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    For the witnesses—past, present, and future—Who carry memory through the darkness,Who refuse to let the truth die,Who remember when all else is forgotten.
For those who dream the forest,For those who see the horizon,For those who choose the third pathWhen the world demands a simpler answer.
This is for you.Remember.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The forest remembers everything.Every footstep, every voice, every soulThat has ever touched its soil.And one day, it will call your name too."
— Grandmère's warning from Daruty Forest, June 17, 2026
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Chapter One: The Beam
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The night of June 17, 2026, arrived wrapped in a stillness that felt deliberate. Even the trade winds, those restless breath of the Indian Ocean that usually swept across the northern plains of Mauritius with predictable certainty, seemed hesitant to cross the sugarcane fields. The air hung heavy and expectant, as though the island itself was holding its breath, waiting for something that had been a long time coming.

Emma Laurent had been driving north from Port Louis for nearly an hour when she first noticed the silence. The radio had been playing softly—some local station mixing sega rhythms with French pop—but somewhere between Pamplemousses and the turnoff toward Petit Raffray, the music had faded into static, and then into nothing at all. She'd reached to adjust the dial, fingers finding the plastic knob with practiced ease, but every frequency yielded the same hollow emptiness. Not the crackle of interference. Not the hiss of dead air. Just... absence. As though the airwaves themselves had been emptied of sound.

She turned the radio off and drove in silence, the headlights cutting twin tunnels through the darkness. The road stretched ahead, bordered on both sides by the dense, whispering walls of sugarcane that seemed to lean inward, curious and watchful. Beyond them, the darker silhouette of Daruty Forest rose against the star-scattered sky, an ancient presence that had stood on this island long before the first human feet touched Mauritian soil.

Emma had always found the forest unsettling. She'd grown up in the south, near Souillac, where the beaches were rocky and the winds were fierce, and her grandmother had filled her childhood with warnings. Stay away from the old trees, the old woman would say, her Creole soft and firm. They remember things we were never meant to know. Emma had laughed then, as children do, dismissing the superstitions of an older generation. But as the years passed and she built her career as a photojournalist, documenting the hidden corners of the island she loved, she'd found herself avoiding Daruty Forest with an instinct she couldn't quite explain.

Tonight, that instinct was screaming.

The sky split open without warning.

One moment, the stars hung in their familiar constellations—the Southern Cross, Alpha Centauri, the scattered diamonds of the Milky Way that seemed closer here than anywhere else on Earth. The next, a darkness descended. Not a cloud, not a shadow, not the mere absence of light. This was something else entirely. A moving absence that swallowed the stars as it passed, erasing them from existence with a hunger that felt almost conscious.

Emma slammed on the brakes, the old Peugeot skidding to a halt on the gravel shoulder. Through the windshield, she watched the impossible thing descend. It was a streak of pure negation, a wound torn in the fabric of the night, and it fell toward Daruty Forest like a stone dropped into still water. The moment it passed below the canopy, the forest erupted into pale blue light—just for an instant, just a flash—and then everything went dark again.

Her headlights flickered. The engine coughed and died. For perhaps three seconds, Emma sat in absolute darkness, the only sound her own breathing, rapid and shallow in the confines of the car.

Then the lights returned. The engine turned over with a reluctant shudder. The radio screamed to life, flooding the car with static so loud she slapped the power button with shaking hands.

Silence again.

Emma sat motionless, her hands gripping the steering wheel until her knuckles went white. Her heart hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird. She waited for something—an explosion, a shockwave, the sound of sirens—but nothing came. Only the night, the stars, the road, and the distant, silent bulk of the forest.

She should have turned around. She knew that, even then, with the adrenaline still burning through her veins. She should have gone back to Port Louis, called the authorities, reported what she'd seen. But something else stirred in her chest—something older than fear, more powerful than caution. Curiosity. The same curiosity that had driven her to become a photographer, that had sent her into cyclone-battered villages and abandoned plantation ruins, that had taught her to see the stories hidden in the shadows.

