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    For the forgotten corners,The whispers in the stone,For roots that remember firesAnd seeds in flesh now sown.
For those who heard the deeper tuneBeneath the human roar,And chose to brave the terrifying graceOf what we were not anymore.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The most profound quarantine is not of the body, but of a species from its own forgotten potential. We built our empires on the silence of the world, and called that silence peace. Then the world began to remember its voice." 
— From the recovered fragments of the Veilleurs' Ledger
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CHAPTER 1 — The Last Tourist
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The sea does not forget.

It was the first thought that entered Dr. Arvind Ramgolam’s mind as he pushed through the double airlock doors of the quarantine ward. Not a medical observation. A feeling, bone-deep and unwelcome. The corridor was a study in sterile white, lit by the relentless glow of LED strips, but the air carried the tang of two warring elements: the astringent bite of industrial bleach and the wet, salt-heavy breath of the Indian Ocean. It was as if the sea, relentless and patient, was seeping through the polymer seals around the windows, through the very pores of the concrete, refusing to be categorized, contained, or locked out. Mauritius was an island; the ocean was its fact. In here, they tried to pretend otherwise.

His shoes squeaked on the linoleum, a sharp, lonely sound in the too-quiet ward. Only three rooms were occupied. The first two held local fishermen, admitted for fever and delirium. They would likely recover with fluids and antivirals. It was the third room, at the end of the hall, that had prompted the 3 a.m. call. The one holding the tourist.

Arvind was a man built for facts. At fifty-two, his world was defined by the solid geometry of anatomy, the clean logic of pathology reports, the binary of alive or dead. His hands, now scrubbed raw, had performed over a thousand autopsies. They rarely trembled. He found comfort in the finality of a corpse. A body was a story that had ended; his job was to translate its last, silent chapter into a language the living could understand—cause, manner, time. But this story, he sensed as he approached Room 3, was different. This story felt less like an ending, and more like a door left violently ajar.

Nurse Maya stood outside the observation window, her silhouette rigid. She was young, Mauritian-born, with an intuitive intelligence Arvind respected but often found unnerving. She didn’t just follow protocols; she saw things.

“He’s been gone about twelve hours, Doctor,” she said without turning, her voice low. “Cardiac arrest, according to the monitor. But...”

“But?” Arvind joined her at the window.

The room was a standard isolation cube. Stainless steel fixtures. A central drain. A single gurney, upon which a shape lay shrouded in a sheet. The window was reinforced, slightly tinted, giving the scene a submarined, greenish cast.

“The nurses on the night shift. They’re... unsettled.”

Arvind frowned. “Hysteria is a virus too, Maya. It spreads faster than any pathogen.”

“It’s not hysteria.” She finally looked at him, her dark eyes serious. “It was the way his fingers moved. Just before the flatline. They weren’t spasming. They were... plucking. Like he was tuning a guitar. Or threading beads on a string only he could see.”

Arvind let out a slow breath, fogging the glass briefly. “Where are his effects?”

“Bagged and tagged. In the anteroom. There’s a journal. He was clutching it when they brought him in. We had to pry it from his hands.” A faint shudder passed through her. “It’s in German. And... other things.”

Inside the anteroom, Arvind donned a fresh gown, mask, and face shield. The ritual of it—the rustle of Tyvek, the snap of gloves—usually centered him. Today, it felt like a futile costume. He entered the isolation room.

The hum of the negative pressure system was a constant backdrop. Up close, the body on the gurney was just a shape under cotton. Arvind pulled the sheet back.

Lukas Schneider. Twenty-four years old. German national. Admitted four days prior with what appeared to be severe sunstroke, escalating to hallucinations and acute tachycardia. His face was young, or had been. Now it was slack, pale beneath a fading tan, the skin taking on the waxy sheen of death. His hair was sun-bleached, almost white at the tips. But it was his hands that Arvind studied first. They lay at his sides, palms up. The fingers were long, artist’s fingers, calloused at the tips. He saw no evidence of plucking, no phantom threads. Just stillness.

