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    For those who were never warned,and for those who heard too late.
For the birds who trusted,for the land that breathed,for the songs carried only by wind.
For every silence that was not empty—and every witness who stayed.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The land does not forget what is taken.It only waits to be remembered."
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Chapter 1: The Breath of the Island
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The island woke with a sigh.

It began in the dark hour before dawn, when the night held its breath and the stars still pressed close enough to taste. In the high valleys, where mist gathered in secret pools, the air stirred—not a wind, but a slow exhalation that set the leaves of the giant bois chandelle trees trembling. The sound was soft as a mother humming to a sleeping child, a vibration felt in the roots before it was heard in the branches. It traveled down the mountain slopes, through forests so dense they swallowed sunlight, across clearings where night-blooming flowers closed their petals with quiet relief. By the time it reached the shore, it was a whisper against the sand, a hint of salt and green that spoke of a world still whole, still dreaming.

Elara felt it before she opened her eyes. She lay on her woven mat in the hut she shared with her grandfather, the smell of dried palm thatch and cool earth filling her nostrils. The sigh moved through her—a shiver along her skin, a tightening in her chest. She was twelve summers old, and she knew this feeling like she knew her own heartbeat. The island was turning in its sleep. She rose silently, careful not to disturb Old Tomas, whose breathing came in the ragged rhythm of deep dreaming. His face, even in sleep, carried the map of their world—lines from squinting at sun-dappled paths, grooves from smiles that came less frequently now.

She slipped through the doorway, the worn wood smooth beneath her bare feet. Outside, the village of twenty-three huts slept beneath a sky beginning to bleed from black to indigo. Beyond the clearing, the forest waited—not threatening, but patient. It had been patient for centuries.

Elara walked the familiar path to the edge of the trees, where the ground sloped down to the Great Bay. Here, she could see the water—a sheet of dark silk under the fading stars. She sat on her favorite rock, worn smooth by generations of watchers, and wrapped her arms around her knees. This was her secret hour, the time between the island’s dreaming and its waking. The time when things whispered.

“You feel it too.”

She didn’t startle. Kael’s voice was as much a part of the morning as the mist. He settled beside her, his sixteen-year-old frame already lean and strong from fishing and climbing. His hair, black as volcanic glass, fell across eyes that missed nothing.

“It’s different today,” Elara said, not looking at him. “The sigh... it caught in its throat.”

Kael was quiet for a long moment, listening. The island’s breath moved around them—through the leaves of the ironwood trees, over the ferns that glittered with night dew, out across the water where it merged with the sea’s own rhythm.

“Old Tomas says when the breath catches, it means the island is remembering something painful,” Kael said. “Like when you dream of something you wish you could forget.”

“What does the island need to forget?”

Kael shook his head. “Not forget. Remember. There’s a difference.”

They sat in companionable silence as the sky lightened. First, the stars faded one by one, like embers cooling. Then the horizon bruised purple, then pink, then a gold so fierce it seemed the sea itself was on fire. As the sun broke the waterline, the island’s sigh deepened into a breath—full and alive and teeming with the business of morning.

And the dodos began to sing.



The song started in the high forests, where the oldest of their kind nested among the roots of trees that had been ancient when their ancestors first waddled from the mist. It was a sound unlike any other—not quite a coo, not quite a warble, but something between water over stones and wind through reeds. Each dodo had its own note, its own rhythm, and together they wove a tapestry of sound that was the island’s true heartbeat.

Elara smiled as the first familiar shape emerged from the treeline. Beru, she named him in her mind—the old male whose left foot turned slightly inward, giving his waddle a rolling gait that made him look perpetually amused. He moved with a dignity that belied his comical appearance: a bulbous body covered in greyish feathers, a great curved beak that could crack the toughest pandanus fruit, and eyes the color of dark honey that held an intelligence most sailors would never credit.

“Morning, old friend,” she whispered.

Beru paused, tilting his head. His eyes fixed on her, and he gave a soft whump-whump sound—his personal greeting. Then he continued his stately procession toward the morning’s first meal: the fallen fruits of the tambalacoque tree that littered the clearing like green jewels.

More dodos emerged—a dozen, then two dozen, until the clearing was alive with their gentle movements. There was Little Wing, whose right wing feathers never lay quite flat; and Bright Eye, who had a ring of white around one eye like a monocle; and Mother Many-Chicks, who trailed six fluffy juveniles behind her, peeping and tumbling over their own feet.

“They have no fear,” Kael said, not for the first time. There was wonder in his voice, but today, something else edged it. A tension.

“Why should they?” Elara reached into her pouch and pulled out a handful of dried berries. She scattered them on the ground, and three juveniles immediately scrambled for them, their beaks clicking excitedly. “The island protects them. The snakes know not to touch their nests. The hawks steer clear. Even the rains come gently when the chicks are hatching.”

“Everything has its balance,” Kael agreed, but his eyes were on the horizon where the last stars had been. “But balance can be broken.”

“By what?”

Before he could answer, a new voice joined the morning—human, and heavy with years.

“By things that don’t listen.”

