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	Whispers of the Flame

	 

	by Belinda Chavremootoo

	 


Dedication

	 

	For the ones who remember, even when they are told to forget.
For the silenced, the seekers, and the storytellers.
And for the island—because land never forgets what is buried in its bones.
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About the Author

	 

	Belinda writes layered mysteries where memory lingers, landscapes remember, and silence speaks louder than words. Her stories slip between the literary and the intimate—part atmospheric suspense, part quiet reckoning. Rooted in a love for islands, history, and hidden truths, her work invites readers to linger in the in-between.

	She believes some lands carry echoes of everything they’ve witnessed—grief, joy, betrayal—and that nostalgia for place is its own kind of story. When she’s not writing, Belinda tends to her garden, guided by the rustle of leaves, the smell of earth, and the quiet company of two cats who always seem to know more than they let on.



	
Prologue 

	 

	The ocean was too quiet. That’s what bothered him. No gulls, no breeze. Just the slap of water against the hull, slow and thick, like something breathing.

	Jean-Michel Larocque wiped sweat from his brow, squinting into the mist. The islet should’ve been empty—just coral and scrub. But someone had lit a fire. Blue, flickering, wrong.

	“This is private land,” he said, louder than he meant to. His voice cracked. “You hear me?”

	No answer. Just the wind shifting—carrying a smell. Burnt cloves? Sulphur?

	He stepped off the boat. Sand gave way under his feet. His chest tightened. A sharp whistle echoed—like a child calling a dog. Then silence.

	Behind him, the boat untethered itself.

	In front of him, the flame rose.

	His scream never made it past his lips.

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	I’m Dr. Amaya Zarin—forensic anthropologist, former consultant for the Metropolitan Police, published expert on colonial-era burial misclassifications, unwanted daughter of this island. I left Zaka with a scholarship and a suitcase. I returned with a funeral notice and a bad feeling.

	They said my uncle died peacefully.

	I wasn’t there when they burned him.

	The cremation happened without me. A state formality—no rites, no song, no scattered petals. Just bureaucracy and flame. They said it was peaceful.

	But peace never smelled like burnt clove and regret.

	 

	***

	 

	Uncle Yannis had raised me when my parents went to work in Paris and never fully came back. He taught me how to listen to bones, how to ask questions even when people called them curses. He taught me that the island remembered things we’d buried.

	When the neighbour emailed, it didn’t say much—just that he was gone. The cause was listed as natural. I’ve studied death long enough to know “natural” often just means “no one’s looking too closely.”

	 

	***

	 

	His house hadn’t changed.

	Still full of jars that smelled like time. Still humming with the kind of quiet that felt alive. Still too warm, like it didn’t want to let go of whoever left last.

	The box sat on the kitchen table.

	Wooden. Locked. My name scratched into the top with his old field knife. The wax seal already cracked.

	Inside was his journal.

	And tucked between the pages—

	A photograph of Maïa Saramine with Yannis and me and another one of Maïa alone.

	 

	***

	 

	She couldn’t have been more than seventeen. Jasmine in her hair. Grinning like the island didn’t scare her yet. The banyan tree behind her twisted like a memory too stubborn to rot.

	Behind the photo, a sketch.

	The glyph.

	The same one she used to draw in the margins of her notebooks. The same one she traced on my arm once with a stick of sugarcane ash, saying, “It keeps the bad spirits on the outside.”

	I didn’t believe her then.

	I wasn’t sure what I believed now.

	 

	***

	 

	I pressed the photo to my chest.

	“I’m sorry I left,” I whispered. 

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	Last time I flew in, it was for death. This time, it’s for truth. That familiar crescent of green cliffs and red tin rooftops, framed by sea like an offering. From above, Isle de Zaka looked untouched. Pure. Like nothing had ever bled here. 

	But I knew better. 

	When Zaka authorities asked if I’d consult and help the police with my acquired expertise in Europe after my visit—I said yes.

	Maybe I came for the work.

	Maybe I came for Yannis. 

	Maybe I came for Maïa.

	Maybe I came for myself.

	So here I am—coming back not for grief, not even for justice. I came back because the past has bones. And I know how to read them.

	 

	***

	 

	I shifted in my seat and opened the box tucked under my arm. The wood had warped slightly in the London cold, but the clasp still clicked like it remembered me.

	Yannis’ journal sat inside, wrapped in old muslin.

	A note taped to the cover in his slanted scrawl:

	“If I’m gone, don’t forget what the island won’t say out loud.”

	I hadn't read past the first page since I retrieved it three months ago. It felt wrong to turn the pages when my heart was still cracked open.

	But the photo tucked behind the cover still stared at me.

	Maïa.

	Seventeen.

	Hair wild. Laugh too loud. Eyes too bright.

	She’d vanished twenty years ago. They said illness. Cremation. No body.

	Same story.

	Same silence.

	Behind the photo was a drawing. A symbol I didn’t understand.

	 

	***

	 

	The seatbelt light flickered. The plane dipped slightly, catching the curve of Zaka’s southern edge.

	I closed the box.

	Pressed the photo tighter between the pages.

