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    For the keepers of keys, the menders of seams,For the ghosts in our blood, and in our waking dreams.For all the stories the road left behind,May you find your way home, and in these pages, be known.

      

    



  	
        
            
            For every soul that is a story unfinished, there is a road waiting. And for every such road, there is a bus, a driver, and a ledger keeping count.
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Chapter 1: The Terminal (Port Louis, Present)
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A ghost of steam sighed from the bus’s undercarriage, wrapping around its worn tires like a shroud. It stood in the Port Louis terminal, a hulking, outdated beast of chrome and faded green paint under the sickly orange glow of the sodium lights. The lights buzzed and flickered, casting long, dancing shadows that made the concrete platform seem like a stage for forgotten things. The humid night air, thick with the smells of diesel, salt, and overripe fruit from a nearby stall, did not move. It pressed down, a warm, heavy hand on the shoulder of the world.

The Conductor moved around the vehicle with a slow, practiced weariness. He was a man carved from the same ancient wood as the bus itself, his face a roadmap of deep-set lines, his back slightly stooped as if carrying a great, invisible weight. His uniform, once a crisp navy blue, was now a soft, threadbare grey, the brass buttons dull with the patina of countless journeys. In his hand, he held not a modern ticket machine, but a leather-bound ledger, its corners softened to a velvety finish.

He ran a calloused finger along the bus’s flank, a gesture that was neither a caress nor an inspection, but something in between—an acknowledgment. A ritual. Fifty years on this same route, from the bustling capital of Port Louis to the sleeping hills of Quatre Bornes. He had seen the island change from colonial sugar fields to a nation finding its feet, to the glittering, hurried place it was now. But this bus, the 11:45 last run, had always been a constant. A pocket of silence in the island’s growing roar.

Tonight, the silence felt different. It was a listening silence.

He climbed aboard, the metal steps groaning under his weight. The interior was a capsule of another time: cracked vinyl seats patched with tape, a ceiling yellowed by years of cigarette smoke, though no one smoked anymore. The air inside was cool and carried the faint, metallic scent of ozone, like the moment after a lightning strike. He settled into the driver’s seat, the springs complaining familiarly, and placed the ledger on the dashboard. He opened it. The pages were filled with names, dates, meticulous script in different inks, some so old they had faded to a faint brown. He flipped towards the end, to a fresh, blank page. His hand, which rarely trembled, hovered for a moment above the paper.

Then, the passengers began to board.

First was a girl, no more than seventeen, all sharp angles and defensive energy. Leila. She didn’t meet his eyes, her face illuminated by the cracked screen of her phone. She slumped into a seat halfway down the bus, stuffing her headphones over her ears, the tinny whisper of a pop song barely audible. She was a storm of youth and present-tense pain, texting with a furious thumb, her whole world contained in the spiderweb of glass on her device.

An older woman followed, moving with a quiet, deliberate grace. Mrs. Appavou. The Conductor knew her, though he doubted she remembered him. She was a seamstress from the Central Market. She carried a large, woven bag from which protruded the handles of scissors and a glimpse of colourful thread. Her other hand was clenched in a fist, and within it, he knew, was an old, iron key, tied with a length of red thread. Her eyes, dark and thoughtful, scanned the empty seats before she chose one across the aisle from the girl, placing her bag protectively on her lap. She looked out the window, but he could tell she wasn’t seeing the terminal; she was seeing something sixty years gone.

A man in his early forties boarded next, his movements heavy with purpose. Rajen. He carried a small, rectangular tin urn wrapped in a clean, white cloth, holding it before him with both hands as if it were a sacred offering. His face was set in a mask of solemn duty, but his eyes betrayed a flicker of confusion, of a sorrow not yet fully understood. He took a seat near the back, placing the urn on the seat beside him, a silent, morbid companion.

Finally, a man who stood out not for his appearance, but for the slight unease in it. Mark. He was dressed in expensive but impractical travel clothes, a camera around his neck. An Anglo-Mauritian, the Conductor guessed, from the way he glanced around, trying to look familiar with a place that had become foreign to him. He claimed to be a tourist, visiting family, but his eyes held the hungry, searching look of a pilgrim, not a vacationer. He chose a seat near the front, across from the Conductor, and stared out at the cane fields that would soon begin their march into the darkness.

The door hissed shut with a sound of finality. The world outside the windows seemed to recede, the sounds of the city muffled as if someone had placed a glass bell over the bus.