Old Tomas stood at the edge of the clearing, leaning on his walking stick carved from bois chandelle wood. At seventy-three summers, he was the oldest person on the island, maybe the oldest who had ever lived there. His back was bent like a tree that has weathered many storms, but his eyes were clear and sharp as broken glass.

“Grandfather.” Elara went to him, taking his arm. His skin felt like parchment over bone, but his grip was still strong.

“The breath caught today,” Tomas said, not as observation but as confirmation. “You felt it.”

“Yes.”

“And you, Kael?”

The younger man nodded. “Like a stitch in the side. Here one moment, gone the next.”

Tomas moved slowly to Elara’s rock and lowered himself with a grunt. The dodos paid him no special mind—he was as much a part of the landscape as the trees. Beru even waddled over and nudged Tomas’s knee with his beak, receiving an absent-minded scratch behind the head for his trouble.

“When I was a boy,” Tomas began, and both Elara and Kael stilled. Stories that began this way were never just stories. They were lessons. Memories. Warnings. “When I was a boy, my grandfather told me about the last time the island’s breath caught. It was the season of long rains, and the sigh stuck in the island’s throat for three mornings straight. On the fourth day, the mountain shook. Not enough to bring down trees, but enough to make the water in the springs run cloudy for a week.”

“An earthquake?” Kael asked.

Tomas shook his head. “The island shifting in its sleep. Dreaming of something old. Something that left a scar.” He looked from one young face to the other. “You know the stories of the First People?”

Elara nodded. Every child did. “They came from the eastern stars in boats made of reeds and hope. They listened to the island, and the island welcomed them. They lived here for a hundred generations.”

“And then?”

“Then they stopped listening,” Kael said softly. “They took more than they gave. Cut the sacred trees for their temples. Caught the silver fish until the schools disappeared. And one morning, they woke to find the island silent. No bird sang. No wind blew. Within a month, they were gone—sailed back to the eastern stars, or so the stories say.”

“The stories lie,” Tomas said bluntly. “Oh, they sailed away, yes. But not back to any stars. They sailed away mad. Their eyes empty. Their tongues silent. The island didn’t drive them out. It just... stopped speaking to them. And a person who can’t hear the world’s voice might as well be dead.”

The dodos’ morning song swelled around them—a chorus of contentment, of belonging. Beru had found a particularly plump fruit and was cracking it open with precise, powerful motions of his beak. The juveniles played a game of chase, their peeping laughter-like calls bouncing through the clearing.

“Why tell us this today, Grandfather?” Elara asked, though in her heart, she already knew.

Tomas didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he lifted his walking stick and pointed east, where the sun had now fully risen, turning the sea from fire to sapphire.

“Because the island’s breath caught today. And because last night, I dreamed of cracked eggs. Not broken by hatchlings struggling to be born. But crushed. Deliberately.”

A chill walked up Elara’s spine despite the growing warmth of the day.

“And?” Kael prompted when the old man fell silent.

“And in the dream, I heard a sound I’ve never heard in all my seventy-three summers. A sound that doesn’t belong here. A skittering. A scraping. Like many small teeth on stone.” Tomas lowered his stick, his knuckles white around the wood. “The island is remembering. And what it remembers is coming.”



As the morning matured, the village came alive. Smoke curled from cooking fires, carrying the scent of roasting breadfruit and simmering coconut milk. Children tumbled from huts, their laughter joining the dodos’ song. Women gathered at the spring with clay pots balanced on their heads, sharing news from the previous day. Men checked fishing nets and examined tools.

It was a small community—just eighty-three souls—but it was Elara’s entire world. Every face was familiar, every story known. There was Mara the Weaver, whose fingers could make palm leaves dance into baskets so tight they could hold water. And Joro the Fisher, who could read the sea’s moods in the way the waves lapped against his canoe. And Lina the Herb-Woman, who knew which leaves could cure fever and which could bring visions.

And there was Kael’s family—his mother Sela, who had the voice of a waterfall and sang the evening songs; his father Ren, who could track anything that moved through the forest; and his little sister Mina, who at six summers was already showing a gift for speaking to the birds.

Breakfast was a communal affair. Everyone brought what they had to the central clearing—fruit from the trees, fish from the sea, roots from the ground. There was always enough. The island provided.

Elara helped Old Tomas to his place on the log bench near the fire pit, then joined the line for food. As she waited, she watched the dodos. They moved among the villagers without fear, sometimes accepting a scrap of fruit, sometimes simply observing with those wise, honey-colored eyes. The children knew not to chase them, not to pull their feathers. They were taught from their first steps: the dodos are the island’s memory. Their song is our story.

“Dream-again Tomas told his scary stories, I see.”

Elara turned to find Lina beside her, her sharp eyes missing nothing. The herb-woman was not old, not young—somewhere in the mysterious middle years where wisdom had settled but energy still burned bright. Her hair was a wild cloud around a face lined more from smiling than frowning.

“He dreamed of broken eggs,” Elara said quietly.

Lina’s smile faded. “Ah. That dream.”

“You’ve heard it before?”