	And whispered,

	“I’m here now.”

	 

	 

	We landed in Port Princess, the southern armpit of the island—humid, flat, always smelling like jet fuel and overripe mango. I stepped off the plane, and the air hit me like a memory. Salt. Smoke. Sugarcane ash.

	Ravi was late.

	Of course he was. Inspector Gran Ravi Caderamen always said clocks were “a colonial invention.”

	Instead, Ti-Kiki showed up.

	Kiran Roopramanien, ex-fisherman, part-time rum baron, full-time nuisance. The island called him Ti-Kiki because no one remembers calling him anything else. He had the mouth of a drunk uncle, the eyes of someone who knew where the bodies were buried, and the scent of clove smoke and old rum casks trailing behind him.

	He pulled up in a dented pickup with a machete strapped to the dashboard and two pineapples in the passenger seat like they were paying for the ride.

	“You smell like plane,” he said. “And mainland doubt.”

	I didn’t smile. “You smell like someone who should’ve picked me up on time.”

	“Blame the dead guy,” he said. 

	He grinned. “Ravi’s busy. We got a fresh dead man on the beach near Bel Zaka.”

	“How fresh?”

	“Still steaming when they found him. Locals say it’s Zaka’s flame.”

	“And you?”

	“I say he probably pissed off the wrong spirits. Or wife. Or accountant.”

	He tossed me a cold bottle of Phoenix beer. “Welcome home, Aya.”

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	The road from Port Princess to Bel Zaka curled like a lazy serpent—too narrow for comfort, too beautiful for panic. We passed rusting billboards for spiritual retreats, cracked sugarcane fields, and roadside shrines so old the gods were barely visible anymore.

	Kiki didn’t talk for a while. He let the tires hum. Let the silence stretch.

	Finally, he said, “You are really going to stay this time?”

	I kept my eyes on the window. “Depends how many bodies wash up.”

	“Still talking like a mainlander.”

	“Still deflecting like a Zakais.”

	“Touché.”

	He offered me a slice of pineapple. I didn’t take it.

	“You know who the dead man is yet?” I asked.

	“Everyone does.”

	“But no one’s saying it out loud?”

	“This is Zaka. We don’t say names until we’re sure they can’t hear us back.”

	He turned off the main road and followed a dirt track toward the beach. The air changed—cooler, quieter. The trees here leaned closer together, like they were whispering behind our backs.

	“Jean-Michel Laroque,” he said finally.

	“The hotel guy?”

	“Zaka Essence. The one with the infinity pool and the guilt-free colonial design.”

	I frowned. “He was expanding, right? Buying protected land?”

	Kiki snorted. “Protected on paper. Sacred in practice.”

	The truck creaked to a stop.

	Ahead, just past the treeline, I saw the flash of blue tarpaulin and crime scene tape. The scent hit next—salt, rot, and something sharper underneath. Not blood. Not quite.

	Burnt cloves.

	 

	***

	 

	We stepped out onto the sand. It was still early, but the heat was already rising in waves. A few junior officers milled about near the scene, trying to look official while keeping their distance from the tarp-covered body.

	And there he was - Inspector Ravi Caderamen.

	Back straight, arms crossed, face carved from the same stone they used for colonial statues. The only thing different about him was the grey in his beard. And the rosary beads tucked into the waistband of his slacks.

	He turned as I approached, jaw tightening just a touch. Not quite a smile. Not quite a scowl. Just enough to say: I’m surprised, but not pleased.

	“Dr. Zarin.”

	“Inspector.”

	He looked me over like I was a package that had arrived late and badly labelled.

	“You’ve been gone a long time.”

	“You’ve been standing still a long time.”

	He met my gaze. Steady. Too steady. Like a man still guarding something sacred—or rotten.

	He exhaled through his nose. “I didn’t ask you to come.”

	“That makes two of us. The body did.”

	Behind me, Kiki gave a low whistle and wandered off toward the shoreline. Wise man.

	“Jean-Michel Laroque,” I said. “That’s the official word?”

	“As official as it gets around here.”

	He gestured toward the body with a small nod. “Want to take a look?”

	“Always.”

	We walked toward the tarp.

	“Before you open it,” he said, “you should know… the heat damage is unusual. For here.”

	“You mean the sun didn’t do it.”

	“And neither did a match.”

	He lifted the edge of the tarp.

	Even with the humidity, the body was dry. Too dry. Charred in patches, but not uniformly. Like the fire had started inside him, then stopped. The eyes were gone, sockets black and hollow. His hands were curled. The sand beneath him had singed, but not spread.

	I crouched beside the body, squinting.

	Something glittered in the creases of his burnt skin—fine grains of glass. Fused sand.

	“He burned,” I said softly. “But not by fire. By heat.”

	Ravi didn’t answer.

	Instead, he looked up at the trees.

	And for just a second—just one heartbeat—I thought I saw fear in his eyes.

	“Zaka’s watching,” he murmured.

	“No,” I said. “Zaka’s warning.”

	A throat cleared behind us.

