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    For the keepers of the quiet tales,Who trace the paths of vanished trails.For the listeners in the deep, green shade,Who speak for those whose light did fade.
May these words, on the page they grace,Be a wild and a hallowed place.A dream where the dodo's heart still beats,And the forest's forgotten language repeats.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Do not think of them as gone, but as returned to the dream of the island—a dream we were only ever privileged to witness, and are now forever cursed to forget."
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The Last Song of the Sun: A Dodo’s Tale
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The world began, as it always did, with the colour green.

Dor woke to the first sliver of sun cutting through the canopy, a blade of light that painted the damp earth the colour of young ferns. He blinked his large, dark eyes, the world resolving from a blur of sleep into the intricate, familiar tapestry of his home. Above, the great green vault of the tambalacoque tree was alive with the morning chatter of echo parakeets, a riot of emerald and scarlet flitting between branches. The air, thick and sweet with the scent of blooming trochetia and damp humus, filled his lungs. It was another day in the heart of Mauritius, and for Dor, the dodo, it was perfect.

He was a magnificent, if peculiar, sight. A great, plump sphere of greyish-blue feathers, standing three feet tall on stout, scaly yellow legs. His most prominent feature was a magnificent, curving beak, a ridged and hooked affair the colour of a stormy sunset, ending in a slight but formidable point. It was a tool of immense versatility, used for cracking, probing, and, on occasion, issuing a low, guttural boom that served as his primary means of conversation. His useless, stubby wings, tucked against his sides, were a forgotten footnote in his anatomy. Why fly when the earth provided such abundance?

With a contented boof, he shook the dew from his feathers and began his morning ritual. His large, three-toed feet made soft, thumping sounds on the forest floor as he waddled towards his favourite breakfast spot: a clearing where the Sideroxylon grandiflorum, the tambalacoque or dodo tree, dropped its large, stone-hard seeds. Other dodos were already there: his mate, Elara, a slightly smaller bird with a dusting of silver-grey on her breast, and their fledgling, Pip, a ball of comical brown fluff with an oversized beak he had yet to grow into.

“Boo-rrumph?” Dor greeted them, nudging Elara gently with his beak.

She responded with a softer brumph of her own, pushing a particularly plump fruit towards him. Pip, meanwhile, was engaged in a losing battle with a seed, rolling it around with his beak and chirping in frustration.

This was the rhythm of their lives. A gentle, timeless cycle of eating, resting, and socialising in the dappled shade of the Mauritian forest. They knew no predators. They felt no fear. The island was their Eden, a volcanic jewel in the azure embrace of the Indian Ocean, and they were its gentle, ungainly kings. They had heard stories, of course—whispered on the wind from the coastal birds, tales of strange, featherless creatures that walked on two legs and arrived on great, winged islands. But to Dor, these were just that: stories, less real than the legends of the shape-shifting Paille-en-Queue spirit that lived in the high peaks.

The peace was shattered by a sound unlike any the forest had ever known.

It was a sharp, explosive CRACK that ripped through the symphony of birdsong. It was not the familiar crack of a branch breaking or the thunder of a distant storm. It was a sound of violence, of intrusion. It echoed once, then was followed by a terrible, piercing shriek from a monkey that swiftly cut off.

Every creature in the clearing froze. The parakeets fell silent. Dor straightened up, his body tense. A deep, primal unease, an emotion so foreign it felt like a physical illness, stirred in his gut.

Then came the smells. Acrid, bitter, a scent of lightning and something else... something metallic and foul. And beneath that, the unfamiliar, musky odour of something alive. Something new.

Elara let out a low, worried groan and nudged Pip behind her. Dor took a step forward, his head cocked. The forest, usually a chorus of life, was now a vacuum of silence, holding its breath.

From the dense undergrowth, a figure emerged.

It was tall and walked upright on two spindly legs. Its skin was pale and pink, like a grub, but covered in strange, colourful pelts. On its face was a bush of coarse, brown hair, and its small, pale eyes swept over the clearing with a chilling, calculating coldness. In its front limbs, it held a long, straight, brown stick, from which the foul, metallic smell emanated.

The creature’s eyes locked onto Dor’s family. There was no curiosity in that gaze, only a kind of vacant assessment. It raised the stick.

Dor did the only thing his instinct, honed over millennia of peaceful existence, told him to do. He was not built for fight, but he was built for presence. He puffed out his chest, raised his magnificent beak to the sky, and let out the loudest, most defiant BOOM-RUMPH! he could muster. A challenge. A warning. A declaration of his right to be.

The sound seemed to startle the creature. It hesitated for a second. But that second was all Elara needed. With a sharp, urgent cry to Pip, she turned and bolted into the deeper, darker thicket. Pip scrambled after her, a blur of panicked fluff.

The movement broke the creature’s indecision. There was another ear-splitting CRACK, and the tree just behind where Dor stood exploded in a shower of splinters. A searing pain grazed his flank. It wasn’t a deep wound, but the sensation was so shocking, so utterly alien, that it bypassed all understanding. It was pure, undiluted terror.