She reached for her camera.



The field looked impossible.

Emma stood at the edge of Étienne Leclair's property, the first grey light of dawn beginning to seep across the horizon, and tried to make sense of what she was seeing. The sugarcane had been flattened in a perfect circle, stretching perhaps thirty meters in diameter. But it wasn't the destruction that made her stomach turn. It was the transformation.

The soil had melted.

Where once there had been rich, dark earth—the kind that had fed Mauritian families for generations—there was now a smooth, glassy surface, black as obsidian, reflecting the pale morning sky like a mirror. The edges of the circle were crisp, almost surgical, as though a giant had pressed a heated stamp into the earth and then vanished without trace. The smell that rose from the strange surface was like nothing Emma had ever encountered: burnt sugar and seawater, sweet and acrid and ancient all at once.

Étienne Leclair stood beside her, his weathered face a mask of shock and grief. He was a small man, compact and muscular from decades of working the land, but this morning he seemed diminished, as though something had drained the life from him. His hands, usually steady and sure, trembled as he made the sign of the cross over his chest.

"Seventy-three head," he whispered, his voice cracking. "Seventy-three head of cattle, Laurent. Vanished. Just... gone."

Emma nodded, not trusting herself to speak. The camera felt heavy in her hands, the weight of the lens a familiar comfort. She raised it to her eye, framing the circle in the viewfinder, and pressed the shutter. The click echoed in the predawn quiet.

"Did you see anything?" she asked, lowering the camera. "Last night? Did you hear anything?"

Étienne shook his head slowly. "I heard nothing. That's the thing, you see. Nothing at all. Not the cows, not the dogs, not even the insects. It was quiet, Laurent. Quiet like I've never known. Like the whole world had stopped breathing."

He paused, and something flickered in his eyes—something that looked almost like fear.

"Then, just before dawn, I heard singing."

Emma felt a chill run down her spine despite the growing warmth of the morning. "Singing?"

"From the forest." Étienne gestured toward the dark mass of trees that bordered his property. "Deep inside. Voices—more than one, I think. But the language... I've been on this island my whole life, Laurent. I know Creole, I know French, I know English, I know a little Bhojpuri from my grandfather. But this language... I've never heard anything like it. It was old. Older than anything."

"Older than anything," Emma repeated, the words feeling strange in her mouth.

Étienne nodded. "That's what I thought. And then the singing stopped, and I came out here, and I found this." He gestured helplessly at the glass circle. "And my cattle gone. Every last one."

They stood in silence for a long moment, the weight of the impossible pressing down on them. Then, from the direction of the road, they heard voices—other farmers, drawn by curiosity or the strange events of the night. Within an hour, a crowd had gathered around the clearing, their murmurs growing louder as more people arrived and the scale of the phenomenon became clear.

Emma moved through the crowd, camera raised, capturing the faces of the onlookers. She saw wonder, fear, confusion, and beneath it all, something else. Something that looked almost like recognition. As though this circle, this impossible scar on the landscape, was not a surprise but a confirmation. A fear realized.

An elderly woman pressed through the crowd, her skin dark and wrinkled as ancient leather, her eyes milky with age. She pushed past the younger villagers with surprising strength, ignoring their protests, until she stood at the very edge of the glass circle. For a long moment, she stared down at the transformed earth. Then she began to speak, her voice carrying across the suddenly silent crowd in a mixture of Creole and French that Emma had to strain to follow.

"Runaway slaves," the old woman said. "During the time of the plantation. Before emancipation. They would hide in Daruty Forest when they escaped. The forest would hide them, they said. The forest would protect them. But not all of them came back."

She paused, her milky eyes fixed on something none of the others could see.

"Some of them went too deep. They found the place where the roots touch something else. Something older. The forest ate them, the old ones used to say. The forest remembered their names, and the forest kept them."

