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    For those who search Beneath the roots of what we know, Where questions twist and memories grow, To the ones who leave the sun behind— Mothers who wait, daughters who find.
For the voices lost in silent stone, The love we trade, the seeds we've sown, This key is turned, this door laid bare, To every heart that chose to care.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some places remember. And some memories are not for us— until we become them." — Anonymous inscription found beneath Le Morne Brabant, 1973
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Chapter 1: The Tree That Should Not Exist
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The accident had erased the before and after, leaving only the raw, bleeding middle.

Klaus Weber understood this the way he understood unconformities in rock layers—the gaps where time simply stopped recording, where millennia vanished without explanation. His wife Greta had been humming. His daughter Mira had been arguing about whether the turtle they passed on the coastal road was a hawksbill or a green sea turtle—she was seven, already fierce about classifications, already her father's daughter. Then the lorry had drifted across the center line, and Klaus had woken in a hospital bed with a fractured clavicle and a world that no longer contained the two people who had made it bearable.

That was eight months ago. Eight months of polite sympathy from colleagues who did not know what to say. Eight months of Greta's half of the wardrobe hanging undisturbed. Eight months of Mira's schoolbooks still stacked on the desk in their rental house in Curepipe, the last math problem unsolved.

Klaus had returned to field work because the alternative was sitting in that house, measuring silences. The German geological survey had contracted him to assess erosion patterns on Mauritius's southwestern coast—routine, measurable, safe. He had been here for three weeks, staying in a bare boarding house in Chamarel, rising before dawn to take soil samples and compass bearings and elevation readings. The work required nothing from him except his hands and his training. That was the bargain he had made with himself: his body would do the work, and his mind would remain a sealed vault.

It was not working.

On the morning of October 17, 1978, Klaus left the marked trail near the base of Le Morne Brabant. He told himself it was professional curiosity—the geological maps showed a small valley in this vicinity, unnamed, probably just a collapsed lava tube or a weather-worn depression. His rucksack contained his Brunton compass, his chronometer, his soil sampler, a canteen, and a packet of stale biscuits. He had not told anyone where he was going. That was not unusual. Klaus had always worked alone.

The descent was gradual at first, through acacia and tamarin trees whose leaves clicked softly in the trade wind. Then the vegetation changed without warning. The acacias gave way to something older, thicker, the undergrowth choked with ferns that seemed to reach for his ankles. Klaus paused to consult his compass, then looked up.

He could not see the sky.

The canopy had closed completely overhead, woven so tight that the morning light filtered down in thin green strands, like light through bottle glass. The air was wrong—thicker than it should be, heavier, with a sweetness that reminded him of overripe fruit and something else, something he could not name. His boots made no sound on the leaf litter. He stopped walking and listened. The forest had gone silent. No birds, no insects, no rustle of small creatures in the undergrowth. Just the thud of his own heart and the slow drag of his breathing.

Klaus considered turning back. A rational man would have turned back. But rationality had failed him in every way that mattered, and something in that silence was not threatening but inviting. Like a held breath waiting to be released.

He continued downward.

The valley opened before him without transition—one moment he was pushing through ferns, the next he stood at the edge of a perfect bowl-shaped depression perhaps two hundred meters across. The slope was too regular to be natural, the rock exposed in the surrounding walls too uniform. Basalt, he noted automatically, but weathered in a way he had never seen. The usual columnar jointing was absent. Instead, the stone seemed to flow, curving in slow spirals that caught the thin light and held it.

At the valley's center stood a tree.

Klaus had studied the flora of the Mascarene Islands as part of his survey preparation. He knew the Takamaka tree—Calophyllum inophyllum—by its description: salt-tolerant, slow-growing, found along coastlines, its wood prized for boat-building. But this tree was not growing along a coastline. It rose from bare, rocky soil that should have supported nothing more than lichen. Its trunk was enormous, easily four meters in diameter, the bark blackened with age and furrowed into patterns that looked almost like writing. The branches spread outward in a crown so wide it seemed to hold the valley's walls apart, preventing them from collapsing inward.

And the leaves were wrong. They were not the deep green of a healthy Takamaka. They were the color of new grass in spring, of malachite, of light seen through sea water—a green that hurt to look at, that seemed to vibrate at the edges of Klaus's vision.

