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    For those who carry the silent stories of their ancestors—and for those brave enough to listen.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Even the quietest tide leaves a trace upon the shore."
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Chapter 1: Arrival
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The air hit Leïla like a warm, damp towel, but one steeped in the intoxicating perfume of a thousand sun-baked secrets. It wasn't just hot; it was alive, thick with the scent of salt, blooming frangipani, and something green and deep, like crushed leaves after a sudden, violent downpour. After nearly twenty hours crammed into a metal tube, hurtling across continents, her body still felt suspended in that liminal space between departure and arrival, a ghost of its former self, adrift in a haze of recycled air and hushed whispers. But her senses, slow to awaken from their journey-induced stupor, were now greedily drinking in the intoxicating reality of Mauritius. Sunlight, a brutal, joyous assault, turned the tarmac into a shimmering lake, forcing her to squint even through the tinted glass of the terminal. She fumbled in her carry-on, pulling sunglasses from her purse, feeling the familiar, welcome weight of them on her nose as she stepped into the vibrant chaos. Jet lag was a persistent hum in her bones, a low thrum that promised a dizzying disconnect between mind and body for the next few days, a blurring of time zones and memories. Yet, beneath it, a current of pure, unadulterated excitement fizzed, a childhood thrill she hadn't anticipated. She was here. Finally.

“Leïla!”

Her mother’s voice, clear and sharp even across the bustling arrivals hall, cut through the din of excited chatter and the distant rumble of baggage carts. Dr. Anya Sharma, in her usual crisp linen shirt and tailored shorts, was already striding towards her, a no-nonsense smile fixed on her face, her short, practical hair gleaming under the harsh fluorescent lights. Anya, with her perpetually organized clipboard, her sleek, efficient movements, and an aura of quiet academic brilliance, was exactly as Leïla remembered her. Efficient. Driven. Loving, yes, but with a love that often felt inextricably tied to expectations, to a carefully charted course Leïla was meant to follow.

Leïla managed a genuine smile back, a little wider than the one she’d been holding in check for the last few hours, pushing her carry-on forward on its squeaky wheels. “Hi, Maman.”

They embraced, a brief, functional hug that lasted just long enough for Leïla to catch the familiar scent of sunscreen mixed with something faintly medicinal, like the cool, sterile scent of laboratories back home in France. Anya pulled back, her eyes—the same deep, intelligent brown as Leïla’s—scanning her daughter’s face with an almost clinical assessment. “Good flight? No issues with customs? You look a little pale. Did you sleep at all?”

“Barely,” Leïla admitted, shrugging, trying to sound more nonchalant than she felt. Her head still felt stuffed with cotton. “But it’s fine. Just happy to be off the plane.” She felt the familiar pressure immediately, the unsaid weight settling on her shoulders like a lead blanket. It wasn't spoken, not yet, but it was there, hovering in the space between them. This wasn't just a summer vacation, a chance to reconnect with a distant parent. This was Leïla’s "opportunity." The summer where she would immerse herself in her mother’s world, the world of marine biology, coral reef studies, the meticulous collection of data, the relentless pursuit of answers. It was the path laid out for her, the path her mother had excelled at, the path her father, from a distance, enthusiastically endorsed with grand, sweeping pronouncements about intellectual legacy.

As they made their way through the sliding doors, the true island symphony enveloped them: the insistent chirrup of unseen insects, the distant bird calls, the faint rumble of traffic, the rhythmic clang of construction nearby, and the soft, musical murmur of Creole and French weaving together, creating a rich, vibrant tapestry of sound. The air tasted different here, too—sweeter, wilder, carrying a hint of overripe fruit and something primal, untamed. It was a stark contrast to the crisp, clean air of Paris, to the quiet hum of her father’s book-lined study.

Anya gestured towards a small, rented SUV, its paint faded by the relentless sun. “I thought we’d go straight to the house. Get you settled, maybe a quick swim if you’re up for it to shake off the travel. Then we can go over the research schedule for next week. I’ve already flagged a few key papers I’d like you to review.” Her tone was light, but the underlying current of expectation was as clear as the tropical light.

