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    To the island that teaches us that love, like the sea, always finds its way back to shore.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The ocean does not ask if you are ready—it simply carries you where you are meant to go."
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The Whispering Waves of Mauritius


A Chance Encounter


The Arrival
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Emma Laurent had always believed that the best way to mend a broken heart was to run as far away as possible.

When her fiancé, Daniel, had called off their wedding just three months before the date—saying he "wasn’t ready"—she had done exactly that. She booked a one-way ticket to Mauritius, an island paradise she had only ever seen in glossy travel magazines.

Now, standing at the arrivals terminal of Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam International Airport, the humid tropical air wrapped around her like an unfamiliar embrace. The scent of frangipani and saltwater lingered in the breeze, and the distant sound of Creole chatter filled the air.

This is where I start over, she told herself, gripping the handle of her suitcase a little tighter.
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Flic-en-Flac: The First Glimpse of Paradise
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The taxi ride to her beachfront villa was a blur of vibrant colors—lush sugarcane fields stretching for miles, roadside stalls selling ripe mangoes and coconuts, and the occasional glimpse of the turquoise Indian Ocean between palm trees.

When she finally arrived at La Perle Noire, a boutique hotel nestled along Flic-en-Flac beach, her breath caught in her throat. The sand was so white it nearly glowed under the afternoon sun, and the water—oh, the water—was a mesmerizing gradient of blues, from pale aqua near the shore to deep sapphire where the reef dropped off.

"Welcome, Miss Laurent," said a smiling woman at the reception. "Your villa is ready. Would you like a cocktail while we arrange your luggage?"

Emma accepted the offer—a rum-based ti’punch with lime and cane syrup—and let the sweetness linger on her tongue as she stepped onto her private terrace. The villa was airy and elegant, with billowing white curtains, a four-poster bed draped in mosquito netting, and a balcony that opened directly onto the beach.

She exhaled, feeling the tension in her shoulders ease for the first time in months.
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The Sketchbook and the Sea
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Emma had always found solace in art. As a child, she would lose herself for hours in charcoal sketches and watercolors. When Daniel left, she had stopped drawing altogether—until now.

That evening, as the sun began its slow descent, she settled onto the warm sand with her sketchbook. The sunset was unlike anything she had ever seen—fiery streaks of orange and pink melting into the horizon, the ocean shimmering like liquid gold.

Her fingers moved almost on their own, tracing the curve of the waves, the silhouette of a distant fishing boat, the way the palm trees swayed in the breeze. For the first time in months, she felt alive again.

Then—disaster.

A sudden gust of wind tore through the pages of her sketchbook, ripping a half-finished drawing free. The paper fluttered wildly, dancing toward the water like a leaf caught in a storm.

"No!" Emma lunged forward, sand spraying beneath her bare feet, but the wind was too quick. The sketch—a delicate rendering of the sunset—was seconds away from being swallowed by the tide.
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The Stranger Who Caught More Than Paper
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Just as the waves stretched greedy fingers toward her artwork, a hand shot out, snatching it from the air with effortless grace.

Emma stumbled to a stop, her chest heaving.

"Looking for this?"

The voice was deep, smooth, tinged with the melodic lilt of a Mauritian accent.

She looked up—and up—into the face of a man who looked like he had stepped out of one of her sketches.

He was tall, with sun-bronzed skin and dark, wind-tousled hair that curled slightly at the ends. His eyes were a warm, rich brown, like the mahogany trees she had passed on her drive here. He wore a loose linen shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal strong forearms, and his smile was so disarmingly genuine that Emma felt her pulse stutter.

"Y-yes," she managed, suddenly aware of how disheveled she must look—her hair tangled from the wind, her sundress damp at the hem from where she had nearly sprinted into the surf. "Thank you."

He held out the sketch, his fingers brushing against hers as she took it. A spark of something—electric, unexpected—shot through her at the contact.

"You’re an artist," he observed, nodding at her sketchbook.

Emma clutched the rescued drawing to her chest. "Just an amateur."

He tilted his head, studying her with an intensity that made her cheeks warm. "I don’t think so. The way you captured the light on the water—it’s like you’ve seen the soul of the ocean."

She blinked, surprised. Most people glanced at her sketches and said something polite like, "Oh, that’s nice." But this man—this stranger—spoke as if he truly saw what she had been trying to convey.

"I’m Emma," she said, suddenly wanting him to know her name.

"Rohan," he replied, his smile widening. "Rohan Desai."
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A Walk at Dusk
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To her surprise, Rohan didn’t leave after returning her sketch. Instead, he fell into step beside her as she wandered along the shoreline, the last embers of the sunset fading into twilight.

"So, Emma," he said, hands tucked into his pockets, "what brings you to Mauritius?"

