into the creases of shoes, between the pages of notebooks. Her sneakers left prints that the wind immediately began to erase. The houses on either side were small, cinderblock structures with corrugated tin roofs stained orange with rust. Some had flowering bougainvillea spilling over their fences, the petals so purple they seemed to vibrate against the whitewashed walls. Others had nothing but dirt yards and a single plastic chair, empty, facing the road as if someone had just gotten up and would be back any moment.

No one was back.

Maya passed a woman hanging laundry on a line strung between two coconut palms. The woman watched her approach, her hands still holding a wet sheet, and did not look away. Maya nodded. Bonjour. The woman did not respond. She just watched, her eyes tracking Maya's progress down the road, and when Maya glanced back a moment later, the woman was still standing there, the sheet forgotten, her head turned at an angle that was almost predatory.

They know you're not from here, Maya thought. They knew before you got out of the car.

She found the house at the end of a lane that narrowed until it was barely a path. The blue door was chipped, the paint flaking like old skin, and there was no tire swing on the mango tree—just a rope, frayed at the end, hanging from a branch. The tree itself was old, its trunk thick and gnarled, its roots breaking through the red earth like knuckles.

Maya knocked.

The sound was too loud. It echoed off the neighboring houses, off the tin roofs, off the silence that seemed to have settled over everything. She waited. Knocked again.

The door opened.

The woman who stood in the doorway was younger than Maya had expected—maybe forty, maybe fifty, the kind of age that was hard to guess on an island where the sun carved years into skin before their time. She wore a faded sari, blue and gold, the fabric soft with washing. Her hair was pulled back in a low bun, and her face was still, expressionless, the way a pool of water is still before a stone breaks its surface.

Her eyes flicked past Maya, scanning the lane behind her, as if she were expecting someone else. Or something else.

"Oui?" The word was flat, not a question.

Maya smiled—her professional smile, the one that said I am harmless and interested and you can trust me. "Maya Ramlal. I'm a journalist from Port Louis. I'm writing an article about the village, about the things people believe. I was told you might be willing to talk to me."

The woman—Devi, Maya assumed—did not step aside. She did not smile. She just stood there, her hand still on the door, her eyes still moving past Maya's shoulder.

"Who told you my name?"

"Asha. At the market."

Devi's mouth tightened. "Asha talks too much."

"She said you know about the old things."

Something shifted in Devi's expression—not softening, exactly, but settling. As if she had been waiting for this question and was disappointed to hear it spoken aloud. She stepped back, finally, and the door opened wider.

"Come in."

The house smelled of incense and old paper and something else—something sharp and green, like crushed leaves. Maya stepped inside and felt the temperature drop. The walls were thick, the windows small, and the air was still and cool, as if the building had its own climate.

The main room was small but not cramped. A wooden table sat in the center, covered with a crocheted cloth. Against one wall, a shrine held candles and small brass figures—Hindu deities, Maya guessed, though she did not recognize all of them. Against another wall, a bookshelf held not books but bundles. Small cloth-wrapped packages, each tied with string, arranged in neat rows like soldiers standing at attention.

Maya's eyes lingered on the bundles. They were the same size as the one the old man had shown her. The same faded cloth, the same red string.

Devi saw her looking. "You want to sit, or you want to stare?"

Maya sat. The chair was wooden and hard, and it creaked under her weight. Devi did not sit. She moved around the room, straightening things that were already straight—a candle on the shrine, a corner of the crocheted cloth, a bundle that had shifted slightly out of line. Her hands were quick and precise, and she did not look at Maya while she worked.

"You want to know about sorcellerie, " Devi said. It was not a question.

"Yes."

"Then you should ask why people need it to be real."

Maya wrote this down. The notebook was open on her lap, the pen ready, and she had already begun to take notes in her quick, efficient shorthand. *Devi, age approx 45-50. Home: incense, bundles, shrine. Statement: "Why people need it to be real."*

"People believe things for all kinds of reasons," Maya said. "Tradition. Fear. A way to understand the world."

Devi stopped straightening. She turned to face Maya, and for the first time, her eyes met Maya's directly. They were dark, almost black, and there was something in them that Maya could not name—not hostility, not suspicion, but something older. Something that had been watching for a long time.

"Or why they need it to be false," Devi said.

Maya's pen paused. "I don't understand."

"You're a journalist. You write for people who already know what they think. They want you to tell them that we're superstitious. Backward. That we believe in ghosts because we don't have education, or because we're poor, or because we're afraid." Devi's voice was flat, but her hands had begun to move again—not straightening now, but twisting a corner of her sari between her fingers. "You want to write that. That's why you're here."

