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    For those whose names were lost to ash,and for the ones who will light the fire again.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Lememwar dan dife… zis mo non res lor sann."(Memory in fire… only my name remains in ash.)

      

    


Prologue: The Ember Sleeps

––––––––
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THE BOY HAD NOT SLEPT in two nights, and the blood on his shirt was not his own.

His breath rasped in the dense air as he climbed the narrow path cut into the volcanic ridge, one trembling footstep at a time. Around him, Trou Kanaka rose like a petrified wave — dark, jagged, long thought dead. But the boy knew better. The mountain remembered. The mountain mourned.

Behind him, the plantation was already ash and ruin. The fire he had set in the sugarcane fields had been meant as a signal, a warning to others still shackled. But the blaze had leapt with a hunger he hadn’t foreseen. It devoured faster than the overseers could scream.

And now, he was alone.

His name had once been Kavi. His people, stolen from the shores of ancient lands, called him something else in whispers — Sanmuk, the quiet one who listened to stones. Some said he had been born during an eclipse. Others claimed fireflies clung to his skin as a child. He remembered none of that.

What he did remember was his mother’s voice, murmuring lullabies in a tongue the slave drivers forbade. And he remembered his grandfather’s tales — of spirits that lived inside the land, not gods but watchers, bound to the elements. Fire, earth, water, air. All once balanced, until the cycle was broken by conquest and greed.

Tonight, he would beg them to listen. He would give them a name to remember.

The mouth of the cave loomed ahead, a crooked slit in the side of Trou Kanaka. Vines dangled across it like curtains. Inside, the air turned cooler — but it pulsed. Kavi stepped through, not hesitating, though the darkness folded around him like a shroud.

He had stolen the ember from the overseer’s forge the night before the revolt. It was no ordinary coal. He had found it in a box of rusted shackles, glowing faintly red even when all other fire had gone cold. Something had whispered to him through it. Not in words — in memory. In ache.

He carried it now in a cloth bundle wrapped in banana leaves and prayer beads, held close to his chest. It didn’t burn his skin. It didn’t even feel hot. But it beat with a rhythm, like a second heart.

Further in, the tunnel narrowed until Kavi had to crawl on hands and knees. The rock was slick with condensation, ancient and slick with whispers. He whispered back.

He didn’t know how long he crawled before the space opened again. A wide chamber, half-dome in shape, walls streaked with black obsidian and glimmering mineral threads. The ground was covered in fine, silvery ash that stuck to his bare feet. In the center, a raised stone slab waited. Not natural. Carved — smooth, etched with curling shapes that reminded him of fire licking a bowl’s rim.

He knew this place. He’d seen it in dreams. In fever.

Kavi stood, trembling, and approached the slab. He knelt beside it, unwrapping the ember with great care. When the cloth peeled back, the coal pulsed gently, as if recognizing the chamber. It cast no shadow.

He placed it on the center of the stone and bowed his head low.

“Kamalan,” he said, barely louder than a breath. “Gardié dife. Papa ki finn dormi anba lapousièr. Mo kone ou la.”

The walls didn’t tremble. No voice replied. But the air warmed.

He pressed both palms to the stone. “I do not come to awaken war,” he said, now in broken Creole. “I come to leave behind what we could not finish. Let memory burn where bodies could not rise.”

And then, in his mother’s lost tongue — Bhojpuri, soft and worn — he whispered, “Aag ko bhool mat jaana. Don’t forget the fire.”

The ember flared once. A single pulse.

Kavi sat back and removed a bone-handled blade from his belt. He didn’t flinch as he dragged it across his palm. His blood, dark and slow, dripped onto the slab. The ember drank it silently. The carvings beneath it briefly lit like veins beneath skin.

Then he spoke the last words he had rehearsed a hundred times in his mind:

“If we are buried, let it be with flame.
If we are forgotten, let stone remember our names.
If you sleep, Kamalan, sleep knowing we died free.”
The ash stirred. The ember brightened.