Leïla nodded, managing another smile that felt a little tight around the edges. “Sounds good, Maman.” The word "schedule" already felt heavy, like a stone in her stomach. She loved the ocean, truly. She could spend hours sketching the vibrant life beneath the waves, the impossible colours of reef fish, the intricate, fragile architecture of coral. She had binders filled with quick sketches from past visits, pages brimming with the fluid grace of dolphins and the intricate patterns on a sea turtle’s shell. It was the "research" part, the meticulous data collection, the endless papers, the conferences, the constant pressure to publish... that felt like a cage closing in around her, slowly, inexorably. She imagined her mother, perfectly at home in that world, thriving under the weight of academic pursuit, finding joy in every graph and every peer-reviewed article. Leïla just felt... heavy. As if she was trying to force a square peg into a round hole.

As they drove, the landscape unfolded like a vibrant, ever-shifting painting outside the car window. Sugarcane fields, an impossible shade of emerald green, stretched out to meet the horizon, rustling softly in a phantom breeze. They were punctuated by flashes of flame trees, their blossoms a defiant splash of vermilion, and the occasional glimpse of volcanic peaks, ancient and majestic, rising steeply against the impossibly blue sky. The air, despite the lingering jet lag, began to stir something deep within her, a dormant sense of wonder. This wasn't the manicured world of Parisian parks or the disciplined quiet of her father’s history archives. This was alive, untamed, breathing with a wild, exuberant rhythm all its own.

Her father. He’d called her just before she left, his voice a little tinny and distant over the international line, full of the crackle of static and thousands of miles. He’d been excited, in his own quiet, professorial way, about her "summer immersion." He’d said something about how proud he was, how this was a natural progression for her, given her keen mind, her obvious aptitude for scholarly pursuits. It was always about her potential, about the logical next step, the intellectual path. She loved him, of course. She knew he meant well. But their conversations often felt like intellectual exercises, full of grand ideas and distant encouragement, rarely delving into the messy, unspoken parts of her heart, the burgeoning doubts that coiled within her. He was in France, immersed in his own world of ancient texts and forgotten empires, a world as far removed from Leïla’s internal struggles as the physical distance between them. Their calls were usually short, polite, full of updates on his latest research on Roman history, and general inquiries about her studies. He rarely asked about her sketches, about the stories she imagined, about the quiet anxieties that buzzed beneath the surface of her carefully constructed facade.

“The reef’s looking good this year,” Anya said, breaking into her thoughts, her voice bright with professional enthusiasm, her gaze fixed on the road ahead. “A few areas of concern with coral bleaching, of course, especially around the northern patch, but the regeneration efforts are showing real promise. The data we collected last month indicates a significant increase in resilience factors. I think you’ll find the detailed reports fascinating.”

“I’m sure I will, Maman,” Leïla replied, turning her gaze back to the window, the image of her father, surrounded by towering bookshelves, fading from her mind.

Soon, the road began to wind down, leading them closer and closer to the coast. The houses grew sparser, giving way to stretches of untamed vegetation, dense and verdant. Then, through a sudden gap in the trees, she saw it: the ocean. Not the cool, grey, often turbulent Atlantic she was used to, but a vast, shimmering expanse of turquoise, bleeding into an impossible cerulean, then deepening to sapphire at the distant horizon. The coral reefs, unseen from this distance, lay beneath that shimmering surface, a hidden world of unimaginable colour and intricate life, a secret garden waiting to be explored.

Anya pulled into a sandy driveway, the wheels crunching softly over the loose coral gravel. A small, unassuming house, built low and wide, was tucked amongst vibrant hibiscus bushes and swaying coconut palms. It was a modest place, practical rather than luxurious, designed for efficiency more than comfort, with large windows to let in the cross-breeze and a wide, shaded veranda. “Home for the next few months,” Anya announced, unbuckling her seatbelt, a hint of satisfaction in her voice.

