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    For the grandmothers who carry the maps in their veins,Who translate the song of the land into lullabies and lore.For the seekers who follow the echo of distant rains,To find the door they were always meant to walk through.
And for every heart that has ever heard a quiet light calling,And dared to answer, "I am here."

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some islands do not show their beauty. You must earn it. You must listen to its silence." 
— From the stories of Lélia Desjardins
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CHAPTER 1 — The Weight of Leaving
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The airport was a cathedral of transience, humming with the sterile glow of fluorescent lights that made everything look both stark and unreal. Ava barely noticed. She sat wedged between a plastic potted fern and a charging station, her sketchbook a familiar weight on her knees. Around her, the world moved in a choreographed chaos of wheeled suitcases and impatient voices, a symphony of departure. But in her lap, the world was still, captured in graphite and grief.

The page was worn soft at the edges, the spiral binding threatening to give way after years of being clutched like a shield. The last drawing stared back at her: her grandmother’s hands.

She had drawn them the night after the funeral, working by the dim lamplight of her now-empty apartment, trying to trap the memory before it faded. She’d captured the topography of age—the veins mapping rivers and tributaries beneath papery skin, the knuckles risen like ancient hills. But it was the center of the drawing that held her gaze now. Cradled in those hands was a swirl of light, something she had imagined from memory, from the way her grandmother, Lélia, would gesture when telling her old stories. It was a fragile, hopeful light, and now, looking at it under the airport’s unforgiving glare, it seemed impossibly naive.

Some islands do not show their beauty, ti cheri. Her grandmother’s whisper, textured with a French-Creole lilt that had softened over sixty years in London but never disappeared, pulsed through her now, a second heartbeat. You must earn it. You must listen to its silence.

Ava pressed her fingers to the page, as if she could touch the warmth those hands had once held. The memory was visceral: the smell of Earl Grey tea and almond oil in Lélia’s sitting room, the rain streaking the windowpanes of their Peckham flat, the old woman’s finger tapping gently against Ava’s chest. Here. You carry the longing here. One day, you will go back.

“Back where, Grand-mère?” young Ava had asked, curled on the rug with her crayons.

“To where the quiet light lives,” Lélia would say, her eyes seeing a horizon far beyond the South London rooftops.

A sharp, automated voice shattered the memory, announcing the final boarding call for a flight to Frankfurt. Ava flinched. The PA system crackled again, a discordant echo of the tension coiled in her shoulders.

She was running. She could admit that, if only to herself in this plastic chair. Her ex-boyfriend, Daniel, had flung the word like a stone during their last, terrible argument in their stripped-bare living room, boxes stacked against the walls like a cardboard fortress.

“You’re always running, Ava. From what? From a good job? From a life that’s stable? When will you stop and just... be somewhere?”

His face had been a mask of bewildered frustration. He couldn’t understand that the stability he craved felt to her like a slow suffocation. The graphic design job at the agency, once a dream, had become a cycle of pixel-perfect monotony. Their flat, with its tasteful grey sofa and matching throws, had started to feel like a beautifully appointed cage.

Then her mother’s voice, on the phone just yesterday, colder, sharper: “Mauritius? Ava, that’s not a life plan, that’s a holiday. Your grandmother filled your head with fairy tales. It’s an island. People live and work there like anywhere else. Why can’t you just settle down like everyone else? Find a new position. Sort yourself out.”

Sort yourself out. The ultimate English condemnation.

Ava closed her eyes, pressing her palm flat against the sketchbook cover. The leatherette was warm from her grip, almost alive. She hadn’t been able to explain it to either of them—the pull that had become a physical ache after Lélia died. It was as if the compass inside her, one her grandmother had quietly calibrated over a lifetime of stories, had suddenly spun wildly, its needle pointing relentlessly south-south-east. The inheritance—a modest sum from Lélia’s estate, along with the deed to a tiny, dilapidated fisherman’s bungalow in Souillac that nobody else in the family had wanted—wasn’t just money or property. It was a summons.

With a deep breath that did nothing to calm her, she packed the sketchbook into her worn backpack, between a change of clothes and her grandmother’s old storybook, its cover frayed, its pages held together by a green silk ribbon tied in a knot only the two of them had ever known how to undo. She stood, shouldering her only luggage. A single checked suitcase held the rest of her life—art supplies, a few books, some linen, and a jar of English soil from Lélia’s garden.

