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    For those who dive where maps don't go,who sift the silt of long ago.For every guardian who kept the lightin tunnels deep and endless night.
For families who bore the weightof secrets sealed by love, not hate.And for the sea, that never liesbut gives its truth to willing eyes.
This thread is yours.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "What the ocean keeps, it does not lose. What the ocean gives, it gives only once." 
— from an anonymous guardian's journal, 1762(recovered from the Dubois Estate archives)
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CHAPTER 1 — Threads of the Deep
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The lecture hall at the University of Mauritius held exactly seventy-three seats, arranged in gentle curves like the tiers of a small amphitheater. At four-fifteen on a Thursday afternoon, sixty-one of them were filled. That alone should have told Aarav Ramgoolam something was different.

Final-year research presentations rarely drew crowds. Usually, you got the evaluation committee, a scattering of bored postgraduates, and maybe—if the topic involved shipwrecks—one or two tourists who'd wandered into the wrong building. But today, the back rows were packed with faces he didn't recognize. Faculty from other departments. A journalist from L'Express who kept her notebook hidden but not hidden enough. And someone else. Someone who sat apart from the others, in the shadowed row near the aisle, wearing a linen jacket that cost more than Aarav's monthly rent.

But Aarav didn't notice that man yet. Not really. He was too busy trying to keep his voice steady.

Behind him, the projector cast a pale glow across the screen—images flickering in succession: coins, cannons, fragments of maps, each one marked with the same symbol. A bird. Not quite an eagle. Not quite a vulture. Something older. Something that didn't belong to any natural history guide Aarav had ever consulted.

"Our project examines recurring maritime symbols across Mauritian museum collections," he began, "and their potential connection to early eighteenth-century pirate activity."

His voice sounded steadier than he felt. Good. The evaluation committee sat in the front row—three professors with clipboards and the kind of expressions that said impress us or else. Professor Ramdas, the department head, was already frowning at something. Professor Lefèvre looked like he was calculating the exact moment he could leave. And Dr. Sellier, the visiting archaeologist from Paris, had her arms crossed so tightly she might have been bracing for impact.

Aarav clicked to the next slide.

A close-up of a silver coin appeared. Not Mauritian—Portuguese, probably, or maybe Goan. The edges were worn smooth by centuries of unknown hands, but the engraving on its surface was unmistakable.

The bird.

"This symbol appears in at least four separate institutions," Aarav continued. "The Natural History Museum. The Frederik Hendrik Museum. The Blue Penny Museum. And—unexpectedly—the Martello Tower Museum."

A murmur rippled through the room. He'd expected that. The Martello Tower housed military artifacts, not pirate relics. A cannon with that emblem shouldn't exist there. And yet it did. He'd seen it himself, three weeks ago, standing in the damp stone circle of the tower while Kael Ng practically vibrated with excitement beside him.

"That's not inventory error," Kael had whispered. "That's a message."

Aarav clicked again. Four images appeared side by side—the symbol from each museum, enlarged and enhanced. They were not identical. The bird faced different directions in each one.

North. East. South. West.

"That's not coincidence," Girisha Patel said, stepping forward from her position near the equipment table. She was the only person Aarav knew who could make a university-branded polo shirt look like tactical gear. "We ran comparative imaging analysis over six months. The engravings vary in orientation deliberately."

She clicked to a new slide—a heat map of the symbols overlaid on a digital chart of Mauritius.

"The distribution suggests intentional placement," she said. "Not random trade dispersal. Not colonial plunder scattered across institutions. These artifacts were distributed. Deliberately. To different locations."

Another murmur, louder this time. Professor Ramdas uncrossed his legs and leaned forward.

Mei Chen spoke next, without looking up from her notebook. Her voice was soft enough that the room had to quiet down to hear her. "Which suggests intentional variation."

"Or encoding," Kael added from his position against the wall. He was the only one who'd refused to sit. Said it helped him think. Aarav suspected he just liked looming.