She hesitated. She wasn’t ready to say, "I ran away from my failed engagement." Instead, she said, "I needed a change of scenery."

Rohan chuckled. "Well, you picked the right place. Mauritius has a way of... changing people."

She glanced at him. "Is that what happened to you?"

His expression softened. "In a way. I was born here, but I left for university in France. Came back five years ago and realized I never wanted to leave again."

"What do you do?"

"I’m a marine biologist," he said, nodding toward the ocean. "I study coral reefs, work with conservation projects. And sometimes," he added with a grin, "I rescue beautiful sketches from the sea."

Emma laughed, the sound surprising her. She hadn’t laughed like that in a long time.
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The Invitation
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As they reached the end of the beach, where the sand gave way to jagged volcanic rocks, Rohan stopped.

"Tomorrow, there’s a place I’d like to show you," he said. "A hidden lagoon near Tamarin. The water is so clear you can see every starfish on the seabed."

Emma hesitated. She had come here to be alone, to heal. But something about Rohan—his warmth, the way his eyes lit up when he spoke about the island—made her want to say yes.

"Okay," she said softly.

His smile was brighter than the setting sun. "Meet me here at sunrise."
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A Night of Wandering Thoughts
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Back in her villa, Emma lay in bed, staring at the ceiling fan as it spun lazy circles above her.

She had expected Mauritius to be beautiful. She hadn’t expected to meet someone like Rohan.

Her fingers traced the edge of the sketch he had saved—the one that had nearly been lost to the waves. Maybe, just maybe, this trip wasn’t just about running away.

Maybe it was about finding something new.
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The Island’s Secrets


Sunrise and Promises
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Emma woke before dawn, her body still tangled in the gauzy mosquito net draped around her bed. The villa was silent except for the distant murmur of the ocean and the occasional call of a tropicbird outside her window.

She had barely slept.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Rohan’s smile—the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he laughed, the warmth in his voice when he spoke about the island. It was ridiculous, she told herself. She had just met him. And yet, here she was, slipping into a swimsuit and a sheer cover-up before the sun had even risen.

This isn’t about him, she lied to herself as she tied her hair into a loose braid. It’s about the lagoon. The adventure.

But when she stepped onto the beach, the first streaks of pink and gold bleeding into the sky, she saw him waiting—leaning against a wooden fishing boat, two steaming cups in his hands.

"You came," he said, handing her one.

The scent of vanilla and spice curled into the air. "What is this?"

"Chai latte, Mauritian style," he said with a grin. "I figured you might need caffeine if we’re hiking to Tamarin before the tourists wake up."

Emma took a sip, the warmth spreading through her chest. "You’re assuming I’m not a morning person."

"I’m assuming anyone who flies halfway across the world to escape something isn’t sleeping well."

Her fingers tightened around the cup.

Rohan’s expression softened. "I didn’t mean to pry."

"No, it’s—" She exhaled. "You’re not wrong."

For a moment, they stood in silence, watching the sun rise over the ocean, the water shifting from inky blue to liquid gold. Then Rohan reached for her empty cup.

"Ready to see the real Mauritius?"
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The Hidden Lagoon
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They took his Jeep—an old, sun-bleached Defender with no doors and a backseat piled with diving gear. The drive was a wild, winding thing, cutting through emerald sugarcane fields and tiny villages where children waved as they passed.

"You’re not kidnapping me, are you?" Emma shouted over the wind.

Rohan laughed. "If I were, I’d have picked a less obvious car."

The road narrowed into a dirt path, then disappeared altogether. Rohan parked beneath a cluster of palm trees and grabbed a woven bag from the back.

"Last stretch is on foot."

The trail was steep, cutting through thick jungle where the air was heavy with the scent of damp earth and wild orchids. Birds Emma had never seen before—emerald-green parrots, flashes of crimson—darted between the trees.

And then—

The trees parted.

Emma gasped.

Before them lay a crescent of untouched beach, so secluded it felt like a secret. The lagoon was a pool of liquid glass, so clear she could see every ripple of sand beneath the surface. Tiny silver fish darted between coral formations, and further out, the deeper water darkened into an endless, mesmerizing blue.

Rohan dropped the bag onto the sand. "Welcome to Le Coin Perdu. The Lost Corner."

Emma stepped forward, her toes sinking into the warm sand. "How is this place not packed with people?"

"Locals keep it quiet," he said, pulling out towels and a thermos. "Tourist boats don’t come here. Too hard to access."

She turned to him. "And yet you brought me."

His gaze held hers. "I had a feeling you’d appreciate it."
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Swimming with Stars
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They spent the morning in the water. Rohan pointed out hidden wonders—a family of sea turtles gliding beneath them, a neon-blue octopus camouflaged against the coral, a cluster of starfish scattered like fallen constellations along the seabed.

