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    For those who carry the weight of memory,For the ones who loved and lost and loved again,For the forgotten whose names were stolen,For the hope that survives the harvest.
To my mother, who taught me that home is not a place but a feeling.To my father, who showed me that memory is the only thing that makes us real.To my sister, who lives in the spaces between my dreams.
And for Anika—Wherever you are, whenever you are,I am still holding your hand.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The Hollow Mirror does not show you what you are. It shows you what you have forgotten. And what you have forgotten, it consumes."
— Tante Roseline, The Book of the Veilleurs
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Chapter One: The Black Egg
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The plane descended through a bruised sky, the Indian Ocean a restless sheet of hammered gunmetal below. Richard Lakaz pressed his forehead to the cold window, watching the island emerge from the clouds like a wound that had never quite healed. The smell of recycled air and his own stale life filled his nostrils, and he breathed it in like a man learning to suffocate.

Ten years. A decade of museums in London and Paris, of sterile halls and academic accolades, of running so far and so fast that he'd almost convinced himself he'd escaped. But Mauritius had a way of calling you back. It was in the blood, his mother used to say. In the bones. And Richard's bones remembered things his mind had tried to forget.

The island grew larger, its green spine rising from the turquoise shallows like the back of some ancient beast. Richard could see the sugar cane fields now, their green stalks swaying in the trade winds, and beyond them, the dark mass of Black River Gorges National Park—a wilderness of volcanic peaks and dense forest that had always felt like a place where the world's oldest secrets went to hide.

His hands pressed flat against the window, and he caught his own reflection staring back at him. Forty-four years old, and the face that looked at him was a stranger's. Too thin. Too pale. The face of a man who'd spent his life looking at the past, digging it up, cataloguing it, and burying it again in his notebooks. The face of a man who'd forgotten how to live in the present because the present was where his failures lived.

He touched his chest, where a photograph sat in his breast pocket. His sister, Lise. Eight years old, missing a front tooth, her arms wrapped around his neck at Trou aux Biches beach. He'd taken it with him everywhere for twenty years—a talisman against forgetting. But lately, he'd started to notice things. The way the edges of her face blurred when he tried to picture her. The way her voice in his memory had begun to sound like someone else's. The way the grief that had once been a living thing, a constant companion, had started to feel like... routine.

You're not here for the work, a voice whispered in his head. His own voice, but younger. The voice of the man he'd been before he'd left. You're here for the ghosts.

The plane shuddered, and the landing gear descended with a mechanical groan that sounded almost human. The pilot's voice crackled over the intercom, a Creole-accented French that felt like coming home—or like a door slamming shut behind him. Richard's fingers found the leather-bound journal in his bag, the one with the cracked spine and water-stained pages. The one where he'd written all the things he couldn't say out loud. He'd filled it over the years, a record of his excavations and his dreams, but lately the dreams had started to bleed into the pages. Words he didn't remember writing. Drawings of spheres and crowned figures and forests made of bones.

He'd told himself it was stress. Exhaustion. The pressure of his work. But even as the plane touched down on the tarmac, the familiar heat of the island rushing in through the air vents like a living breath, he knew the truth.

He was running out of time.



The arrivals hall was a chaos of noise and color—travelers in bright shirts, children running between the legs of their parents, the ever-present smell of sugarcane and diesel and something floral that Richard couldn't name but would recognize anywhere. He pulled his bag through the crowd, his eyes scanning the faces behind the barrier.

And there she was.

Anika Ramgoolam stood at the front of the crowd, her arms crossed, her expression a careful mask of neutrality. She was taller than he remembered, or maybe he'd just shrunk in her absence. Her hair was cropped short now, practical and severe, and her skin had the deep brown glow of the Mauritian earth after rain. She wore a simple linen dress, the kind she'd always favored because it was easy to move in, to work in, to forget about.

Their eyes met, and for a moment—just a moment—something flickered in her face. Then the mask was back, and she was walking toward him with the controlled grace of a woman who'd spent years learning not to show weakness.

"Richard." Her voice was flat. Professional. She said his name like it was a greeting and an accusation at the same time.

"Anika." He stopped a few feet away, suddenly aware of how little he'd prepared for this moment. How little he'd prepared for any of it.

