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    For those who feel out of place—may you find the courage to dive deeper,and the strength to surface whole.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The sea does not forget. It merely waits."
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1 Welcome to Paradise
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The air, thick and humid, clung to Jaden the moment he stepped off the air-conditioned jetway. It was a physical slap, a stark contrast to the sterile chill of the plane he’d just endured for what felt like an eternity. He squinted, the morning sun already high and brutal over the tarmac, painting the endless sky in shades of an aggressive, almost fluorescent blue. Mauritius. The word itself felt exotic, a whispered promise of escape. To Jaden, however, it was just another stop on his mom’s relentless global research tour, another summer ruined.

He dragged his carry-on, a dull ache starting behind his eyes. Behind him, the roar of another jet taking off vibrated through his chest. He hated airports. He hated long flights. And most of all, he hated that this entire “vacation” was merely a glorified extension of his mother’s work. Dr. Aris Thorne, renowned marine biologist, had decided that her summer investigating coral bleaching patterns in the Indian Ocean was the perfect opportunity for some “mother-son bonding.” Bonding, in her world, usually meant Jaden occupying himself while she spent fourteen hours a day submerged in saltwater or hunched over a microscope.

The terminal building was a chaotic symphony of unfamiliar languages and the clatter of luggage trolleys. The scent of something sweet and floral, mixed with the faint tang of salt, wafted through the arrivals hall. Jaden spotted his mom almost immediately, a small, energetic figure in sensible cargo shorts and a faded t-shirt, her usually neat blonde ponytail already escaping its confines. She was talking animatedly on her phone, one hand gesturing wildly, oblivious to the milling crowds.

"...and the preliminary data from the Western Atoll is promising, but we need to verify the thermal stress indicators against the historical satellite imagery..." she rattled into the phone, her voice barely registering Jaden’s presence as he approached. He sighed internally. Classic Mom. Always on, always working.

She finally hung up, turning with a bright, apologetic smile that didn't quite reach her tired eyes. "Jaden! You made it! How was the flight?" She pulled him into a quick, surprisingly strong hug that smelled faintly of sunscreen and something vaguely scientific.

"Long," he grunted, already feeling the stickiness of the Mauritian air on his skin. "And hot."

"Oh, you'll get used to it," she chirped, already scanning the baggage carousel for their luggage. "It's the tropics, sweetie. Plus, the research station has amazing air conditioning. You'll love it. And the reefs here... absolutely spectacular. We’re staying right by the lagoon, you can practically fall into the water from our bungalow!"

Jaden just nodded, forcing a weak smile. He knew the drill. "Spectacular reefs" meant "Mom will be gone all day, every day." "Practically fall into the water" meant "you’ll be stuck staring at it from afar while I’m doing important science." He just wanted Wi-Fi and his video games. Maybe a beach that didn't demand he interact with its ecosystem.

Their luggage appeared, and with surprising efficiency, his mom had them through customs and into a waiting taxi. The journey from the airport was a blur of emerald green sugarcane fields, bright bougainvillea spilling over crumbling walls, and small, vibrant villages. The road twisted and turned, revealing glimpses of the sapphire-blue ocean, fringed by impossibly white sand. It was undeniably beautiful, even to Jaden’s jaded eyes. But the beauty felt remote, something to be observed rather than experienced. Like a postcard, flat and distant.

"We're near Belle Mare, on the east coast," his mom explained, pointing out the window. "It's a bit quieter than the north, which is perfect for my research. Less tourist traffic around the more delicate coral nurseries."

Their destination was a small, almost unassuming collection of bungalows nestled amidst swaying palm trees, right on the edge of a calm, turquoise lagoon. It wasn't a sprawling resort, which Jaden was secretly thankful for, but it also wasn't the kind of place where he expected to find anyone his age. Their bungalow was modest but comfortable, with a wide veranda overlooking the water. The air inside, blessedly, was cool and dry.

"Alright, kiddo," his mom said, setting her bags down with a thud. "I need to head straight to the lab. Dr. Dubois is expecting me. He's got some new data on the Acropora growth rates. Just settle in, okay? There's food in the fridge, and the beach is right there. I'll be back for dinner, probably late."

Jaden watched her grab a small backpack, already pulling out a laminated chart. "Mom, you just got here."

"I know, honey, but science waits for no one!" She gave him a quick, distracted kiss on the forehead. "Explore! Enjoy the sun! I'll see you later!" And with that, she was gone, a whirlwind of purpose disappearing down the sandy path.

He stood in the sudden silence, the whir of the air conditioner the only sound. He walked out onto the veranda. The lagoon shimmered, an inviting expanse of blues and greens. A few small boats bobbed gently on the water, and in the distance, he could see the dark, undulating line of the reef. It was stunning. And utterly isolating. He pulled out his phone. No signal. Of course.

With a sigh, Jaden changed into shorts and a t-shirt. There wasn't much point in just sitting there. Might as well see what this "paradise" had to offer. He ambled down to the beach, the fine white sand surprisingly cool under his feet despite the fierce sun. He walked along the waterline, occasionally kicking at a piece of bleached coral. The water was impossibly clear, revealing small fish darting among the seagrass.