“Not from Tomas. From my grandmother. She had it the season before the great storm—the one that changed the eastern cliffs.” Lina accepted a bowl of fruit from Mara and handed one to Elara. “Dreams of broken eggs are never about eggs.”

“What are they about?”

“Innocence. Things that should be protected but won’t be.” Lina stirred her fruit with a finger. “Did he say what broke them?”

“He heard a skittering sound. Many small teeth on stone.”

For a moment, Lina looked truly unsettled. Then she masked it with a shrug. “Dreams are dreams. The sun is bright, the dodos are singing, and the breadfruit is ripe. Today is a gift. Don’t spend it worrying about tomorrow’s shadows.”

But as Elara took her breakfast back to Old Tomas, she noticed Lina walking to the edge of the clearing and staring east, toward the empty horizon, for a long, long time.



After breakfast came the day’s work. For Elara, that meant gathering. She took her basket—woven by her own hands the previous summer—and followed the Forest Path, the main trail that wound from the village through the heart of the island’s green interior.

The forest closed around her, and she breathed deep of its scent—damp earth, decaying leaves, the perfume of a thousand flowers. Sunlight filtered through the canopy in shifting patterns, painting the ground in gold and shadow. This was where she felt most herself. Most connected.

She knew every tree. The towering bois chandelle with bark the color of dried blood. The slender filao trees that whispered secrets when the wind blew. The massive banyans whose aerial roots formed cathedrals of living wood. And the tambalacoque—the dodo tree—whose fruits were so hard-shelled that only the dodos’ powerful beaks could crack them open, and whose seeds would not sprout unless they had passed through a dodo’s gut. A perfect partnership. A perfect balance.

As she collected mushrooms from a fallen log and berries from a sun-dappled bush, Elara let her mind wander back to Tomas’s words. The island is remembering. And what it remembers is coming.

“What do you remember?” she whispered to the forest.

The answer came not in words, but in feeling. A sudden, profound sadness that washed through her like a wave. It was so strong she had to lean against a tree, her basket momentarily forgotten. The sadness wasn’t hers—it was older, deeper. The tree’s sadness. The forest’s memory.

Images flickered at the edge of her mind—not seeing, but knowing. Men with faces pale as mushrooms, cutting into a bois chandelle with metal teeth. Fire spreading where fire should never burn. A great winged creature—larger than any bird, with a beak like a scythe—falling from the sky with a cry that shook the mountains.

Then, clearer than anything: eggs. Dozens of them, nestled in soft earth. And shadows moving over them. Small, quick, hungry shadows.

Elara gasped, and the connection broke. She was back in the forest, leaning against the tree, her heart pounding. Sweat beaded on her forehead despite the cool shade.

“First time?”

She whirled to find Kael behind her, a string of fresh-caught fish in his hand. His expression was understanding, not mocking.

“You’ve felt it too?” she asked.

He nodded. “Last week, while fishing. The water showed me... things. Ships with wings like bats. Men with sticks that spit thunder. And rats, Elara. Thousands of rats, swarming over an island that looks like ours but isn’t anymore.”

“The past,” she breathed.

“The future,” he corrected grimly. “Or a possible future. The water doesn’t show what was. It shows what might be.”

They walked together in silence for a while, each lost in thought. The forest seemed to press closer, listening.

“Old Tomas says we have to remember,” Elara said finally. “That’s our job. To remember for the island.”

“Remember what?”

“Everything. Which trees flower when. Where the turtles nest. How the dodos’ song changes with the seasons. All of it. Because if we forget...”

“...then someone else will write the story for us,” Kael finished. “And they’ll get it wrong.”

They reached the Spring of Voices, where three streams converged in a pool so clear you could count the pebbles at the bottom. Here, the air was always cooler, and the sound of the water was said to carry echoes of all the voices that had ever spoken beside it.

Elara knelt to fill her water skin. As she did, she saw her reflection—a girl with eyes too old for her face, with worries she shouldn’t yet carry.

“Do you think we’re ready?” she asked her reflection. “For whatever’s coming?”

Kael crouched beside her. “Does it matter? Ready or not, the tide comes. Storms arrive. Seasons change.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “But we’re not alone. We have each other. We have the elders. We have the island.”

As if in agreement, a dodo emerged from the ferns on the far side of the spring—Beru again, or perhaps his twin. The great bird waddled to the water’s edge, dipped its beak, and drank with delicate sips. Then it raised its head and sang—a single, pure note that hung in the air like a jewel on a string.

In that moment, Elara understood something fundamental. The dodos weren’t just birds. They were the island’s voice made flesh. Their song was the island’s story. And as long as they sang, the island was still telling its tale.

But what happened when the song stopped?



The gathering storm announced itself not with clouds, but with silence.

Elara noticed it first as she and Kael neared the village. The forest’s usual chorus—the chatter of parakeets, the cooing of pigeons, the rustle of lizards in the leaves—had faded. Not suddenly, but gradually, like an audience holding its breath before a performance.

Then the wind changed.

It had been a gentle breeze from the west, carrying the scent of flowers. Now it shifted, coming from the east, and it brought a new smell—one that made Elara’s nose wrinkle. Salt, yes. But beneath it, something metallic. Something oily. Something... wrong.