He stepped into the valley. The silence deepened. His footsteps on the bare soil made no sound, as if the ground were absorbing everything.

The anchor fragment hung from the lowest branch.

Klaus saw it from fifty meters away and stopped. An anchor—or part of one—roughly the length of his forearm, crusted with rust so thick it had grown into nodules like coral. It was suspended from the branch by a loop of chain so corroded it should have snapped under its own weight. The anchor's shape was old, Klaus thought. Not nineteenth century. Older. The kind of anchor carried by dhows or medieval European vessels, wrought iron hammered into a crescent curve.

He approached the tree slowly, his geologist's mind offering explanations it did not quite believe. Storm surge, perhaps—but the valley was kilometers from the coast, ringed by high walls. Cyclone winds could have carried debris, but the anchor would have had to clear the ridge, travel downward, and land precisely on this branch. The odds were astronomical. Human intervention, then. Someone had placed it here as a marker, a shrine, a warning.

But there were no footprints in the soil. No path leading to the tree. The ground around the trunk was smooth and untrodden, as if no one had approached it for a very long time.

Klaus reached up and took the anchor fragment.

It was heavier than it looked, dense in a way that felt wrong for iron. The rust was rough against his palm, flaking off in red-brown scales. He turned it over, looking for markings, and found none—just the pitted, eaten surface of metal that had spent a very long time in salt water. He slipped it into the outer pocket of his rucksack and stepped back.

The tree did not change. The valley did not change. Klaus waited for the sense of transgression to pass, for the silence to break, for something to happen. Nothing did. He turned and began walking back toward the slope.

He had taken perhaps twenty steps when he heard the soft clink of metal behind him.

Klaus turned. The anchor fragment hung from the branch exactly where he had found it. Not a second one. The same one—he recognized the pattern of rust nodules, the slight bend in the shank. He patted his rucksack pocket. Empty.

He stood very still, the way he had learned to stand when encountering a leopard or a wild boar in his early fieldwork. Assess. Do not run. Do not show fear.

The silence pressed against his eardrums. He pulled out his Brunton compass. The needle spun slowly, lazily, without urgency—not pointing north, not pointing anywhere, just turning like a weathervane in calm air. He tapped the glass. The needle kept turning. He pulled out his chronometer, a precision instrument calibrated in Hamburg six months ago. The second hand was not moving. Not frozen—he could see it twitch, micro-movements, as if it were trying to advance through something thicker than time.

Klaus put the instruments away. He walked back to the tree, took the anchor fragment again—it was warm this time, almost hot—and shoved it deep into his rucksack, zipping the compartment closed. Then he walked toward the slope, watching the ground, watching the tree over his shoulder.

He was halfway up the slope when the whisper came.

Not a sound, exactly. More a pressure against his inner ear, a shape in the air that his brain translated into words before his ears could hear them. You came back.

Klaus stumbled. His knee hit a rock, tearing his trousers, drawing blood. He scrambled upward on hands and knees, not caring about the soil sampler bouncing against his hip, not caring about anything except the impossible weight of those three words. You came back. As if he had been here before. As if the valley knew him.

He broke through the tree line into full sunlight and did not stop until he reached his vehicle, a battered Land Rover parked on the dirt track above Le Morne. His hands were shaking so badly he could not fit the key into the ignition for a full minute. When he finally got the engine started, he drove without direction, without destination, until the fuel gauge hovered near empty and he found himself on the coastal road near Flic-en-Flac, the sun beginning to set over the water.

He pulled over. He opened the rucksack. The outer pocket was empty. The main compartment was empty. The anchor fragment was gone.

Klaus sat in the growing darkness and tried to remember how to breathe.



That night, he dreamed of drowning.

Not the clean drowning of a shipwreck or a riptide, but a slow, thick drowning in something black and warm that pressed against him from all sides. He could not see. He could not struggle. He could only sink, and as he sank, he heard voices—not one voice but many, layered over each other like sediment in a core sample. They were not speaking to him. They were speaking to each other, across distances he could not measure, in languages he did not know but somehow understood. They were arguing about him. About whether he would come back. About whether he was ready.

He woke gasping, his sheets soaked with sweat, his clock reading 3:47 AM. The window of his boarding house room faced east, toward Le Morne. The mountain was a black shape against the stars, and somewhere in its shadow, the valley waited.