The Conductor keyed the ignition. The engine coughed, then rumbled to life, a deep, vibrational hum that seemed to resonate in the bones of the passengers. He released the air brake with a sharp sigh.

“Last bus to Quatre Bornes,” he announced, his voice a low gravelly thing, worn smooth by time and repetition. It wasn't loud, but it carried through the vehicle, making Leila glance up from her phone for a fraction of a second.

He pulled the bus out of the terminal, leaving the orange-lit concrete for the narrow, winding road that cut through the plantations. The city lights of Port Louis vanished behind them, swallowed by the immense, dark blanket of the cane fields. The world outside became a tunnel of blackness, the bus's headlights carving out a solitary path through the night.

Inside, the isolation was palpable. Each passenger was an island. Leila scrolled through photos of a boy with a easy smile, her throat tight. She typed a message, I can’t believe you’d just..., then deleted it, the screen's light reflecting the unshed tears in her eyes. She was so absorbed in her own heartbreak she barely registered the older woman beside her, whose presence was as still and deep as a well.

Mrs. Appavou’s hand tightened around the key in her lap. The feel of the cold, rough iron was a comfort. It was a key to a door that no longer existed, a house that was now ash and memory. She hummed a tune under her breath, an old sega lullaby her mother had sung to her. It was a song of the island, of lost loves and the sea.

In the back, Rajen adjusted the cloth around the urn. He’d paid a lot of money to a man in Tamarin to retrieve these remains, dredged from the seabed where his father’s fishing boat had gone down in a cyclone decades ago. It was his duty, the final act of a good son. So why did he feel this hollow uncertainty? He looked towards the front, at the Conductor’s profile outlined by the dashboard lights. There was something in the set of the old man’s shoulders, the shape of his head, that tugged at a vague, almost cellular memory. A sense of déjà vu that was as unsettling as it was faint.

Mark, the tourist, pressed his forehead against the cool glass of the window. The cane fields were a rushing sea of black. But in his mind’s eye, he saw them as they were forty years ago, green and gold under a blazing sun. He saw a white colonial mansion with a wide veranda, and he saw a woman’s face, kind and young, with laughter lines around her eyes. Anjali. The housemaid who had been more of a mother to him than his own. The one who had vanished the night the mansion burned. He was here to find traces of her, to quiet the ghost that had haunted his comfortable life in London.

The bus drove on, the only sound the steady drone of the engine and the whisper of the tires on the asphalt.

After twenty minutes, the Conductor spoke again, his eyes fixed on the road ahead. “Tickets.”

The word was simple, a routine request, but in the charged silence, it felt like a command. One by one, the passengers stirred from their reveries.

Leila shouldered her bag, rummaged inside, and pulled out a crumpled slip of paper. She walked up and handed it to him. He took it, his fingers brushing against hers. They were surprisingly cold. He didn't look at the ticket, but at her. His eyes were the colour of dark earth, and in them, she saw a depth of tiredness that was ancient.

“Don’t sleep on this bus, child,” he said, his voice low.

“Why?” Leila asked, a flicker of her defensive teenage self returning. “It’s a long ride.”

The Conductor’s gaze was unwavering. “Pas dormi lor sa bis-la,” he murmured, the Creole words soft but grave. “Sinoon to pou rêvé tro profon.”

Leila’s French was passable, but the old, formal Creole was slightly beyond her. She caught the words “dormi” and “rêvé”. Sleep. Dream. She shrugged, a noncommittal gesture, and returned to her seat, unnerved.

Next was Mrs. Appavou. She presented her ticket with a quiet dignity. The Conductor took it, and for a moment, their eyes met. There was a flicker of something—not recognition, but a shared knowing. A shared weight. He nodded slowly, almost imperceptibly, and she returned to her seat, her back straight.

Rajen presented his ticket, the urn still cradled in his other arm. The Conductor’s eyes fell upon the wrapped tin, and for a moment, the professional mask on his face seemed to slip, revealing a glimpse of something raw and pained. He looked from the urn to Rajen’s face, and his jaw tightened. He took the ticket without a word.

Finally, Mark approached. He handed over his ticket with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Quite a historic vehicle you’ve got here.”

The Conductor didn’t answer. He took the ticket, his eyes scanning it. He then looked up at Mark, his gaze piercing. “You are looking for someone.”

It wasn’t a question. Mark’s smile faltered. “I... yes. How did you know?”

The Conductor’s eyes drifted to the window, to the reflection of the bus’s interior. “The bus knows,” he said simply. He held up Mark’s ticket, then placed it on the stack with the others. He picked up the small pile and, without looking, began to smooth them out on his knee.

