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A Series Preface

When I first set out to write this story, I wasn’t chasing a trend or trying to echo another story. I was answering a calling that had been building in me for years—stories of Trinidad and Tobago, of resilience, of shadows and fire, of people who survive even when the odds crush down heavy.

Sarafina was born out of those streets. Out of the contradictions of our islands: joy and struggle, music and menace, tradition and corruption. Her fire is my fire, and through her I want to honor every person who has ever had to fight to hold their dignity, every community that refuses to be erased, and every child who carries both anger and hope in their chest.

This is fiction, yes—but it is also a reflection of the real spirit of my people. It’s a way to carry our struggles, our voices, our strength into the wider world and say: we are here, and our shadows burn with light.

“Remember: you can only take with you what you brought with you;

but you can leave something... make sure people miss you when you are gone.”

— S. Mortimer Price

A Note on Language and Culture

This story is rooted in Trinidad and Tobago, where English mingles with local dialects, rhythms, and sayings. You’ll hear characters slip between formal English and Trini Creole, sometimes in the same breath—just as it happens on the streets of Port of Spain.

The slang, cadence, and cultural flavor are part of the island’s heartbeat, carrying both humor and weight. Don’t worry if a phrase feels unfamiliar—the meaning is usually carried by context.

Think of it like music: the rhythm carries you even when you don’t catch every word.
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Chapter 1 – The Quiet After the Storm
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The island had gone quiet since Vargas’s death. Not silent — Trinidad was never silent — but the kind of quiet that sat heavy in the streets, like a breath held too long. Steelpan still echoed from yards, vendors still bawled out doubles and corn soup, but underneath, there was unease. Dogs barked shorter; laughter cut off mid-sentence. People looked over shoulders when motorcycles back-fired at night. Even the sea breeze that drifted inland carried a hush, as if the island itself waited to exhale.

People whispered of the fire-eyed gyal. Some said she was a savior, sent to cleanse the streets. Others swore she was a jumbie, born of rage and blood, walking vengeance in human form. Nobody could agree — only that Vargas was gone, and somehow, she was the reason. Some lit candles on street corners where gunmen once fell; others scrawled crosses in chalk above their doorways. Taxi radios carried callers claiming they’d seen her leap between rooftops. Every retelling grew brighter, hotter, less human.

Sarafina James moved through those whispers like a shadow. In the mornings she trained with Master Chen, the old man patient as ever. His dojo was nothing more than the gravel yard behind his shuttered shop, bamboo poles set in the dirt and an old awning flapping in the humid breeze. But when she stepped onto the mat, the world fell away.

The scent of Tiger Balm hung in the heat; somewhere nearby, a rooster announced late. The gravel underfoot grounded her more surely than any temple floor. This was church enough.

“Again,” Chen said, his voice calm but edged with steel.

Sweat rolled down Sarafina’s temple as she lunged, baton flashing in her hand. The strike was clean — too clean. Chen’s foot swept her legs, dropping her flat onto the mat. Gravel bit her shoulder as she hit.

“You fight with fire,” he told her, standing above her. “But balance is not fire. Balance is water. Flow. Adapt. You must master both, child.”

Sarafina clenched her jaw, tasting dust. Pride wanted to argue, to prove she’d already mastered balance through sheer will. But she’d learned that ego only made bruises bloom faster. She inhaled through her nose, letting Chen’s words settle like grit under skin — irritation that would soon harden into callus.

She exhaled sharply, nodding, forcing herself up. Her body still carried Vargas’s shadow — the memory of his eyes when she struck the final blow, the weight of her first kill.

Sometimes that look jolted her awake at dawn, the echo of his last breath caught between her ribs. Chen said memory was teacher; to her it felt more like sentence.

Meditation with Chen helped, but the fire inside her never fully cooled. Even in stillness she felt the spark, that stubborn ember that refused extinction. It pulsed behind her eyelids, steady as heartbeat.



“Allyuh hear? She does move roof to roof. No sound.”

“Roof to roof? Steups. She just fast.”

“Fast or spirit, Vargas still dead.”

Their voices tangled with the hum of insect wings and the faint hiss of frying oil from a nearby shop. Even the skeptics dropped their tone when they said her name, as if afraid to summon what they mocked.

At night, when the city slept, she would sit on her narrow bed and stare at the pile of textbooks Maria Gomez had given her. Mathematics, biology, chemistry, physics, history.

The creases in their spines were sharp, but already her quick mind devoured them. Maria had said: “If you’re to face the darkness, you must know more than how to strike. Knowledge is its own weapon.”

