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    To the island that lives in my bones,and to the ancestors—named and unnamed—who whisper from the roots, the rain, and the flame.
This story is for you.
And to every reader who has ever wonderedwhat stories the land might tellif only we dared to listen.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The wind remembers what men forget—every name buried in salt, every root burned in fire."

      

    


PROLOGUE – The Arrival

––––––––
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ISLE DE MAURICE, YEAR of the East Wind – 1705

The sea had a way of swallowing the past.

Adriaan van Vliet stood at the prow of the Zeewind, the salt-wind lashing his pale cheeks as the volcanic island unfurled before him like a dormant beast. His boots were polished, his cuffs stiff with starch, and yet his gut churned with the same unease he’d felt as a boy, watching his father slip away on a VOC vessel, never to return. This time, the island was his—Mauritius, as the cartographers called it, though he preferred Mauritia. It felt older. More ancient. Like the bones of something once sacred.

Behind him, crates of clove, nutmeg, and cinnamon hissed in the sun. The heat soaked into his collar. He turned to his quartermaster.
“Oranjehaven will begin here,” he said, pointing toward the curved bay. “I want canals wide enough for double-masted barges. Streets paved within two months. No excuses.”
“Yes, Governor,” the man said, though the title still hung uncomfortably on Adriaan’s shoulders.
The Dutch East India Company had rewarded his loyalty with this post, far from the intrigues of Batavia, far from the rotting politics of Amsterdam. But power, he had learned, came with silence and shadow. The kind that crept ashore with the tides.



Far inland, the forest exhaled a different heat—thick, fermented, and sweet with overripe guavas and decay. A girl named Niva trudged barefoot through the high grass, a wicker basket slung across her back. The sun branded her skin, but she had stopped feeling its sting long ago.

She knelt at the base of a turmeric bush, pulling its golden root from the earth. The dirt here was different—ashier, with a warmth that never faded. Her grandmother once said the land whispered when it was disturbed. But all Niva heard now was silence.

Behind her, a whip cracked.

“Faster, girl.”

She didn’t look up. The overseer, a squat Dutchman with a face like pressed clay, rarely needed a reason to strike. But the turmeric had to be clean, whole, or she’d be beaten anyway. She wiped the roots with her skirt and placed them carefully into the basket.

Somewhere near the ridge, her brother Tino was gathering wild pepper. He had been talking of escape again. Of the maroon camps in the highlands. Of war.

Niva didn’t believe in war. Not anymore. She had seen what happened to those who raised blades—hanged, burned, torn by dogs. What she believed in was the land. The soil. The old spirits. And the child she carried, though she hadn’t told anyone yet.



That night, the moon bloomed full and yellow over the bay.

Governor van Vliet stood alone on the dunes, eyes fixed on the jagged line of forest beyond the city’s edge. The campfires of the enslaved flickered below like distant stars. He lit a clove cigar, inhaled deeply, and remembered his father’s last words: Take the land, and the rest will follow.

But Mauritia was not tame. Not like Batavia. Not like Ceylon. The volcano at the island’s heart rose like a sleeping god, its caldera rimmed in black pines and mist. The local folk called it Trou aux Cerfs, the Deer’s Hollow. They said spirits lived in its depths—ash spirits, wind spirits, things that couldn’t be bought or mapped.

He turned to his aide.
“I want a fort built on that hill,” he said. “And I want the woman who sings at the pepper fields brought to me.”
“The slave woman?”
Adriaan nodded. “She speaks Dutch. And Latin. Find out how.”



Three days later, Niva stood in the courtyard of the governor’s residence, her wrists raw from the rope. She wore a clean shift. Her eyes were defiant, but her belly gave her away—slightly rounded beneath the cloth. Adriaan watched her from the verandah, intrigued.

“You know Latin,” he said. “How?”

“My mother taught me,” she replied in Creole. “She belonged to a priest before the pirates sold her.”

He blinked. “Your name?”

“Niva.”

“Why do you speak so well?”

“Words are easier to remember than pain.”

He smiled at that, not unkindly. There was something regal in her posture, something ancient. He dismissed the guards and stepped closer.

“I will not hurt you, Niva. In fact, I want to offer you something.”

She said nothing.

“I will give you a house. Your own garden. You will not be whipped or branded again. All I ask is that you teach me what you know of this land. The ash. The winds. The old paths.”

She met his gaze, her voice low. “And in return?”

He hesitated. “In return... you will belong only to me.”



The house was built within a week. A modest cottage near the spice terraces, hidden beneath the fronds of palm and banana. Niva tended to the garden by day and read his books by night—her fingers tracing inked letters while her thoughts wandered to the hills where her brother plotted rebellion.

Tino came once, in the dark, his face gaunt and painted with soot.

“He will use you,” he hissed. “Like all of them.”

“He listens,” she said.

“Only until he doesn’t.”

He left her a knife and a pouch of dried leaves. “When the time comes, burn this in his house,” he said. “Let the ash gods judge.”



Months passed. The VOC city bloomed with domes and spires, its canals etched like veins through the jungle. Ships from Java and Malacca unloaded gold, tea, silk. And slaves—always slaves. The port reeked of sweat and nutmeg. But the profits soared.

Adriaan grew soft. His letters home grew poetic. He wrote of blue orchids and ash-fed gardens. Of peace and obedience. He did not mention Niva.

Not until she bore him a son.



The child was born during the Ash Moon, when the volcano’s mist turned silver. Niva named him Kaldaan—“he who is born of both fire and storm.” His skin was pale like Adriaan’s, but his eyes were hers—dark, wide, ancient.

Adriaan held him once. Just once. Then handed him back, face unreadable.

“I will arrange for his future,” he said. “He will be educated in Batavia.”

Niva didn’t answer. She had already packed her things.



She vanished before sunrise, child on her back, walking barefoot into the forest of the volcano. No one stopped her. Not the guards, not the servants. Some say they saw the forest part for her. Others say she became mist.

Adriaan never searched.

But for the rest of his life, when the ash winds blew down from the crater, he would dream of her. Standing at the rim of the world, her child in her arms, calling something back into the land that had never truly left.
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CHAPTER 1 – Nieuw Oranjehaven
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1725 – The VOC Governorate of Mauritia

The city bloomed like rust on the coast.

Brick by brick, plank by plank, Nieuw Oranjehaven had risen from marsh and mangrove into the Company’s golden child—a port with spice in its breath and fire in its belly. From the governor’s balcony, the city looked orderly: whitewashed warehouses, red-tiled roofs, the straight teeth of sugar plantations glinting under a merciless sun. But from the alleys below, it breathed differently. The heat smelled of cloves and sweat, and the wind carried whispers in languages no Dutchman could name.

Isaak van Vliet leaned against the balustrade, scribbling with a charcoal nub in his ledger. He was twenty-one, clean-shaven, and already weary in the way only sons of ambition became. Below, ships unloaded barrels of tamarind and broken men. He barely glanced at them anymore.

A boy passed him a clay cup of lemon water. Isaak nodded without looking.

His father—Gerrit van Vliet, the sitting governor and heir of Adriaan—was pacing the hall behind him, muttering about missing cargo and a late tribute from the Maroon tribes. Isaak tuned him out, his eyes drifting inland, to where the land bled upward into volcanic green.

Trou aux Cerfs. The Hollow.

There, he’d once seen something he couldn’t name. A shimmer in the trees. A voice in the wind. He’d never told anyone—not even his mother. And especially not his father.



Down in the spice quarter, seventeen-year-old Kalyssa carried a bundle
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