The walk to the gate felt like moving through water. Every step was heavy with the weight of severed connections. She passed a family hugging a tearful university student goodbye, a businessman barking into his phone, a couple entwined in a silent, desperate embrace. She was an island among them, untethered.

On the plane, she took the window seat. As the engines whined to life and London fell away beneath a blanket of woolly clouds, she felt a strange detachment. She wasn’t leaving behind a tragedy or a scandal, just a quiet failure to thrive. The life she had built had been a sketch on tracing paper, lacking depth, easily blown away.

The flight was a long, liminal blur of recycled air and intermittent turbulence. She drifted in and out of restless sleep, her dreams a disjointed film reel: the hollow echo of her footsteps in the empty apartment; the definitive click of the door locking behind her for the last time; and beneath it all, a distant, rhythmic roar that she knew, even in sleep, was the ocean.

She woke as the captain announced their initial descent into Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam International Airport. Dawn was breaking, and she pushed up the plastic shutter.

The world below was not the gentle greens of England. It was an explosion of color so intense it seemed to vibrate. Emerald sugarcane fields checkered the land, sliced through by ribbons of red dirt roads. The ocean was not one blue but a thousand—a mosaic of turquoise, cerulean, and deep indigo where the coral reefs lurked beneath the surface. And the light... as the plane dipped lower, the sun cleared the rim of the world and poured through the window. This was not the thin, watery light of a London morning. This was a liquid, golden light, thick and palpable, pooling in the hollows of the hills and glinting off the wings like melted honey.

Ava’s breath fogged the window. She wiped it clean, captivated.

The moment the aircraft doors hissed open, the air rushed in. It was a physical presence—warm, dense, and perfumed with a wild, salty sweetness: frangipani, wet earth, and the unmistakable brine of the Indian Ocean. It didn’t just fill her lungs; it seemed to seep into her pores, smoothing the knot of tension that had lived between her shoulder blades for months. For the first time since she’d locked her apartment door, she took a full, unconstricted breath.

She followed the line of passengers across the tarmac, the heat rising in visible shimmers. It was then she felt it—a sensation so distinct it made her stop mid-stride.

It was a brush along her spine, a feather-light touch that traveled from the base of her neck to the small of her back. Not the wind, which was a gentle, warm caress on her face. This was deliberate. Acknowledging.

She turned, her heart suddenly pounding a staccato rhythm against her ribs. Behind her was just the line of weary travelers, the bulk of the plane, and the shimmering heat haze. No one was looking at her. No one was close enough to have touched her.

But the feeling lingered, a cool patch on her skin where the sensation had been. The unmistakable, primitive feeling of being noticed. Watched.

A shiver, completely at odds with the tropical heat, traced the same path down her spine.

“Ça va, madame?” A smiling airport attendant gestured her toward the terminal doors. Are you okay?

Ava nodded, forcing a smile. “Oui, ça va. Merci.”

She moved inside, the air conditioning raising goosebumps on her arms. As she waited for her suitcase, she scanned the bustling arrivals hall. Families reuniting with loud, joyful cries in Creole and French. Drivers holding signs. The gentle chaos of arrival.

No one looked out of place. No one looked like they were watching her.

Yet the feeling clung, a whisper at the edge of her perception. You are seen.

The rental car was a tiny, dented hatchback that smelled faintly of cinnamon and petrol. The driver, a man who introduced himself as Henri, had a voice like warm honey, his Creole accent softening his fluent French. As they left the coastal plain and wound into the hills toward the south coast, he played tour guide.

“Là-bas, madame, c’est ‘Roche Qui Pleure’—the weeping rock,” he said, pointing to a dramatic basalt outcrop being pounded by spray. “Legend says it is a woman who cried so long for her fisherman lover, she turned to stone. Her tears are the sea spray.” He chuckled. “The island, it is full of such stories. And là, that mountain ridge... the old ones say ‘la montagne qui garde les esprits.’ It guards the spirits.”