Cause of death: cardiac arrest. A useless term. It was the why that mattered.

He began his external examination. No visible trauma. No rash, no petechiae. He noted minor abrasions on the soles of the feet—hiking barefoot on coral rock, perhaps. He lifted the left arm to check for needle marks, and that’s when he saw it.

As the fluorescent light caught the pale inner forearm, a faint, glittering tracery flashed within the blueish map of the superficial veins. Not a trick of the light. It was a constellation of minute, crystalline particles, suspended in the venous blood. They sparkled, diamond-dust for a heartbeat, and then, as the arm settled, they seemed to sink, dissipating back into invisibility.

Arvind froze. He repositioned the arm. The glitter returned, then faded. Micro-crystalline aggregation? Some novel contaminant? He made a mental note to order a spectroscopic analysis of a blood sample. It was bizarre, but biology was full of bizarre artifacts. He trusted the scalpel, not the sparkle.

He finished his preliminaries and turned to the stainless-steel trolley where the personal effects lay. A battered olive-green backpack. A passport, water-stained. A cheap mobile phone, dead. A digital camera, or what was left of it.

Arvind picked up the camera. It was a compact model, but the casing was grotesquely warped, as if it had been gripped in a superhuman fist. The lens was not just cracked; it was imploded, a spiderweb of fractures converging on a dark center. He pressed the power button. Nothing. He’d have IT check the memory card, but he held little hope.

Then, the journal.

It was A5-sized, bound in worn, chestnut-brown leather, the cover softened by salt and sweat. It felt alive in his gloved hands, heavy with more than just paper. He opened it.

The handwriting was a frantic, sprawling script—German, penned in black ink that bled at the edges of stressed strokes. It was a chaotic mix of travelogue, personal musings, and something else. Arvind’s German was rudimentary, medical school remnants, but he could pick out words: Insekten (insects), Gesang (song), Traum (dream). Dates and locations were noted with precision: Le Morne, Southwest coast. Tide out. Heard it in the wind. Then, more erratically: Sie singen in meinen Adern. Sie warten.

They sing in my veins. They are waiting.

He flipped a page. A rough sketch of a mosquito, but elongated, stylized, almost art-deco. Next to it, in a desperate scrawl that broke into broken Creole: “Moustik noir pa piqué. Li écoute.” (The black mosquito does not bite. It listens.)

Arvind’s scientific mind rebelled. This was the delirium of fever, the poetry of a breaking mind. He was about to close the book when a loose leaf fluttered out—a tourist map of the island. On the back, Lukas had drawn a large, intricate spiral. It was precise, hypnotic, centered over the interior highlands. Around its edges, like annotations to a sacred text, were phrases: “the hum is the key”, “the dodo didn’t die, it changed”, and finally, in block letters: THE ISLAND IS A QUESTION.

A sudden movement caught his eye. On the wall, just above the head of the gurney, a mosquito was perched. It was unnaturally still. Its body was a deep, lustrous black, not the dull brown of the common Aedes aegypti. It looked like a drop of liquid obsidian, a living punctuation mark.

“Maya,” Arvind said, his voice tight.

She was at the door in an instant. “Doctor?”

“There’s an insect in a quarantine ward.”

She followed his gaze. Her breath hitched. Protocol was absolute. Any breach of biocontainment, however small, was catastrophic. Moving with a controlled urgency, she grabbed a clear specimen vial from a shelf. She approached the wall, her movements slow and deliberate.

The mosquito did not stir. It didn’t sense her heat, her breath. It simply clung to the paint.

In one fluid motion, Maya clapped the vial over it and slid the lid shut. She trapped it against the wall, then carefully maneuvered the lid. The insect was captured. She held the vial up to the light.

Inside, the black mosquito stood on the plastic floor. It did not fly against the walls in panic. It turned its tiny head, its compound eyes like fractured lenses, and seemed to look directly at her. Then, with a chilling deliberateness, it raised one slender front leg, flexed it, and set it down again. A single, articulated gesture. Not a struggle. An acknowledgement.