For a brief moment, the chamber filled with sound — not an explosion, not a voice, but music, like drums in the belly of the mountain. Rhythmic. Rebellious.

Then silence.

The ember dimmed, now buried in a faint crust of cooling ash. Kavi stood, swaying.

He would not leave through the same way he came. Already, he felt the mountain shifting. It would close behind him, seal the ember away. That was the pact.

He turned to the far end of the chamber, where a second passage wound downward toward the forgotten tunnels — once dug by hands like his to smuggle tea, salt, and bodies beneath the plantation lands. Somewhere there, others waited.

He was not the last. Only the first to remember.

As he stepped into the shadows, the ember behind him gave off one final, steady glow — and then went still.

The stone held it tight.

And above the chamber, the volcano slept on, long believed extinct, never knowing its bones held the seed of revolt.
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Chapter 1: A New Term Begins
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The sky over Mahébourg Secondary was a grayish blue, bruised with the last remnants of the southern tremor. Wind rolled in from the sea, dry and restless, tossing dust across the school courtyard. The bell hadn't rung yet, but students were already filing in, uniforms rumpled from the end-of-summer heat.

Anaya stood beneath the banyan tree by the outer wall, her fingers curled around the edge of her school bag, eyes scanning the horizon. The wind tugged at the hem of her skirt, the tie at her throat, and most annoyingly, the small obsidian feather that pulsed faintly inside her pocket.

It hadn’t stopped glowing since the cliffs.

She hadn’t told the others. Not fully. After the events at Pointe aux Ciel — the air spirit, the revelation of the marks, the shattering of what they thought was myth — she had said she needed time. Riyan had nodded like he understood. Mira hadn’t said anything, just hugged her tightly before leaving. Tao had said he’d wait until she was ready.

But time hadn’t helped. It had only made the feather brighter. And quieter. Too quiet.

“Looking for ghosts again?”

Anaya turned. Riyan stood behind her, uniform shirt untucked as always, hair freshly buzzed down on the sides but already windblown on top. His satchel was slung lazily over one shoulder, and his drone remote stuck awkwardly from his back pocket.

“Looking for normal,” she replied.

“Bad luck. You brought that feather back with you.”

He grinned, but there was tiredness behind it. They all carried it now — that subtle weight of having seen behind the curtain. It wasn’t something you could forget. Not after what happened with the spirit of air and the storm that nearly swallowed them.

The bell rang, shrill and reluctant.

Students began scattering into form lines. Teachers emerged from the staff room, armed with clipboards and resignation. The first day of the new term had begun, but for Anaya, it felt less like a beginning and more like a pause — a lull before something else.

They walked toward Block B together. Riyan nudged her with his elbow.

“You see Mira yet?”

Anaya shook her head. “I texted. No reply.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That’s not like her.”

“No,” Anaya agreed. “It’s not.”

—
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THEY FOUND TAO IN THE science lab. He was hunched over a notebook, drawing a volcano with meticulous lines and concentric ridges. His desk was already covered in papers, geological printouts, and an old map that looked like it had been copied by hand from something older still.

“Morning to you too,” Riyan muttered as he dropped into the seat beside him.

Tao didn’t look up. “You feel it?”

“Feel what?”

Tao pointed toward the ground. “Tremor. Yesterday night. 1.8 on the Richter scale. But it came from Trou Kanaka.”

Anaya blinked. “I thought that volcano was dead.”

Tao’s eyes flicked up. “It’s classified as extinct. But there’s no such thing as completely extinct. Just... forgotten.”

Anaya leaned in. “You’re saying it’s waking up?”

“I’m saying,” Tao said slowly, “that maybe it was never really asleep.”

He flipped the page of his notebook. On the next one, he’d drawn a spiral pattern — small concentric loops, like the ripple of something rising through earth. In the middle, he’d written a phrase in neat, square letters:

MOUN-LA PA ALÉ.
THE MOUTH FORBIDS ENTRY.
Riyan squinted. “Creole?”

“Colonial-era map,” Tao replied. “My dad found it while going through archives for his new book. There’s a place near Bois Chéri labeled with that phrase. Near the old plantations. Nobody goes there.”