Ava listened, but her attention was pulled again and again to the landscape itself. The sugarcane fields on either side of the road were a living, breathing entity. They stretched to the horizon, a sea of green that rustled and sighed with a sound like a million secrets being shared. But it was the movement that captivated her. The leaves bent and swayed in elegant, rolling waves, a rhythm that was beautiful, hypnotic, and utterly disconnected from the gentle breeze she felt through the open window. It was as if the cane was dancing to its own silent music.

Henri noticed her gaze. “Ah, you see it? The danse des cannes. The wind here, it has its own mind.”

Was it the wind? Ava wasn’t so sure. She felt that same prickle of awareness she’d felt on the tarmac.

After an hour, Henri turned down a narrow, unpaved lane overhung with banyan trees. “Votre maison, madame.”

The bungalow came into view, and something in Ava’s chest, a knot she hadn’t even fully acknowledged, simply unclenched.

It was a pale, weather-bleached blue, perched defiantly on the rust-red cliffs like a bird about to take flight. Corrugated iron roof, a wide veranda held up by rough timber posts, shutters painted a faded green. It was small, humble, worn smooth by salt and time. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen.

Henri helped her with her suitcase onto the veranda. “The key is under the pot with the red geranium, as the lawyer said. You need anything, you ask for Henri in the village. Bon courage.”

And with a wave, he was gone, the sound of his car swallowed by the roar of the ocean below.

Ava was alone. The silence was immense, broken only by the rhythmic crash and hiss of waves. She found the key, its metal cold and rough. The door stuck, then gave way with a groan.

The inside was a single room, cool and shadowy. A large bed with a mosquito net tied above it like a ghostly crown. A rough-hewn wooden table scored with decades of use. A simple shelf holding clay bowls, their glaze crackled like ancient maps. The air smelled of damp timber, sun-warmed dust, and something beneath—something older, like the ghost of frangipani blooms long faded, and the deep, salty breath of stone.

It was perfect. It was terrifying.

She unpacked slowly, ritualistically: her few clothes in the battered armoire, her pencils and charcoals on the table, her grandmother’s storybook placed carefully on the bedside shelf. Finally, she took out her sketchbook and walked back out onto the veranda.

The view was a physical blow. The cliffs dropped away sheer to a turquoise lagoon frothing into white where it met the coral reef. Beyond, the deep ocean stretched to the curve of the earth, a vast, breathing plain of blue. The sound was not just noise; it was a pulse, a low, resonant boom... hiss... boom... hiss that vibrated up through the cliff and into the soles of her feet.

She sat on the veranda’s edge, legs dangling over the dizzying drop, and opened her sketchbook to a fresh page. She chose a charcoal stick, its blackness stark against the white. She began to draw, not thinking, just letting her hand translate the feeling in her chest.

The lines flowed—the fierce horizontal of the horizon, the violent vertical of the cliff face, the chaotic scribble of the spray. She worked quickly, capturing the movement, the power. But as she added shade to the rock, something strange happened. The shadows under her charcoal seemed to deepen of their own accord, becoming pools of absolute darkness. The lines defining the edge of the cliff grew sharper, more severe, as if trying to cut the paper. She wasn’t drawing the peaceful, postcard view; she was drawing the wild, hungry force of the place.

She stopped, her hand trembling. The drawing was alive with a tense, almost aggressive energy she hadn’t intended. It was good. It was better than good. It was true. And that unsettled her more than any failure might have.

Shaking her head, she didn’t erase it. She closed the book.

Hunger, a mundane anchor, eventually pulled her from the cliff’s edge. She remembered passing a small cluster of shops and homes a mile back towards the main road—the village of Souillac.

The walk was warm and humid. The village was a sleepy collection of colorful wooden houses, a stark white church, and a few small shops with corrugated awnings. The air was laced with new scents: drying fish, woodsmoke, and an intoxicating, spicy aroma that led her to a wooden stall by the roadside.

An elderly woman with a face like a kindly walnut stood behind it, turning little fried balls in a sizzling pan of oil. “Gato pima,” the woman said, smiling with a gap-toothed grin. She scooped a few onto a piece of newspaper. “Ça pique un peu, mais c’est bon.”

Ava paid with a few coins. The fritter was delicious, spicy and savory. As she ate, the woman’s eyes fell on the faint smudges of charcoal on Ava’s wrist and the edge of her thumb, the permanent tattoo of her vocation.