By the time they reached the village clearing, others had noticed too. The children had stopped playing. The women at the weaving looms had stilled their hands. Everyone was looking east, toward the sea.

Old Tomas stood at the center of the clearing, his walking stick planted firmly, his face tilted to the wind. When Elara reached his side, she saw that his eyes were closed, but his whole body was tense, listening.

“Grandfather?”

“Hush, child. Listen.”

She listened. At first, she heard only the wind in the trees, the distant crash of waves. Then, beneath it, something else. A low, rhythmic groaning. A sound that was not natural. A sound that spoke of wood under strain, of ropes pulled tight, of something large moving against the will of the sea.

“What is it?” she whispered.

Tomas opened his eyes. They were full of a sorrow so deep it took Elara’s breath away.

“The memory,” he said simply.

Then Kael’s father Ren came running from the shore path, his chest heaving. “A ship!” he called, his voice sharp with alarm. “A ship on the horizon! Large, with torn sails! Coming this way!”

The village erupted into motion. But not panic. These were people who lived by the rhythms of nature, and they knew that some things could not be outrun, only met.

“The elders,” Tomas commanded. “To the Meeting Rock. Now.”

As the five oldest villagers—Tomas, Lina, Mara, Joro, and Sela—made their way to the large flat rock at the village’s edge, the rest of the community began their preparations. Children were gathered and taken to the safest huts. Food stores were checked. Weapons—simple spears and knives used for hunting—were brought out. Not in aggression, but in readiness.

Elara helped where she could, but her eyes kept drifting east, as if pulled by an invisible thread. The wrongness in the air grew stronger. The metallic smell became a taste at the back of her throat. The dodos, she noticed, had gone utterly silent. They stood motionless at the forest’s edge, all facing the sea, their heads cocked as if listening to a song only they could hear.

After what felt like both an instant and an eternity, the elders returned from the Meeting Rock. Their faces were grave.

“Everyone,” Tomas called, and the village stilled. “Listen well. A ship comes. Men from beyond the horizon. We do not know their intentions, but the island’s breath has warned us. Their coming is not chance. It is...”

He searched for the word, but Lina found it for him: “Consequence.”

“We will greet them,” Tomas continued. “We will offer them water, food if they need it. But we will not show them the sacred groves. We will not take them to the nesting grounds. We will not speak of the dodos’ song.” His eyes swept over the gathered faces. “Some memories are not for sharing. Some songs must remain ours alone.”

“What if they’re hostile?” Ren asked, his hand on his fishing spear.

“Then the island will defend itself,” Tomas said simply. “And we will be its hands.”

A murmur ran through the crowd. Fear, yes. But beneath it, determination. They were few, but they were not weak. They knew every hidden path, every secret spring, every cave where a person could disappear. The island was their ally, and an ally that knew your enemy’s movements before they did was a powerful one.

“Elara. Kael.” Tomas beckoned them forward. “You will come with the greeting party. Young eyes see what old eyes miss. And you,” he looked at Elara specifically, “you have the gift of feeling. You will listen to more than their words.”

Elara’s heart thumped against her ribs. Fear and excitement warred within her. She had never seen people from beyond the horizon. Never heard their language, seen their clothes, known their stories.

“What should we listen for, Grandfather?”

“Listen for the silence between their words,” Tomas said. “Listen for what they don’t say. And most of all, listen to the island. It will tell you if they are friends or thieves.”

As the greeting party assembled—Tomas, Lina, Ren, Kael, and Elara—the rest of the village melted into the forest. Not hiding, but becoming part of the landscape. Within minutes, the clearing looked like any other natural meadow, with only the dodos as witnesses.

Beru waddled up to Elara as she stood with the greeting party. He looked at her with those ancient eyes, then gave her hand a gentle nudge with his beak.

“I’ll be careful,” she promised him.

He made a soft whump sound, then turned and led the other dodos into the trees. Their silent retreat was more unnerving than any alarm.

“Come,” Tomas said. “To the shore. Let’s meet our memory.”



The path to the Great Bay wound down through cliffs striped with volcanic rock. As they descended, the wind from the east grew stronger, carrying with it the now-unmistakable sounds of the ship—the groan of timber, the snap of sails, shouts in a language that was all harsh edges and guttural stops.

Then they cleared the last stand of trees, and Elara saw it.

The ship was larger than she could have imagined—a floating mountain of wood and rope and cloth. Its sails hung in tatters, like the wings of a wounded bird. The hull was stained and scarred, and along its side, a name was painted in fading letters: GELDERLAND.

It wallowed in the swell, fighting the waves that pushed it toward the hidden rocks that guarded the bay. Even from shore, Elara could see figures moving on deck—small, desperate shapes clinging to ropes, leaning against rails.

“They’re in trouble,” Kael said quietly.

“Trouble of their own making, most like,” Ren muttered. “No ship comes this far by accident.”

“Enough,” Tomas said. “We are here to witness, not judge. Yet.”