Maya’s knuckles were white around the vial. “It’s... cold,” she whispered.

“Bag it. Label it. Send it to entomology with a priority flag,” Arvind said, forcing authority into his voice. “And get someone to check the seals in this room. Now.”



An hour later, in the harsh, unforgiving light of his office, Arvind stared at the journal lying on his desk beside the shattered camera. The ward was settling into the uneasy quiet of the pre-dawn. He had filed his preliminary report: Cause of death, pending autopsy. Suspected viral myocarditis exacerbated by severe dehydration. The crystalline particles? Likely an artifact of contrast from earlier imaging, he’d suggested, a lie that tasted sour.

But the journal nagged at him. And the camera.

He plugged the camera’s SD card into a secure reader on his isolated terminal. The folder was a graveyard of corrupted files. Thousands of images, reduced to pixelated ghosts. Vacation snaps of beaches, rainforests, smiling selfies—all eaten by digital static. All except one.

File name: LETZTE.MOV

Date stamp: The night Lukas was admitted.

Arvind clicked it.

The player window opened to a screen of churning grey noise. The audio was a roar of white noise, like a shell pressed to the ear. He was about to close it when a shape resolved in the chaos.

Lukas’s face, pixelated and bleeding green digital artifacts, filled the frame. He was in a dark place—a hotel room, maybe. His eyes were wild, wide with a terror that transcended fever. He was breathing in ragged, shallow gasps. He looked directly into the lens, his mouth working.

No sound came but the hiss.

Then, a syllable broke through. A hard consonant, lost. Lukas’s lips formed a word. A German word. Sie.

The hiss swelled, then parted like a curtain. A whisper, layered beneath the noise, so faint it might have been imagination: “Sie kommen.”

They are coming.

The face dissolved into a final burst of static, and the file ended.

Arvind sat back, his heart thudding against his ribs. The room felt airless. He played it again. And again. The whisper was there. A sibilant breath riding the electronic ruin.

They are coming.

He looked from the blank screen to the leather journal, its spiral sketch seeming to pulse in his peripheral vision. He thought of the glitter in the dead man’s veins. The black, listening mosquito. The plucking fingers.

For the first time in his decades of medicine, Dr. Arvind Ramgolam felt the solid ground of fact crack beneath him. This was not a story ending in his autopsy theatre. This was a prologue, written in a language of whispers and crystal, and it was being spoken by the island itself.

He picked up the phone to call the head of IT, to secure the file, to demand a full analysis. But as his finger hovered over the keypad, his gaze drifted to his window. Beyond the hospital complex, past the sleeping town of Flic-en-Flac, the first hint of dawn was bleeding into the sky over the Indian Ocean. The sea was a vast, dark sheet, silent and waiting.

And Arvind knew, with a certainty that chilled him deeper than any corpse ever had, that Lukas Schneider, the last tourist, had not been delusional.

He had been a witness.
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CHAPTER 2 — Kass Moskit Noire
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The human body is a clock. Dr. Arvind Ramgolam believed this absolutely. The heart, a pendulum. Synapses, the tick of a second hand. Death was simply the mechanism winding down, the final, inevitable silence. His autopsy of Lukas Schneider was meant to be the act of a horologist, opening the case to see which gear had slipped.

Instead, he found himself staring into the works of a different kind of machine entirely.

The body on the slab was just a body. The cardiac muscle showed minor stress inflammation, consistent with a severe fever. Toxicology was clean. Blood panels showed elevated white cell count, a soldier’s response to an unseen war. All of it was mundane, the sad but standard fate of a young man pushing his body too hard in a foreign climate.

But then there were the brains.

Arvind had requested a full neuropathology work-up, citing “unusual presentation.” The technician, a meticulous man named Prem, had sliced the brain with his usual machine precision. The coronal sections lay on the dissection board, pale and convoluted as storm clouds.

“Look here, Doctor,” Prem had said, his voice thin. He pointed with the tip of a probe.