"I want to write the truth."

Devi's laugh was soft and short and without humor. "Everyone wants the truth. No one wants to see what it looks like."

The air in the room felt thick, heavy, like the moment before a storm. Maya's recorder was in her bag, still turned off—she had not had a chance to take it out, and now she was not sure she wanted to. Something about this woman, this room, made her want to keep her observations analog. Made her want to keep them close.

She tried a different approach. "Can you tell me about the bundles?"

Devi's hands stopped moving. "What bundles?"

"The ones on the shelf. Like the one the old man at the boutik showed me."

"The old man at the boutik," Devi repeated slowly. "You talked to him."

"I did. He showed me a bundle. He said it could be protection, or harm, or nothing at all."

Devi walked to the shelf. She did not touch any of the bundles, but her hand hovered over them, her fingers spread, as if she were feeling for heat. "He told you the truth. Not all of it, but enough."

"Enough for what?"

Devi turned. "Enough to tempt you."

The word landed strangely. Tempt. As if the bundle had been a lure, and Maya had been the fish, and she had swum right up to the hook without realizing it.

"I didn't take it."

"No." Devi's eyes moved to Maya's bag. "But you took something."

Maya's hand went instinctively to the zipper of her bag. The stone was still there, in the front pocket, warm and smooth. She had meant to throw it away that morning. She had meant to leave it in the hotel room. But it had been in her pocket when she woke up, and she had put it in her bag without thinking, the way you put your keys in your bag, the way you reach for something that already belongs to you.

"I found a stone," Maya admitted. "I don't know how it got there."

Devi's expression did not change, but something in the room changed. The air grew tighter. The incense smoke, which had been rising in a straight column, began to curl and twist, as if moved by a breath that no one had taken.

"You should not have taken it," Devi said.

"I didn't take it. I don't even know if it's from his shop. It could be from anywhere."

"Could it."

Maya stood. She had not meant to stand—her body had decided for her, lifting her out of the chair as if the chair had become uncomfortable or the room had become too small. "I came here to ask questions, not to be interrogated. If you don't want to talk to me, just say so."

Devi watched her for a long moment. Her face was unreadable, a mask of stillness, but her eyes—her eyes were not still. They were moving, reading Maya's face the way Maya might read a document, looking for the cracks.

"Sit down," Devi said.

Maya did not sit.

"Sit down," Devi said again, and this time there was something in her voice that was not a request.

Maya sat.

Devi walked to the door and opened it. The sunlight poured in, harsh and bright, and for a moment the incense smoke was invisible, erased by the glare. Devi stood in the doorway, looking out at the lane, at the mango tree, at the rope swinging gently in a wind that Maya could not feel.

"You want to know about the bundles," Devi said, her back to Maya. "Here is what you need to know. They are not magic. They are not curses. They are not good luck or bad luck or anything in between. They are... agreements."

"Agreements," Maya repeated. She was writing again, her pen moving across the page. Bundles = agreements.

"When someone makes a bundle, they are not making a spell. They are making a promise. To themselves. To the person who will carry the bundle. To the thing that lives in the cane." Devi's voice had dropped, become softer, almost a whisper. "And once that promise is made, it cannot be unmade. It can only be carried."

"The thing that lives in the cane," Maya said. "What does that mean?"

Devi turned. Her face was in shadow now, the sunlight behind her, and Maya could not read her expression. "It means you should finish your interview. Ask your questions. Write your article. And then you should go back to Port Louis and never come back to this village again."

"That's not how journalism works."

"No," Devi agreed. "It's not." She stepped back into the room, closing the door behind her. The light vanished, and the incense smoke reappeared, and the room was cool and small again. "I will answer three more questions. No more. Ask them."

Maya's mind raced. Three questions. She had a hundred, a thousand, but three was all she would get, and she had to make them count.

"Who makes the bundles?"

Devi's answer came without hesitation. "Anyone who needs to. The healer. The old man. Mothers. Grandmothers. Sometimes the thing itself."

"The thing itself?"

"That was your second question."

Maya's jaw tightened. "Fine. What happens if someone tries to get rid of a bundle?"

Devi was quiet for a long moment. The incense smoke curled between them, slow and patient. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper.

"It comes back."

Maya waited for more. There was no more.

She closed her notebook. "Thank you for your time."

Devi nodded. She walked to the door and opened it. The sunlight poured in again, and the world outside seemed impossibly bright, impossibly normal, after the dimness of the room.