She looked at him for a long moment, and he could see her cataloguing the changes. The new lines around his eyes. The hollow in his cheeks. The way his hands—hands that had once held hers in the dark—trembled slightly as he adjusted his grip on his bag.

"You look terrible," she said. Not cruel. Just honest. It was always her honesty that had broken him.

"I know." He tried to smile, but it felt wrong on his face. "It's good to see you, Anika."

She didn't return the smile. "The car's outside. Your father's been asking about you." A pause. "He's been asking about you for years, Richard. Maybe you should have thought about that before you disappeared."

The words hit him like stones, each one bruising a different part of him. He opened his mouth to explain, to defend himself, but what could he possibly say? That he'd been afraid? That he'd been so consumed by his own shame—Lise's death, his father's slow surrender to dementia, his failure to hold on to anything that mattered—that he'd chosen the coward's way out? That he'd fled to Europe and buried himself in the past because the present had become unbearable?

Anika saw the answer in his face. She always had. Her expression softened, just a fraction.

"Come on," she said, turning away. "Let's get you home."



The drive through Curepipe was a blur of familiar streets and unfamiliar changes. The old colonial buildings that Richard remembered from his childhood still stood, their pastel facades faded but dignified, but they were increasingly sandwiched between modern shopping centers and apartment complexes. The island was changing, and Richard couldn't decide if it was progress or erasure.

Anika drove in silence, her hands steady on the wheel, her gaze fixed on the road ahead. Richard watched her from the passenger seat, trying to bridge the gulf that had opened between them. They'd been lovers once. Brief, intense, all-consuming. The kind of love that felt like it could survive anything. But Richard had been young and broken, and when Anika had pushed him toward the life he should have been living, the life they could have had together, he'd pushed back. He'd sabotaged it. He'd run.

"We need to talk," he said finally. "About the project."

"The restoration." Her voice was carefully neutral. "I've read your proposal. The Chapel of Saint-Gérard. Quite a project."

"It's more than a restoration." He leaned forward, his voice quickening. "There are reports from the early colonial period—things that don't match the official record. Stories about the slaves who built the chapel. About what they found there."

Anika shot him a glance. "And you think you're going to find something? In a pile of rubble that's been sitting in the middle of the gorges for three hundred years?"

"I know there's something." He pulled out his journal, flipping to a page filled with sketches and notes. "The foundation records show a structure beneath the chapel—something older. The missionaries who built it on top didn't put it there by accident. They were hiding something."

"And what exactly do you think they were hiding?"

Richard hesitated. How could he explain it? The dreams that had plagued him for years, the feeling that something ancient and powerful was buried in the heart of the island, waiting to be found? The way his fingers had started to trace the shape of the sphere in his sleep, the way he'd woken with the taste of dirt and copper in his mouth?

"I don't know," he admitted. "But I need to find out."

Anika's hands tightened on the wheel. "You always did need to find out, Richard. That's what made you such a good archaeologist. And such a terrible partner." She pulled the car to a stop at the curb, and Richard realized they'd arrived.

His father's house was smaller than he remembered. The two-story colonial had once seemed grand to his child's eyes, a home filled with light and laughter and his mother's singing. Now it looked tired, its white paint peeling, its garden overgrown with creepers that climbed the walls like grasping fingers.

"He doesn't always know who I am," Anika said quietly. "Some days he thinks I'm your mother. Some days he thinks I'm a stranger. But he always knows your name."

Richard's throat tightened. "Is he...?"

"The same." Her voice softened. "He's the same, Richard. He hasn't changed, except that he's forgotten more. But he still asks about you. Every day."

Richard stepped out of the car, the heat of the island wrapping around him like a wet blanket. The scent of jasmine and earth filled his lungs, and for a moment he was a boy again, standing in this same spot, watching his mother tend her garden, his father on the porch reading the newspaper, Lise chasing the chickens in the yard.

But Lise was dead. His mother was dead. His father was somewhere inside that house, trapped in a mind that was slowly erasing him. And Richard had been a continent away, pretending he could outrun the weight of it all.