He kept walking, past a few other bungalows, until he saw a small, makeshift jetty jutting out into the lagoon. On it, two figures were perched, fishing. As he got closer, he realized they were teenagers, probably around his age. One, a girl, was intensely focused on her fishing line, her dark, braided hair catching the light. The other, a boy, was leaning back, legs dangling over the edge, looking bored.

Jaden hesitated, ready to turn back, when the girl's line suddenly twitched violently. She yelped, nearly losing her grip on the rod. "Whoa! Big one, Riya!" the boy exclaimed, finally showing some interest.

The girl, Riya, wrestled with the rod, her muscles straining. Her brow was furrowed in concentration, and a wild, determined glint was in her eyes. "Get the net, Nikhil! Don't just sit there!"

The boy, Nikhil, grumbled but slowly reached for a small fishing net resting on the jetty. Jaden, drawn by the commotion, stopped a few feet away, watching. Riya finally managed to reel in her catch – a surprisingly large, iridescent fish that flopped wildly on the planks of the jetty.

"Yes!" Riya cheered, throwing her arms up in triumph, her face beaming. She had an infectious, vibrant energy that seemed to bounce off the tropical air. "Look at this beauty, Nikhil! Dinner is served!"

Nikhil, meanwhile, was eyeing the fish with a distinctly unimpressed expression. "It's... scaly. And still moving. Are you sure it's not going to bite my hand off?"

Riya rolled her eyes. "Oh, stop being such a baby. It's a fish. You catch them, you eat them. Basic food chain, buddy." She turned her gaze, finally noticing Jaden. Her eyes, bright and curious, met his. "Hey! You new here?"

Jaden felt a blush creep up his neck. "Uh, yeah. Just arrived."

"Cool! I'm Riya. This is Nikhil," she gestured to the boy, who gave a reluctant half-wave. "What's your name?"

"Jaden."

"Jaden, huh? Welcome to paradise," she grinned, a wide, genuine smile that was instantly disarming. "What brings you to our little corner of the world? Tourist? Here with family?"

"My mom's a marine biologist," Jaden explained, feeling a familiar flatness in his voice. "She's studying coral bleaching here for the summer."

Nikhil snorted. "Coral bleaching. So, she's here to look at dead things? Or dying things? Sounds... cheerful."

"Nikhil!" Riya elbowed him playfully. "Don't be rude! It's important work. My uncle works at the research station too, Jaden. Maybe you've seen him?"

"Uh, I don't think so," Jaden replied. "My mom just dropped me off and went straight to the lab."

"Figures," Nikhil muttered, inspecting a loose plank on the jetty. "Scientists. Always busy. Never any fun."

Riya ignored him. "So, Jaden, you know how to fish? Or swim? We were just about to head back, but we could take you out on my dad's boat later. The snorkeling just outside the lagoon is insane!" Her eyes sparkled with an unspoken challenge.

Jaden hesitated. He wasn't much of a swimmer, and "insane snorkeling" sounded like a lot of effort. "I... uh, mostly play video games."

Nikhil actually chuckled, a dry, raspy sound. "Video games? In Mauritius? What a waste."

"Oh, lighten up, Mr. Doom and Gloom," Riya said to Nikhil. Then, to Jaden, "Don't listen to him. He thinks everything fun is a waste of time. He's probably already calculated the exact probability of us getting eaten by a shark if we go out too far."

"Just being realistic," Nikhil countered. "And sharks are a real thing, Riya. Unlike sea monsters and talking dolphins."

"Speaking of sea monsters," a new voice chimed in. Jaden turned to see another girl approaching the jetty, her arms laden with a woven basket of what looked like fresh fruit. She had long, dark hair braided with colourful ribbons and an air of quiet contemplation about her. "Did Riya actually catch something for once?"

"Zara! Look!" Riya held up her fish with pride. "See? I told you I'd get a big one today!"

Zara smiled, a gentle, knowing smile. Her eyes seemed to hold ancient secrets. "Impressive, Riya. Though I heard a whisper on the wind that this one was particularly eager to be caught. Perhaps it's a messenger from the deep?"

Nikhil rolled his eyes so hard Jaden thought they might get stuck. "A messenger. Right. It's dinner, Zara. That's it."

"You only see the surface, Nikhil," Zara said, her voice soft but firm. She set her basket down and looked at Jaden, a genuine curiosity in her gaze. "You must be the new arrival. I'm Zara. This one is Riya, and the perpetually cynical one is Nikhil."

"Jaden," he repeated, feeling a little less awkward now that there were more people.

"Jaden," Zara mused, as if tasting the name. "Welcome. The spirits of the island are pleased to have you."

"Spirits?" Jaden asked, a slight frown on his face.

"Oh, don't mind Zara," Nikhil interjected, clearly exasperated. "She's obsessed with all the old stories. Legends, myths, folklore – you name it, she believes it. Probably thinks the fish Riya caught is possessed by a water sprite."