Maya stepped through the door. She was halfway down the path when Devi's voice stopped her.

"Maya."

She turned.

Devi stood in the doorway, her hand on the frame, her face unreadable. "Come back if you want. But don't take anything."

"I won't."

"Not even what's offered."

The door closed.

The man with the machete was standing at the end of the path.

Maya had not seen him approach. He was simply there, as if he had grown out of the red earth like one of the cane stalks. He was tall and thin, with dark skin and darker eyes and a face that might have been handsome once, before something had carved lines into it that did not belong to age.

The machete hung at his side, his hand loosely wrapped around the handle. The blade was dull with use, nicked along the edge, and it caught the sunlight in brief, angry flashes.

He did not move. He did not speak. He just stood there, blocking the path, his eyes fixed on Maya's face.

She should have been afraid. She was afraid—she could feel it in her chest, a tightness, a flutter—but she had been afraid before, in other villages, in other interviews, and she had learned that fear was just information. It told you to be careful. It did not tell you to run.

She walked toward him.

The path was narrow, barely wide enough for two people to pass. She would have to brush past him to reach the road. He did not step aside.

When she was close enough to see the individual nicks in the machete's blade, close enough to smell the sweat on his skin and the earth on his clothes, he raised his free hand.

Not in greeting.

In warning.

Palm out, fingers spread, the gesture universal and unmistakable: Stop.

Maya stopped.

"You should go," he said. His voice was low, rough, as if he had not spoken in a long time. "You should go now, and you should not come back."

"I'm a journalist."

"I know what you are." His eyes moved to her bag, to the pocket where the stone sat warm and waiting. "You don't know what you are. Not yet."

She wanted to ask what he meant. She wanted to ask about the stone, about the bundle, about the thing in the cane. But his hand was still raised, his palm still facing her, and something in his face told her that questions would not be answered here.

She walked around him, stepping off the path, onto the red dirt, into the shadow of the mango tree. Her shoulder brushed against his arm as she passed. His skin was cold.

She did not look back.

The hotel room was too quiet.

Maya sat on the edge of the bed, her notebook open in her lap, her pen uncapped, the stone on the bedside table where she had placed it after checking it for the tenth time. It was still warm. It was still etched with the symbol she did not recognize. It was still there.

She reviewed her notes.

Devi. Age uncertain. Home: incense, bundles, shrine. Statement: "Bundles are agreements." Statement: "The thing that lives in the cane." Warning: "Don't take anything. Not even what's offered."

She underlined the thing that lives in the cane three times.

She had heard that phrase before. Not in Triolet. Not from her grandmother. Somewhere else—in a forum, maybe, or a comment section, or a footnote in a book she had skimmed years ago and forgotten. She opened her laptop and Googled the phrase, but the hotel's Wi-Fi was slow and the results were thin and unsatisfying: a blog post about Mauritian folklore, a tourist's travelogue, a Reddit thread that devolved into argument after three comments.

But one post caught her eye.

It's not about what you see. It's about what sees you.

The username was a string of numbers and letters, the timestamp five years old, the thread dead. There was no reply, no follow-up, no context. Just that sentence, hanging in the digital void like a message in a bottle.

Maya copied the phrase into her notes. She did not know why.

She closed her laptop. The room was too quiet. The air conditioner had stopped humming, and the silence was thick and heavy, pressing against her ears. She turned on the television—some soap opera, the sound too loud, the colors too bright—and let it run while she showered and changed and tried to eat a sandwich that tasted like cardboard.

That night, she dreamed of the cane fields again.

Not the tangle of stalks from her first dream, but something else. Something worse. She was walking through the fields, and the stalks were parting for her, and the sky was the color of a bruise, and somewhere ahead of her, something was moving. Not in the fields. As the fields. As if the cane itself were alive, and hungry, and she was walking straight into its mouth.

She woke with her heart pounding and the digital clock reading 3:17 a.m.

The same time. Always the same time.

She lay in the dark, listening to the television murmur to itself, and she thought about Devi's words. It comes back. She thought about the stone on the bedside table, warm even now, even in the dark. She thought about the old man's colorless eyes and the bundle on the counter and the voice on the radio.

You looked too soon.

She reached for the stone. It was warm. It was always warm. She turned it over in her fingers, feeling the etching, the smoothness, the impossible heat.

Coincidence, she told herself. Just a coincidence.

But she did not put the stone down. She held it until her hand grew tired, and then she placed it on the pillow beside her head, and she closed her eyes, and she waited for morning.

She did not sleep again that night.

But something else did.
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