“Ah,” the woman said, her eyes crinkling. “Tifi des couleurs.” Girl of colors. She nodded slowly, her gaze holding Ava’s with an unnerving depth. “To pei-la inna ena pou toi.” This island has something for you.

The words, spoken in the same melodic Creole of Ava’s childhood, landed not as a friendly sentiment, but as a statement of fact. A prophecy. Before Ava could process it, the woman’s attention shifted, her smile widening. “Ravi! Viens dire bonjour à notre visiteuse!”

Ava turned.

He was walking up from the shoreline, a coil of rope over his shoulder. His skin was the rich, deep brown of teakwood, polished by sun and sea. He wore simple shorts and a faded t-shirt, and he moved with the loose, efficient grace of someone utterly at home in their body. But it was his eyes that caught her—the shifting green of the lagoon, flecked with gold, like sunlight on shallow water.

He nodded to the old woman, then his gaze fell on Ava. It was calm, appraising. It lingered for a second on the sketchbook tucked under her arm.

“Bonjour,” he said, his voice a low rumble, his French carrying the soft, musical Creole inflection. “You are staying in the old Desjardins bungalow? The one on the cliff?”

“Yes,” Ava said, finding her voice. “I’m Ava.”

“Ravi,” he said, offering a hand. His palm was calloused, warm, real. “Lélia Desjardins’s granddaughter. We heard you might come.”

“You knew my grandmother?”
“By reputation. She left a long time ago, but the island remembers its children.” His lagoon-eyes studied her. “You are an artist.”
It wasn’t a question. She lifted her sketchbook slightly. “I try to be.”

He glanced toward the roaring ocean, then back at her, and a small, knowing smile touched his lips. “To pei fer to reve.” This island makes you dream. His words held warmth, a shared understanding, but beneath it, Ava sensed something else—a wariness, a guardedness. As if her presence was not just a novelty, but a question. A question he wasn’t sure he wanted asked, or answered.

He gave a slight nod. “Welcome to Souillac, Ava. Be careful on the cliffs. The wind can change quickly.” With another smile for the gato pima vendor, he continued on his way, the rope swinging gently.

Ava stood, the spicy taste of the fritter still on her tongue, the woman’s words echoing in her mind. This island has something for you.

She looked from the kind, wrinkled face of the vendor to the retreating, sure figure of Ravi, and then out past the village to the towering green sugarcanes, dancing their secret dance. The feeling from the airport returned, not as a touch, but as a pressure in the air, a focusing of attention.

The island wasn’t just a place. It was watching. And it had been waiting.

She walked back to the bungalow as the sun began to sink, painting the sky in violent streaks of orange and purple. The boom of the waves seemed louder in the twilight, a primal heartbeat. Inside, she lit the old kerosene lamp she’d found, its warm, fluttering light pushing back the gathering dark.

She took out her grandmother’s storybook, untied the familiar green ribbon, and opened it. The illustrations were whimsical, child-like: islands floating on clouds, trees with faces, kindly spirits woven from moonlight. The stories were simple parables about kindness and courage.

But as her finger traced a drawing of a forest grove, something shifted. In the flickering lamplight, the patterns in the bark of the drawn trees seemed to rearrange, for a second, into symbols—spirals and crescents, like the ones she’d seen in her research on Mauritian folklore. She blinked, and they were just tree bark again.

A trick of the light. Fatigue. Grief.

She went to the window, looking out at the vast, star-strewn darkness over the ocean. The sense of being observed was now a constant, low hum, like the ocean’s roar. It wasn’t threatening. It was... expectant.

Some islands do not show their beauty. You must earn it.

Ava placed her palm flat against the cool glass. Somewhere out there in the warm, living dark, was the silence her grandmother had told her to listen for. And for the first time, she was afraid not of the island, but of her own longing to hear it.

She had come running. But now, standing on the edge of the world in this little blue house, she understood with a crystal-clear certainty that there was nowhere left to run to. The journey she had started in a sterile airport under fluorescent lights had ended. The real one—the one into the island’s whispered heart—was just beginning.

And it had already seen her coming.
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CHAPTER 2 — Souillac’s Embrace
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The dream was not a dream.