“You think it’s connected?” Anaya asked. The feather pulsed once in her pocket.

“I think,” Tao said, “the land’s trying to speak. We just don’t know how to listen yet.”

—
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THE FIRST WEEK OF TERM passed in a blur of syllabi, announcements, and mandatory optimism. Anaya did her best to participate, to smile at jokes, to act like someone who hadn’t stood in the eye of a living storm. But she could feel it — that flicker behind her eyes, that soft warmth in her palm when the feather brushed her skin.

It wasn’t calling her. It was waiting.

On Thursday, Mira finally returned to school.

She arrived in the middle of chemistry, her uniform slightly off — sweater too thick for the weather, sleeves pulled over her hands. She didn’t make eye contact as she took her seat beside Anaya.

“Are you okay?” Anaya whispered.

Mira gave her a look. Not angry. Not sad. Just... hollow.

Anaya waited until class ended before asking again. “Where were you?”

Mira stared down at her bag. “I needed to be near water.”

Anaya didn’t press. She remembered the look on Mira’s face that night by the sea — when the spirit of air had whispered something only she heard. It had left a mark. Not physical, but deep.

Later that day, in the library, they sat together again — the four of them, as if nothing had changed. But everything had.

Tao pulled out another map. “My dad’s planning a field trip to Bois Chéri for his research. Wants us to come.”

“Us?” Riyan frowned.

“He thinks we’re... involved,” Tao admitted. “Or connected. He doesn’t say it out loud, but he knows. After what happened with the cliffs and the wind spirit? He’s not stupid.”

“Bois Chéri,” Mira murmured. “Where the tea fields are?”

Tao nodded. “And where the old tunnels run. Beneath the plantations.”

The feather flared, just once, sharp and hot. Anaya winced.

Riyan noticed. “It’s doing it again, isn’t it?”

She pulled it from her pocket. The obsidian shimmer had deepened — no longer just black, but lined with veins of red, like cooled lava. It throbbed like a heartbeat.

“I think,” she said, her voice dry, “it’s remembering something.”

“Or something is remembering us,” Mira said quietly.

They all fell silent.

Outside, the wind shifted. The sky above Mahébourg turned a deeper shade of grey, and far to the south, behind the sugarcane ridges and the rows of tea, a mountain long thought dead exhaled the faintest thread of warmth.

Not a warning. A whisper.
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Chapter 2: A Tremor in the South
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The tremor began at 2:47 a.m.

Not with a jolt, but a sound — low and long, like a groan from beneath the bedrock of the island itself. In the hills above Bois Chéri, where the tea rows ran in velvet green stripes across the earth, the sound rippled underfoot. Cicadas stopped chirping. A dog howled once and fell silent. Then the earth gave a single, deep shudder.

By 2:50, it was over.

But something had shifted.

—
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IN THE MORNING, NEWS of the tremor spread quickly, though no one seemed especially alarmed. Tremors were not unheard of in the south. Minor quakes happened every few years, barely strong enough to rattle shutters. This one had lasted less than ten seconds.

Still, the seismology unit at the University of Mauritius dispatched a team, mostly as a precaution. A white four-wheel drive with the university crest pulled into the Bois Chéri forestry station by noon, its back filled with ground sensors and long-range microphones.

The team’s lead, Dr. Asha Dewansingh, stood by the edge of the road, sipping tea from a thermos and watching the clouds gather over Trou Kanaka.

“I want a reading every hundred meters,” she said, tapping her stylus against her tablet. “Don’t just map the fault line. I want to see if there’s acoustic activity as well.”

One of her students, a tall boy with thick-rimmed glasses, frowned. “You think it’s volcanic?”

“I think it’s stubborn,” she said. “And old.”

She didn’t say what else she thought: that the sound had lingered too long in her chest. That she’d heard something inside it — a rhythm. Not mechanical. Not tectonic. Like breathing.

She took another sip of her tea and stared at the volcano’s silhouette.