Under the bright surgical lights, Arvind saw it. Threaded through the grey matter of the hippocampus, the seat of memory, and winding into the brainstem, were filaments. They were not biological—not collagen, not vasculature. They were crystalline, refractive, and infinitesimally fine, like strands of glass spider-silk woven through the neural tapestry. They followed no anatomical pathway. They carved their own.

“What is it?” Prem whispered.

“I don’t know.” Arvind’s own voice sounded hollow in his ears. “Get samples to histology and mineralogy. Full analysis. Tell no one.”

That was three days ago. The reports were still pending, lost in the bureaucratic and technological lethargy of a small island nation. In the meantime, the clock kept ticking for others.

The second victim was a hotel maid from Grand Baie. She was found in a linen closet, folded neatly among the towels, a serene smile on her face. No marks. The third was a taxi driver from Port Louis. He drove his Nissan into the Tamarin Bay mangroves at low tide, got out, sat cross-legged in the shallows, and waited for the water to reclaim him. His lungs were full of saltwater, but the coroner noted the absence of the typical struggle diatoms in his bloodstream. He hadn’t fought the sea. He had embraced it.

By the third death, the hospital staff, moving through corridors that now seemed to hum with a new, sub-audible anxiety, had given it a name. It sprang from the Creole whispers in the break room, a fusion of observation and dread: Kass Moskit Noire. Black Mosquito Sickness.

The symptoms, in the beginning, were deceptively soft. Harmless. A secretary missed her son’s piano recital, not because she was busy, but because the thought of it simply... slipped away, like a dream upon waking. A groundskeeper found himself standing in his own garden, the name of his favorite rose (‘Mr. Lincoln’) a blank space in his mind, replaced only by the sensation of its velvety red petals, which felt, he said, “like a forgotten word.” Patients complained not of headaches, but of a persistent, high-pitched ringing in the ears—not a squeal, but a shimmer, like the sound of the distant surf heard through a seashell, or the vibration of a wineglass after it has been struck.

Then came the whispers.

Not external whispers. Internal ones. Patients in the isolation ward, their fevers managed, their vitals stable, would grow still. Their eyes would lose focus, tracking something in the middle distance. Nurse Maya, taking pulses, would see their lips move. She’d lean in.

“They’re talking in the walls,” a young man from Quatre Bornes murmured, his fingers tracing spirals on his bedsheet. “They’re putting the stories back in order.”

An elderly woman from Curepipe smiled beatifically. “My bones are singing. It’s an old song. I think my grandmother knew it.”

Dr. Ramgolam called it mass hysteria. A psychogenic event, triggered by fear and the strange, isolated deaths. He wrote memos about stress, about the power of suggestion, about the need for calm, professional conduct. He believed this right up until the moment Rajendra “Raj” Patil, a fisherman from Mahébourg with forearms thick as hawsers and a laugh that could shake windowpanes, sat bolt upright in his bed and began to speak.



Raj had been admitted two nights prior, found wandering the docks at Pointe d’Esny, drenched and incoherent. He was a bear of a man, now reduced to a shivering bulk under thin hospital linen. He’d been quiet, sleeping fitfully. Maya was changing his IV bag when his eyes snapped open.

They were not the eyes of a delirious man. They were preternaturally clear, and his pupils were so dilated the rich brown of his irises was just a thin corona around pools of absolute black. He looked directly at Maya, through her, and drew a deep, rattling breath.

Then he began to recite.

His voice was not his own. It was a channeled thing, calm, rhythmic, almost liturgical. The language was a fluid, guttural, clicking tongue, full of round vowels and consonants that seemed to form at the back of the throat and roll forward like stones. It was nothing Maya had ever heard—not Creole, not Hindi, not French, not Bhojpuri. It was alien and ancient.

Arvind, hearing the commotion, arrived at the door just as Raj reached the crescendo of his unknown psalm. The man’s face was tilted upward, bathed in the sterile light, a look of ecstatic reverence smoothing his weathered features.

Then, Raj stopped. He lowered his gaze, finding Arvind. A smile, tender and heartbreaking, touched his lips.

