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    For those who still listenwhen the world has stopped humming—may you find your forgotten flowerand remember where you come from.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The bee does not measure the flower. It remembers it. And in remembering, it brings the future home." 
— from the notebooks of Philippe Ramgoolam, The Memory of Soil
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Chapter 1: The Shrinking Green Lungs
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The air in Priya Ramgoolam's office had stopped moving three hours ago. She'd noticed it around noon—the way the dust motes hung suspended, the way her lungs seemed to work harder for each breath—but she'd been too deep in the climate models to do anything about it. Now, at four in the afternoon, the heat had settled into the room like a second body. Her shirt clung to her back. The fan on her desk spun without conviction, pushing warm air from one side of the room to the other.

Outside the window, the University of Mauritius campus shimmered in the late light. Students moved between buildings in slow motion, their backpacks dark with sweat. A group of them had gathered under the banyan tree near the cafeteria, phones out, probably checking the same headlines Priya had been avoiding: Another Record-Breaking Heatwave. Sugar Yields Down Thirty Percent. Cyclone Season Expected to Intensify.

She turned back to her screen.

The data stared back at her, red lines spiking like fever charts. Pollinator populations had dropped another twelve percent since last year. The maps showed the island's green spaces fracturing—forests breaking into smaller and smaller fragments, like ice floes calving from a glacier. She'd been watching this happen for seven years. Seven years of grant applications, field studies, and carefully worded policy briefs. Seven years of watching the island forget how to feed itself.

Her phone buzzed.

Ministry of Agro-Industry: *Dr. Ramgoolam, your funding review has been moved to Monday at 9am. Please prepare a ten-minute presentation justifying the practical applications of your native plant restoration research.*

She read it twice. Justifying. Practical applications. As if saving the island's food web wasn't practical. As if the collapse of every major pollinator species on the Mascarene archipelago was an abstract problem for people with too much time and too little sense.

She typed back: Received. I'll be there.

Then she opened the folder she'd been avoiding for the past week: Funding_Proposal_v12_FINAL.docx. She'd written it in the language they wanted—ROI, scalability, alignment with national economic priorities. She'd run her poetry through a shredder and called it professionalism. It still wasn't enough. It was never enough.



Priya had come to Mauritius for the first time when she was twenty-two, fresh out of a master's program that had taught her how to measure things but not how to love them. She'd been born in Durban to Mauritian parents who'd left the island before she could walk. Her mother had spoken Kreol only when she was angry. Her father had hummed old sega songs while he cooked, but he'd never taught her the words.

She'd arrived thinking she was coming home. Instead, she'd found a place that didn't know what to do with her—too local for the expats, too foreign for the locals, too female for the old men who ran the agricultural committees. She'd stayed anyway. Because the first time she'd walked into the Black River Gorges, she'd heard something she'd never heard in any lab or lecture hall: silence. Not the silence of absence. The silence of attention. The forest had been listening to her.

She'd been listening back ever since.



The funding review sat in her stomach like a stone. She tried to work on the presentation, but her eyes kept drifting to the satellite map pinned to her corkboard—a patchwork of sugar cane and tourist developments, with the last scraps of native forest tucked into the island's mountainous spine like secrets. She'd colored the native fragments in green, the cane in yellow, the urban sprawl in gray. From a distance, it looked like a contagion spreading through healthy tissue.

She grabbed her field bag. Notebook, spectrometer, sensor prototypes, water bottle, a granola bar from 2019 that she kept for emergencies. The drive to Chamarel would take two hours if the traffic was kind, which it never was. But she needed to see the apiary. She needed to stand somewhere that wasn't a screen.

On her way out, she caught her reflection in the glass door. Thirty-four years old, and she looked fifty—dark circles under her eyes, the corners of her mouth pulled down in a way she couldn't seem to fix. She'd stopped wearing makeup two years ago. She'd stopped caring about most things that didn't have six legs or a root system.

She locked the office and didn't look back.



The road to Chamarel was a study in contradictions. For the first hour, she crawled through sugarcane—mile after mile of green stalks rising from red earth, so uniform it looked like a painting of itself. The cane had been here since the French, since the Dutch, since the first enslaved people had been brought to clear the forests and plant something that could be sold. The island had been bleeding sweetness for three centuries.

Now the fields were spotted with brown—drought stress, pest damage, the slow death of exhausted soil. Priya passed a sign advertising a new housing development: Luxury Villas with Ocean Views. The land it promised to cover had been fallow for years, too depleted for cane, too valuable to leave empty.

