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    To those who chase the tides of wonder,Who hear the whispers in the thunder;May your stories light the darkest night,And guide lost souls back to the light.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Every lighthouse tells two stories: one of guidance for those at sea, and one of warning for those who come too close. This is the second story."
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Chapter 1: The Legend
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The salt was the first thing you noticed. It wasn’t the clean, breezy salt of postcards, but a thick, persistent presence that clung to the back of the throat, seeped into the wood of the seaside café, and seasoned every sip of coffee with the tang of the deep. It was the smell of time, of things left to the mercy of the Indian Ocean. Aryan inhaled it like a promise, his fingers tapping a restless, silent rhythm on the cracked leather surface of the map spread between them.

The map was an artifact, a patient in its own right. Its edges were frayed into a soft, woollen blur, the coastline of Mauritius bled slightly from a hundred clumsy unrollings, and the sea was a tapestry of faint, swirling stains—tea, perhaps, or seawater, or something else entirely. In the bottom right corner, in a once-elegant, now-spidery script, was written: “Chart of the Eastern Waters, with notations of peculiarities. For J. Desjardins, 1923.” But it was the upper left corner that held their attention, or rather, Aryan’s captive obsession. There, drawn with an almost hesitant line compared to the confident surveys of the mainland, was a jagged, hook-like shape. The label, etched in the same ink but with a shakier hand, read: Île au Phare. Lighthouse Island.

“There,” Aryan whispered, his voice low, charged with a voltage that made the word seem to vibrate in the humid air. His index finger, nail bitten to the quick, came to rest just off the island’s drawn coast. “Right there. No proper soundings. No anchorage markings. Just that... and the note.”

Meera leaned in, her scepticism a physical force. She moved with the deliberate care of a biologist approaching an unknown specimen, her dark eyes scanning the parchment as if it might reveal its secrets under pure analytical scrutiny. Her ponytail, a practical sweep of black hair, brushed her shoulder as she tilted her head. “The note is probably a joke, Aryan. Or the ramblings of some sun-addled sailor. ‘Here there be more than rocks’ isn’t exactly a geological survey.” She reached out, not touching the map, but tracing the phrase in the air above it. Her fingers were long, capable, usually stained with ink or algae. Today they were clean, which only accentuated their precise movement.

“That’s exactly what makes it real!” Aryan’s enthusiasm was a flare in the dim, wood-panelled café. He was a man built of angles and eager energy, his lean frame seeming to hum even at rest. Now, he was practically vibrating. “Official maps deny mystery. They explain everything. This...” he gestured at the frail parchment, “...this admits it. It’s a confession. A crack in the world of known things.”

A soft clink made them both glance to the side. Kavi had set his china teacup down into its saucer with a little more force than necessary. The sound was swallowed by the ambient murmur of the café—the low Creole and French of fishermen debating the catch, the clatter of dominoes from a corner table, the eternal, sighing backdrop of the waves hitting the seawall just beyond the shuttered windows. But to Aryan and Meera, it was as sharp as a gunshot.

Kavi wasn’t looking at the map. He was staring into the amber depths of his tea, as if the leaves at the bottom might form a better omen than the one unfolding on the table. He was the still point in their trio, solid where Aryan was fluid, watchful where Meera was probing. His quietness was often mistaken for shyness, but those who knew him—like the two across from him—understood it as a deep, attentive reserve. Right now, that reserve was filled to the brim with a cold, familiar dread.

“My grandmother,” he began, his voice so soft they had to lean in to catch it over the distant crash of surf. He cleared his throat, tried again. “My grandmother had a story about that place. She called it not Île au Phare, but Zil Somèr—the Island of the Sleepless.”

Aryan’s eyes lit up. “See! Folklore! That’s where truth hides!”

“Let him finish,” Meera said, her gaze fixed on Kavi’s troubled face.

Kavi took a slow breath, the scent of salt and his grandmother’s kitchen—cardamom, incense, the damp earth of her garden—filling his memory. “She said the lighthouse wasn’t built to guide sailors home. It was built to warn them away. That the light didn’t shine out, but... in. To keep something in check.” He finally looked up, his dark eyes meeting Aryan’s brilliant, feverish ones. “She said the rocks there were hungry. That they’d swallowed more than storms. They’d swallowed boats, voices, time itself. Fishermen from her village, good men who knew these waters like their own breath, would vanish if they sailed too close. Not lost. Just... gone. No wreckage. No cries over the radio. As if the sea just opened a page and erased them.”

He paused, the memory of his grandmother’s face, wrinkled like this very map, her voice dropping to a hushed, sacred tone in the candlelight, was palpable in the space between them. “She told me, the last time I saw her, gripping my wrist with a strength that belied her age, ‘Kavi, mon piti, some doors are not for opening. Some lights are not for following. That island... it doesn’t hide a secret. It is a secret. And secrets that old, they get a taste for the curious.’”