“It’s not a disease, Doctor,” he said softly, his voice now his own, but gentler, wiser. “It’s an invitation.”

As they watched, a cloudiness bloomed in those dark, dilated pupils. It was not a cataract’s milky film. It was opalescent, shimmering with faint internal rainbows, like the heart of an abalone shell. It coated his eyes from within.

Raj sighed, a sound of profound contentment. He lay back on the pillow.

The heart monitor screamed its linear alarm.

They coded him for twenty minutes. Arvind’s hands, usually so sure, felt clumsy on the man’s broad chest. Adrenaline, defibrillation—nothing sparked the great engine back to life. Raj Patil was gone, the secret smile still on his lips, his eyes two polished moons of mother-of-pearl.

The silence after the code was called was thicker than the tropical air. The only sound was the rasp of Arvind’s own breath inside his mask.

“What...” Maya began, her voice small. “What was he speaking?”

“I don’t know,” Arvind said, stripping off his gloves. They were slick with sweat. “Get a linguist on the phone. University of Mauritius. Record the security footage audio. And...” He looked at the body, at those impossible eyes. “We need to preserve the ocular tissue. Immediately.”

But as the orderlies moved in, the opalescent sheen in Raj’s eyes began to fade, dissolving like mist under sun, leaving behind only the ordinary, clouded gaze of the dead.



That evening, the weight of the day sat on Maya’s shoulders like a lead apron. The hospital felt like a pressure cooker, the air tasting of bleach and fear. She needed to escape the smell, the whispers, the memory of Raj’s transformed eyes.

In the staff locker room, she fumbled with her combination lock. The metal was cool. She opened her narrow locker, the familiar scent of her own laundry soap a small comfort. She reached for her bag.

And froze.

On the top shelf, beside her folded cardigan, was the clear specimen vial.

The black mosquito from Lukas Schneider’s room stood inside, motionless on the plastic floor. It had been days. It had not fed. It had not died. It looked exactly as it had in the quarantine room: a carved jewel of obsidian, perfect, complete.

A cold finger traced Maya’s spine. She had personally sealed this vial, labeled it, and handed it to a junior orderly for the trip to the entomology lab at Réduit. It should not be here. It could not be here.

Hesitantly, she picked up the vial. The mosquito did not stir. She turned it in the fluorescent light. Its legs were delicate, absurdly complex. Its proboscis was sheathed. It looked less like an insect and more like a piece of precision machinery, a listening device.

“It’s watching you.”

Maya jumped, nearly dropping the vial. Anjali Ravat, the hospital’s consulting botanist, stood in the locker room doorway. She was a woman of sharp angles and quiet intensity, her hair a practical braid over one shoulder. Her eyes, magnified behind thick glasses, were fixed on the vial.

“It shouldn’t be alive,” Maya said, her voice barely a whisper.

“No,” Anjali agreed, stepping closer. “It shouldn’t.” She didn’t reach for the vial, just studied it. “And it shouldn’t have found its way back to you.”

“What do you mean?”

Anjali’s gaze shifted from the insect to Maya’s face. “They’ve given it a name downstairs. Kass Moskit Noire.”

Maya nodded, a tight jerk of her chin.

“My grandmother,” Anjali said slowly, “told stories her grandmother told her. Stories from before the sugar plantations, before the Dutch, even. Stories of the island’s first children. Not all of them were human, she’d say. Some were of the forest, some of the coral, some of the air.”

“Fairy tales,” Maya murmured, but without conviction.

“Maybe. But in those stories, the dodo didn’t just die out because men were hungry and stupid.” Anjali’s voice dropped. “It was taken. Because it didn’t belong to the world men were making. And when it left... it left something behind. A... a placeholder. A memory in the shape of a bird.”

Maya looked from Anjali’s serious face to the vial in her hand. The black mosquito seemed to drink the light. “A memory?”

“Or a messenger.” Anjali finally reached out, her fingertip hovering just above the plastic. “This doesn’t feel like a disease vector, Maya. It feels like a key. And it seems to have chosen you.”