No smoke. No fire. But something was stirring in the bones of the mountain.

—
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BACK AT MAHÉBOURG SECONDARY, Anaya sat on the steps outside the library, her fingers brushing the feather in her pocket as the early afternoon sun shimmered off the concrete tiles. The feather had stayed cool all morning — until now.

Without warning, it pulsed once. Heat bloomed up her arm.

Anaya flinched.

Riyan, sitting beside her eating the last of a dry cheese sandwich, looked over. “Feather again?”

“Stronger,” she muttered. “Like it’s... waking up.”

Riyan glanced toward the south, where the mountains loomed faintly on the horizon beyond the sugarcane fields. “You hear about the tremor?”

She nodded.

“My cousin’s in Bel Ombre,” he added. “Said his windows shook. Just for a second.”

“That’s near Bois Chéri.”

Riyan nodded slowly. “And Tao’s dad wants to take us there.”

“Coincidence?”

“Not anymore.”

They both looked up as Tao jogged toward them, a folder tucked under his arm and his hair sticking out in every direction like he’d forgotten to comb it.

“I got clearance,” he said, breathless.

“For what?” Anaya asked.

“The field trip. My dad cleared it with the headmaster. He called it an ‘interdisciplinary heritage excursion.’ We’re going next week. Friday.”

“Next week?” Riyan blinked. “That’s barely enough time to pack snacks.”

Tao grinned. “He pulled strings.”

“Where are we staying?” Anaya asked.

“There’s a research cabin near the edge of the old Bois Chéri estate. Used to be part of the plantation system, but now the forestry commission manages it. Solar panels, backup generator, all that. It’s pretty isolated.”

Anaya’s feather warmed again. She took a slow breath. “Have you told Mira?”

“I will,” Tao said, more quietly. “She hasn’t been answering her phone.”

—
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THAT NIGHT, ANAYA COULDN’T sleep.

The wind scratched at her windows like dry leaves chasing ghosts, and somewhere in the back of her mind, something was humming — low and steady, like the tremor hadn’t quite stopped. The feather rested on her nightstand, and for the first time since she’d brought it back, it cast a faint glow in the dark.

She sat up and touched it.

Immediately, her vision blurred.

She saw — not with her eyes, but with something deeper — a tunnel. No light. Just heat. A man crouched in the darkness, dirt-streaked and bleeding, pressing a palm to a smooth stone wall. There was a spiral burned into the wall, like a symbol. The man whispered something, but Anaya couldn’t hear it.

Then the vision snapped.

She gasped aloud and stumbled out of bed. The feather had gone cold again.

Outside, in the trees behind her house, something rustled. A bird — maybe. Or not.

She didn’t sleep the rest of the night.

—
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THREE DAYS LATER, MIRA finally agreed to meet.

They gathered in the abandoned greenhouse behind the science block, a place the gardeners had long since given up on. Dust floated through cracked windows. The air smelled of soil and old roots.

Mira stood by the dead lemon tree in the center, her arms crossed.

“I didn’t want to go back there,” she said. “The south. The plantations. I’ve seen enough ghosts.”

“I think we’re meant to,” Anaya said gently.

Mira looked at her. “What if we’re not ready?”

Riyan spoke from where he was perched on an overturned planter. “Were we ready the first time?”

Mira was silent.

Tao unfolded a large sheet of paper and spread it across the potting table. It was a topographic map — hills, ravines, and a dark red outline showing the perimeter of Trou Kanaka. At the southern base, near the edge of a gray-stippled plantation ruin, he had circled an area in pencil.

“This is where the tremor originated,” he said. “The readings came in yesterday. Seismic activity. Weak, but real.”

Riyan leaned closer. “And that?”

Tao tapped the circle. “It’s marked on the colonial map I found. Moun-la Pa Alé.”

“The forbidden mouth,” Anaya whispered.

“Could be a collapsed lava tube. Could be a burial site. Could be nothing.” Tao looked up. “But I think it’s where we’ll find the next piece.”

“What piece?” Mira asked.