Silence fell across the lecture hall. The kind of silence that feels heavier than noise—like something is about to crack open.

And then, from the back of the room:

"Where did you find that emblem?"

The voice was calm. Refined. Controlled. The kind of voice that had spent decades being listened to.

Aarav's gaze shifted toward the shadowed row near the aisle. The man in the linen jacket had risen slightly—not standing, but no longer slouching. His posture was relaxed in a way that suggested practiced ease, the way old money or old danger teaches a person to hold themselves. His face was handsome in a weathered, distinguished way: silver at the temples, a jaw that still remembered its youth, eyes that were sharp with something that didn't belong in a university evaluation.

Interest.

Not academic curiosity. Something deeper.

Aarav swallowed. "We compiled it from publicly accessible collections."

The man smiled. Not warmly. "You're certain these artifacts are unrelated?"

Girisha hesitated. Aarav saw it—the fractional pause before she opened her mouth, the way her fingers tightened around her tablet. She was good at reading people, but this man wasn't giving her anything to read.

Aarav answered instead.

"No," he said. "We believe they're connected."

The man's eyes didn't leave Aarav's face. Something flickered across his expression—approval, maybe, or amusement, or the particular satisfaction of a predator who's just seen prey walk toward him instead of away.

"Good," he said quietly.

He stood. Slowly. Too slowly. The kind of slow that said I am not rushed by anything, including you.

Aarav noticed, for the first time, that the journalist from L'Express had stopped pretending to take notes. She was watching the man with an expression Aarav couldn't quite name.

The man walked down the aisle. His footsteps made no sound on the carpet, which seemed impossible for someone his size. He stopped a few feet from the screen, studying the four images of the bird with an intensity that bordered on hunger.

Then, almost to himself:

"Because if you're right... you've just opened something that should have stayed buried."

The room fell completely silent. Even Professor Lefèvre stopped checking his watch.

Aarav felt something cold settle in his chest. Not fear, exactly. Recognition. The way you recognize a storm coming not because you see lightning but because the air changes pressure.

"Who are you?" he asked.

The man turned. Extended a hand. "Dr. Victor Marlowe. Visiting research fellow. I specialize in maritime historical preservation."

Aarav shook his hand automatically. Marlowe's grip was firm—not crushing, not performative, just solid. The grip of someone who knew exactly how much pressure to apply.

"I wasn't aware we had a visiting fellow in maritime history this semester," Professor Ramdas said from the front row. His voice had an edge to it—territorial, maybe, or suspicious.

Marlowe didn't flinch. "Private fellowship. I don't go through university channels."

"Then what are you doing here?"

"Same thing you are, Professor." Marlowe's smile didn't waver. "Looking for the truth."

He turned back to Aarav. "Your research is remarkable. Truly. Most academics spend years chasing dead ends. You've found something alive."

"Thank you," Aarav said carefully.

"Don't thank me yet." Marlowe's eyes moved to the screen again, to the four birds facing their four directions. "You've identified the pattern. But do you understand what it means?"

Girisha stepped forward. "We have theories."

"Theories are wishes with footnotes." Marlowe turned to face the room—not just Aarav, but the whole audience. "What you're looking at is a distribution network. Not of goods. Of information. Someone in the eighteenth century took this symbol and scattered it across Mauritius like seeds. Why?"

No one answered.

"Because they were hiding something," Marlowe continued. "Something too dangerous to keep in one place. Something that needed to be divided among guardians who would never meet, never compare notes, never realize they were holding pieces of the same puzzle."

Mei looked up from her notebook for the first time. Her voice was quiet but steady. "You're saying the museums were chosen deliberately."

"I'm saying," Marlowe replied, "that the people who built these collections didn't know what they were protecting. They were handed artifacts—donated, purchased, discovered—and they catalogued them without ever understanding the symbols carved into the metal."

He paused, letting the weight of it settle.

"But someone knew. Someone designed this. And if you follow the threads far enough..."

He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to.