He turned and ran. His gait was clumsy, a frantic, waddling gallop, but it was surprisingly swift over the short distance. He crashed through ferns and underbrush, the sounds of more shouting and another horrific CRACK echoing behind him. He did not stop until the familiar, rotten scent of the swamp filled his nostrils and the ground grew soft and sucking beneath his feet.

He plunged into the safety of the papyrus reeds, his heart hammering against his broad breastbone. He was alone. The silence returned, but now it was a menacing, haunted silence. The green world had changed. It was no longer just life; it was now also a hiding place.

He waited for what felt like an eternity, until the last of the strange sounds and foul smells had faded, replaced by the cautious return of the forest’s normal noises. Cautiously, he emerged. The clearing was empty. But it was not the same. The air was tainted. And on the ground, where Elara had been standing, lay a single, silvery-grey feather, trampled into the mud.

A cold dread, colder than any mountain stream, washed over him. Elara. Pip.

He began to call out, a low, desperate boo-rumph? that was more question than statement. He received no answer. He searched the vicinity, his panic growing with each passing moment. He found tracks—the strange, deep impressions of the two-legged creature—and more terrifyingly, a single spot of vivid red staining the leaf litter. It was not the colour of any berry he knew.

His family was gone.

A sorrow so profound it was physical settled in his bones. He was alone. The gentle rhythm of his world was broken, and in its place was a terrifying void. He spent the night huddled in the roots of a giant banyan tree, listening to the nightjars and the distant, rhythmic crash of waves on the reef. The stars, which had always been friendly, distant eyes, now seemed cold and indifferent.

The next morning, a new instinct, born of loss and fear, took hold. He could not stay here. The memory of the crack, the smell, the blood, was etched into the very soil. He had to find them. The stories were true. The featherless creatures were real. And if they had taken his family, then he would have to go into their world to bring them back.

He had to go to the coast.

The decision filled him with a terror almost equal to the gunshot. The coast was a mythical, dangerous place spoken of in hushed tones by migrating birds. It was where the land ended and the great, endless water began. It was where the strange creatures built their nests. No dodo in living memory had ever ventured so far. The forest was their womb and their shield.

But Dor was no longer just a dodo. He was a father. A mate. He was loss given form. And so, with one last, longing look at the sun-dappled clearing that had been his home, he turned his beak towards the east, towards the salty winds, and began his journey.

The forest changed as he travelled. The dense, familiar canopy of ebony and tambalacoque began to thin, replaced by scragglier, wind-shaped trees. The air grew less sweet, carrying a new, sharp tang of salt. The ground underfoot became sandier. The sounds were different too—the constant rustle of leaves was now accompanied by the low, booming roar of something vast and powerful.

He encountered other animals, their behaviours altered by the proximity to the coast. A group of skittish red rails scattered at his approach, their eyes wide with a perpetual anxiety he now understood. An ancient, grumpy tortoise, its shell as wide as a tambalacoque leaf, mumbled a warning. “The Men-with-Sticks are near. They taste of smoke and hunger. Turn back, round one.”

But Dor could not turn back. He pressed on, his stout legs aching with the unfamiliar exertion.

On the third day, he reached the edge of the world.

The trees ended abruptly, as if cut by a knife. Before him stretched an expanse of blinding white—sand, hotter than any rock he had ever stood on. And beyond that, an impossible, terrifying blue that stretched to the very edge of the sky. It moved, heaving and crashing, roaring like a thousand beasts. The ocean.

The scale of it stunned him into immobility. His world had been the soft, enclosed green of the forest. This was vast, open, and brutal. And there, nestled in a crescent bay, was the source of the stories.

A settlement. Several crude structures made of felled logs and great, white sheets—sails, though he did not know the word—stood near the shore. A tendril of that acrid smoke he remembered wafted from a central fire pit. And there were the creatures. Dozens of them. Moving about with purpose, their voices carrying on the wind as harsh, guttural barks and shouts.

His heart sank. How could he ever find Elara and Pip in this chaos? They could be anywhere. They could be...

A new sound caught his ear, distinct from the human noise. It was a frantic, familiar chirping. His head snapped around. Tied to a post near one of the huts was a small, makeshift cage made of woven branches. And inside, pecking hopelessly at the bars, was a ball of brown fluff.

Pip.

A surge of elation and terror so powerful it made him dizzy washed over Dor. He was alive! Without a second thought, driven purely by paternal instinct, Dor burst from the treeline and began a desperate, waddling charge across the open sand towards the cage.

He was halfway there when a cry went up. One of the men had seen him. More shouts followed. Dor ignored them, his world narrowed to the cage and the frantic chirping of his chick. He reached it, skidding to a halt on the hot sand. He nudged the cage with his beak, Boo-rumph! It’s me! I’m here!

Pip chirped back, a sound of pure, unadulterated relief and fear.

Dor tried to break the branches, but they were strong and tightly woven. He clawed at the bindings with his feet, but to no avail.

Heavy footsteps pounded behind him. He turned to see three of the men running towards him, their faces alight with a mixture of surprise and cruel amusement. One of them raised his stick.