Emma had never felt so free.

At one point, she surfaced, pushing wet hair from her face, and found Rohan watching her with an unreadable expression.

"What?" she asked.

"You’re different in the water," he said. "Like you forget to be sad."

She stilled.

He was right. For the first time in months, she hadn’t thought about Daniel. About the wedding that would never happen. About the life she had planned that had crumbled overnight.

She swallowed. "I used to love diving. Before... everything."

Rohan treaded water beside her. "Then it’s a good thing you’re here."
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The Picnic and the Past

[image: ]


Later, sprawled on the sand beneath the shade of a palm tree, Rohan unpacked the bag—freshly baked dhal puri, ripe mangoes, and a bottle of local Phoenix beer.

Emma took a bite of the flatbread, the spices bursting on her tongue. "This is incredible."

"My mother made it," he said, smiling. "I told her I was taking a friend to the lagoon."

"A friend?" Emma teased. "You don’t even know me."

"I know you’re an artist who almost lost her work to the ocean," he said. "I know you ran away from something. And I know you laugh with your whole body when you see something beautiful."

Her breath caught.

Rohan leaned back on his elbows, his skin glistening with saltwater. "Tell me one real thing about you, Emma Laurent."

She hesitated. Then—

"I was supposed to get married three months ago."

Silence.

Rohan didn’t flinch. Didn’t pity her. Just waited.

She continued, staring at the horizon. "He called it off. Said he wasn’t ready. And I—I couldn’t stay there, pretending I was okay. So I left."

Rohan nodded slowly. "Mauritius is good for that. For forgetting."

"Or remembering," she said softly, "who you were before."

Their eyes met. Something unspoken passed between them—an understanding, a connection.

Then Rohan reached into the bag and pulled out a small, wrapped package. "Then you need to try this."

Inside was a square of gâteau patate—a sweet potato cake flavored with coconut and vanilla.

Emma took a bite and groaned. "This might be the best thing I’ve ever tasted."

Rohan grinned. "Stick with me, chérie. I’ll show you all the secrets."
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The Storm Rolls In
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They lingered too long.

By the time they packed up, the sky had darkened, clouds rolling in with surprising speed.

"We need to go," Rohan said, eyeing the horizon. "Rain comes fast here."

They barely made it back to the Jeep before the first drops fell. Then—torrents. The kind of rain that turned the world into a blur of water and sound.

Rohan cursed, swerving to avoid a flooded patch of road. "We’ll have to wait it out."

He pulled into the driveway of a small, colorful house nestled in the hills.

Emma raised an eyebrow. "And this is...?"

"My place."
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A Night of Confessions
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The storm raged outside, but inside, Rohan’s home was warm and safe. Wooden floors, shelves lined with books and seashells, a framed photo of a smiling older couple—his parents, she guessed.

He handed her a towel and a change of clothes—an old university sweatshirt and shorts. "Not exactly designer, but dry."

Emma laughed. "I’ll survive."

They sat on the porch, watching the rain sheet down over the hills, drinking spiced rum from chipped ceramic mugs.

"You never told me," Emma said after a while, "why you came back to Mauritius."

Rohan’s smile faded slightly. "I was engaged once too."

She froze.

"Her name was Anika. We met in France. She hated it here—said the island was too small. Too quiet." He swirled the rum in his cup. "I chose Mauritius. She chose Paris."

Emma’s chest ached. "I’m sorry."

He shrugged, but his eyes were distant. "Sometimes love isn’t enough. Sometimes you have to choose yourself."

The rain slowed to a drizzle. The first stars peeked through the clouds.

Emma didn’t realize she was crying until Rohan brushed a thumb over her cheek.

"You’re going to be okay, Emma," he whispered.

And for the first time, she believed it.
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A Forbidden Love


The Morning After the Storm
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Emma woke to the scent of cinnamon and woodsmoke.

For a disorienting moment, she didn’t recognize the room—the slant of sunlight through bamboo blinds, the distant cry of a fruit bat, the unfamiliar weight of a knitted throw blanket draped over her. Then she remembered: the storm, Rohan’s house, the confession in the dark.

She sat up, rubbing her eyes. The sweatshirt she’d borrowed—one of Rohan’s, soft from years of wear—smelled faintly of salt and cedar.

A clatter came from the kitchen.

Padding barefoot across the cool tile floors, Emma found Rohan at the stove, flipping golden gato zinzli pancakes in a cast-iron skillet. He hadn’t heard her approach.

She leaned against the doorway, watching the way his shoulders moved beneath his thin cotton shirt, the concentration in his profile as he drizzled honey over the stack.

"You cook, too?" she said, finally.

He turned, startled, then grinned. "Only when I’m trying to impress someone."

Emma’s stomach fluttered.
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