Klaus did not sleep again that night. He sat at the small writing desk and opened his field journal to a fresh page. His hand moved without conscious direction, the fountain pen scratching across the paper:

*October 17, 1978. Le Morne Brabant vicinity. Unnamed valley, unmarked on any map. Magnetic anomaly. Chronometric anomaly. A tree—Takamaka, improbably large, improbably located—bearing a wrought-iron anchor fragment of unknown origin. The fragment reappeared after I removed it. The compass will not settle. The watch has stopped.*

He paused. Then, in smaller letters, almost ashamed:

Something spoke to me. Not in words. But I understood.

He put down the pen. The window had begun to lighten with the first gray of dawn. He could see the mountain more clearly now, the way its slopes caught the early light, the way the shadows in its folds seemed deeper than shadows had any right to be.

Klaus Weber had spent twenty-three years as a geologist. He had mapped fault lines in Iceland, dated lava flows in Ethiopia, extracted core samples from the permafrost of Svalbard. He had believed—truly believed—that the world was knowable, that every mystery was merely a problem awaiting the right methodology, that the universe operated according to laws that could be measured, predicted, understood.

He still believed those things. But the valley had cracked something open in him, a fissure he could not close. Not a belief in the supernatural—he would have rejected that word with contempt. But a recognition that there were gaps in his understanding wider than any unconformity he had ever studied. Gaps where things grew that should not grow. Gaps where time ran slow or not at all. Gaps where metal returned to branches and voices spoke without sound.

He dressed. He ate nothing. He drove back toward Le Morne before the sun had fully cleared the horizon.

The path was harder to find in the morning light. Twice he lost it, twice he had to backtrack, and each time he felt a small, irrational relief that perhaps the valley had closed itself, perhaps he had imagined the whole thing, perhaps the grief had finally broken his mind and everything since the accident was a long, elaborate hallucination.

But the path was there. The silence was there. The green light through the canopy was there. And the valley opened before him exactly as it had the day before, the Takamaka tree standing at its center like a monument to something he could not name.

He did not approach the tree immediately. Instead, he circled the valley's perimeter, taking photographs with his battered Rolleiflex, writing notes in his journal. The rock formations were wrong—that was the only word for it. Basalt did not spiral. Basalt did not flow in curves that suggested slow, deliberate shaping by hands that had never existed. He took samples, hammering fragments from the wall with more force than necessary, and each sample crumbled in his fingers into dust that was not the right color, not the right texture, not the right anything.

He checked his compass. The needle spun.

He checked his watch. The second hand twitched.

He looked at the tree. The anchor fragment hung from the lowest branch, swaying slightly in a wind he could not feel.

Klaus walked to the tree. He did not take the fragment this time. He simply stood beneath the branches and looked up into the impossible green of the leaves, and he felt something looking back. Not hostile. Not welcoming. Just aware.

He sat down with his back against the trunk—the bark was warm, almost hot, and he could feel a vibration through his spine, a low thrum like a diesel engine idling far below—and he opened his journal to a new page.

He wrote: Some places remember. And some memories are not for us.

Then he closed the journal, stood up, and walked out of the valley. He did not run. He did not look back. He walked with the measured pace of a man who had seen something he could not explain and had decided, for his own survival, not to try.

He never returned to Mauritius after the survey concluded. He never spoke of the valley to anyone, not even to the grief counselor his colleagues quietly suggested he see. He kept the journal in a locked drawer in his office in Hamburg, and when he died of a heart attack in 1994, his daughter found it among his effects and burned it without reading it, because some instincts run deeper than curiosity.

But the valley did not forget him. The island remembered. And the tree waited, its anchor fragment turning slowly in the silence, for the next person who would wander off the marked path and into the place that should not exist.
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Chapter 2: The Skeptic
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The email arrived at 8:47 on a Tuesday morning, which Lira Voss would later remember as the last ordinary moment of her life.

She was sitting in the newsroom of the Port Louis Chronicle, a third-floor walk-up on Bourbon Street whose air-conditioning unit had been dying a slow death since the early nineties. Her desk faced a window streaked with salt spray and exhaust residue, and through it she could see the harbor, the container ships at anchor, the faint blue line of the horizon where the Indian Ocean met a sky the color of old linen. She had been staring at that horizon for perhaps ten minutes, avoiding the half-finished investigative piece on land-use corruption that her editor had been asking about for three weeks.