There was no time to think. Dor did the only thing he could. He positioned his large body between the men and the cage, puffed his feathers out to twice his size, and issued his most formidable challenge roar. BOOM-RUMPH! BOOM-RUMPH!

The men stopped, laughing. They spoke to each other in their coarse tongue. One mimed swinging a club. Another pointed at Dor’s plump body and rubbed his stomach. They were not afraid. They were... evaluating. Deciding how best to cook him.

Dor stood his ground, a monument of futile defiance. This was it. He would die here, on this strange, hot sand, failing his chick.

Suddenly, a new voice cut through the air. It was not a shout, but a sharp, commanding call. The men turned. Another man was walking towards them from a smaller hut set slightly apart. He was different. He was not dressed in rough, practical pelts but in a stained, dark robe. He was older, his face not tanned and hardened like the sailors’, but pale and lined with thought. In his hand, he held not a stick-weapon, but a sheaf of papers and a charcoal stick.

This was Father Ambrose, the ship’s scribe and natural philosopher, a man increasingly disillusioned with the brutal pragmatism of the crew.

He pushed past the sailors, his eyes not on Dor’s potential as a meal, but on the bird itself. He saw the defiance, the protective stance in front of the cage, the intelligence in its large, dark eyes. He saw a creature, not just cargo.

He began speaking rapidly to the men, gesturing back towards the main settlement. There was an argument. The sailors were clearly annoyed, but the priest held a certain authority. Finally, with disgruntled shrugs and dark looks, they lowered their weapons and shuffled away, though one of them gave the cage a spiteful kick as he left.

Father Ambrose approached slowly. Dor, still trembling with adrenaline, watched him warily, ready to boom again. But the man made no threatening moves. He stopped a few paces away and simply observed. He looked at Dor, then at the chick in the cage, then back at Dor. A look of dawning understanding, and something like respect, crossed his features.

He spoke, his voice soft and low, words that meant nothing to Dor but whose tone was gentle, non-threatening. Slowly, carefully, the priest moved to the cage. He untied the crude latch and opened the door.

Pip tumbled out in a flurry of panic and fluff, immediately scrambling to hide behind Dor’s legs, chirping nervously.

Dor looked from his freed chick to the strange, robed man. The instinct to run was overwhelming. But the man simply took a step back, giving them space. He made a gentle shooing motion towards the treeline.

It was a gift. An incomprehensible act of mercy in this world of sticks and cracking noises.

Dor did not hesitate. He nudged Pip with his beak and began a hurried, backward retreat towards the forest, never taking his eyes off the priest until the white sand gave way to the blessed, cool shade of the trees. They collapsed, exhausted and terrified, beneath a canopy of native palms, the roar of the ocean and the memory of the pale eyes of the merciful man seared into Dor’s soul.

He had found Pip. But Elara was still missing. And the world was immeasurably larger and more dangerous than he had ever imagined.

For two days, they hid in the coastal fringe, foraging for fallen coconuts and seabird eggs. Pip stuck to his side like a shadow, his ordeal leaving him quiet and jumpy. Dor’s wound throbbed, a constant reminder of their vulnerability. He knew they couldn’t stay. The sailors would venture into the woods to hunt. They had to move.

But where? Deeper inland felt like retreat, and Elara was not there. She was here, somewhere, in this realm of men. He remembered the priest. The man had shown kindness. A wild, impossible idea began to form in Dor’s mind. It was not a thought of words, but of feeling, of association. The robed man was different. The robed man might know.

That night, under the cover of a moonless sky, Dor made a decision. He led Pip to a dense, thorny thicket, a place too tight for any man to easily enter. He nudged the chick deep into its heart, issuing a series of low, firm boo-rumphs that meant, as clearly as any words, Stay. Hide. Wait.

Pip chirped a protest, but the absolute command in Dor’s tone silenced him. He hunkered down, a small, frightened ball in the darkness.

Alone, Dor turned and made his way back towards the settlement. He moved like a ghost through the silver-grey landscape, his dark plumage blending with the shadows. He avoided the main cluster of huts, heading instead for the smaller dwelling where the robed man lived.

A faint light flickered from within, cast by a crude oil lamp. The door was slightly ajar. Dor paused, every instinct screaming at him to flee. But the image of Elara, the memory of her soft brumph, pushed him forward. He nudged the door open with his beak and stepped inside.

Father Ambrose was seated at a rough-hewn table, his head bent over his papers, on which he was meticulously sketching the flower of an orchid. He looked up, and his eyes widened in sheer astonishment. The great, plump bird was standing in his doorway, its head cocked, regarding him with an unnervingly direct gaze. It was not a stupid creature. It was a curious one. A purposeful one.

“By God’s grace,” the priest whispered, slowly setting down his charcoal. “You came back.”

Dor took a step further into the hut. His eyes scanned the room. It was filled with strange objects: shells, rocks, pressed flowers, more papers. And in the corner, something that made his heart leap. A pile of soft dried grasses, and on it, lying on her side, was Elara.

She was alive. One of her legs was bound
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