He walked up the path, his footsteps loud on the cracked concrete. The front door was open, and he could hear the familiar drone of the ceiling fan, the clatter of someone moving in the kitchen.

"Papa?" His voice cracked on the word. It was ridiculous—he'd stood in front of university boards and government committees, presented papers at international conferences, commanded rooms full of distinguished academics. But standing in his father's doorway, he felt like a child again. Small. Scared. Hoping for absolution.

His father was in the living room, sitting in his favorite armchair, his hands folded in his lap. He was thinner than Richard remembered, his skin a delicate parchment stretched over the bones of his face. But his eyes—his eyes were clear. Sharp. The same eyes that had once taught Richard how to fish, how to read, how to be a man.

"Richard." His father's voice was soft, but it held none of the confusion that Anika had warned him about. "You came."

"I came, Papa." Richard crossed the room, his legs feeling like lead. "I'm sorry it took so long."

His father reached out, his hand shaking slightly, and Richard took it. The skin was warm and papery, the bones like bird bones, delicate and fragile.

"I've been waiting," his father said. "I've been waiting for you to come home."

Richard sank to his knees beside the chair. "I'm here now."

His father smiled, and for a moment—just a moment—he looked like the man Richard remembered. Strong. Unbreakable. "Your mother," he said, his voice drifting. "Your mother always said you'd come home. She said the island would call you back."

Richard's breath caught. "You remember Mama?"

But his father was already drifting away, his eyes losing focus, his hand going slack in Richard's grip. "The chapel," he murmured. "Be careful of the chapel. She's buried there, you know. All of her. Everything she was."

Richard's blood ran cold. "Papa? What do you mean?"

But his father had retreated into silence, his gaze fixed on something Richard couldn't see. Something in the corner of the room, or maybe something in his own mind. Richard followed his gaze, but there was nothing there. Just shadows. Just the dim light filtering through the dusty curtains.

"Papa?"

No answer. Just the slow, rhythmic sound of breathing, the faint trace of a smile on his father's lips.

Richard stayed there for a long time, kneeling beside the chair, his hand wrapped around his father's fragile fingers. Anika came in at some point, her footsteps soft on the tiles. She stood in the doorway, watching them with an expression Richard couldn't read.

"He was lucid when I spoke to him this morning," she said quietly. "He remembered that you were coming. He said he had something to show you."

Richard looked up. "What something?"

Anika shrugged. "He didn't say. But he was very particular about it. He kept repeating something." She paused. "He kept saying, 'She's waiting. She's been waiting for so long.'"



That night, Richard couldn't sleep. The hotel room in Curepipe was clean and modern, a sterile box of white walls and white sheets that smelled of bleach and air freshener. It was the kind of room that reminded him of all the places he'd stayed over the years, all the anonymous spaces where he'd tried to disappear.

But the ghosts were here too.

He lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, the familiar hum of the ceiling fan doing nothing to drown out the noise in his head. His father's words echoed in his skull: The chapel. Be careful of the chapel. She's buried there, you know.

Who was "she"? His mother? Lise? Someone else?

And why did the thought of the chapel make his stomach twist with something that felt like anticipation?

He reached for his journal, the leather cover warm against his skin. The pages were filled with his notes—sketches of the chapel, historical references, theories about what might lie beneath it. But as he flipped through them, he stopped at a page he didn't recognize.

It was a drawing. A sphere, perfectly smooth, perfectly black, its surface absorbing the light around it. The lines were sharp, precise, not at all like his usual hurried sketches. And beneath the sphere, in a handwriting that was almost his but not quite:

L'Œuf Noir. The Black Egg. Fallen from the sky. Those who touch it see the truth. Those who see the truth are lost.

Richard's hands shook. He didn't remember drawing this. He didn't remember writing these words. But the familiarity of it, the feeling that he'd seen this before—not in his journal, but somewhere deeper, somewhere older—was overwhelming.

He closed the journal, his heart pounding. The room felt smaller somehow, the walls closing in. The shadows in the corners seemed to deepen, to shift, to take on shapes that made no sense.

You've been dreaming, a voice whispered. A voice that was his own, but not his own. A voice that sounded like it came from a very long way away.

You've been dreaming for a very long time.