The email was from Daniel, her editor. Subject line: Easy money.

Lira—need 1200 words on the Takamaka tree legend. Tourist angle. "Mauritius's Strangest Mystery" etc. Due Friday. I know you hate this stuff, but circulation loves it, and you owe me after the last late draft. Take the afternoon. Expense lunch.

She read it twice, then snorted. The Takamaka tree. She had grown up on Mauritius, had heard the stories since childhood—whispered at sleepovers, repeated by tour guides with theatrical gravity, printed on postcards sold to German tourists. A magical tree in a hidden valley. It grants wishes. It eats time. It traps lost souls. It shows you your future. It shows you your past. The stories multiplied like guppies, each new teller adding a detail, a warning, a miracle.

Lira had stopped believing in such things the day her father had not come home.

She was eight years old then. Jean-Luc Voss had been a marine biologist, a quiet man who smelled of salt and notebook paper and the particular sadness of someone who had never quite found the thing he was looking for. He had left for a week-long research trip along the southwest coast and had simply... vanished. His boat was found anchored off Le Morne, empty. His equipment was on board, his wallet, his passport. The sea had not taken him—the sea would have left something, a torn shirt, a broken oar, a body. The sea was honest in its violence.

The police had called it a disappearance. Her mother had called it a wound that would not close. Lira, even at eight, had called it what it was: a mystery without an answer. And she had decided, in the fierce, absolute way of children who have lost something irreplaceable, that she would never be fooled by mysteries again. Answers existed. Facts existed. The world was knowable. The people who claimed otherwise were either lying or afraid.

She had become a journalist because journalists found things out. She had built a reputation for patience, for rigor, for the kind of dogged fact-checking that made her colleagues groan and her subjects sweat. She did not write about ghosts or curses or haunted trees. She wrote about zoning laws and shell companies and the slow rot of institutional corruption. She wrote about things she could prove.

And now Daniel wanted her to write about a tourist attraction.

Lira typed her response: Fine. But I'm expensing the good wine.



She left the office at noon, trading her usual notebook for a smaller one—she was not going to need extensive documentation for this—and drove south in her dented Peugeot, the windows down, the humid air pressing against her face like a damp cloth. The landscape shifted as she left Port Louis behind: sugar cane fields gave way to scrub forest, then to the dark green hills that rose toward the interior. She passed through Curepipe, through Vacoas, through the kind of towns where people knew their neighbors and the baker still remembered her grandfather.

Her grandfather. Elias Voss. She had not thought about him in years.

The family story—the one her mother told when pressed, the one Lira had accepted without question—was that Elias had been a geologist who had abandoned his family for his work. He had come to Mauritius in the early seventies on some government survey and had simply... stayed. Or left. The details were murky. Her mother, Simone, refused to discuss it, and Lira had learned early that pushing only resulted in slammed doors and three days of silence. So Elias Voss existed in her mind as a photograph on a dusty shelf: a young man with serious eyes and her own stubborn jaw, standing in front of a rock formation she did not recognize.

She did not think about him often. She was thinking about him now because the road south was the road he had taken, forty-five years ago, toward whatever had consumed him.

Lira shook her head and turned up the radio. Pop music. Safe. Uncomplicated.



La Gaulette was a fishing village at the southwestern edge of the island, the kind of place where tourists passed through on their way to Le Morne and stopped only long enough to buy bottled water and ask for directions. Lira parked near the jetty and walked toward the cluster of buildings that served as the village center: a convenience store, a café with plastic chairs, a church painted pale blue, and a long wooden pier where fishing boats bobbed against their moorings.

She found Raj sitting on an overturned crate near the pier's end, mending a net with fingers that moved with the automatic precision of long practice. He was perhaps sixty, leather-skinned and thin, with the kind of face that had learned to be amused by the world's absurdities. He looked up as she approached, squinting against the sun.

"You're not a tourist," he said. It was not a question.

"Journalist," Lira said, showing her press card. "Writing about the Takamaka tree. Someone in Port Louis said you might have stories."

Raj laughed, a dry sound like stones rattling in a can. "Stories. Yes. I have stories. But stories are not what you're looking for, I think." He returned to his net, the needle flashing in and out of the nylon mesh. "You have the face of someone who does not believe in stories."