They stood at the water’s edge as the ship fought its way closer. The stench of it reached them now—unwashed bodies, rotten food, stagnant water, and beneath it all, the sweet-sour smell of sickness.

Elara watched, her gift of feeling stretching out like an invisible net. What came back to her was a wave of desperation so thick it was almost a taste. Hunger. Thirst. Fear. And something else... a greed, a need, a hollow place that could never be filled no matter how much was poured into it.

Then her attention caught on something else. A movement along the ship’s waterline. Small, dark shapes dropping from a hole in the hull. Dozens of them. Scores. They hit the water and swam—not with the frantic paddling of creatures fleeing drowning, but with purpose. Straight for shore.

“What are those?” she whispered.

Lina followed her gaze and stiffened. “Rats.”

The word meant nothing to Elara at first. Then she remembered stories—creatures from cold northern lands that traveled on ships, that ate everything, that bred faster than rabbits.

“We have no rats here,” she said, confused.

“We do now,” Lina said grimly.

The first of the creatures reached the sand. It was larger than Elara expected—the size of a small mongoose, with fur matted and dark, and eyes that glittered like black beads. It shook itself, looked around with quick, jerky movements, then scuttled into the rocks and disappeared.

More followed. And more. A steady stream of them, spreading across the beach like a stain.

“The island’s memory,” Tomas breathed, understanding dawning on his face. “Not men. What they bring with them.”

A loud crack echoed across the water as the ship’s hull found a rock. The vessel shuddered, listed to one side, and men screamed. A small boat was lowered over the side, filled with figures who rowed with frantic energy toward shore.

“Ready,” Tomas said, straightening his bent back as much as he could. “Remember who you are. Remember what you represent.”

The boat ground onto the sand twenty yards from where they stood. Men spilled out—skeletal men with sunken eyes and cracked lips. They wore rags that might once have been uniforms, and they carried knives and one long, metal stick that Elara instinctively knew was a weapon.

At their head was a man who might once have been imposing. Now he was a scarecrow with a fever-bright gaze. His face was a roadmap of scars, and he moved with the jerky energy of someone who has been pushing past exhaustion for too long.

He saw the greeting party and froze. His eyes—pale as winter sky—swept over them, taking in their simple clothing, their lack of weapons, their calm expressions. For a moment, confusion warred with calculation on his face.

Then he took a step forward, and when he spoke, his voice was the sound of rocks grinding together.

“I am Captain Van der Berg of the Dutch East India Company,” he said in a language Elara didn’t know but somehow understood. “We claim this island in the name of the United Provinces.”

Tomas, who knew more of the world’s tongues than he let on, answered in the same language. “You cannot claim what already has a name, Captain. You are guests here. Welcome or otherwise.”

The captain’s eyes narrowed. He hadn’t expected understanding. Hadn’t expected anything but savages.

“We need water. Food.” It wasn’t a request. “And timber to repair our ship.”

“Water we can give,” Tomas said evenly. “Food, perhaps. The island provides, but it does not tolerate greed.”

One of the sailors, a younger man with hair the color of sand and eyes that held more sorrow than cruelty, stepped forward. “Captain, please. They’re offering help.”

“Quiet, Willem,” the captain snapped without looking at him. His eyes remained fixed on Tomas. “We will take what we need. With or without your permission.”

The threat hung in the air. Ren’s hand tightened on his spear. Kael shifted his weight, ready.

But Tomas only smiled—a thin, knowing smile. “That is always the choice, isn’t it? With or without permission.” He gestured to the forest behind him. “The water is that way. But I warn you, Captain—tread softly. The island is listening. And it has a long, long memory.”

For a heartbeat, the captain hesitated. Something in Tomas’s tone, in the unblinking stares of the villagers, in the very air of the place, gave him pause. Then his need—his desperate, all-consuming need—overrode caution.

“Willem, Jakob—with me. The rest, guard the boat and start unloading.” He strode past Tomas without another glance, following the path to the spring.

As he passed, Elara caught his scent—sweat and salt and sickness and ambition. And she felt it, the hollow place inside him, the void that would swallow everything and still scream for more.

The young sailor—Willem—paused as he passed her. Their eyes met. His were the blue-green of deep water, and in them, she saw not hunger, but shame. He opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it and hurried after his captain.

The other sailors began hauling crates and barrels from the boat. One dropped a sack that split open, spilling grain across the sand. Immediately, dark shapes emerged from the rocks—rats, dozens of them, swarming over the spilled food, their teeth gnashing, their eyes gleaming.

One of the sailors laughed and kicked at them. “Hungry little bastards, aren’t you?”

But Elara wasn’t watching the rats eat. She was watching where they came from. The rocks. The crevices. The places where the island’s memory slept.

And she heard it then, faint but unmistakable—the sound from Tomas’s dream. The skittering of many small teeth on stone.

The memory had arrived.

And it was hungry.



Dusk found the village gathered again, but not in the clearing. They met in the Sacred Grove, where the oldest bois chandelle stood sentinel over a circle of smooth stones. Fireflies drifted like wandering stars in the deepening blue, and the air smelled of night-blooming jasmine and fear.