Zara merely smiled, unperturbed. "There is more to this island than what you can see with your eyes, Nikhil. The land remembers. The ocean remembers. And if you listen closely, they will tell you their tales." She turned back to Jaden. "Our island is rich with history, Jaden. Stories of pirates, of lost treasures, of mythical creatures that guard the lagoons. Even the coral reefs themselves have their own silent narratives."

Jaden felt a flicker of something he hadn't expected: intrigue. He was used to the dry, factual explanations of his mother's world. This was different. "So... like, ghost stories?"

Zara chuckled. "Some are. Others are warnings. Others are simply ways to understand the world around us. Like the legend of the 'Guardian of the Reef,' a giant, ancient moray eel said to protect the most pristine coral beds from harm. Or the 'Dodo's Lament,' the whisper of the last dodo bird, still heard on misty mornings, mourning its lost home."

Riya, who had been busy carefully unhooking her fish, chimed in, "Zara knows all the best ones! She can tell you about the cursed shipwreck off the south coast, or the secret cave where the Maroons hid from the French."

Nikhil, predictably, scoffed. "And what good do these stories do, Zara? Do they explain why half the coral is turning white? Do they feed anyone?"

"They remind us of what we have to protect, Nikhil," Zara countered, her gaze unwavering. "They teach us respect. They connect us to our past, and to each other. And sometimes," she added, a subtle hint of mischief in her eyes, "they lead us to things we might never find otherwise."

Jaden found himself listening intently. This was certainly more interesting than the geological composition of the seabed. He looked at Riya, bubbling with adventurous spirit, Nikhil, the cynical realist, and Zara, the keeper of tales. Three distinct personalities, and all of them Mauritian.

"So, what do you guys usually do around here?" Jaden asked, genuinely curious for the first time since his arrival.

"Well, Riya usually tries to convince us to do something reckless," Nikhil supplied dryly. "Like climb that abandoned lighthouse or explore the old sugar mill ruins."

"Because it's fun!" Riya defended, pulling her fish into a small bucket of water. "And Zara usually finds some ancient historical artifact or a new bird species while we're doing it. And Nikhil just complains the whole time but secretly enjoys it."

"I do not!" Nikhil protested.

Zara smiled serenely. "We explore. We swim. We tell stories. And sometimes, we help out at the marine park, if Dr. Dubois needs an extra pair of hands."

"My mom works with Dr. Dubois," Jaden said, a surprising link.

"See?" Riya clapped her hands. "It's destiny! You're going to fit right in, Jaden! Forget your video games, you're on island time now! We're going to teach you how to fish, how to snorkel, and how to find the coolest hidden spots around here."

Nikhil actually cracked a small smile. "If he doesn't melt in the sun first."

Zara, meanwhile, seemed to be observing Jaden, a thoughtful expression on her face. "You carry a lot of worries, Jaden. The ocean has a way of washing them away, if you let it."

Jaden felt a strange mix of apprehension and... something else. Hope? He'd arrived expecting a summer of boredom and isolation. Instead, he'd stumbled upon a trio that seemed to embody the very spirit of this island – adventure, skepticism, and ancient wisdom.

"So," Riya said, rising to her feet, her eyes gleaming. "Dinner first, then maybe tomorrow, we can show you the best spot for rock-pooling? And Zara can tell you the legend of the crab king?"

Jaden looked out at the impossibly blue lagoon, then back at the three of them. His mom was probably still elbow-deep in coral samples. He had no signal. And suddenly, the idea of video games felt incredibly dull.

"Sounds... good," Jaden said, a genuine smile finally breaking through his annoyance. "Sounds really good."

Perhaps, just perhaps, this summer wouldn't be so bad after all. The sun felt a little less aggressive, the humidity a little less suffocating. And the air, now, carried not just the scent of salt and flowers, but the faint, exciting whisper of possibility. Welcome to paradise, indeed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2 The Warning
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The air, thick and sweet with the scent of frangipani and salt, hummed with a different kind of energy that evening. The sun had dipped below the horizon in a fiery blaze of orange and purple, painting the sky in a last, glorious farewell before the rapid onset of tropical night. Jaden, for the first time since landing in Mauritius, felt a genuine lightness in his chest.

Riya, true to her word, had orchestrated a beach bonfire. Her boundless enthusiasm was infectious, even pulling Nikhil from his usual state of detached cynicism and Zara from her quiet contemplations. They'd spent the late afternoon gathering driftwood from the tideline, Riya surprisingly adept at spotting the best pieces, while Nikhil grumbled about splinters and the futility of it all. Zara, meanwhile, had found a cluster of smooth, flat stones perfect for propping up their rudimentary grill.

"Alright, Jaden, your job is to keep this fire going," Riya had declared, handing him a surprisingly heavy piece of log. "Nikhil, you're on fish duty – don't burn them! Zara and I will get the sweet potatoes and corn ready."

Jaden, surprised to be given an actual task beyond "don't bother Mom," had approached the growing pile of wood with a sense of purpose. As dusk settled, the first flickers of flame danced into existence, chasing away the encroaching shadows. The crackling of the wood, the rhythmic hush of the waves, and the distant calls of unseen birds created a symphony that slowly began to lull
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