Lira sat on a crate across from him, not close enough to be intrusive, not far enough to seem afraid. "I believe in facts. And I've been told the Takamaka tree is a fact—a real tree, in a real valley. But the stories around it... those I'm less sure about."

"The tree is real," Raj said. "The valley is real. But you will not find it on any map. You will not find it by looking for it. The valley finds you, or it does not."

"That sounds like a story."

"Of course it does." He tied off a knot and examined his work. "Everything sounds like a story until it happens to you. Then it sounds like memory. And memory is worse than any story, because memory does not have to make sense."

Lira pulled out her notebook. "What happened to you in the valley?"

Raj was quiet for a long moment. The fishing boats creaked against the pier. A child ran past, laughing, chasing a dog. "I did not go to the valley," he said finally. "I am not a fool. But my cousin went. He was a fisherman like me, strong, practical, not given to dreaming. He went looking for the tree because a woman he loved had left him, and someone told him the tree could bring her back." Raj's hands had stopped moving. He stared at the net as if it held answers. "He was gone for three days. When he came back, he did not remember the woman. He did not remember loving her. He remembered nothing of his life before the valley. He was a new man, my mother said. A man with no past."

"What happened to him?"

"He lived. He fished. He married someone else. He was happy, I think. But he was not my cousin anymore. The valley had taken something from him—or given him something, I cannot say which is worse—and left the rest behind."

Lira wrote this down without comment. The skeptic's voice in her head was already cataloging possibilities: trauma response, psychological break, pre-existing condition triggered by stress. But she did not say these things aloud. Raj was not asking for her diagnosis. He was telling her a story, and she had learned that stories, even false ones, always contained something true about the person telling them.

"Have you ever seen the valley yourself?" she asked.

"No." Raj stood, folding the net over his arm. "But I have heard it. On quiet nights, when the wind is right. A humming sound, like a motor underground. The old ones say it is the island dreaming. I say it is the island remembering. And I do not want to be remembered by something that old."

He walked back toward the village without saying goodbye. Lira watched him go, then closed her notebook. She had maybe fifty usable words from the conversation. Not enough for a feature, but enough to establish atmosphere. She would need more interviews. Someone else in the village, perhaps, who could tell her about the tree's location, its history, its role in local folklore. Someone less inclined to speak in parables.



Marie was seventy-three years old and ran a small shop that sold spices, dried fish, and, inexplicably, snow globes. She was sitting behind the counter when Lira entered, fanning herself with a copy of a French magazine from 1989. Her eyes were sharp and dark, the kind of eyes that had seen too much to be surprised by anything.

"The tree," Marie said before Lira could introduce herself. "That's what you're here for. Everyone who comes to this village asking questions is here for the tree."

"Not everyone," Lira said. "Some people just want directions to Le Morne."

"Those people ask for directions to Le Morne. You asked Raj about the tree. He came and told me, because we look out for each other here, and because he does not like to be the only one carrying a story." Marie set down the magazine and folded her hands on the counter. Her knuckles were swollen with arthritis, but her posture was straight, almost formal. "What do you want to know?"

"Everything. But let's start with what happened to your brother."

Marie's face did not change, but something in her eyes went very still. "You have been asking about me, then. Or someone told you."

"I told you—Raj said—"

"Raj says too much for a man who claims to mind his own business." Marie sighed, a long exhale that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than her lungs. "My brother's name was Philippe. He was younger than me by eleven years. Our mother died giving birth to him, and our father was a drunk who blamed the baby for everything, so I raised him. He was my child as much as my brother. And when he was twenty-two, he went looking for the Takamaka tree because a friend dared him, and because he was young and stupid and did not believe in anything he could not see."

Lira waited. The shop was very quiet. A fly buzzed against the window, trapped between the glass and the screen.

"He came back," Marie said. "He walked into this shop three days after he left, looking exactly the same. Same clothes. Same face. Same voice. But he was not Philippe. I knew it the moment I looked at him. He smiled at me, and the smile was wrong. He spoke to me, and the words were wrong. He knew my name, knew where we lived, knew the names of our cousins and our neighbors. But he did not know the thing I said to him when he was seven years old and afraid of the dark. He did not know the song our mother used to sing, the one I learned from her and taught to him. Those things were gone. The valley had taken them."

