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    For the island that lives in my bones—where roots remember before names were given,where the wind still hums lullabies in a language we once knew.
To the vanished and the vanishing,to the feathers that never fell,to the earth that dreams even when we do not listen—this story is my offering, my apology,and my promise:to remember, to protect, to believe.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "There are worlds within the world,hidden not by distance,but by the silence of those who forgot how to see.The land remembers.And sometimes, it opens its eyes."

      

    


Prologue – The Crack in the Sky

––––––––
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SOMEWHERE ON LE POUCE Mountain, Before the Breach Was Known

Ashvin Balraj had always walked alone.

He wasn’t a man of fame or science, though he knew both well enough. Once a university professor turned recluse, Ashvin preferred the quietude of Mauritius’s wild interior over crowded lectures or polite conferences on environmental decay. On this particular morning, the fog had rolled in thick over the saddle-shaped ridgeline of Le Pouce, hiding the mountain’s contours behind a velvet curtain of white.

But Ashvin saw something that morning—something no one else ever had. Something he shouldn’t have seen.

The air trembled.

He paused mid-step, heart drumming louder than the rustle of leaves. The birds had gone silent. Even the playful monkeys that usually called from canopy to canopy had vanished. A strange quiet swallowed the mountaintop, the kind of stillness that presses into your ears like pressure under water.

And then he saw it.

At the summit clearing, just past the rocky ledge, the sky shimmered like heat rising off asphalt. Only it wasn’t heat. It was colder—impossibly cold. The hairs on Ashvin’s arms rose as he approached, drawn to the phenomenon like a moth to flame.

The world before him cracked—not violently, but softly, like a curtain of glass stretched too tight.

It wasn’t a portal, not exactly. More like a veil made of liquid light, pulsing gently between branches of twisted ebony trees. Through it, Ashvin glimpsed another Mauritius.

Not just the forest he knew—but a virgin version, untouched by civilization. Towering palm trees with bark like silvered bone. Ferns that glowed faintly in the mist. Birds he had only read about in yellowed textbooks—broad-billed parrots, Mascarene grey pigeons, even a pair of dodos, as real as breath and just as alive.

Ashvin stumbled back, nearly losing his footing. His senses reeled. His skin prickled with awe and fear. He fumbled for the leather journal in his pack, opened it with trembling hands, and began to draw feverishly—sketching the breach, the foreign trees, the animals.

“I don’t know if anyone will believe this,” he muttered, “but they must know.”

He didn’t think of fame. He thought of balance. Of disruption. Of what would happen if the wrong people found this place.

A sharp rustle behind him snapped him back. He turned.

Something watched him from inside the breach.

It wasn’t dodo or deer, but something else. It had the shape of a creature—but wrong. Too many joints. Skin like bark. Yellow eyes that flickered. It didn’t step forward. It absorbed forward, fluid and reptilian.

Ashvin gasped and staggered back. The air behind him shifted again—the shimmer blinked.

Then it was gone.

The clearing returned to normal. Trees stood still. The silence lifted. A single bird chirped high in the canopy.

Ashvin dropped to his knees, breath ragged. He reached into his pack, pulled out a battered glass bottle from his lunch pouch, and tore a page from his journal. On it he scrawled:

"There is a crack between time and earth. I saw a land not ruined by us. But it sees us too. If they ever find it... beware. Seal it. Burn this letter if you must. But don’t go in.

I couldn’t help myself. I’m going. If I don’t return—tell the island I’m sorry."

He corked the bottle, kissed it, and flung it into the wind.

It sailed over the edge, into the fog below.

Ashvin stood, looked once more at where the veil had flickered—and vanished into the trees.

No one saw him again.

But months later, the bottle washed ashore at Belle Mare, tangled in seaweed.

And someone—someone curious, brilliant, and brave—would one day open it.

Her name was Leïla.
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Chapter 1 – Leïla
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The morning sun spilled like molten gold across the coral sands of Île aux Aigrettes. The air was ripe with salt and hibiscus, a soft breeze stirring the translucent green leaves of the bois matelot trees. Here, time moved differently—if at all. And for Leïla Phokeerdass, that stillness was a comfort.

Barefoot and with rolled-up khaki pants stained from yesterday’s fieldwork, she crouched beside a pink pigeon nest, scribbling into a leather-bound journal with practiced ease.

“Hatchling #47 – healthy. Plumage showing faint white streaks. Estimated 3 days old.”

Her pen tapped gently against her chin as she looked up. The birds cooed softly above, rustling the thatch of branches. Beyond them, the ocean stretched like a living mirror, blue and endless. Mainland Mauritius shimmered in the haze, distant and noisy. Here on the islet, it was only birdsong, wind, and the occasional shuffle of a Telfair’s skink across fallen leaves.

Leïla had chosen this life deliberately. She’d studied zoology and environmental systems abroad, but the real calling—the one she could feel in her bones—was back here. Among the survivors of a lost paradise. She had spent the last two years nurturing endangered species back from the brink. Not with technology or politics. Just patience. And care.

But lately, something had felt... off.

It started with the animals.

A rare Mauritius fody had flown in erratic circles yesterday before smashing into a tree. The bats had gone unusually quiet. And then there was the breeze—once playful, now carrying a scent she couldn’t place. Not pollution. Not rot.

It was otherness.

She rose slowly, glancing out toward the sea. Her gaze drifted toward Le Pouce, its iconic peak clawing into the sky above the mainland. She used to hike it with her father—before the accident. Before grief had settled into her like salt into wounds. He had been a botanist, wild with theories and sketches, half-mad with the idea that Mauritius still hid its heart behind veils unseen.

She smiled faintly at the memory. Then her radio crackled.

“Leïla, you copy? You’re gonna want to see this.”

It was Raj, the reserve’s caretaker and longtime friend of her father.

She pressed the receiver to her mouth. “Go ahead.”

“Got something washed up by the east shore. Looks like glass—old glass. There's a note inside.”

Her heart fluttered. Message in a bottle? She turned, already moving. “On my way.”



Twenty minutes later, she stood beside Raj beneath a sun-bleached banyan tree. The bottle sat cradled in a cloth. It was sea-worn, clouded, but intact. Inside was a parchment browned with age, the ink still faintly legible.

Raj handed her gloves. “Figured you’d want to open it.”

Leïla unscrewed the rusted cap. The cork resisted, then gave way with a soft pop. She unrolled the page, holding it gently between gloved fingers.

Her eyes scanned the words, her breath catching with each line.

"There is a crack between time
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