Aarav became aware that his heart was beating faster than the room's temperature justified. He also became aware that Léa Dubois, who had been sitting in the third row with her arms crossed and her expression carefully blank, was now staring at Marlowe with an intensity that looked almost like recognition.

Or fear.

"You said 'should have stayed buried,'" Aarav said. "Why?"

Marlowe's smile finally faded. For a moment—just a moment—something genuine flickered across his face. Concern, maybe. Or warning.

"Because every locked door was locked for a reason," he said. "And not everyone who wants it opened has good intentions."

He reached into his jacket and pulled out a business card—heavy stock, embossed lettering, nothing flashy. He placed it on the podium beside Aarav's notes.

"If you want to continue this conversation, my contact information is there. But I'd advise you to be careful who else you share your findings with."

"Why?" Kael asked from the wall. His voice had an edge that wasn't academic.

Marlowe looked at him. "Because the last person who tried to solve this puzzle disappeared from a dive boat off the south coast in 1998. They found his equipment. They never found him."

He walked back up the aisle without another word. The door closed behind him with a soft click.

The lecture hall stayed silent for five full seconds.

Then Professor Ramdas cleared his throat. "Well. That was... dramatic."

Girisha let out a breath she'd been holding for what felt like minutes. "Who the hell was that?"

Aarav picked up the business card. It read, simply:

DR. VICTOR MARLOWE
Maritime Historical Preservation Trust
London | Paris | Port Louis
No phone number. No email. Just a name and a list of cities, as if the man expected you to know how to find him.

Or as if he expected to find you.

Mei was already typing into her phone, her fingers moving faster than Aarav had ever seen. "There's no record of a visiting research fellow by that name. Not in any university database I can access."

"Private fellowship," Kael muttered. "Right."

Léa stood up abruptly. Her chair scraped against the floor, loud in the quiet room. "I have to go."

"Léa?" Aarav turned toward her. "Are you okay?"

She didn't answer. She was already walking toward the side exit, her shoulders tight, her head down. Something about the way she moved made Aarav think of someone trying not to run.

He looked at the business card again.

London. Paris. Port Louis.

Three cities. Three directions. Three pieces of a puzzle he hadn't known he was solving until thirty seconds ago.

Behind him, the projector screen still showed the four images of the bird—north, east, south, west. The symbol stared back at him like a question waiting to be asked.

Or a warning waiting to be ignored.

"Let's pack up," he said quietly. "We need to talk. All of us. Somewhere Marlowe isn't."

Girisha raised an eyebrow. "You think he's dangerous?"

Aarav thought about the way Marlowe had looked at those images—not like a scholar, but like a man who had been searching for something for a very long time and had just found it.

"I think," he said, "that he's not the only one who's going to come looking for us now."

Outside, the sun was beginning to set over Port Louis, painting the sky in shades of orange and red that looked, from a certain angle, like the first color of fire.

Somewhere beyond the harbor, the ocean waited—deep, patient, full of things that had been hidden for centuries.

And somewhere in the shadows of the lecture hall's exit, a phone screen glowed with a single outgoing message:

They found the symbol. All four.

The reply came thirty seconds later:

Watch them. Don't interfere. Not yet.

The phone screen went dark.

The hunt had begun.
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CHAPTER 2 — The First Coin
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The Natural History Museum of Mauritius occupied a building that had once been something else—a warehouse, maybe, or a customs house. You could tell by the bones of it: the high ceilings designed for stacked cargo, the wide doorways built for rolling barrels, the way the light fell in dusty shafts that had nothing to do with curatorial intention and everything to do with old architecture refusing to be erased.

Aarav had been here a dozen times. But never like this.

The curator who met them at the side entrance was a woman named Mrs. Bissessur, and she looked like someone who had spent thirty years saying no to researchers. Her glasses were perched on the end of her nose like a warning. Her clipboard was clutched against her chest like armor.

"You understand," she said, not unkindly, "that access to storage collections is rarely granted."