	I turned to see a woman—late twenties, sharp posture, clipboard in hand, eyes doing that thing where they flick from the body to me to Ravi to my boots to the trees. She had the air of someone who was trying very hard to look like she wasn’t trying at all.

	“Sorry to interrupt, Inspector. We bagged the fibres from the shoreline. Nothing synthetic.”

	She shifted her attention to me, and I saw it: recognition. Curiosity. A flicker of intimidation she tried to blink away.

	“You must be Dr. Zarin.”

	“And you are?”

	“Officer Savita Naidee. Everyone calls me Ti-Sav.”

	She stuck out her hand like she meant it.

	I shook it. Firm grip. Warm palms.

	She smelled like sunscreen and mosquito repellent. Field girl.

	“You trained in South Africa?” I asked.

	She blinked, surprised. “Stellenbosch. How’d you—”

	“Boots. Gait. And you muttered ‘fire doesn’t climb sideways’ in Afrikaans when you saw the burn patterns.”

	She flushed, then grinned. “I’ve read your work. On the British excavation errors in Bengal. That paper pissed a lot of people off.”

	“Good. That means they read it.”

	Behind us, Ravi cleared his throat—not gently.

	“We don’t have time for academic courtship. There’s a body here. A man with enemies. And a hotel full of lawyers on speed dial.”

	“And no witnesses,” Ti-Sav added, glancing around. “Except maybe…”

	She pointed up.

	In the trees above, a row of woven talismans dangled from a line. Bones, feathers, bits of glass tied with twine. One had cracked in half.

	“Local protection charms,” she said. “Hung up last week, apparently. And now one’s broken.”

	She hesitated, voice lower now. “They say when one breaks, it means a spirit’s been let out.”

	“They?” I asked.

	She shrugged. “My grandmother. Most of the village. Probably Kiki, too, if he wasn’t busy smoking sea air.”

	“Do you believe it?”

	“I believe it’s never broken before. Until today.”

	I looked at Ravi. He didn’t say anything.

	But he didn’t roll his eyes either.

	 

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	I crouched again beside the body. The heat damage was bizarre—uneven, internal, like a blast furnace had kissed him from the inside. His fingers were curled like he’d clutched something before death. I reached for my kit.

	“May I?” I asked.

	Ravi gave the faintest nod.

	“It’s your scene now, apparently.”

	Ti-Sav handed me a pair of gloves. Bless her. Already anticipating my next move.

	I slid them on and began the process: slow, meticulous. The sand beneath him had fused in patches—tiny fragments of vitrified glass where normal sand should be. The burns weren’t superficial. They came from inside his core.

	“This isn’t combustion,” I muttered.

	“What is it then?” Ti-Sav asked.

	“Thermal destabilization. Something cooked him. Not from fire. From…”

	I hesitated.

	“…pressure. Heat. Intensity. Like lightning. Or worse.”

	I peeled back his shirt—what was left of it. The skin underneath was blackened, but not in the usual pattern of flame damage. More like…

	“It moved with him,” I whispered. “It followed his veins.”

	“That’s not science,” Ravi grunted.

	“No. But it’s what the body says.”

	We catalogued everything. Jewellery (burnt). No phone. Watch melted. A faint smell of cloves and metal, unnatural and lingering. Nearby, I spotted a charred offering bowl, half-sunken into the sand.

	“Zaka offering?” I asked.

	Ti-Sav nodded. “Could be. Or someone faked one. Tourists buy them all the time from the markets.”

	“What would a hotel owner be doing with one out here?”

	“Appeasing. Or provoking.”

	“Either way,” I said, “he failed.”

	 

	***

	 

	I turned from the body, letting the image burn into memory like heat does metal.

	And that’s when I saw it.

	Not on the body.

	Not carved into skin like ritual.

	But marked—carefully—on the stone just beyond the tide line. Half-covered by sand. Dark, almost like burned ink.

	A spiral.

	Split at the centre, like something cleaved.

	One half shaded; one left bare.

	Beneath it, a root-like symbol. Veins? Coral? I couldn’t tell.

	And just beneath that—three dots. Like a triangle. Or a countdown.

	“What is that?” I asked.

	Ravi turned. His face didn’t move.

	“They’re calling it a symbol. Maybe a warning. No one’s touched it yet.”

	I crouched down, pulse ticking louder.

	My fingers itched to draw it.

	But my mind already had.

	I’d seen it before.

	Long ago. In Maïa’s notebook.

	And again, just yesterday, behind a photo in a dead man’s journal.

	 

	***

	 

	Samples was bagged, the scene cleared and the body removed an hour later.

	The sun was hotter now. The kind of heat that made metal sing and trees crack open. We were headed back to the road when Ravi finally broke his silence.

	“You sure you’re ready to see the hotel?”

	“Why wouldn’t I be?”

	“Because this place, Dr. Zarin, is not built for people who ask too many questions.”

	 

	***

	 

	By the time we reached Zaka Essence, the air felt heavier. Not hot—dense, like sound moved slower here.

	The main building gleamed—white stone walls wrapped in vines, open-air corridors with linen curtains drifting lazily in the salt wind. A place built to make you forget the world. Or hide from it.
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