Richard snapped the light on, the sudden brightness making him wince. The room was just a room. The shadows were just shadows. The voice was just his imagination.

But the drawing in his journal was still there. And the words beneath it were still there.

He got out of bed, his bare feet cold on the tiles, and walked to the window. The city of Curepipe lay before him, a patchwork of lights and darkness. Beyond it, the black mass of the mountains rose against the star-scattered sky.

Somewhere out there, the chapel of Saint-Gérard sat in ruins, waiting for him.

Waiting for him to dig up whatever was buried beneath it.



The dreams came again at dawn, pulling Richard under before he could resist.

He was standing in a field of sugar cane, the stalks towering above him like the bars of a cage. The sky was wrong—a bruise of violet and gold, the clouds churning like a storm that would never break. The air was thick with the scent of burning sugar and something else, something darker, something that made his stomach clench with fear.

And in the distance, a voice. Singing.

Richard walked toward it, his feet sinking into the damp earth. The cane parted before him, and through the stalks he could see—could see—

A platform. And on the platform, a figure. Tall. Crowned. Its antlers scraping the sky like the branches of a dead tree.

And in its hands, a sphere. Perfectly black. Perfectly smooth. Drinking the light.

"Welcome home, Richard Lakaz," the figure said, and its voice was a chorus of whispers, a thousand voices speaking as one. "We've been waiting for you. We've been waiting for so long."

Richard tried to run, but his legs wouldn't move. The sphere in the figure's hands began to pulse, a slow rhythm like a heartbeat, and the ground beneath his feet began to shake.

"You've been lost," the figure said, its antlers scraping closer, its form shifting like smoke. "But you're home now. And home never forgets."

Richard opened his mouth to scream—

And woke with a gasp, his body drenched in sweat, his heart slamming against his ribs. The hotel room was bright with morning light. The ceiling fan hummed. The sounds of the city filtered through the window.

But there was something in his hand. Something smooth and warm.

He looked down.

A fragment of black stone lay in his palm, its surface smooth as glass, its edges sharp as a knife. It was smaller than his thumb, but the weight of it was impossible—like holding a piece of the night sky, a fragment of a black hole.

Richard stared at it, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. He didn't remember picking it up. He didn't remember finding it. But the stone was there, real and solid in his hand, and it was pulsing with a faint, rhythmic warmth.

The Black Egg, a voice whispered in his mind. Fallen from the sky.

Richard's hand closed around the fragment, and for the first time since he'd set foot on the island, he felt something that wasn't fear or guilt or regret.

He felt purpose.

He was going to find the sphere. He was going to understand what it was, what it wanted, why it had called him home.

And nothing—not the ghosts of his past, not the warnings of his father, not the judgment in Anika's eyes—was going to stop him.



Anika was waiting for him at the chapel site, her face shadowed by the massive canopy of the Black River Gorges. The ruins of Saint-Gérard rose before them, a skeleton of its former self, its whitewashed walls stained the color of old blood by a century of monsoon rains. The air was thick with the scent of damp earth and rotting vegetation, and the drone of insects filled the spaces between the rustle of the trees.

"You look like you didn't sleep," Anika said, her voice flat.

"I didn't." Richard pulled his equipment from the car, his hands steadier than they had any right to be. The fragment of black stone was in his pocket, its warmth a constant presence against his thigh. "I had a dream."

"About what?"

Richard paused, considering how much to tell her. He couldn't explain it—not yet. Not when he didn't understand it himself. "Just a dream," he said. "Nothing important."

Anika's eyes narrowed, but she didn't push. She'd learned a long time ago that Richard would tell her what he wanted to tell her when he was ready. Or not. Usually not.

The chapel was smaller than the records suggested. A single nave, a crumbling altar, a stone floor cracked and uneven. The roof had collapsed in places, letting in shafts of green light that made the ruined space feel underwater. Richard walked among the rubble, his fingers tracing the contours of the stone, his mind cataloguing the damage.

This was what he did. This was what he was good at. Looking at the past, piecing it together, finding the story hidden in the cracks.

But the chapel was different. It felt different. The air was heavier here, the shadows deeper. And beneath the sounds of the forest, beneath the drone of insects and the rustle of leaves, Richard could hear something else. A rhythm. A drum.