Leïla stepped out of the car, breathing deeply, letting the dense, fragrant air fill her lungs. The heat was immediate, enveloping, but no longer stifling. It was heavy with the sweet, cloying scent of frangipani blossoms and the faint, sweet decay of tropical leaves and wet earth. The sound of waves, a gentle, rhythmic sigh, reached her ears, a soothing counterpoint to the thrum of her jet lag. For a moment, just a fleeting, precious one, the pressure lifted, blown away by the salty breeze. The ocean beckoned, a vast, silent promise of escape, a world where expectations could perhaps be set aside, just for a little while, where the only data that mattered was the one her own heart collected. She felt a magnetic pull towards its immense, unknowable depths, a yearning for its quiet, immense beauty, and the vibrant, hidden life it nurtured. Maybe, just maybe, this summer wouldn't be all about data and academic papers. Maybe it would be about finding something else. Something for herself.
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Chapter 2: Kavi’s Rhythm
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The heat settled over the small, tin-roofed house like a sleeping beast, heavy and unmoving. Inside, the air stirred sluggishly, thick with the scent of spices and old wood. Kavi sat cross-legged on the cool, worn concrete floor of his room, his back against the rough plaster wall. Dust motes danced in the lone shaft of sunlight piercing the grimy window, illuminating the simple space: a narrow cot, a stack of well-thumbed books, and tucked carefully in a canvas bag in the corner, his secret.

He wasn't much for speaking, not like some of the other boys in the village. Words often felt clumsy, inadequate, especially when measured against the vast, swirling thoughts inside his head. Kavi was an observer, a quiet anchor in a world that seemed to rush past him. His eyes, the color of rich, dark earth, missed nothing – the subtle shift in the light before a storm, the intricate patterns of rust on the old water tank, the unspoken weariness in his grandmother’s stooped shoulders. He saw the world in fragments, in colours and textures, and processed it with a deep, internal hum.

Amma, his grandmother, was out in the small garden patch, coaxing life from the dry soil. He could hear the rhythmic thud-thud of her hoe, a sound as familiar as his own heartbeat. Her presence was a comforting constant, a solid, grounding force. She rarely spoke of his father, not directly, but the echoes of the man, Kavi’s father, were everywhere in their modest home. In the faded photograph on the chipped dresser – a smiling, vibrant man holding a ravanne, his head thrown back in laughter. In the way Amma sometimes hummed a forgotten melody under her breath, a tune that sounded ancient and new all at once. And most powerfully, in the silence that hung around the subject of his father, a silence that spoke volumes of a legacy both revered and burdened.

Kavi reached for the canvas bag, his fingers tracing the coarse fabric. His heart gave a familiar thump-thump against his ribs, a mixture of trepidation and undeniable longing. He pulled out the ravanne, its circular frame taut with goatskin, its jingles – tiny, hollow seeds or metal discs – silent for now. It was his father’s ravanne, passed down to him not with fanfare, but with a quiet, knowing look from Amma shortly after his father disappeared. He’d want you to have this, Kavi, she’d said, her voice thick with unshed tears. He played the music of his soul.

And he had. Kavi’s father had been a force, a master of Sega, the vibrant, rhythmic music of Mauritius, born from the island’s Creole roots. He had played in bars, at festivals, his energy infectious, his voice a balm and a fire. People had loved him, celebrated him. But then, he was gone, vanished like a note carried away by the wind, leaving behind only the ravanne and a lifetime of unanswered questions.

Kavi traced the smooth curve of the wood, feeling the ghost of his father’s touch. The ravanne was more than an instrument; it was a connection, a living pulse of his heritage. He longed to play it, to let the powerful rhythms flow through him, to feel the same connection to the music that his father so clearly had. Yet, the thought of playing it, truly playing it, for others, sent a cold shiver down his spine. His father’s brilliance had been a magnet for attention, for adoration, but also, perhaps, for whatever it was that had ultimately taken him away. Kavi just wanted to be invisible. He wanted to blend in, to move through life unnoticed, unjudged.

He moved to the small, sun-dappled courtyard behind the house, a space enclosed by a low stone wall and shaded by a sprawling mango tree. Here, the sounds of the village faded to a low hum, drowned out by the rustle of leaves and the distant sigh of the ocean. He sat under the mango tree, the ravanne resting in his lap. He ran his calloused fingers over the stretched goatskin, feeling its subtle give. Slowly, tentatively, he began to tap.