"What happened to him?"

Marie picked up the magazine and set it down again, a nervous gesture that seemed out of place on someone so composed. "He lives in Quatre Bornes now. He sells insurance. He has a wife and two children and a car that he washes every Sunday. He is perfectly normal. Perfectly fine. And I have not spoken to him in thirty years, because I do not know who that man is, and I cannot pretend that I do."

Lira wrote this down, more slowly this time. The pattern was unsettling: two stories, two witnesses, the same impossible claim. A valley that erased something essential from those who entered it. A tree that remembered what people forgot.

"Have you ever been to the valley yourself?" she asked.

"No." Marie's answer was immediate, almost angry. "I am not a fool. Philippe was a fool. Raj's cousin was a fool. The German geologist was a fool. They all went looking for something—a wish, an answer, a way to fix what was broken—and they found it, I suppose. They found exactly what they were looking for. And they lost themselves in the finding."

Lira's pen stopped moving. "German geologist?"

Marie waved a hand. "Long ago. Before you were born. He came here asking questions, just like you. Stayed in a boarding house, drove a green Land Rover. He went to the valley and came back, and everyone could see he was not the same. He left the island not long after. I was a girl then, but I remember. People talk."

Lira asked for a name, but Marie shook her head. "I do not remember. It was forty years ago. He was tall, I think. Serious. He wore glasses. That is all."

Lira thanked her, bought a bag of dried mangoes she did not want, and stepped back into the afternoon heat. The sun had shifted, casting long shadows across the village square, and as she walked toward her car, she felt the weight of someone's gaze on her back.

She turned.

A man stood at the edge of the square, near the church. He was tall, dressed in a linen shirt and a wide-brimmed hat that shadowed his face. He was not looking at her—he appeared to be examining a notice board pinned with advertisements for guitar lessons and lost cats—but something about his stillness made her certain that he had been watching, and that he knew she had noticed.

Lira held his gaze for a beat, two beats. He did not turn. She got into her car and drove away, the village shrinking in her rearview mirror until it was just a smudge of color between the green hills and the blue sea.

She had not found the tree. She had not found the valley. She had found only stories, the kind of stories she had spent her whole career doubting. But something had shifted in her chest, a small loosening of the knot she had tied around her heart at eight years old. She was thinking of her father now, of the way he had looked at the ocean when he thought no one was watching—the same way Raj had looked at his net, the same way Marie had looked at the door of her shop when she spoke of Philippe.

Not grief, exactly. Longing. A hunger for something just out of reach.

Lira Voss had spent twenty-three years believing that answers were things you found in documents and data, in witness statements and laboratory results. She had believed that mysteries were problems with solutions, that the world was legible if you were willing to do the work.

But as she drove north, the island's green hills rising on her left and the ocean glittering on her right, she felt the first small tug of something she could not name. Something that felt, uncomfortably, like the beginning of a question she had never thought to ask.

The man in the wide-brimmed hat was nowhere to be seen. But she knew, with a certainty she could not explain, that he would appear again.
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Chapter 3: La Vallée Muette
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The dirt path was not on any map because, Lira realized as she stood at its entrance, there was no path.

What she had taken for a trail from the satellite imagery—a pale line through the forest cover, visible only in certain angles of light—was nothing more than a game trail, narrow and half-choked with ferns. The images had been old, purchased from a French geological survey that had digitized its archives from the 1970s. She had spent two hours the previous night cross-referencing coordinates, overlaying topographical maps, and convincing herself that the valley existed as a physical place and not merely a legend.

The conviction had felt academic in her hotel room in Chamarel, surrounded by printed maps and energy drink cans. Standing at the edge of the forest, with the sun already high and the humidity pressing against her like a living thing, it felt like something else entirely. Stubbornness, perhaps. Or the same hunger she had seen in Raj's eyes, in Marie's hands, in the old photograph of a grandfather she had never known.

She had parked her Peugeot on a gravel pull-off two kilometers back, where the paved road gave way to a rutted track that ended abruptly at a collapsed bridge. The hike had been easy at first, following the stream bed, but the forest had thickened as she climbed, the trees growing closer together, the undergrowth tangling around her ankles until every step required effort.

Now, at what she believed was the
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