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Emma heard the word lalin—moon—and sezisman—earthquake—and lame—soul. Superstition, she told herself. The desperate attempt of simple people to make sense of the inexplicable. But even as she thought it, she felt the chill of the old woman's words settling into her bones.

Another voice rose from the crowd, a younger man this time, his accent marking him as a descendant of the Indian laborers who had come after emancipation. "My grandmother used to tell me stories," he said. "About the Watcher Beneath the Roots. The one who sleeps in the dark places, who waits for the right time to wake. The laborers used to leave offerings at the edge of the forest—food, flowers, sometimes coins. To keep the Watcher sleeping. To keep it from remembering."

"The Watcher Beneath the Roots," Emma repeated, the phrase conjuring images she couldn't quite bring into focus. "What did it look like?"

The man shook his head. "No one ever saw it. The stories always said that to see the Watcher was to be taken by it. That's why they left offerings. To appease something they couldn't understand."

Emma looked back at the glass circle, at the impossible geometry of the melted soil, and felt the first stirring of a fear that would never fully leave her. The stories were different—African, Indian, European—but the endings were the same. Something lived in Daruty Forest. Something that remembered every soul that entered it. Something that was, perhaps, just beginning to remember again.



Dr. Arjun Patel arrived just before noon, driving a battered Land Rover packed with equipment that looked too sophisticated for the rural setting. He was a tall, lean man in his late forties, with silver-streaked hair and the nervous energy of someone who had spent too many years in laboratories and not enough in the field. But his eyes were sharp and curious, and when he saw the glass circle, something in his expression shifted from skepticism to genuine interest.

"Fascinating," he murmured, kneeling at the edge of the circle. He ran his fingers over the glassy surface, his brow furrowing. "This isn't just heat damage. The molecular structure has been completely reorganized. This would require temperatures—" He paused, pulling a handheld spectrometer from his pocket and aiming it at the ground. "Temperatures that don't exist naturally on Earth."

Emma had introduced herself earlier, explaining her role as a photojournalist documenting the event. Arjun seemed barely to hear her; he was already lost in the data streaming across his device. She watched as his expression shifted from fascination to confusion to something that looked remarkably like fear.

"That's impossible," he said, more to himself than to her. "These frequencies... they don't belong anywhere on the electromagnetic spectrum. At least, not anywhere I know."

"Frequencies?" Emma prompted.

Arjun looked up, seeming to remember she was there. "The soil. It's emitting signals. Very faint, very brief, but unmistakable. The problem is, I can't identify the source. It's not anything produced by natural geological processes. And it's not anything produced by human technology, either." He paused, frowning. "It's almost as if the signal is coming from somewhere else. Somewhere... not here."

Emma felt that chill again, the one that had settled in her spine since the previous night and showed no signs of leaving. "What do you mean, not here?"

Arjun shook his head, his expression troubled. "I mean exactly that. The signal is originating from a location that doesn't seem to exist in three-dimensional space as we understand it. The mathematics are... problematic."

Before Emma could press further, a new commotion erupted from the crowd. Inspector Marcus Dubois was pushing through, his police uniform crisp despite the heat, his face set in the expression of a man who had been called to a scene he didn't want to see.

"Everyone step back," he ordered, his voice carrying the authority of someone accustomed to being obeyed. "This is a crime scene now. I need everyone to clear the area."

The crowd began to disperse reluctantly, muttering among themselves. Marcus made his way to the edge of the circle, his gaze sweeping over the scene with professional assessment. When he reached Emma and Arjun, he nodded curtly.

"Photographer?" he asked Emma.

"Photojournalist," she corrected. "Emma Laurent. I was driving past when—" She paused, unsure how much to reveal. "When I noticed the disturbance."

Marcus's eyes narrowed. "You were driving past at midnight?"

"I was coming back from an assignment in Port Louis. The road passes near the forest."

"I see." Marcus's tone suggested he saw quite a bit more than he was saying. "And you, Doctor?"

"Arjun Patel. University of Mauritius, physics department. I heard about the incident and came to investigate."