"We submitted the full research proposal," Léa replied smoothly. She had been quiet since the lecture—since Marlowe—but now she seemed to have found her voice again. "With institutional backing."

"And signatures," Girisha added quickly, holding up the folder of paperwork like a shield.

"And waivers," Kael muttered from somewhere behind them.

Mrs. Bissessur's eyes moved over each of them in turn, assessing. Lingered on Kael's worn-out sneakers. On Mei's notebook, already open. On Aarav's too-tight collar.

"Five minutes," she said. "Supervised. No photographs without explicit permission. No touching the artifact without gloves. No—"

"We know the rules," Aarav said, and tried to make it sound respectful instead of impatient.

Mrs. Bissessur looked at him for a long moment. Then she turned and walked down the corridor without another word.

The corridor smelled of polished wood and salt—history preserved but never entirely separated from the sea. Glass cases lined both walls, filled with objects that had no home in the main exhibits: broken pottery, rusted tools, fragments of fabric too fragile for display. Each one a story that had been deemed not important enough to tell.

Aarav wondered how many of them held secrets no one had ever thought to ask about.

Mrs. Bissessur stopped at a reinforced door—steel, modern, out of place among the old stone walls. She unlocked it with a key from a ring that held at least twenty others. The lock clicked with a sound that felt final.

Inside, the room was colder. More controlled. Climate-controlled cabinets lined the walls, humming softly. The air tasted like metal and dust.

Mrs. Bissessur walked to a cabinet near the back, consulted a number on her clipboard, and pulled open a drawer. Inside, on a bed of acid-free foam, lay a small object.

A coin.

She placed it on a padded table under a magnifying lamp. "Five minutes," she said again. Then she stepped back to the doorway, arms crossed, watching.

The coin was silver. Or had been, once. Now it was the color of old pewter, darkened by centuries of oxidation and handling. It was smaller than Aarav had expected—smaller than a modern rupee, about the size of his thumbnail. Unremarkable, really. The kind of thing you might find in a drawer and throw away without a second thought.

Until you looked closer.

Mei leaned in first. That was her way—quiet, patient, letting the object reveal itself rather than demanding answers.

"The bird," she whispered.

There it was again. The same symbol from the lecture. But smaller. Sharper. More deliberate. The engraving was finer than the others they'd seen—not stamped or cast, but carved by hand, each line a choice made by someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

Girisha crouched beside the table, adjusting the magnification lens that Mrs. Bissessur had grudgingly provided. Her breath fogged the glass for a moment, then cleared.

"Wait," she said. "The edge."

Aarav leaned closer. "What about it?"

"They're not decorative marks."

She rotated the coin slowly under the lens. Tiny notches lined the edge—uneven, irregular, spaced in a way that felt intentional rather than accidental. Not damage. Not wear.

Something else.

Kael crossed his arms. He was standing as far from the table as the room allowed, like he was afraid his restless energy might damage something. "You're telling me pirates used binary code?"

"I'm telling you this isn't random."

Girisha pulled out her tablet, fingers already moving. She'd brought a portable scanner—technically against the rules, but Mrs. Bissessur was watching the coin, not the equipment. She passed the scanner over the edge of the coin, capturing the pattern of notches in high resolution.

Short notch. Long notch. Short. Short. Long.

She zoomed in. Rotated the image. Overlaid a grid.

Aarav watched her work. He'd seen Girisha solve crossword puzzles in under four minutes, decode ancient Greek in under ten, and once—memorably—talk her way out of a parking ticket by citing a obscure maritime law. If anyone could make sense of random scratches on a four-hundred-year-old coin, it was her.

Her fingers moved faster. Her brow furrowed.

Then she stopped.

"Coordinates," she whispered.

The word landed like a stone dropped into still water.

Aarav stepped closer. "What?"

"It's a numeric system." Girisha's voice had gone quiet—not uncertain, but focused, the way it got when she was seeing something no one else could. "Latitude. But incomplete."