Sarafina had never returned to a classroom since her parents’ deaths, but she discovered something new — patterns. Her polymathic memory, the gift she once thought a curse, let her trace connections where others saw chaos. She could solve puzzles in seconds, replay entire conversations in her mind word for word.

Hyperthymesia, Maria called it. To Sarafina, it was another kind of fire.

Tonight, she set her weighted baton on the desk beside an open physics text. Steel and paper. Fire and water. Rage and balance. That was her life now.

And outside, the whispers grew louder.

Wind tugged the curtain; the streetlight flickered like breath. She told herself it was only current, not omen.



By late afternoon, Port of Spain breathed in its own rhythm. Schoolchildren spilled from maxi-taxis, navy skirts and khaki pants flashing between vendors. A man with a tray of shaved ice called out, “Sno-cone! Syrup red red!” while a woman under a faded umbrella bagged pholourie, pepper shining like glass.

A panside reheated an old melody behind a parlour; tinny radio talk drifted off a stoop — argument about who should’ve really win Panorama. The air smelled of diesel, sweat, and fried channa — the scent of living layered over grief. Even the horns played in rhythm, unwilling to admit the island mourned.

Sarafina slid through it, hood low, cataloguing without trying: the tilting signboard above the roti shop, the missing bolt on a gate hinge, the loping limp of a man who watched too hard and smiled too slow.

Details stacked themselves in tidy rows inside her skull, neat as dominoes. Every fragment felt like a piece of a riddle only she could read. The city was talking; she just hadn’t learned the full dialect of danger yet.

The streets still carried Vargas’s ghost. His men had scattered, some swallowed by rival gangs, some gone silent, some buried. But the gap he left was too large for silence to hold forever.

Rumor flowed to fill it — same mouths, new names. The city never tolerated a vacuum; power always found a pulse.

At the market, whispers clung to every corner.

“Is she really have fire in she eye?” a vendor asked, piling chadon beni beside ripe tomatoes.

A woman pursed her lips. “Ent you hear? My cousin say she see de gyal by de docks. Say de air get hot-hot, like oven, den Vargas fall just so. If dat is true, I doh know if she angel or demon.”

A steups cut through the chatter. An old man selling coconut water shook his head. “Angel, demon — all I know, Vargas dead. An’ good riddance. Whoever she be, I hope she watching still. ’Cause de streets doh sleep.”

His laugh cracked the silence like a shell. Even those who agreed with him looked away — nobody wanted to tempt a spirit that might be listening.

Sarafina passed unnoticed at the edge of the crowd, hoodie drawn low. She caught every word.

It didn’t matter if they called her savior or jumbie — both names wrapped around her like chains. Chains could hold or remind — she hadn’t decided which. The weight of both felt the same.

“Shadow mark on meh wall protectin’ de yard, oui.”

“Boy, is chalk. Chalk cyah stop gun.”

“Sometimes chalk is all man have.”

A child nearby traced invisible lines on the air with his finger, mouthing the legend as if it were spell.



That evening, she found herself back on Master Chen’s mat. He pushed her harder than usual, forcing her to shift between speed and restraint. Her dreadlocks stuck damp to her neck, her body sore, but still she pressed on.

Chen circled her slowly. “When you killed Vargas, what did you feel?”

The question hit the air and hung there, heavy. Sarafina faltered mid-step, balance teetering, the baton slick in her palm.

The question cut sharper than any strike. Her chest tightened, memory flashing — the docks, Vargas’s sneer, her baton rising, the sickening weight of impact. Fire, then silence.

“I felt...” She swallowed. “Relief. Then... nothing. Then everything.”

Chen nodded once. “And balance?”

She hesitated. “Balance is... still to come.”

His thin smile was both approval and warning. She caught the flicker of memory in his eyes — maybe a battle he’d fought, maybe a ghost he still bowed to. Wisdom, she realized, was only experience survived.

He set the staff aside and adjusted the bamboo poles, shifting one a hand’s breadth. “Again. Let the body answer. Thought will follow.”

She moved. This time she didn’t chase impact; she tracked angle, rebound, breath. The strike landed short by choice, and the follow-up flowed like water, not flame.

“Better,” he said. “Balance attends those who invite it.”

Each motion became a sentence in an unspoken language between them — strike, pause, yield, return. For the first time since the docks, her heartbeat felt like rhythm, not alarm.

On her way out, her phone buzzed. A single line from Maria: “Eat. Read. Sleep. In that order.”