Ava floated in warm, dappled water, the lagoon cradling her body like a living hammock. Sunlight filtered through the surface in shifting coins of gold, illuminating schools of fish that moved as one shimmering mind. But below, in the indigo depths, something else moved. A shape, vast and slow, trailing tendrils of light. It wasn’t threatening. It was watching. And it was singing—a vibration that traveled through the water and into her bones, a hum that held the memory of mountains being born and coral building cathedrals over millennia.

You must listen to its silence.

The voice was her grandmother’s, but it came from the deep, from the shape.

She tried to swim toward it, but the water thickened, became syrup, then stone. The light from above dimmed. The song fractured into a thousand whispers, urgent and overlapping, speaking in a language of rustling leaves and cracking stone. She couldn’t understand the words, but she felt their meaning: Hurry. He is waiting. The balance is thin.

Ava woke with a gasp, her heart hammering against her ribs as if trying to escape.

For a disorienting moment, she didn’t know where she was. The ceiling above her was raw timber, dark with age. A gecko, iridescent green, watched her from a corner, its throat pulsing. The mosquito net formed a soft, white cocoon around the bed. Then the sound reached her—the relentless, rhythmic boom-hiss of the ocean—and memory slotted into place.

Souillac. The bungalow. The cliff.

She pushed the net aside, the fabric whispering against her skin. The room was cool in the pre-dawn gloom. She padded barefoot to the window, the rough-hewn floorboards smooth under her feet.

The world outside was monochrome and magnificent. The sky was a deep, bruised violet bleeding into lavender at the horizon. The ocean was a sheet of hammered lead, its white breakers glowing with a faint, spectral light. The air was so clear it felt like a lens, magnifying every detail. She could see the individual fronds of the palm trees down in the cove, the dark, jagged teeth of the distant reef. And the silence—not an absence of sound, but a profound, layered stillness beneath the ocean’s roar. It was the silence her grandmother had spoken of. It felt like a held breath.

The dream-vibration still hummed in her marrow. He is waiting.

Ravi’s face, with his lagoon-green eyes, surfaced in her mind. She shook her head, a physical rejection of the thought. She wasn’t here for some tropical romance. She was here to... what? Grieve? Hide? Find herself? The clichés embarrassed her even in the privacy of her own mind.

She dressed quickly in cotton shorts and a tank top, the air already warm and humid. She made coffee on the small gas stove, the bitter, familiar aroma a tiny anchor to her old life. Mug in hand, she stepped onto the veranda.

Dawn broke not with a sudden explosion, but with a slow, breathtaking unveiling. The lavender at the horizon caught fire, becoming gold, then a fierce, burning orange. The light didn’t just illuminate the world; it created it anew. The red cliffs erupted in color, the turquoise lagoon seemed to ignite from within, the green of the distant mountains deepened to emerald. The transformation was so dramatic it felt like a performance, put on just for her.

Ava stood utterly still, her coffee forgotten, cooling in her hand. This was the light she had tried and failed to capture in a thousand London studios under artificial lamps. This was living light. And it was looking back at her.

She fetched her sketchbook and her oldest, softest charcoal pencil. She didn’t sit on the edge this time; she stood at the veranda rail, book braced against the wood, and began to draw not what she saw, but what she felt: the weight of the light, the sheer vertical plunge of the cliff, the latent power in the slow, rolling waves.

Her hand moved with a will of its own. The lines were surer, darker. She didn’t sketch the outline of the coast; she carved it into the paper. She shaded the ocean not with gentle strokes, but with a side of the charcoal, creating depths that seemed to swallow the light. And in the spray of the waves, her pencil picked out, almost unconsciously, fleeting shapes—what could have been the curve of a dorsal fin, the suggestion of a vast, shadowy form beneath the surface.

She stepped back, blinking. The drawing was powerful, almost violent in its intensity. It was the view, yes, but it was the view through a fever dream. It frightened her. This wasn’t her style. Her work was detailed, controlled, architectural. This was raw, emotional, primal.

A voice from below made her jump.

“You draw the hunger of the sea.”

Ravi stood on the narrow path that wound down the cliff face to the cove, looking up at her. He wore only swim shorts, his torso sleek with water, his hair dark and dripping. He must have been for a dawn swim. In the golden light, his skin glowed, and the water droplets caught the sun like scattered diamonds.

“I... I was just...” Ava fumbled, suddenly self-conscious. She closed the sketchbook with a snap.