She rolled down the window. The air smelled like dust and exhaust and something else—something sweet and faint, like a memory of flowers. She followed it without thinking, turning off the main road onto a dirt track she'd marked on her GPS months ago but never taken.

The track wound upward. The cane gave way to thicker vegetation—tamarind trees, wild vacoa, the occasional flash of crimson that might have been Trochetia boutoniana, though she couldn't be sure from this distance. The air cooled. The dust settled. By the time she reached the village of Chamarel, the sun was low enough to paint the hills in shades of amber and rose.

She found the apiary at the end of a lane she would have missed if she hadn't been looking for it. A wooden sign, hand-painted and faded: Ramhit Family Bees—Est. 1978. Beyond the sign, a cluster of white hives sat in a clearing surrounded by trees she didn't recognize at first—then did. Bois d'ébène. Native ebony, nearly extinct on the rest of the island, but here they stood in a grove, their dark trunks rising like pillars from a carpet of wildflowers.

And the sound.

She'd heard bees before, of course. She'd spent hundreds of hours in apiaries across the island, listening to the hum of captive colonies struggling to survive on monoculture pollen and sugar water. But this was different. This hum had layers—a bass thrum underneath, a high, skirling melody on top, and somewhere in the middle, a rhythm that felt almost like breathing. She closed her eyes and let it wash over her.

When she opened them, a man was watching her from the edge of the clearing.

He was tall and lean, with skin the color of wet sand and hands that looked like they'd been shaped by the work they'd done. His blue shirt was faded to gray at the collar. His feet were bare. He held a hive tool loosely in one hand, and he didn't seem surprised to see her.

"You're the scientist," he said.

Not a question. She nodded anyway. "Priya Ramgoolam. I emailed you about—"

"I know what you emailed me." His voice was quiet, but it carried. "You want to study my bees. Take samples. Run tests. Publish a paper." He said it like he was listing the ingredients for a poison he'd tasted before.

Priya gripped her field bag tighter. "I want to understand why your hives are thriving when the rest of the island's are collapsing."

"And then?"

"And then maybe help other beekeepers do the same."

He studied her for a long moment. The bees hummed. A bird called somewhere in the trees—a Madagascar fody, she thought, though she couldn't be sure. The man's eyes were dark and unreadable.

"My grandfather," he said finally, "let a scientist come here once. Twenty years ago. The man took samples, asked questions, promised to come back with answers." He paused. "He never came back. And six months later, the government sprayed the forest for mosquitoes and killed half our hives."

Priya's chest tightened. She wanted to say I'm not him, but she'd heard those words before too, from researchers who meant them and broke their promises anyway. So instead, she said: "What do you need?"

The man—Rahul, she remembered from his email, though he hadn't signed it that way—raised an eyebrow. "What do I need?"

"To trust me. What would it take?"

He was quiet again. The bees' hum shifted, a subtle change in pitch that she wouldn't have noticed if she hadn't been listening. He tilted his head, as if hearing something she couldn't.

"Come back tomorrow," he said. "At dawn. Leave the sensors in your car."

"That's it?"

"That's it." He turned and walked toward the hives, his bare feet silent on the grass. Over his shoulder, he added: "And bring coffee. Black, no sugar."

Priya stood in the clearing for a long time after he disappeared. The bees hummed. The light faded. Somewhere down the hill, a dog barked, and a woman's voice called out in Kreol—Ferm la porte, to fou ou quoi?

She should have felt anxious. Uncertain. She'd been given a test she didn't know how to pass, by a man who had every reason to fail her.

Instead, she felt something she hadn't felt in years.

Hope.



She spent the night in a guesthouse at the edge of the village, in a room that smelled of coconut oil and mildew. The bed was hard. The fan was loud. She lay awake for hours, listening to the night sounds—geckos on the walls, fruit bats in the trees, and somewhere in the distance, the faint, impossible hum of Rahul's bees.

She thought about the funding review. About the red lines on her graphs. About the way the man had looked at her—not with hostility, exactly, but with a wariness that felt older than he was. He'd been hurt before. He'd learned to expect disappointment.

She couldn't blame him. She'd learned the same thing.

But she'd also learned something else. She'd learned that the island was full of people who'd stopped hoping because hope was too expensive. She'd learned that data alone couldn't buy it back. She'd learned that sometimes, the only thing that worked was showing up. Again and again. Until the showing up became its own kind of proof.

At four in the morning, she gave up on sleep. She showered in water that ran cold after thirty seconds, dressed in the cleanest clothes she had, and walked to the village bakery for coffee. The woman behind the counter knew her order before she spoke—black, no sugar—and wrapped two buttered baguettes in wax paper without being asked.