She turned the tablet toward them. The screen showed a sequence of numbers, translated from the notches:

20 — 17 — 12 — 08

Mei was already writing in her notebook, her pen moving in that quick, precise way she had. "That's not a complete coordinate. There's no longitude."

"Exactly." Girisha zoomed out on the image, highlighting the rest of the coin's edge. "The notches stop here. Like they ran out of space. Or like—"

"Like the rest is somewhere else," Léa finished.

Everyone looked at her. She was standing slightly apart from the group, her arms wrapped around herself. Her eyes were fixed on the coin, but her expression was strange—not curious, not excited. Something closer to recognition.

"Léa?" Aarav said. "You okay?"

She didn't answer immediately. When she did, her voice was careful. Controlled. "My grandmother used to tell stories about coins that pointed to things. Hidden things. She said the old families knew about them."

Kael raised an eyebrow. "And you're just mentioning this now?"

"I didn't think they were real." Léa's gaze didn't leave the coin. "I thought they were just stories to tell children. Fairy tales about pirates and treasure."

"Not fairy tales," Girisha murmured. She was already cross-referencing the partial coordinates with her maps. "Look."

The tablet screen showed a map of Mauritius, with a highlighted band running across the southern coastline. The latitude from the coin—20 degrees south—cut across the island like a blade.

"That's a line," Aarav said. "Not a point."

"Right. We need longitude to pinpoint the location. And the longitude is—"

"On another artifact," Mei said. "Somewhere else. One of the other museums."

The realization settled over them like a shadow. Four artifacts. Four directions. Four pieces of a puzzle designed to be solved only by someone who could bring them all together.

Someone like them.

"Why hide coordinates on a coin?" Léa asked quietly. Her voice had an edge now—not fear, exactly, but something close. "Why go to all this trouble?"

No one answered. Because the real question was worse:

Coordinates to what?

Mrs. Bissessur cleared her throat from the doorway. "Two minutes."

Aarav looked at the coin again. At the bird. At the notches that had traveled across centuries to end up on this table, in this room, in front of them.

"Can we get a high-resolution scan?" he asked.

Mrs. Bissessur hesitated. Then, surprisingly, nodded. "For the university archive. Not for personal use."

Girisha was already setting up the scanner again. Her hands were steady, but Aarav could see the tension in her shoulders—the same tension he felt coiling in his own chest.

This wasn't just research anymore. It hadn't been since Marlowe walked into the lecture hall.

You've just opened something that should have stayed buried.

Aarav forced himself to breathe. To think. "Mei, cross-reference that latitude with colonial-era shipwrecks. Anything from 1720 to 1740."

"On it."

"Kael, I need you to check the diving conditions off the south coast. If this points to something underwater, we need to know what we're dealing with."

Kael grinned. "Finally. Something I'm good at."

"Léa." Aarav turned to her. "Those stories your grandmother told—anything else? Names? Places? Anything that might connect to the symbol?"

Léa was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper. "She said the bird meant the watcher. That it was placed on things that needed to be remembered. Things that couldn't be written down because writing could be stolen."

"Oral tradition," Mei said softly. "Passed down through families."

"Through the families that were entrusted," Léa agreed. "The ones who were supposed to protect the secret until the right time."

Girisha looked up from her scanner. "Until when?"

Léa shook her head. "She never said. Maybe she didn't know. Maybe—"

"One minute," Mrs. Bissessur called.

Aarav made a decision. "We need to see the other artifacts. All of them. The porcelain at Frederik Hendrik. The stamp at Blue Penny. The cannon at Martello Tower."

"That's going to take weeks of paperwork," Girisha said.

"Then we start tonight."

Mrs. Bissessur walked back to the table, already reaching for the coin. "Time's up."

"Just one more—" Girisha started.

"No."

The coin disappeared back into its drawer. The drawer closed. The lock clicked.

Aarav felt something slip away—the physical connection to the mystery, the proof that it was real. For a moment, standing in that cold, humming room, he almost convinced himself he'd imagined it. The notches. The coordinates. The way the bird had seemed to watch him from the silver surface.