"A physicist and a photojournalist. Quite the coincidence."

Arjun bristled slightly. "I assure you, Inspector, I'm here out of professional interest. Nothing more."

Marcus studied him for a moment, then nodded. "Very well. I want both of you to stay until I've had a chance to secure the area. I'll need statements."

He moved away, barking orders at the remaining officers, and Emma found herself alone with Arjun at the edge of the impossible circle. The sun was climbing higher now, the heat beginning to press down on them, but the glass beneath their feet remained cold.

"What do you really think this is?" Emma asked quietly.

Arjun was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper.

"I think," he said slowly, "that something has been sleeping beneath this island for a very long time. And I think, somehow, that something has just woken up."



The afternoon wore on, and the crowd gradually thinned. Emma continued taking photographs, documenting every detail she could capture—the circle from different angles, the faces of the onlookers, the solemn expressions of the police as they erected barriers around the site. But her mind kept returning to the elderly woman's words, to the Indian laborer's story of the Watcher Beneath the Roots, to the singing that Étienne had heard from the forest.

Late in the afternoon, as the sun began its descent toward the horizon, Emma found herself standing at the edge of Daruty Forest itself. The trees rose before her, massive and ancient, their roots twisting across the ground like petrified serpents. The air was cooler here, shaded, and the sounds of the crowd faded into an almost preternatural quiet.

She raised her camera, framing a shot of the forest canopy through the viewfinder, and pressed the shutter.

Then she lowered the camera and froze.

Between the trees, barely visible in the deep shadows, stood dozens of figures. They were human-shaped, but wrong—their forms blurred at the edges, as though reality itself struggled to hold them together. Their faces were featureless voids, and yet Emma felt them looking at her. Watching. Waiting.

Her hands trembling, she raised the camera again. Through the viewfinder, the figures were clearer—still impossible, still wrong, but undeniably present. She pressed the shutter again and again, capturing image after image of the silent watchers.

And then, as suddenly as they had appeared, they were gone. The spaces between the trees were empty. The shadows were merely shadows. Emma lowered the camera, her heart pounding, and saw nothing but the forest and the fading light.

"Miss Laurent?"

She spun around, startled. An old woman stood behind her, the same elderly woman who had spoken of runaway slaves. Her eyes were no longer milky with age; they were clear and dark, and they held a depth of understanding that Emma found deeply unsettling.

"I saw what you saw," the old woman said softly. "Through your machine. You should not have looked."

"I don't understand," Emma said, her voice barely steady. "Who are you?"

The old woman smiled, and in that smile was something that looked almost like pity.

"They call me Grandmère. I am the keeper of the stories." She reached out and touched Emma's arm with surprising gentleness. "The forest remembers everything, child. Every footstep, every voice, every soul that has ever entered it. It has been waiting a long time to be remembered in return."

"I don't—"

"Hush." Grandmère's grip tightened. "Listen to me carefully. The signs are everywhere. The circle in the field. The singing in the trees. The figures in your photographs." Her voice dropped to a whisper so soft Emma had to lean closer to hear. "The island is waking, child. And one day, it will call your name too. Just as it called the name of your grandmother before you. Just as it will call the name of your children's children."

Emma felt the world tilt around her. "My grandmother? What do you know about my grandmother?"

But Grandmère was already stepping back, her body beginning to dissolve into the deepening shadows of the forest.

"Remember what I told you," she said, her voice fading like smoke. "The forest remembers. And it never forgets."

And then she was gone, vanished between one heartbeat and the next, leaving Emma alone at the edge of the ancient trees with nothing but the fading light and the weight of impossible knowledge pressing down on her soul.



That night, Emma sat in her small apartment in Port Louis, staring at the photographs on her laptop screen. The images of the forest from that afternoon showed nothing unusual—just trees and shadows and the quiet beauty of the Mauritian wilderness. No figures. No watchers. Nothing but the forest as it had always been.