"You're going to the Ramhit place," the woman said. Not a question.

Priya nodded.

The woman's face softened. "Tell Rahul his mother says to eat something." She pointed at the baguettes. "And tell him the bees are waiting."



The path to the apiary was dark, but Priya didn't need light. The hum guided her—louder now, more insistent, as if the bees knew she was coming. She found Rahul already at work, his hands buried in a hive, smoke curling from the smoker at his feet.

He looked up when she approached. His eyes went to the coffee first, then to the baguettes.

"My mother," he said.

"She sends her love."

He almost smiled. Almost.

They sat on an overturned hive box and drank coffee in the gray light before dawn. The bees hummed. The world held its breath.

"Why do you do it?" Priya asked. "Keep bees. When everything's against them. When the government doesn't care and the farmers spray poison and the storms keep coming. Why?"

Rahul turned his coffee cup in his hands. The steam rose and disappeared.

"My grandfather used to say that bees don't need us to save them," he said. "They need us to remember them. Because when we forget the bees, we forget the flowers. And when we forget the flowers, we forget the land. And when we forget the land—" He stopped. Shrugged. "We forget who we are."

Priya set down her cup. The words sat in her chest like seeds, waiting for rain.

"Show me," she said.

Rahul looked at her. Really looked, for the first time. His eyes were the color of the soil after rain—dark, rich, full of things that had grown and died and grown again.

"Okay," he said. He stood and offered her his hand. "But don't just watch. Listen."

She took his hand. His palm was warm and rough, and when he pulled her to her feet, the bees' hum rose around them like a song she'd always known but forgotten how to hear.

They walked into the hives together.

And for the first time in seven years, Priya Ramgoolam stopped counting and started listening.
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Chapter 2: The Beekeeper of Chamarel
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The first hive Rahul opened was the oldest.

Priya watched his hands as they worked—slow, deliberate, the kind of careful that came from decades of not wanting to hurt anything. He pried the lid loose with a tool that looked like a miniature crowbar, then set it aside and reached into the smoke that curled from his smoker, cupping it toward the exposed frames. The bees barely reacted. A few lifted off, circled once, settled back down. They knew him. They trusted him.

"Come closer," he said.

She stepped forward, and the hum shifted. Not threatening—curious. She felt the vibration in her teeth, in her ribs, in the soft places behind her knees. Rahul pulled a frame from the hive and held it up to the light. The comb was dark with age, almost black at the edges, but the cells near the center were filled with fresh nectar, golden and translucent.

"This is the hive my grandfather built," he said. "Nineteen seventy-eight. He carved the boxes himself from bois d'ébène that fell in a cyclone. Said the tree gave its life to the bees, so the bees should live in it forever."

Priya reached out, then hesitated. "Can I—"

He nodded.

She touched the wood. It was smooth as stone, worn by weather and handling, but she could still feel the grain beneath her fingertips, the memory of the tree. She thought about what it meant to build something that lasted. Her own work felt ephemeral by comparison—data that would be overwritten, papers that would be cited twice and forgotten. But this. This was a thing made by hand, for creatures that didn't care about publication records or funding reviews.

"The bees don't know it's special," Rahul said, as if reading her mind. "They just know it's home."



He showed her the rest of the hives one by one, naming them like old friends. The Mango Hive because a mango tree had fallen on it once and the bees had rebuilt around the branches. The Traveler because it had been moved three times before finding a place where the bees stopped trying to leave. The Singer because the old queen had a habit of piping at dawn, and her daughters had inherited the habit.

"Bees pipe?" Priya asked.

Rahul smiled—a real smile, quick and gone. "Listen tomorrow morning, just before sunrise. You'll hear it. Like a little trumpet, but softer."

She added it to her mental list. Dawn piping. Check.

They worked through the morning, Rahul inspecting frames while Priya watched and asked questions. She kept her notebook in her bag, as promised. No sensors. No recordings. Just her eyes and ears and the questions that kept rising in her throat.

"Why don't you use foundation sheets?" she asked. Most commercial beekeepers used pre-printed wax sheets to guide the bees into building uniform comb. Rahul's frames were empty except for thin strips of wax along the top.

"The bees know how to build," he said. "They don't need my help. And when they build their own comb, they make it the size they need. Not the size the factory says they need."

She thought about the studies she'd read—how foundation sheets often forced bees to build cells slightly too small, which produced slightly smaller bees, which had shorter flight ranges and weaker immune systems. She'd never connected that research to anything a beekeeper was actually doing. She'd just filed it away, another data point for another paper no one would read.

"You're farming differently," she said.