Leila, watching from her seat, saw it first. The Conductor lined up the four tickets, one on top of the other, and held them towards the faint light from the dashboard. He tapped a specific spot on each one.

Frowning, Leila leaned forward slightly. What was he doing?

The Conductor then turned in his seat, his movement slow and deliberate. He held the four tickets out, fanned like a hand of cards, for all of them to see. His ancient eyes moved from Leila, to Mrs. Appavou, to Rajen, to Mark.

“The numbers,” he said, his voice barely above the engine’s hum.

Leila squinted. The tickets were from different parts of the city, bought at different times. They were creased and worn. But there, in the bottom corner of each one, was the serial number. And they were identical. The same faded, seven-digit sequence was printed on every single one: 7811960.

A cold finger of unease traced its way down Leila’s spine. It was a glitch, a printing error. It had to be. But the way the old man was looking at them, the significance he seemed to imbue in those faded numbers, made it feel like anything but.

Rajen stared, his brow furrowed. The number teased at the edge of his memory, a date... a year.

Mark, ever the rationalist, gave a small, nervous laugh. “Well, that’s a bit odd. A batch error, I suppose.”

The Conductor said nothing. He simply retrieved the tickets, placed them carefully into a small metal box beside his seat, and closed the lid with a soft, definitive click. The sound echoed in the silent bus.

He turned back to the wheel, his shoulders once again a wall against their unspoken questions.

The bus drove on, deeper into the night. The headlights seemed to push against the darkness less, to be absorbed by it. The fields outside no longer felt like a landscape rushing past, but like a fluid, changing entity.

Leila, unsettled, put her headphones back on and selected a song at random—an old, scratchy recording of a sega tune her grandmother loved. The rhythmic roll of the ravanne drum and the plaintive melody filled her ears, a sound from another time. As the singer began the first verse, the bus’s old radio, silent until now, sputtered to life with a burst of static.

Then, a clear, resonant voice emerged from the speaker, singing the same sega tune. The same verse. The same exact cadence.

Leila froze, her blood running cold. She ripped her headphones off. The music was coming from her headphones and the radio. She stared at the dusty speaker grille above the Conductor’s head. It was impossible. This was a modern digital recording on her phone. The radio was playing a version that was decades older, the audio thin and crackling with age.

The two melodies—one in her ears, one in the air of the bus—played in perfect, impossible unison.

Mrs. Appavou, who had been humming that same tune minutes before, looked up, her eyes wide with a shock of recognition. She stared at the radio as if it were a ghost.

The Conductor’s hands tightened on the wheel. He didn't look surprised. He looked resigned.

The bus hit a bump in the road, a jolt that shook the entire frame. Mark, who had been drifting into a restless doze, was thrown against the window. As he righted himself, rubbing his temple, his eyes caught a reflection in the glass. It wasn't his own middle-aged face staring back. For a split second, superimposed over the rushing darkness, was the pale, anxious face of a ten-year-old boy. Himself.

He gasped and jerked back, hitting his head on the seat in front of him. He stared wildly at the window. It was just his own reflection again, older, terrified.

“Did you see that?” he whispered, but no one heard him over the drone of the engine and the haunting, dual-tracked sega music.

The Conductor glanced into his wide-view mirror, taking in the scene: the girl, pale and frightened; the seamstress, her hand clasped over her mouth; the sailor’s son, staring intently at the Conductor as if trying to solve a riddle; the tourist, breathing heavily, his face as white as a sheet.

He knew. The journey had truly begun. The road was unspooling not just towards Quatre Bornes, but through the layers of time itself. The passengers were awake now, not to the world outside, but to the strange vessel they were trapped within.

He pushed the accelerator gently. The bus’s engine hummed a little louder, a deep, resonant note that seemed to vibrate in the very soul of the night. The headlights pierced the darkness, but now, the road ahead seemed different. The asphalt looked older, the paint lines faded. A jacaranda tree, heavy with purple blooms that should not be in season, stood sentinel at the approaching crossroads.

The Conductor’s warning echoed in the new, charged silence.

Don’t sleep on this bus, or you’ll dream too deep.

But as the bus began to slow for its first stop, it was becoming terrifyingly clear that they were already in the dream.
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Chapter 2: The Conductor’s Ledger
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The deep, resonant hum of the engine was the only constant, a bass note thrumming through the chassis and into the Conductor’s bones. It was a sound he knew better than his own heartbeat. For fifty years, this same route, this same bus—or at least, it was always this bus on this night, the last run to Quatre Bornes. The distinction between the vehicles had blurred decades ago; they were all manifestations of the same spirit, this rolling, metal sanctuary of memory.