But she remembered what she'd seen through the viewfinder. She remembered the blurred, impossible shapes, the faceless figures watching from the darkness. She remembered the old woman's warning.

And she remembered the last words Grandmère had spoken, words that had burrowed into her mind like a splinter she couldn't remove.

"The forest remembers. One day, it will call your name too."

Emma closed her laptop and sat in the darkness, listening to the distant sound of the ocean, and knew with absolute certainty that her life had changed forever. Something had begun in Daruty Forest. Something old and vast and hungry for attention.

And no matter how hard she tried, she could not shake the feeling that she had been chosen to witness it.

She could not shake the feeling that she was being watched.



In the days that followed, the official explanations began to emerge. The government attributed the "incident" to a natural gas explosion. The media, following the party line, presented the story as a tragic but ultimately mundane event. Within a week, the circle had been filled in, the glass surface buried beneath fresh soil, the police barriers removed. Étienne Leclair was compensated for his lost cattle, and life in the northern plains returned to something resembling normal.

But Emma knew the truth. She had seen the figures in the forest. She had heard the old woman's warning. And she had begun to notice the small signs that others overlooked—the strange patterns in the soil, the unusual behavior of the birds, the way the wind seemed to whisper in the trees.

She continued her work as a photojournalist, documenting the island she loved. But she also began to document something else. The anomalies. The inconsistencies. The moments when reality seemed to slip, just for an instant, revealing something older and stranger beneath the surface.

And late at night, when the world was quiet and the stars were bright above the Indian Ocean, she would open her laptop and look at the photographs from that day at Daruty Forest. The ones that showed nothing but trees and shadows.

The ones that she knew, deep in her soul, held secrets that the world was not yet ready to see.

Because the island was waking. The forest was remembering. And somewhere, in the darkness beneath the ancient roots, something old and patient was waiting.

Waiting for the right moment.

Waiting to call her name.

Waiting for the First Witness to begin her journey.
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Chapter Two: The Fissure
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The forest changed after dark.

Emma had been walking these paths for three days now, documenting the aftermath of the impossible event, photographing the gradual return of normalcy to the northern plains. But each evening, as the sun sank below the horizon and the shadows lengthened across the sugarcane fields, she felt something shift. The familiar paths became uncertain. The landmarks she had memorized seemed to rearrange themselves when she wasn't looking. And the air itself grew thick with a presence she couldn't quite name.

Tonight, she was not alone.

Arjun Patel walked beside her, his spectrometer humming softly in the darkness, its display casting a pale green glow across his features. He had returned to the site every day since the incident, his scientific curiosity overriding whatever unease the events had stirred in him. He told himself he was collecting data, gathering evidence, building a case for further investigation. But Emma saw the way his hands trembled when he thought no one was watching. She saw the shadows under his eyes that spoke of sleepless nights and unanswered questions.

Behind them, Inspector Marcus Dubois followed at a careful distance, his flashlight cutting through the darkness with professional precision. He had insisted on accompanying them, though he had been reluctant to admit why. His grandfather had been a forest ranger, he'd explained, and the old man had filled his childhood with warnings about Daruty Forest. Certain places on this island should remain untouched, he used to say. The island has layers of memory hidden beneath the volcanic rock. Marcus had laughed at those stories as a boy. But now, standing at the edge of the ancient trees, he remembered every word.

"I don't like this," Arjun muttered, his voice barely above a whisper. "The readings are getting stronger the deeper we go. Frequencies I've never seen before. Patterns that shouldn't exist."

Emma nodded, her camera hanging heavy around her neck. She had taken dozens of photographs since they entered the forest, but each image showed only trees and shadows. The figures she had seen on that first day remained elusive, visible only in the periphery of her vision, disappearing the moment she turned to look directly at them.

"We should turn back," Marcus said, his voice carrying the weight of authority. "This is dangerous. We don't know what we're dealing with."

Arjun shook his head. "No. We're close to something. I can feel it in the readings. There's a concentration of anomalous energy about five hundred meters ahead. Whatever happened here, whatever caused that circle, the source is somewhere in that direction."