A silence descended, thicker than the café’s haze of coffee steam and salt. Aryan’s tapping finger had stilled. Meera’s analytical poise seemed to waver for a second, a faint line appearing between her brows.

It was Meera who broke the spell, ever the bridge between Aryan’s soaring fantasies and Kavi’s rooted fears. “There are logical explanations,” she said, but her tone was no longer dismissive, it was contemplative. “Strong, localized currents. Uncharted submarine rock formations that can rip a hull apart in seconds. Methane seepage from the seabed could theoretically destabilize a boat, make it sink almost instantly. The ‘swallowing’ could be a simple, if tragic, geological phenomenon.” She was ticking points off on her fingers, building a rational bulwark against the folklore. Yet, her eyes kept drifting back to that shaky notation. Here there be more than rocks.

“But the lighthouse,” Aryan pressed, seizing on the thin edge of her scientific curiosity. “If it’s so dangerous, why build a lighthouse there at all? The records are patchy, but I found a colonial administrative footnote from 1898. Funds approved for ‘a beacon upon the isolated rock known as Île au Phare, to deter coastal traffic from peril.’ It was completed in 1901. The first keeper, a Frenchman named Lucien Morel, lasted three years. Then the reports stop. No record of a replacement. No decommissioning notice. It just... appears in later charts, automated, they assumed. A ghost light.”

“A ghost light,” Kavi echoed, the words tasting of ash.

“What if,” Aryan leaned forward, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper that was somehow more compelling than his excitement, “the phenomenon, as Meera calls it, is real. But it’s not just rocks and gas. What if there’s something there? Something that required a lighthouse not as a warning, but as a... a cork? A stopper in a bottle? And the note,” his finger jabbed at the map, “the stories, the missing men... they’re not warnings to stay away. They’re lures. For the exactly right kind of curious mind.”

He was articulating Kavi’s deepest fear, dressing it up as adventure. Kavi felt a cold knot tighten in his stomach. He saw his grandmother’s eyes, bright with unshed tears. “It gets a taste for the curious.”

Meera crossed her arms. “So your theory is that a malevolent, possibly supernatural entity is using an early 20th-century maritime safety installation as bait, and we, the perfectly curious minds, should sail out and ring the dinner bell? That’s not archaeology, Aryan. That’s a suicide pact.”

“It’s the unknown!” Aryan’s hands flew up in exasperation. “Don’t you feel it? The world is mapped, Meera! Satellites see every leaf! We’re drowning in data and starving for mystery. This,” he stroked the map almost lovingly, “is a genuine blank space. A question mark in the ocean. And it’s right here. A day’s sail away. We could leave at dusk, be there by moonrise.”

The word ‘moonrise’ hung in the air. Kavi’s grandmother’s voice again, a whisper in his inner ear: “They only went near at the full moon. Said the water turned to silver paths that led nowhere good.”

“What would we even do?” Meera asked, but the question was procedural now, not dismissive. She was engaging with the problem. “Landing seems unlikely given your ‘uncharted rocks.’ Observation, then? Water samples? Sonar imaging?” Her mind was already cataloguing equipment, methodologies.

“We get close,” Aryan said, his plan clearly half-formed and glorious in his mind. “We observe. We document. We see the lighthouse for ourselves. If it’s just a ruined old tower, we have a story and some atmospheric photos. If it’s more...” he grinned, a wild, beautiful, terrifying grin, “...we become the ones who found out.”

“And if we become the ones who are ‘erased’?” Kavi’s question was a stone dropped into the conversational stream.

Aryan’s grin didn’t falter, but it changed. It became softer, acknowledging his friend’s fear. “Then we vanish into a legend better than any of us could have written. But we won’t. We’re not careless fishermen. We’re prepared. You, Kavi, with your stories and your calm. Meera, with her science and her sense. Me, with... well, with the need to see.” He looked from one to the other, his enthusiasm a tangible force, willing them into being part of his vision. “We’ve talked about an adventure. A real one. Before life pins us down into offices and labs and shop counters. This is it. This is the last mystery on our doorstep.”

The café around them seemed to recede further, the chatter fading into a dull roar, the clatter of dominoes becoming the distant click of bones. The only real sound was the ocean—a rhythmic, patient crash, crash, crash against the stones. It no longer sounded like a backdrop. It sounded like a pulse. Like a invitation.

Meera looked at Kavi. His face was a mask of conflict. She saw the boy who’d climbed tamarind trees with them, who’d shared his grandmother’s sweet gateau coco and terrifying jumbie stories under the stars. She saw the man who carried the weight of a family, of a history, in his thoughtful silence. She also saw, and this surprised her, a flicker. Not of Aryan’s blazing curiosity, but of something quieter, deeper. A need to know if the stories that shaped his childhood were just stories, or something more. A need to face the shadow his grandmother had warned him about.