He kept his eyes on the road, but his vision was turned inward. The brief, unsettling episode with the synchronized sega music had passed. The radio was silent again, a dead, dusty grille. The girl, Leila, had stuffed her headphones into her bag and now sat perfectly still, staring at the back of the seat in front of her as if it held all the answers. The others had retreated into their own shells, but the quality of their silence had changed. It was no longer the quiet of solitude, but the tense, listening silence of people who had just felt the floor of their reality tilt.

The Conductor’s large, veined hand rested on the leather-bound ledger on the dashboard. It was his anchor, his confession, his cross. He opened it, the spine cracking softly. The pages were a palimpsest of his life, of all the lives that had intersected with this midnight route. The ink told stories: the bold, black script of his early years, filled with the names of boisterous market vendors and late-shift factory workers; the faded blue entries from the decades of change; the recent, thinner markings that seemed to carry less weight, less life.

He wasn't just checking a roster. He was bearing witness.

A flash of lightning lit the world outside the windshield for a split second, not from the clear night sky, but from within his mind. A memory, sharp and cold as a shard of glass.

1960. The cyclone. It wasn't just a storm; it was the island screaming. The wind wasn't blowing, it was tearing—tearing roofs from houses, trees from the earth, lives from their moorings. He was younger then, his back straight, his uniform still crisp. He’d been driving the day route, but they’d called all drivers in. The bus, a heavier, less forgiving machine than this one, was a rocking metal box in the fury. Rain came not in drops but in horizontal sheets, turning the roads into raging brown rivers.

He was trying to get back to the depot, his knuckles white on the wheel, navigating by instinct alone. The radio was a frantic crackle of warnings and lost contacts. And then, a voice, breaking through the static, a dispatcher screaming about a road washed away near the Rivière Noire, a landslide, a car caught in it. His heart had turned to ice. His son, Jean-François, impulsive and brave, had taken his little Renault to visit a friend in Quatre Bornes. That was the road. His road.

He’d pushed the bus harder, the engine roaring in protest, the wipers useless against the deluge. He remembered the sickening lurch as the front wheels met not asphalt, but a churning torrent where the road should have been. The bus had slewed sideways, coming to a rest at a perilous angle. He’d stumbled out into the apocalyptic wind, screaming his son’s name until his voice was raw. He saw the debris of a small blue car, half-buried in mud and branches further down the ravaged hillside.

They never found a body. Just a single, mud-caked shoe.

The Conductor’s grip on the wheel tightened, his knuckles bleaching to the colour of bone. The memory was a phantom pain, a limb that had been amputated fifty years ago but still itched, still ached with a ferocity that time could not dull. He had driven this route every night since. It was his penance, his search, his unending vigil.

He blinked, and the storm vanished. The night outside was calm again, the bus purring along its path. But the memory had done its work. It had sharpened his senses, reminding him of the fragile, porous nature of the world tonight.

He glanced into the wide-view mirror. The passengers were isolated islands, but he could see the tides shifting around them.

The girl, Leila, had pulled out her phone again, but she wasn't texting. She was staring at the cracked screen, at a photograph. He couldn't see it, but he knew it was a face from the past, a face that was sitting just across the aisle from her.

The Seamstress, Mrs. Appavou, had her eyes closed, but her fingers were working, tracing invisible patterns on the woven bag on her lap. She was stitching in her mind, sewing together fragments of a story he knew all too well. Her key, that simple piece of iron, was a knot in the thread of time.

The Sailor’s Son, Rajen, was looking at the urn, his brow furrowed in concentration. The Conductor had seen the recognition flicker in the man’s eyes when he’d looked at the ledger. The name ‘Ramesh’ was in there, faded but legible. Ramesh, the fisherman. But the story was more tangled than the son knew.

And the Tourist, Mark. He was still staring out the window, but his reflection in the glass was haunted. He had seen the boy he once was. The first crack in his carefully constructed reality was now a fissure, and the past was pouring through.

The Conductor’s eyes returned to the road. They were approaching the first scheduled stop: Beau Bassin. But the bus, he knew, did not adhere to schedules printed on timetables. It followed a deeper, more resonant rhythm.

He let his mind drift back again, this time further. The island unspooled behind his eyes not as a map, but as a tapestry of memory.

*He saw the Port
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