She huffed a laugh, texted back, “Yuh sounding like doctor now.”

The dots blinked.

“Good. The city needs you healthy, not just angry.”

Sarafina stared at the screen a moment longer than needed. Even a single message from Maria felt like anchor — small proof the world still had gentle things worth guarding.

Later, back in her small room above Rico’s bar, she flipped open Maria’s history textbook. Her fingers traced the underlined words: “Empires fall when leaders lose balance.”

She leaned back, hearing Chen’s voice in her head, Maria’s echo layered on top: “Knowledge is its own weapon.”

She mouthed the sentence, testing how it sounded beside Chen’s proverb. Together they formed a creed — mind before muscle, purpose before punch.

Her phone buzzed. A message from Rico: “Lime tonight? Crew waiting.”

She stared at the books, then at the baton resting beside them. For a moment, she didn’t know which weighed heavier.

Duty pulled one way, loneliness the other. She’d learned that balance sometimes meant saying yes to noise instead of silence.



The lime was already in full swing when Sarafina slipped through the back door of Rico’s bar. The smell of rum and fried bake clung to the air, music humming low on the speakers — not loud Soca this time, but an old Calypso record spinning on repeat, scratchy but warm.

The melody wrapped the room in nostalgia — ghosts of Carnival long gone. It felt safe in a way danger sometimes did, familiar, rhythmic, predictable.

“Look who finally show face,” Rico said, spreading his arms wide before leaning back against the counter, beard splitting in a grin. “I thought Chen did tie yuh up in dat gravel yard.”

Sarafina smirked faintly. “He try. Gravel still winning.”

DJ Fyah laughed from his seat at the corner table, headphones crooked around his neck, fingers drumming an invisible riddim on the wood.

“Better gravel than bullets, gyal. Streets buzzing — Shadow fire still hot-hot. People talking like you some kinda ghost story.”

“Macco talk,” Ali muttered, though his eyes twinkled. He was hunched over a dismantled watch, screwdriver flicking in tiny turns.

“But rumor is a weapon. Sometimes sharper than cutlass.”

Ghost, silent as ever, leaned against the wall, arms folded. His eyes flicked to Sarafina — one nod, nothing more.

She returned it. That was Ghost’s way: no words wasted.

For a moment she let herself absorb it — the banter, the music, the smell of fried bake mixing with rum. This was home in its own broken shape, stitched together by survival and sweetness.

They drank, they teased, they argued over which panside should’ve really win Panorama — Fyah insisting on one Steelpan side, Rico swearing another. For a little while, the island’s shadows felt far away.

But laughter only carried so far.

Laughter, she thought, was the country’s armor — bright, noisy, thin. When it cracked, the quiet underneath was always hungry.

Rico leaned closer when the others drifted into debate.

“You good, sis?”

She shrugged, eyes down.

“Good enough.”

“Good enough doh fool me,” he said, voice low. “Vargas gone, but plenty men lining up to wear he shoes. Streets feel quiet, oui... but quiet before storm. You feel it too.”

The bass from the speakers rippled through the bar like thunder far away. She nodded once, just enough to admit he was right. Storms were the only season that never ended here.

Sarafina didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. The fire in her eyes, even dimmed by the bar’s light, spoke louder than words.

Rico looked away first. He always did when her silence got too bright.

Outside, a taxi man told a vendor, “If is jumbie, let she jumbie for we.”

The vendor laughed without humor. “Jumbie never choose side. Jumbie choose blood.”

Their laughter was thin, nervous; even the night-market dogs paused before howling again.



The lime stretched late into the night, laughter rolling easy, the kind that stitched old wounds without ever naming them. But Sarafina slipped out before the bottles emptied.

She needed quiet — real quiet, not the kind drowned by music and ole talk. Quiet meant safety; quiet meant she could hear herself think without the rhythm of regret behind it.

The city’s noise faded to a heartbeat she could finally control.

Her room above the bar smelled of chalk dust and machine oil, thanks to Ali’s tinkering downstairs. She pulled the curtain closed, lit the small lamp on her desk, and stared again at the two things that defined her life now.

On the left: her weighted baton, black steel dulled by use, scratches like scars across its surface.

On the right: Maria’s textbooks, spines already bent from long nights of reading — physics, biology, psychology, history.

In that tiny room, every object carried memory — the lamp from her mother’s kitchen, the dented cup Chen once handed her after training. Even the floor creak had become a familiar companion.