Rahul shook his head. "I'm not farming at all. I'm listening. The bees tell me what they need, and I try to give it to them. That's all."



Around ten, the sun cleared the trees and the heat became serious. Rahul wiped his forehead with his sleeve and gestured toward a path that led away from the hives, into the thicker vegetation.

"Come," he said. "There's something you should see."

The path was narrow, barely visible beneath the overgrowth. Rahul walked it without hesitation, pushing aside latanié palms and ducking under vacoa branches that caught at Priya's hair. She followed, trusting that he wouldn't lead her anywhere dangerous, though she wasn't entirely sure that was justified.

They walked for five minutes, maybe ten. The air grew cooler, damper. The sounds of the village—dogs, roosters, the distant rumble of a truck—faded into a silence that felt almost intentional. Then Rahul stopped.

"Close your eyes," he said.

She did.

"Now listen."

At first, she heard nothing. Just the rustle of leaves, the creak of branches, the ordinary sounds of a forest trying to survive the afternoon. But then, beneath it, she heard something else. A hum. Not the hum of the apiary—this was different. Thinner. More scattered. It came from everywhere and nowhere, and it took her a long moment to understand what she was hearing.

Wild bees. Dozens of colonies, maybe hundreds, hidden in the trees and rocks and hollow logs around her.

"Open your eyes," Rahul said.

She opened them.

They were standing at the edge of a garden—no, not a garden. A sanctuary. The trees here were old, their trunks thick with moss, their branches draped with orchids she'd only seen in botanical field guides. The ground was carpeted with flowers she couldn't name, in colors she didn't have words for. And everywhere, everywhere, bees. Moving from blossom to blossom, their bodies dusted with pollen, their wings catching the light like stained glass.

"What is this place?" she whispered.

Rahul stepped forward, his bare feet silent on the soft earth. "My grandfather called it the bees' pharmacy. When the hives get sick, I bring them here to feed. The plants—" He gestured to a cluster of crimson bells. "Trochetia boutoniana. The nectar has antifungal properties. And this—" He knelt beside a low-growing plant with fleshy leaves and yellow flowers. "Aloe purpurea. The bees use it to treat mites."

Priya's heart was pounding. She'd read about these plants. She'd written about them in grant proposals, citing studies from the nineties that had never been replicated, never been funded, never been taken seriously. But here they were. Alive. Thriving. Saving bees in real time.

"This is incredible," she said. "Do you know what this means? If we can document—"

"You can't document it." His voice was sharp, but not angry. Guarded. "The last person who tried to document this place, the government sent an inspector. He said the plants were invasive. Said they needed to be cleared for agriculture." Rahul's jaw tightened. "My grandfather spent six months fighting to keep them. Died the week after he won."

Priya's throat closed. "I'm so sorry."

"He didn't die because of the fight. He died because he was old and his heart was tired. But he used to say that the land remembers what we forget. And this place—" He looked around, his eyes soft. "This place remembers everything."



They spent the afternoon in the garden. Priya asked questions, and Rahul answered them—not like a teacher, but like someone who'd been waiting a long time for someone to ask. He showed her the Nesocodon mauritianus growing from a crack in a rock, its blue flowers so dark they looked purple. He showed her the Hibiscus fragilis, so rare that most botanists thought it was extinct in the wild. He showed her a patch of ground that looked like bare dirt until he knelt and brushed away the leaves, revealing tiny seedlings pushing up through the soil.

"Bois de natte," he said. "My grandfather planted these seeds twenty years ago. They're just now waking up."

"Why so long?"

Rahul shrugged. "Some things take time. The land doesn't work on our schedule."

She wanted to argue. Wanted to point out that they didn't have twenty years, that the climate was changing faster than the seeds could germinate, that the next cyclone might wash these seedlings away before they ever saw the sun. But she looked at Rahul's face—the quiet patience there, the certainty—and kept her mouth shut.

Instead, she asked: "Can I come back tomorrow?"

He studied her for a long moment. Then he nodded. "Bring your sensors," he said. "But leave them in the car until I say otherwise."

"Deal."



She stayed until the light began to fade, helping him close up the hives and collect the day's honey. He showed her how to tell which frames were ready by the sound they made when tapped—a hollow ring for empty comb, a solid thunk for full. He showed her how to brush the bees off without crushing them, using a feather instead of a scraper. He showed her how to read the entrance of the hive: the guard bees posted at the opening, the foragers returning with pollen baskets full, the undertakers dragging out the dead.

"Every hive has undertakers?" she asked.

"Every healthy hive. If you don't see them, something's wrong."

She
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