The elders stood at the center, but tonight, others joined them—Ren, Kael, and by Tomas’s insistence, Elara.

“They have made camp on the northern beach,” Ren reported. “Twenty-three men, all sick or injured to some degree. Their ship is badly damaged. It will take weeks to repair, if it can be repaired at all.”

“They’ve already started cutting trees,” Kael added, anger tightening his voice. “Young filao, near the stream. They didn’t ask. Didn’t even look to see if the trees were bearing fruit or housing nests.”

Lina closed her eyes. “The thirst of the hollow men. It begins.”

“What do they want?” Sela asked, her musical voice now grave.

“Everything,” Tomas said simply. “Men like that always want everything. And when they have it, they’ll want more.”

“We could drive them out,” Ren said. “We know the land. We could make them think the island is cursed. Strange lights, voices in the night...”

“And when that doesn’t work?” Mara the Weaver asked quietly. “When they have those metal sticks that spit thunder? I saw one today. A sailor pointed it at a bird and there was a flash and a bang and the bird fell from the sky, dead. How do we fight that?”

Silence followed. Heavy. Hopeless.

Then Elara spoke, her voice small but clear in the gathering dark. “The dodos.”

All eyes turned to her.

“What about them, child?” Tomas asked gently.

“They’re the island’s voice. Their song is the story. Maybe... maybe if we help them remember to sing. Loudly. So loudly that even hollow men can hear it. Maybe then...”

She trailed off, unsure of her own thought.

But Tomas was nodding slowly. “Not to frighten them away. To remind them.”

“Remind them of what?” Kael asked.

“Of what they’ve forgotten. That the world is alive. That it has a voice. That taking has consequences.” Tomas looked at each of them in turn. “We cannot fight them with weapons. We cannot outnumber them. But we can out-remember them.”

“The rats,” Elara said suddenly. “They’re part of it too, aren’t they?”

Lina nodded. “The island’s answer to the hollow men. A consequence made flesh. But consequences are blind. They don’t distinguish between guilty and innocent.”

“So what do we do?” Sela asked the question that hung in all their minds.

Tomas took a deep breath, and when he spoke, his voice was the sound of roots moving through stone. “We do what we have always done. We remember. We watch. We listen. And when the time comes, we stand between the innocent and the consequences.”

He placed a hand on Elara’s shoulder, then on Kael’s. “You two will be our eyes and ears. Go to their camp. Offer help. Learn their names, their stories. Find which ones still have hearts that can hear. And find which ones are already too hollow to save.”

“And the dodos?” Elara asked.

“Protect them. Hide the nesting grounds. Teach them caution, if such a thing can be taught.” Tomas’s face was sad in the firefly light. “The song must continue. Even if it becomes a lament.”

The meeting broke up, villagers slipping away into the darkness until only Elara and Kael remained.

“Are you afraid?” Kael asked quietly.

“Yes,” Elara admitted. “But not of the sailors.”

“Of what then?”

“Of becoming hollow myself. Of looking at the world and seeing only what I can take from it.” She looked at him. “Promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“If I start to forget—if I stop hearing the island’s breath—remind me. However you have to.”

Kael took her hand, his calloused fingers warm around hers. “I promise.”

From deep in the forest, the dodos began their evening song. But tonight, the melody was different. Slower. Sadder. As if they already knew what the coming days would bring.

And beneath it, if you listened very closely, you could hear another sound. The skittering of small feet on stone. The gnawing of teeth on wood. The whisper of consequences settling into their new home.

The island remembered.

And the remembering had just begun.
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Chapter 2: The Elders’ Warning
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The dream began with teeth.

Elara was running through a forest that was both familiar and strange. The trees were the right trees—bois chandelle with their blood-dark bark, filao with their whispering leaves—but they grew too close together, their branches intertwined like clenched fingers against a sky the color of a fresh bruise. She could hear the dodos singing, but the melody was wrong. It was fractured, like a pottery bowl dropped on stone, all sharp edges and discord.

Then she saw the eggs.

They were everywhere—nestled in roots, cradled in fern beds, half-buried in the soft loam of the forest floor. Each was the size of two fists together, cream-colored with faint speckles like scattered tea leaves. They pulsed with a soft, internal light, the promise of life waiting to unfold.

The teeth came from the shadows.

At first, just a skittering—the sound of dry leaves blown across rock. Then eyes appeared in the gloom. Dozens of them. Hundreds. Small, sharp, and hungry. The rats moved as one creature, a flowing darkness that covered the forest floor like incoming tide.

Elara tried to scream, to run, to do anything, but her feet were rooted to the earth. She could only watch as the first rat reached an egg. It didn't hesitate. Its teeth—yellowed, chipped, endlessly growing—sank into the shell. The crack was deafening in the dream-silence. Not the clean break of a hatching, but a splintering, a shattering.

The light inside the egg spilled out, golden and mournful, and was immediately swallowed by the shadows.

More rats came. More eggs broke. The forest filled with the sound of cracking, of gnawing, of small throats swallowing. The dodos' song became a wail—a sound of such profound grief that Elara felt her own heart crack in sympathy.