She sat, fingers brushing both baton and book. Fire and balance. Action and thought.

Her mind replayed the whispers from the market, Chen’s calm voice in the gravel yard, Rico’s warning in the bar. Patterns formed, like threads crossing on an invisible board.

She could see them — how silence was never just silence, how rumors weren’t just noise but currents shaping the streets.

It was all equations now — fear multiplied by hunger, divided by hope. She traced them mentally, solving for balance but finding only blood.

A car horn blared outside, laughter echoing down the block. Somewhere in the city, a gun went off — one shot, then silence. No sirens followed.

She didn’t flinch. One gunshot no longer separated her night from anyone else’s. Still, her pulse counted to five before she exhaled.

Sarafina closed her eyes. She could almost hear her parents’ voices, Maria’s steady tone, Chen’s patient wisdom. All of it layering, pressing, demanding.

The sounds overlapped until they became something new — a harmony of duty that left no room for rest. Her body swayed to it unconsciously, a prayer in motion.

Her eyes opened again, fixed on the baton. Then on the textbooks.

She thought, “Fire-eye or Shadow, savior or jumbie... maybe I is all of it. But I not done yet.”

Resolve tightened in her chest — a quiet promise made only to the night itself.

She wrote equations she didn’t need, just to remind herself she still could.

Down on the street, the night still hummed. A drunk staggered out of Rico’s bar, muttering to himself as he fumbled with a cigarette.

“Fire-eye gyal... watching, oui,” he slurred, before collapsing on a stoop with a laugh that died into silence.

Even his mutter carried reverence, the way people mention saints when half-drunk and half-afraid. The city prayed in strange tongues.

Two children darted past him, schoolbags slung carelessly over their shoulders even at this hour. One carried a piece of chalk, pale stub worn to the nub.

He knelt quickly, dragging lines across the cracked pavement.

The other child crouched beside him.

“Wha’ yuh drawing dat for?”

The first boy grinned, proud. A rough shape emerged — a ghostly outline with two blazing circles for eyes.

“Is she,” he whispered. “Fire-Eyed gyal. If we mark it, badman cyah touch we.”

The second boy stared, then nodded, almost solemn.

“Yeah... put it by mih gate too.”

Their laughter followed the chalk’s scrape, high and defiant. Even innocence needed something to believe in, and fear made the best paint.

Above them, Sarafina stood at her window, curtain drawn back just an inch. She watched the chalk take form under the streetlamp’s yellow glow, her jaw tight.

The drunk snored. The children ran off, giggling, leaving the mark behind — a crude emblem of fear and hope tangled together.

She wanted to erase it, to tell them she was no legend — but another part of her, the part that still burned, knew the island needed its myth.

Sarafina’s hand brushed the baton on her desk, then slid to the open textbook.

She whispered into the dark, “Leh them whisper. Leh them draw. I ready.”

The night pressed close around her.

And outside, the whispers grew louder.
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Chapter 2 – Fire-Eyed Scholar

[image: ]




Maria Gomez lived in a modest two-bedroom house on the outskirts of Port of Spain, not far from the foothills. It wasn’t much, just a small verandah lined with potted plants and a creaky gate, but the space carried warmth. Sarafina felt it each time she came — a weight lifted, a place apart from the streets.

Maria greeted her at the door with a faint smile, still in her police blouse, sleeves rolled up. “Come in, child. I made food.”

Inside, the dining table was already set. Nothing fancy: rice, callaloo, baked chicken, and a jug of sorrel still cold from the fridge. Sarafina sat stiffly at first, but Maria had a way of softening the edges.

“You must eat proper,” Maria said, placing a plate in front of her. “The body cannot fight without fuel. And the mind — even more so.”

Sarafina gave a half-smile. “You sound like Chen.”

“Good. Means you have two people saying sense instead of one.”

The smell of callaloo still lingered in the air, thick with coconut milk and pepper, clinging to the curtains. A ceiling fan turned slow above, humming steady as a heartbeat. Outside, a taxi horn blared once, twice — the city’s chaos pushing at the edges of the little house but never breaking through.

For the first time in days, Sarafina’s shoulders lowered. The clang of bottles, the hiss of frying oil from the street below her room, the echo of gunshot memories — all of it seemed to fade here. Maria’s house had its own rhythm: quiet, firm, safe. Even the light felt different — soft yellow instead of neon glare, washing her anger down to embers.



After the plates cleared, Maria returned with a stack of textbooks bound together with twine. She set them on the table with a small thump that made Sarafina’s eyes widen.
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