"Did you hear that?" he asked, turning to Anika.

She frowned. "Hear what?"

Richard strained his ears. The sound was gone, if it had ever been there. But the memory of it lingered, a vibration in his bones, a pulse that seemed to come from the earth itself.

"Nothing," he said. "Forget it."

They worked in silence for the next few hours, clearing debris from the altar, documenting the damage, marking the areas that would need the most attention. Richard's hands were steady, his mind focused, but beneath the surface, the hum of the fragment in his pocket was a constant, driving pulse.

He'd never felt more alive.



It was Anika who found it.

She was standing near the back of the chapel, her foot resting on a loose stone, when the ground gave way beneath her. She stumbled back with a cry, and Richard was at her side in an instant, his hands gripping her arms, his heart hammering.

"Are you all right?"

"I'm fine." She shook him off, but her face was pale. "The ground... there's something under there."

Richard knelt, his fingers tracing the edges of the hole she'd created. The stone had been displaced, revealing a set of steps descending into darkness. They were old—older than the chapel, older than the stone around them. The edges were smooth, worn by centuries of use, and the air rising from below was cool and damp.

"Anika," he said, his voice barely a whisper. "Get the torch."



The steps led down into a flooded basement, the water dark and still, its surface a mirror that reflected nothing. Richard waded in, the torch in his hand cutting a beam through the murk. The water was cold, up to his knees, and the walls were slick with moss and age.

He'd seen basements like this before. Old tombs, underground chambers, forgotten crypts. But this one was different. The air was charged with something that made his skin prickle and his breath come faster.

"Richard." Anika's voice echoed from the top of the stairs. "What is it?"

He didn't answer. His torch beam had found something at the far end of the chamber. A pedestal. And on the pedestal—

A sphere. Perfectly smooth. Perfectly black. Drinking the light.

Richard's hands shook. The fragment in his pocket flared with heat, pulsing in time with his racing heart. The sphere seemed to be waiting for him, watching him, calling him.

"Richard!" Anika again, more urgent this time. "What's down there?"

He should have told her. He should have called for help. But the sphere was beautiful, and the compulsion to touch it—to understand it—was a physical ache in his chest.

"Stay there," he said. "I'll be right back."

He waded forward, the water lapping at his thighs, the pedestal growing closer with each step. The sphere was larger than the fragment, larger than his fist, but the surface was the same—perfectly black, absorbing the torch's light like a hungry mouth.

Touch it, a voice whispered. Touch it and see. Touch it and know.

Richard's hand reached out, his fingers trembling.

Touch it and be whole.

His skin met the sphere's surface.

And the world twisted.



The chapel was gone. The basement was gone. Richard stood in a field of black cane, the stalks towering above him like the bars of a cage. The sky was violet and gold, the clouds churning, and the air was thick with the scent of burning sugar and something older, something that tasted like the inside of a tomb.

He tried to move, but his legs were rooted to the spot. He tried to scream, but his lungs filled with water.

And then he saw them.

The Dodos. Not the clumsy, doomed birds of children's stories, but sleek, feathered things with eyes like polished obsidian. They moved through the undergrowth with the quiet purpose of predators, their heads cocked, their gazes fixed on him.

And beyond them, in the cane fields, shapes moved. Crowned shapes. Too tall, too many limbs, their silhouettes shifting like smoke in the wind.

The Shepherds.

Richard opened his mouth to scream—

And woke gasping on the basement floor, his clothes soaked, his chest burning. The sphere was gone. Or perhaps it had never been there.

Anika's face appeared above him, her eyes wide with terror. "Richard! Richard, can you hear me?"

He coughed, water streaming from his mouth, his body shaking with cold and shock. The fragment was still in his pocket, warm against his thigh. The drumming was louder now, a pulse that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.

"I saw them," he gasped. "I saw them."

"Saw who?" Anika's hands were on his face, forcing him to look at her. "Richard, you need to tell me what's happening."

But Richard couldn't answer. His mind was still in that other place, that impossible world of black cane and crowned shadows. He'd seen the truth, the raw and terrible truth, and it had
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