But Girisha's tablet still held the scan. Mei's notebook still held the numbers. And Léa's face still held that strange, haunted expression that said I knew. Some part of me always knew.

They walked back down the corridor in silence. The salt-and-wood smell followed them, clinging to their clothes like a reminder.

At the side entrance, Mrs. Bissessur held the door but didn't step through it. "You're not the first researchers to ask about that coin," she said.

Aarav stopped. "Who else?"

"A man. About a year ago. Said he was from a preservation trust. Wanted to examine our entire colonial collection." She paused. "I told him no. But he was very... persistent."

"Did he have a name?" Léa asked.

Mrs. Bissessur's expression tightened. "Marlowe. Dr. Victor Marlowe."

The name landed like a second stone.

"Thank you," Aarav said, because he didn't know what else to say. "For your time. For the access."

Mrs. Bissessur nodded once. Then she closed the door, and they were standing outside in the afternoon heat, the humidity wrapping around them like a wet blanket.

Kael was the first to speak. "He was here. A year ago. Looking at the same artifacts."

"He didn't find what we found," Girisha said. "Or if he did, he couldn't access all of them. Not without institutional backing."

"Which is why he showed up at our lecture," Mei said softly. "He's been watching us. Waiting to see what we would uncover."

Aarav thought about the business card still in his pocket. London. Paris. Port Louis. The way Marlowe had looked at the four images of the bird—not like a scholar, but like a man who had been hunting for a very long time.

"We need to move faster," he said. "Before he does."

Léa was already walking toward the car, her phone pressed to her ear. Aarav caught fragments of her conversation: "...need access to the family archives... yes, I know it's restricted... no, this isn't academic..."

Mei fell into step beside Aarav. "She's scared," she said quietly.

"We all are."

"No." Mei shook her head. "That's not fear. That's something else. Something personal."

Aarav looked at Léa's back, at the tension in her shoulders, at the way she held the phone like it was the only thing keeping her upright.

He thought about what she'd said in the museum. The families that were entrusted.

And he wondered, for the first time, what Léa Dubois wasn't telling them.

Behind them, unnoticed, a car engine started in the museum parking lot. A dark sedan pulled out slowly, following at a distance.

Inside, a phone screen glowed with a single outgoing message:

They accessed the coin. Partial coordinates recovered.

The reply came almost instantly:

Then they're ahead of schedule. Speed up the timeline.

The sedan accelerated, disappearing into traffic.

And somewhere in the back of the Natural History Museum, in a climate-controlled cabinet that had held its secrets for two hundred years, the silver coin lay in darkness.

The bird on its surface faced west.

Waiting.
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CHAPTER 3 — Fragments of Porcelain
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The Frederik Hendrik Museum stood on the southwestern coast of Mauritius, not far from the village of Vieux Grand Port, and it looked exactly like what it was: a memory refusing to disappear. The building itself was modest—low stone walls, a tin roof, shutters painted the color of faded mustard—but the land around it told a different story. This was where the Dutch had first tried to claim the island, back in the 1630s. Where they had built forts and planted crops and buried their dead in unmarked graves. Where they had failed, eventually, as all empires eventually fail, leaving behind nothing but ruins and the ghosts of ambition.

Aarav had always found the place unsettling. Not because of the history—he liked history—but because of the way the past seemed to press against the present here, like something breathing just beneath the surface.

Kael, of course, loved it.

"Dutch colonial outpost, abandoned after a hundred and fifty years," he said, walking ahead of the group with the restless energy of a dog who'd just been let off its leash. "You know what that means?"

"Mosquitoes?" Girisha suggested.

"Shipwrecks. Dozens of them. The reefs around here are basically a maritime graveyard."

"Charming."

Mei ignored both of them. She was already heading toward the entrance, her notebook tucked under her arm, her eyes scanning the building with the quiet focus she brought to every new space. She moved like she was cataloguing everything—sightlines, exits, the quality of
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