Then, from the center of the destruction, one egg remained whole. It glowed brighter than the others, pulsing like a captive star. The rats circled it, hesitant for the first time. Their eyes reflected the golden light, but their hunger was undiminished.

One rat, larger than the rest, its fur matted with something dark, crept forward. Its nose twitched. Its teeth gleamed.

Elara found her voice. "No!"

The rat looked at her. Not through her. At her. Its eyes were not the blank, hungry eyes of an animal. They were knowing. Ancient. They held a message she could almost decipher.

Then it spoke. Not with a voice, but directly into her mind.

You brought us, it said. You opened the door.

It turned back to the last egg, opened its jaws—



Elara woke gasping, the taste of copper in her mouth. For a moment, she didn't know where she was. The dream clung to her like cobwebs, the images so vivid she could still see the fractured eggshells, still smell the strange, musky odor of the rats.

Then reality reassembled itself. She was in her hut. Dawn light filtered through the gaps in the palm thatch, painting stripes of gold on the hard-packed earth floor. Old Tomas snored softly on his mat nearby, the sound regular as waves on sand.

But something was wrong.

The island wasn't breathing.

Elara sat up, her heart hammering against her ribs. She closed her eyes, reaching out with that part of her that had always been connected to the island's rhythm. There it was—the slow, deep inhalation and exhalation that was the background music of her life. But today, the rhythm was off. Hesitant. As if the island had a stone in its chest.

She dressed quickly, her fingers fumbling with the ties of her tunic. As she slipped out of the hut, she nearly collided with Kael, who was waiting outside, his face pale in the morning light.

"You felt it too," he said, not a question.

"The dream?"

"No. The silence."

Elara listened. He was right. The dawn chorus—the chatter of parakeets welcoming the sun, the cooing of the cinnamon doves, the melodic calls of the bulbul birds—was absent. The forest held its breath.

Together, they walked to the clearing. The village was already stirring, but quietly, without the usual morning chatter. People moved with deliberate care, as if afraid to disturb something fragile. Even the children were subdued, clinging to their parents' legs with wide, uncertain eyes.

At the center of the clearing, the elders had gathered. Tomas, Lina, Mara, Joro, and Sela stood in a circle, their heads bowed. Between them, on a woven mat, lay something that made Elara's breath catch.

Eggshells.

But not whole. Shattered. Gnawed.

Tomas looked up as they approached. His face was the color of weathered wood, his eyes sunken. "Come," he said, his voice rough. "See what the night brought."

Elara knelt beside the mat. There were four eggshells, each larger than her spread hand. The fractures were jagged, not the neat holes hatchlings would make. And along the edges, tiny tooth marks scored the calcium-rich surface.

"Rats," Kael breathed.

"Not just rats," Lina corrected. She picked up a fragment, turned it to the light. "Look at the pattern. See how the bites overlap? This wasn't hunger. This was... frenzy. As if they weren't just eating. They were making a point."

Elara remembered the dream—the flowing darkness, the purposeful destruction. "Where did you find them?"

"North of the spring," Mara said. Her hands, usually steady as she worked her loom, trembled slightly. "In the dodo nesting ground. We heard a commotion before dawn—screeching, flapping. By the time we got there..."

She didn't need to finish. Elara could picture it: the dodos, confused and frightened, trying to defend their nests against creatures they had never evolved to fear. Their trust—their beautiful, fatal trust—betrayed.

"The mothers?" Kael asked, his voice tight.

"Gone," Joro said. "Fled deeper into the forest. But not before we saw their eyes. They looked... bewildered. As if the world had suddenly stopped making sense."

Sela, Kael's mother, placed a hand on her son's shoulder. Her face, usually bright with song, was shadowed. "This is just the beginning. The rats will breed. Their numbers will grow. And the dodos don't know how to hide."

Tomas straightened, his bones creaking. "We need to warn the others. And we need to understand what we're facing."



The full village council gathered at the Meeting Rock as the sun cleared the trees. The mood was somber, the air thick with unspoken fear. Elara watched faces she had known all her life—the fisherfolk, the weavers, the growers, the children—and saw the same realization dawning in all of them: the world had changed overnight. The island's perfect balance, which had seemed as eternal as the tides, had been tipped.

Tomas stood before them, leaning on his stick. He didn't speak immediately, letting the silence stretch until it became its own kind of speech.

"Last night," he began, his voice carrying easily in the still air, "something died. Not just eggs. Not just potential life. Trust died. The dodos have lived on this island for longer than our stories remember. They have never known a predator that attacks their nests. They have never needed fear. That innocence is gone now."

A murmur ran through the crowd. Fear, yes. But also anger.

"Can we kill them?" Ren asked, his hand on his spear. "The rats, I mean. Set traps. Hunt them down."

"We can try," Tomas said. "But they are not like the crabs or the birds. They hide. They multiply. And they came from the ship, which means there may be hundreds we haven't seen yet."

Lina stepped forward. "There is another problem. The rats carry sickness. My grandmother told stories of islands where rats came on ships, and with them came fevers that burned whole villages. Fevers that made men see things that weren't there, that made blood come from eyes and mouths."