They pressed on, the path growing narrower and more twisted with each step. The banyan trees pressed close on either side, their roots curling across the ground like petrified serpents, their branches forming a canopy so dense that even the moonlight struggled to penetrate. The air smelled of damp earth and wild guava and something older—a scent like stone exposed after centuries underground, like the inside of a tomb that had been sealed for longer than human memory could reach.

And then the path opened, and they found themselves back at the clearing.

The circle had changed.

Where once there had been a smooth surface of melted glass, the earth had split open. A fissure nearly three meters wide gaped at the center of the clearing, its edges sharp and jagged, as though the ground had been torn apart by some immense force. Pale blue light pulsed from the depths below, a steady rhythm that seemed almost organic, like the heartbeat of some buried giant. Every few seconds, the light intensified, illuminating the surrounding trees in ghostly shades of azure and silver.

Emma felt her breath catch in her throat. "What is this?"

Arjun was already moving toward the edge of the fissure, his spectrometer held out before him like a talisman. "The readings are off the charts. Whatever's down there, it's generating energy that shouldn't be possible. Not on Earth. Not anywhere I know."

Marcus grabbed his arm, pulling him back from the edge. "Careful, Doctor. We have no idea how stable that ground is."

"It's stable enough," Arjun said, shaking off the inspector's grip. "Look at the edges. This wasn't a collapse. This was deliberate. Something opened this fissure from below."

Emma moved forward, her camera raised, and looked down into the darkness. The blue light pulsed rhythmically, illuminating walls of ancient rock carved with symbols she couldn't read. The carvings covered every surface, layer upon layer of meaning, some so old they seemed to have been worn smooth by time, others so fresh they might have been carved yesterday.

"There are markings down there," she said, her voice barely steady. "Writing. Or something like writing."

Arjun knelt at the edge, his spectrometer forgotten in his hands. "Let me see. Can you get a photograph?"

Emma raised her camera, adjusting the aperture to compensate for the dim light, and began to shoot. The symbols captured through her viewfinder seemed to shift as she watched, rearranging themselves when she looked away, revealing new patterns she hadn't noticed before. Some looked like ancient Malagasy patterns, spiraling and flowing like water. Others mirrored the geometric precision of Indian temple architecture, mandalas and lotus petals rendered in stone. Still others were entirely alien, shapes that hurt to look at, geometries that seemed to fold in on themselves in ways that made her head ache.

"Those are older than anything I've ever seen," Arjun said, studying the images on Emma's display. "Some of them predate human civilization entirely. They're from a time when... when humans weren't even a concept."

Marcus had moved to the edge of the fissure, his flashlight playing over the walls. "There are figures down there. People. Or something like people."

Emma moved closer, her gaze following the beam of his light. The carvings depicted figures—hundreds of them—kneeling before an enormous being. The being was vast, its limbs branching like roots, its body seeming to extend in all directions at once. Its eyes were stars, burning with cold fire, and its face was a mask of ancient wisdom and terrible patience.

"The Watcher Beneath the Roots," Emma whispered. "That's what the laborer called it. The one who sleeps in the dark places."

"It's not just a story," Arjun said, his voice hushed with awe. "Look at the details. The geometry of the figure matches the electromagnetic patterns I've been detecting. The spatial relationships are exact. Whatever these people were worshiping, it had real physical properties. Real measurable properties that are still detectable today."

"We need to go down there," Emma said. "We need to see what's at the bottom."

Marcus shook his head firmly. "Absolutely not. We don't know what's down there. We don't know if the ground is stable. We don't know what kind of gas might be accumulating in the depths. This is beyond our expertise. We need to call in specialists, geologists, safety teams—"

"We need to call no one," Arjun interrupted. "Don't you understand? The government has been trying to suppress this from the beginning. They buried the circle, compensated the farmer, and pretended nothing happened. If we call them, they'll seal this fissure too. They'll hide whatever's down there, and we'll never know the truth."