The words hung in the stale locker-room air. Chosen her. For what?

“I have to go,” Maya said abruptly, shoving the vial into her bag, not wanting to look at it, to think about it. “My daughter...”

Anjali simply nodded, her eyes knowing. “Be careful, Maya. The old stories... they aren’t guides. They’re warnings.”



The drive home to Tamarin was a blur of winding coastal road and deepening twilight. The concept of “home” felt fragile to Maya now, a soap bubble against the strange pressure building on the island. Her daughter, Léa, was eight—an age of fierce logic and boundless magic. She was Maya’s anchor, her surest fact.

Pulling into the driveway of their small bungalow, Maya saw the kitchen light burning. A wave of normalcy, warm and sweet, washed over her. She could almost believe the last week was a bad dream.

Then she pushed open the front door.

“Léa? Mon trésor, I’m home.”

No answer. The house was silent but for the hum of the refrigerator. Not the new, internal hum Maya was becoming attuned to, but an ordinary, mechanical one.

“Léa?”

She found her in the kitchen. Léa was hunched over the large wooden table, her small body coiled in concentration. Her school books were pushed aside. In front of her, covering every inch of the worn teak surface, were drawings. Hundreds of them.

They were all spirals.

Not perfect, mathematical Archimedean spirals, but organic, pulsing things. Some were tight coils, like fiddlehead ferns. Others were vast, lazy whirls that swept to the edges of the paper. They were drawn in pencil, in crayon, in her mother’s lipstick (Maya noted with a distant pang), layered over one another in a complex, mesmerizing tapestry. The paper was too small for the energy of them; the spirals seemed to yearn to break free, to spin off the page and into the world.

Léa’s hand was moving swiftly, automatically, adding another line to a large, central spiral that dominated the biggest sheet of butcher paper.

“Léa?” Maya said, her voice softer now, edged with a new fear.

Her daughter didn’t look up. Her brow was furrowed, not in frustration, but in deep, trance-like focus. Her eyes were fixed on the point where her pencil met the paper.

“Chérie, what are you doing?”

Léa’s pencil stopped. She blinked, slowly, as if surfacing from deep water. She looked at her mother, then at the galaxy of spirals on the table. A small, secret smile touched her lips, the same kind of smile Raj the fisherman had died with.

“They’re happy,” Léa said simply.

“Who’s happy, baby?”

“The moustiks.” The Creole word for mosquitoes. “I can hear them. In my head. It’s a busy sound. Like the market. But prettier.” She pointed at the spirals with her pencil. “This is the way they fly. When they’re happy. They dance.”

Maya’s blood turned to ice water. She knelt beside her daughter, taking her small, warm face in her hands. “Look at me, Léa. Have you been bitten? Have you seen a black mosquito?”

Léa’s eyes, her beautiful, deep-brown eyes, were clear. No dilated pupils. No opalescent sheen. Just her curious, intelligent daughter.

“No, Maman. I just hear them. In the quiet.” She tapped her temple. “They’re teaching me the dance.”

The urge to sweep all the papers into the bin, to scrub the table, to scream, was almost overpowering. But Maya, the nurse, the observer, forced it down. She saw no fever. No confusion. Just a strange, serene certainty.

“It’s time for bed, my love,” she said, her voice trembling only slightly. “We’ll clean this up tomorrow.”

She guided Léa to bed, read a story about a brave little goat (a story free of insects and spirals), and kissed her forehead. Léa fell asleep instantly, her breathing deep and regular.

Back in the kitchen, Maya stood alone amidst the whirlpool of paper. The spirals seemed to pulse in the low light. She thought of Lukas’s journal sketch. She thought of Raj’s chanting. She thought of the cold, black mosquito in her bag.

They’re teaching me the dance.

From outside, through the screened window, came the ordinary, chorusing whine of a thousand tropical mosquitoes. But now, listening with new ears, Maya heard it differently. It wasn’t a random cacophony. Beneath the chaos, there was a pattern. A rhythm. A syncopated, humming beat.