Tao didn’t answer. Instead, Anaya pulled the feather from her pocket. Its veins shimmered again — deeper now, flecked with orange. “I think it’s guiding us. I think the marks... aren’t just signs. They’re keys.”

“To what?”

Anaya looked out the cracked window, toward the distant haze of the southern mountains.

“To something buried.”

—
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THAT FRIDAY, THE FOUR of them sat in the back of a forestry jeep rumbling through the hills above Bois Chéri. The air smelled of wet earth and tea leaves. The road narrowed the higher they climbed, hemmed in by moss-covered stone walls and trees bent by wind.

Anaya held the feather tightly in her hand.

Every curve in the road made it warmer.

Every turn brought them closer.

At last, they reached the cabin — a low stone structure with a tin roof, surrounded by brush and old banyans. Beyond it, the land dropped away into a ravine. At the far side, the lip of a dark hole yawned, barely visible through the trees.

Tao’s father stood on the porch, waving. “Welcome to Kanaka’s shoulder,” he said, gesturing grandly.

“What’s that?” Mira asked, nodding toward the distant hole.

He smiled. “That,” he said, “is a place no one talks about anymore.”

He looked at Anaya then, as if he knew.

“But some things,” he said, “are done being forgotten.”
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Chapter 3: Invitation from Tao
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The invitation arrived as an envelope, not a message — which, in the age of instant everything, made it feel ceremonial.

Anaya found it tucked into her locker on Monday morning, sealed with a faded wax stamp bearing a circular emblem she didn’t recognize — a spiral, like a cyclone or a whirlpool carved into stone. For a moment she thought it might be a prank. Then she saw the handwriting. Tao’s. Precise. Intentional.

Inside: a folded card printed on archival parchment.

You are formally invited to accompany Mr. Yin Jun-Sun and research assistants to the Trou Kanaka site for a cultural-volcanological inquiry. Duration: three days. Departure: Friday. Supplies will be provided. Bring trust. And maybe rope.

— Tao

At the bottom, in smaller handwriting:
PS: Something is waking up.
Anaya stared at it for a long time before closing her locker.

—
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LATER THAT DAY, THEY gathered under the filao trees near the school’s back gate — the place they always went when they needed to talk about things that didn’t fit into class periods or timetables. Tao sat cross-legged on the root of a tree, holding a folder filled with old maps and topographic overlays. Riyan slouched nearby, chewing on a piece of lemongrass and watching birds drift overhead. Mira sat apart, sketching in the corner of her journal, the lines growing more abstract each day.

“You all got the invitation?” Tao asked, like it was a formality.

Anaya nodded. “It felt like an old key.”

Riyan grunted. “It felt like homework.”

Tao smirked. “It’s both.”

He opened the folder and pulled out a copy of the spiral map. This one was printed with layers: one from colonial records, one from geological data, one more — newer, and overlaid with bright orange points that blinked like heat signatures.

“These aren’t from government maps,” Tao said. “They’re from a private drone scan my dad commissioned last year. He never published it.”

“Why?” Mira asked, pausing in her sketch.

Tao hesitated. “Because it showed things he couldn’t explain. Heat spirals in a region where the ground should be cold. Subterranean voids. Something like... echoes.”

“Echoes of what?” Anaya asked.

“Of voices. Of sound. And this—”

He pulled out a photograph.

It showed a section of basalt rock, blackened and smooth, with a shallow depression shaped like a footprint — but not human. Too large. The edges faintly glowed from some kind of mineral residue.

Mira leaned closer, frowning. “That’s not natural.”

“Kamalan,” Anaya whispered. The name came unbidden. The spirit of fire.

Tao nodded. “We think it might be one of the Guardians. Maybe the same one your feather responds to.”

Anaya reached into her pocket and pulled it out. The obsidian shimmered again, veined with flickers of orange-gold now, like something preparing to burn from the inside.

“It’s getting stronger,” she said. “Faster.”

Riyan looked at Tao. “So what’s your dad really looking for? Truth? Myth? Buried treasure?”

“All of the above,” Tao said. “But
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