Marcus's jaw tightened. "And if you die down there? If you fall, or if something else happens? What truth will you be able to tell then?"

Arjun met his gaze steadily. "I've spent my entire life studying the universe, Inspector. I've mapped stars and measured quantum fluctuations and peered into the structure of matter itself. And I have never, never encountered anything like this. This is the greatest discovery in human history, and it's right beneath our feet. Are you really willing to let it be buried again?"

Marcus was silent for a long moment. Then he sighed, the sound heavy with resignation.

"I'll go first," he said. "Stay behind me. And if I tell you to run, you run. Don't argue, don't hesitate. Just run."

They descended carefully, Marcus leading with his flashlight, Arjun following with his spectrometer, Emma bringing up the rear with her camera. The fissure walls were rough but climbable, the rock providing handholds and footholds that seemed almost too convenient, as though someone had carved them deliberately for this purpose.

The blue light pulsed around them, growing stronger as they descended. The carvings on the walls became more elaborate, more complex. The symbols seemed to tell a story—a narrative in images that spanned centuries, millennia, eons. Emma photographed everything she could, her camera flashing in the darkness.

"What are you seeing?" Arjun called back to her. "Can you make out any patterns?"

"Hard to tell," she admitted. "Some of it seems to be historical. Agricultural scenes, people building structures, ceremonies of some kind. But then it shifts, and I see things that don't make sense. Stars that shouldn't be in the sky. Constellations that don't exist. Maps of places that can't be real."

"Places that can't be real," Arjun repeated. "What do you mean?"

"I mean..." Emma paused, trying to find the words. "I mean I'm looking at a map of Mauritius as it would appear from space. But the island is wrong. The shape is different. The coastal contours don't match anything I've ever seen. And yet, somehow, I know it's Mauritius. I can feel it. As if the island used to look like that, a long time ago, before something changed."

"Before what changed?" Marcus asked from the front.

Emma shook her head. "I don't know. I don't even know how I know what I'm seeing. It's like the symbols are speaking directly to something inside me. Something that understands them without having to learn them."

The fissure continued deeper, the walls closing in around them, the blue light growing more intense. And then they reached the bottom.

The chamber was vast, far larger than Emma had expected. The blue light emanated from a pool of liquid at the center—a substance that looked like water but moved with a slow, deliberate grace that seemed almost sentient. The symbols on the walls were everywhere here, thousands of them, covering every surface in intricate detail.

And in the center of the chamber, rising from the pool, was a structure.

It was a monolith of black obsidian, impossibly smooth, impossibly perfect. It pulsed with the same blue light as the pool, its rhythm matching the heartbeat of the earth itself. Symbols covered its surface, same as the walls but more intense, more alive, as though they were growing and changing even as they watched.

"Whatever that is," Arjun whispered, "it's the source. The energy readings are coming from that thing. It's like a beacon, broadcasting signals that shouldn't exist. Signals that don't belong anywhere in our reality."

Emma moved closer, raising her camera. Through the viewfinder, the symbols on the monolith seemed to dance, rearranging themselves in patterns that almost made sense. She felt something stirring in her mind—a recognition, a memory of something she had never experienced.

And then she heard the sound.

It came from everywhere and nowhere at once, a deep resonance that vibrated through her bones, through the chamber itself, through the entire forest above. It wasn't a roar or a scream. It was something more deliberate. Something intelligent.

The sound of amusement.

The earth trembled violently. Dust rained from above. The monolith pulsed once, twice, three times, its light flaring so bright that Emma had to shield her eyes.

"What was that?" Marcus shouted, his voice barely audible over the rumble.

"The monolith," Arjun said, his tone almost reverent. "It's responding to us. Reacting to our presence. Like it's alive. Like it's been waiting for us."

Marcus was already moving, his hand reaching for the weapon at his hip. "We need to leave. Now."

The trembling intensified. Stones fell from above, splashing into the pool with soft, echoing sounds. The symbols on the
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