A soft thump. Another thump-thump. He didn’t strike it hard, not yet. He wasn’t performing. He was listening. Listening to the drum, listening to his own breath, listening to the quiet rhythm of his heart. The raw, primal beat of Sega was born from the very earth, from the footfalls of generations. It was a language of liberation, of joy, of sorrow, all woven into a relentless, pulsing beat. His father had understood that language intimately.

Kavi closed his eyes, letting the ghost of a melody form in his mind. It was one of his father’s, a traditional Sega tune, but one his father had infused with his own unique, soulful twists. Kavi remembered seeing his father play, remembered the raw energy, the sweat beading on his forehead, the way his body seemed to become one with the drum. It was overwhelming, mesmerizing. And terrifying.

He started humming, a low, guttural sound, barely audible. He let his body sway with the rhythm, a quiet, almost imperceptible movement. His fingers began to dance across the ravanne, coaxing a deeper sound from the drum. Thump-thump-clap-tchk. The jingles began to rattle, a gentle whisper at first, then growing in confidence. The sound was hypnotic, drawing him in, wrapping around him. He wasn't thinking about his father, or the village, or the overwhelming pressure of a legacy he wasn't sure he wanted. He was just feeling.

The notes began to take shape, not fully formed, but fragments, whispers of the melodies that haunted him. He was teaching himself, patiently, meticulously, trying to recreate the magic he’d witnessed as a child. He tried to mimic his father’s intricate fingerwork, the subtle variations in pressure that created such complex textures. It was painstaking work, often frustrating. There were times when the rhythm felt alien, resistant, when his hands couldn't quite capture the fluidity, the effortless grace he remembered.

But then, sometimes, a moment of pure connection would flash. A beat would land perfectly, a melody would emerge, clean and true, from the chaotic tapping. In those moments, under the mango tree, with only the rustle of leaves as his audience, Kavi felt a profound sense of peace. It was a feeling of being wholly himself, unburdened by expectations, unobserved by the judging eyes he imagined all around him. It was a strange duality: the music, a part of his father, part of his heritage, the very thing that could make him visible, was also his most private sanctuary.

He played for a long time, the rhythmic pulse slowly building, filling the small courtyard, absorbing the quiet sounds of the afternoon. The ravanne sang under his hands, sometimes a muted thrum, sometimes a sharp crack, sometimes a playful jingle. He didn’t push himself to perform. He pushed himself to feel. The music was a conversation, a whisper between himself and the spirits of the island, between himself and the silent memory of his father. He poured his quiet observations, his unspoken anxieties, his yearning for anonymity into the beats. Each strike of the drum was a secret confession, each jingle a private sigh.

He knew, deep down, that he couldn't keep this hidden forever. The music was a powerful current, flowing through his veins, demanding to be heard. But for now, under the shade of the mango tree, bathed in the humid, golden afternoon light, Kavi’s rhythm remained his own, a whispered promise between himself and the beating heart of Mauritius. He was torn, caught between the roar of his father’s legacy and the quiet yearning to remain unseen. And in the silent courtyard, the music played on, a poignant echo of that struggle.
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Chapter 3: First Glimpse


[image: ]


The drone of her mother’s voice had become a low hum in the background of Leïla’s mind, like the persistent thrum of the cicadas outside the study window. Dr. Sharma was in her element, hunched over a laptop, sifting through data points, muttering about chlorophyll levels and calcification rates. Leïla was meant to be inputting figures into a spreadsheet, a task that felt as dry and lifeless as the bleached coral samples on the lab table. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, but her gaze kept drifting to the window, to the vibrant, restless green of the jungle beyond the manicured garden.

The pull of the outside was too strong. The confinement of numbers and scientific jargon felt like a stifling blanket. “Maman,” Leïla began, trying to keep her voice casual, “I think I need to stretch my legs. Clear my head. Maybe explore a bit?”

Anya didn’t look up from the screen immediately. “Hmm? Oh. Yes, fine, but don’t wander too far. And be back before sunset. I want to go over these preliminary findings before dinner.” Her mother’s focus was absolute, unwavering, a trait Leïla admired and, simultaneously, resented.

With a quiet sigh of relief, Leïla slipped away, grabbing her small backpack and her worn leather-bound sketchbook. The air outside was a heavy, living thing, clinging to her skin, tasting of earth and distant rain. She ignored the paved path that led to the beach, turning instead towards
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