A child whimpered, and a mother pulled her close.

"Are you saying we're helpless?" Mara asked, her practical weaver's mind seeking solutions.

"No," Tomas said. "I'm saying we need to be smarter than we've ever been. We need to remember what the island has taught us. And we need to understand our enemy."

He turned to Elara and Kael. "You will go to the sailors' camp today. Take them gifts—fresh fruit, clean water. Watch them. Listen. Learn their routines, their weaknesses. And most importantly, see if any of them understand what they've brought here."

Elara's stomach tightened. The thought of going back to that camp, of seeing the hollow-eyed captain and the desperate men, filled her with dread. But she nodded.

"And us?" Ren asked, gesturing to the other hunters.

"You will begin making barriers around the nesting grounds. Sharp thorns, woven walls, anything to slow the rats down. But do it quietly. We don't want the sailors to know we're protecting something valuable."

"And the dodos themselves?" Sela asked. "Can we teach them to be afraid?"

Tomas's smile was sad. "Can you teach rain to fall upward? Can you teach tide to ignore the moon? The dodos are what they are. We cannot change their nature. We can only protect them until..."

He didn't finish. He didn't need to.

Until they learn fear, Elara thought. Or until they're all gone.



The path to the northern beach felt different today. The forest, usually a comforting presence, seemed to watch them with unseen eyes. Every rustle in the undergrowth made Elara jump. Was it a rat? Or just a lizard? Or something else?

They carried baskets of fruit—mangoes ripe and golden, starfruit with their waxy skins, bunches of small, sweet bananas. Kael also carried a clay pot of fresh water, its surface beaded with condensation.

"Remember," he said as they walked, "we're just being friendly. Curious. We don't know anything about rats or stolen eggs."

"Even though everyone on the island knows by now?"

"Especially because of that."

They reached the ridge overlooking the beach. Below, the sailors' camp sprawled like a wound on the sand. The ship, the Gelderland, lay tilted on its side where it had finally given up its fight with the rocks. Men swarmed over it like ants on a carcass, hammering, sawing, shouting in their harsh language.

The camp itself was chaos. Crates and barrels formed a haphazard semi-circle around a central fire pit. Already, the sand was littered with debris—discarded wrappings, broken tools, empty bottles. And everywhere, the rats.

Elara watched as one emerged from a sack of grain, its cheeks bulging. Another chased a beetle across the sand. Two more fought over a scrap of dried meat, their squeaks sharp and angry.

"They're not even trying to hide," Kael murmured.

"Why would they? They've found paradise."

They descended the slope, trying to look nonchalant. The first sailor to notice them was the young one—Willem. He was hauling a piece of splintered timber from the ship, his shoulders straining under the weight. When he saw them, he stopped, his expression unreadable.

Elara approached him first, holding out her basket. "For you," she said in the traders' tongue, a simplified language used between islands. "Food."

Willem hesitated, then lowered the timber. His eyes—that strange blue-green—flicked from the fruit to her face and back. Up close, he was younger than she'd thought, probably not much older than Kael. His skin was sunburned and peeling, his lips cracked, but there was an intelligence in his gaze that the other sailors lacked.

"Thank you," he said in the same tongue, his accent heavy but understandable. He took a mango, turned it over in his hands as if he'd never seen one before. "We have... little fresh food left."

"We have more," Kael said, joining them. He set the water pot down. "The spring is that way." He pointed. "Good water. Not salty."

Willem nodded, but his attention was on the camp behind them. Following his gaze, Elara saw the captain—Van der Berg—watching them from beside the fire. His eyes were narrowed, calculating.

"You should go," Willem said quietly. "The captain... he's not in a grateful mood today."

"Why?" Elara asked.

Before Willem could answer, a commotion erupted near the tree line. Two sailors were dragging something between them—something large and feathered and struggling.

A dodo.

Elara's breath caught. It was Mother Many-Chicks, recognizable by the distinctive pattern of darker feathers around her eyes. She flapped her useless wings, her feet scrabbling in the sand, her beak opening and closing in silent distress.

"Look what we found!" one of the sailors crowed in Dutch. "Fat as a Christmas goose and dumb as a post!"

The other sailor laughed, giving the dodo a kick that made it stumble. "Think it'll feed all of us?"

Willem dropped the mango. "Jakob, stop! They're not—"

But the captain was already striding over. He examined the dodo with the detached interest of a butcher assessing livestock. "Slow, isn't it?"

"Doesn't even try to run, Captain! Just stands there looking stupid!"

Van der Berg reached out, grabbed the dodo's beak, forcing it open. The bird made a soft, confused sound—whump?—as if asking what was happening.

"Tough beak," the captain mused. "Might make good tools. And the feathers..." He plucked one, making the dodo jerk. "Insulation for boots, perhaps."

Elara took a step forward, but Kael's hand on her arm stopped her. "Not yet," he whispered.

Willem approached the captain. "Sir, perhaps we shouldn't. The locals might—"

"Might what?" Van
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