“Don’t stop on my account.” He began climbing the steep steps cut into the rock, his movements effortless. “Most people draw the peace. The postcard. You see the teeth.” He reached the veranda, and she was struck again by his physical presence—not just his looks, but a quiet, solid energy that seemed to calm the air around him. He smelled of salt and open ocean.

“It’s how it feels,” she said, surprising herself with her honesty.

He nodded, his gaze sweeping from her face to the horizon. “Wi. That is how it feels. That is how it is.” He looked back at her, his expression unreadable. “You slept well, Ava from London?”

The dream of the singing deep flashed behind her eyes. “Strange dreams.”

“The island speaks in dreams first. It is polite. It knocks before it enters.” He said it casually, as if commenting on the weather. “You are going to the market today? For supplies?”

She had planned to. Her stock of food was minimal. “Yes.”

“Good. Go to Madame Bénédicte’s stall for fruit. Tell her Ravi sent you. She will not charge you the touriste price.” A faint smile touched his lips. “And be back before the afternoon. The clouds are gathering over Morne Brabant. There will be a strong wind later.”

She followed his gaze south. The sky was a flawless blue. “It looks clear.”

“The mountain gathers its breath,” he said simply. “It is never wrong.” He turned to go, then paused. “The path behind the sugarcane field, the one that goes east from the village—do not take it today. The wind will be tricky there when the storm comes.”

He gave a small wave and descended the path with the same easy grace, disappearing into the cove below.

Ava stared after him. The island speaks in dreams. The mountain gathers its breath. They were statements made with the certainty of fact. She looked at her sketchbook, at the dark, hungry ocean she had drawn. A shiver, not of fear but of awakening, traced her spine.



The village of Souillac, in the full light of mid-morning, was a symphony of color and sound. The dusty main street was lined with wooden cases painted in vibrant blues, pinks, and yellows, their corrugated iron roofs gleaming. Lines of washing fluttered like prayer flags. The air thrummed with life: the chatter of women in bright salwar kameez and floral dresses, the shouts of children chasing a ball, the tinny melody of séga music from a roadside radio, and beneath it all, the ever-present percussion of the ocean.

The market was a bustling, fragrant alley of stalls under a patchwork of awnings. Ava was immediately enveloped in a sensory overload. Piles of jewel-toned fruits she couldn’t name—spiky red letchis, hairy brown pamplemousses the size of her head, small, fragrant bananas. Iridescent fish laid out on beds of ice, their eyes still clear. Baskets of vivid green brèdes and fragrant herbs. The smell was intoxicating: ripe fruit, dried chillies, frying oil, cinnamon, and the pungent, salty tang of piment écrasé.

She found Madame Bénédicte easily—a formidable woman with a magnificent turban and a smile that could power a small town. Her stall was a cascade of perfect produce.

“Bonjour, madame! Ravi said I should come to you,” Ava said in her careful French.

Madame Bénédicte’s eyes lit up. “Ah! The artist from the cliff! Ravi told me you would come.” She took Ava’s hands in her own, which were warm and surprisingly soft. She studied Ava’s palms, then her face, her dark eyes missing nothing. “Tifi des couleurs,” she murmured, repeating the words from the gato pima vendor. “You have your grandmother’s eyes. The shape of them. Lélia Desjardins. She had fire in her soul. It is good you have come home.”

Home. The word landed heavily, warmly, in Ava’s chest. “You knew her?”

“I was a girl. She was older, already a woman when she left. But she would come to the market with her mother. She always bought my mother’s mangoes. She said they tasted of sunlight.” Madame Bénédicte’s gaze grew distant. “She was friends with the quiet ones. The ones who walked the old paths.” She snapped back to the present, patting Ava’s hand. “But you are here now! What do you need? Mangoes? Of course. Pineapple? The sweetest. And these—bringelles—you must try them.”

She piled fruit into Ava’s bag, refusing payment until Ava insisted. As she handed over the coins, Madame Bénédicte leaned closer, her voice dropping. “Ravi is a good boy. A strong heart. But he carries old wounds. The island trusts him.” She paused, her expression turning serious. “The island is speaking to you, non? In your dreams? In your drawings?”

Ava was too startled to lie. “How did you know?”

A knowing smile. “The island only whispers to those it wants to listen. And you... you have the look of someone
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