It sounded, she realized with a dread that hollowed her out, like the beginning of a song.
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CHAPTER 3 — Locked Island
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Dawn in Mauritius did not arrive; it descended like a soft, peach-colored blanket, muffling the stars and pulling the island from the sea’s dark embrace. On the morning they sealed the world away, the light came wrong. It was too sharp, too revealing, as if the sky were a vast surgical lamp switched on by an unsteady hand.

Dr. Arvind Ramgolam heard the announcement not on the ward’s tinny speaker, but through the vibration of his phone against the steel autopsy table. He was elbow-deep in a comparative analysis, the preserved brain slices of Lukas Schneider and Raj Patil side-by-side under a magnifying lamp. The filaments were there in both, a ghostly, crystalline filigree. His own eyes burned from lack of sleep and the relentless focus.

The phone buzzed, a frantic insect against metal. A government alert, then another, then a cascade of them. Then, the old radio on the shelf crackled to life, interrupting the static hiss that had become its default state.

“Citoyens de Maurice... Citizens of Mauritius...”

The voice was smooth. Too smooth. It was Prime Minister Jugnauth, but the cadence was off, the French too perfectly Parisian, the English too devoid of the musical Creole lilt that softened all Mauritian speech. It was a recording, Arvind realized instantly. A recording made days, perhaps weeks ago, and set to play at this precise moment.

“In response to the developing public health situation, and in full cooperation with international bodies, a temporary, precautionary quarantine of the island nation has been enacted as of 0600 hours...”

Arvind’s scalpel clattered onto the steel tray. He walked to the window, pushing aside the blinds. The view was of the hospital’s rear parking lot and, beyond, a sliver of the coastline at Flic-en-Flac. The sea was a flat, placid blue.

“All airspace is closed. All maritime ports are secured. This is a temporary measure to ensure containment and facilitate the swift resolution of this incident. Remain calm. Stay in your homes. Listen for further instructions.”

The message began to repeat. Temporary. Precautionary. Stay calm. The words were bubbles of official air, designed to float and reassure. They popped against the hard, silent reality taking shape outside.

From his vantage point, Arvind saw the first concrete evidence. A pair of police Land Rovers, lights silently spinning, blocked the coastal road leading north and south. Officers in tactical gear, faces obscured by respirators, stood with a rigid posture he’d only seen in disaster drills. Further out, on the turquoise lagoon, the normal morning traffic of pirogues and fishing skiffs was absent. In their place, two gray coast guard cutters sat motionless, guardians at the gate.

The island had become a petri dish, and the lid had just been screwed shut.



Down in the hospital lobby, chaos was a low-frequency hum. Staff clustered around phones, tapping at unresponsive screens. The internet had died not with a crash, but a sigh—a gradual slowing, a failure to refresh, then a universal “No Connection” symbol glowing like a dead eye. Landlines were jammed. Only the radio worked, cycling through the same rehearsed message in its three languages, a broken record of false comfort.

Maya, arriving for her shift, felt the change in the atmosphere before she heard the words. The usual morning chatter was gone, replaced by tense silence and furtive glances. She saw Anjali the botanist standing by a window, her face pale.

“What’s happening?” Maya asked, though a part of her already knew.

“We’re in a jar,” Anjali said quietly, not turning around. “And someone has put the lid on.”

The Prime Minister’s recording played again from a nurse’s portable radio. Maya listened to the hollow reassurance, the flawless, pre-recorded cadence. A chill, separate from the hospital’s air conditioning, wrapped around her. They weren’t being protected. They were being catalogued.

Her first instinct was a blade of pure panic: Léa. She fumbled for her phone. No signal. She ran to a ward desk, grabbed the landline receiver. A flat, endless dial tone.

“Communications are prioritized for official use only,” a harried administrator said, not meeting her eyes.

Maya’s professional composure, the shell that got her through shifts filled with blood and grief, cracked. She had to get home. The image of Léa at the kitchen table, lost in her spiral drawings, flooded her mind. What if she woke up alone? What if she heard the whispers too?

“I need to leave,” Maya
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