He gave her the faintest, almost imperceptible nod.

Meera turned back to Aryan. She was the pragmatic one, the anchor. But even anchors can be lifted by a powerful enough tide. “We’d need a boat. A sturdy one, with a shallow draft. And we’d need a plan that’s more than ‘sail towards the spooky light.’ We’d need supplies for at least 48 hours, in case we’re delayed. Communications gear, even if the stories say it fails. First aid. Proper documentation equipment.”

Aryan’s face erupted into triumphant joy. He was already there, on the deck, the wind in his hair. “I have a friend with a pirogue. A good one, with an outboard. He’ll let me borrow it for a ‘coastal survey.’ We can get everything. Lanterns, ropes, provisions...”

As Aryan began listing items in a rapid-fire whisper, Kavi felt the decision settle in his gut, heavy and cold. It wasn’t excitement. It was a sense of fatalistic momentum, as if the hook-shaped island on the map had truly cast a line, and it had sunk into his heart years ago, through his grandmother’s tales, and was only now being pulled taut. He was going. Not for the mystery, but to silence the warning. To prove it wrong. Or to prove it right.

He looked down at the map again. The Île au Phare seemed to waver in his vision, the ink bleeding slightly, the jagged lines looking less like rock and more like teeth. The sound of the waves was inside his head now, a relentless whisper. He could almost smell it—a scent cutting through the salt and coffee, older and colder. The scent of wet stone, of deep water, of something waiting in the dark.

The sun, streaming through the café’s slatted windows, was beginning to angle, painting long, distorted shadows across the table. It gilded the frayed edge of the map, making the parchment look like ancient skin. Dusk was approaching.

“At dusk, then,” Aryan said, finalizing their unspoken pact. “We meet at the old pier. The one past the sugar mill. We’ll load the boat. We’ll sail with the moon.”

The phrase hung in the salt-thick air. Sail with the moon. It sounded like the first line of their own ghost story.

Kavi finished his tea. It was cold, and the bitterness lingered on his tongue long after he swallowed. He didn’t touch the map again. But as they rose to leave, Aryan carefully rolling the precious chart with reverent hands, Kavi felt the island’s presence like a new weight in his pocket, a stone of dread he would carry to the shore.

Outside, the breeze had picked up. It carried the wild, honest smell of the open ocean, of freedom and vastness. But as they parted with promises to prepare, Kavi caught, just for a second, another scent on the wind, funnelled down the narrow street from the sea. It was the smell of rust. Of cold, wet iron. The smell of a lighthouse, standing alone in the gathering dark, turning its relentless, hungry eye towards the mainland.

He walked home alone, the cheerful noises of the coastal town feeling thin and false. Every shadow seemed deeper. Every reflection in a shop window seemed to hold, for a fraction of a second, a glint of silver like moonlight on a distant, still sea. His grandmother’s stories, once campfire tales, had taken on solid form. They were in the map, in Aryan’s feverish eyes, in Meera’s calculating acceptance. They were walking beside him.

That night, in his small room above the family shop, Kavi dreamt. He dreamt of a silent beach made not of sand, but of ground, grey bones and the splintered husks of boats. He dreamt of a light that swept over him, not illuminating, but dissecting, laying his thoughts bare. And he dreamt of a vast, dark shape moving just beneath the surface of black water, a shape of such impossible age and stillness that his dreaming mind tried to reject it, to render it as a rock, a cloud shadow, anything but what it was—something alive, and watchful, and waiting for the moon to rise.

He woke just before dawn, his pillow damp with cold sweat, the taste of salt and dread cemented in his mouth. On his windowsill, perched as if it had always been there, was a single, pure white feather. He picked it up. It was from a seabird, but it was cold, too cold, and it smelled not of the sun and the air, but of deep, still water and forgotten places.

He knew then, with a certainty that chilled his blood, that the legend had already begun. And they were no longer its audience. They had become its characters.
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Chapter 2: The Plan
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Dawn over Trou-aux-Biches was a gentle affair, a watercolour wash of peach and lavender over a sleeping sea. But for Kavi, the morning light felt accusatory, exposing the nighttime dread for what it was—a tangible decision now hardening in the pit of his stomach. The white feather was gone from his windowsill. He’d thrown it into the small courtyard below, but the act felt futile, like discarding a single drop of an incoming tide.

The shop below—La Boutique du Soleil, his father’s cheerful, tourist-focused venture selling printed sarongs, spices in colourful bags, and shell trinkets—was still shuttered. The silence was a dome. In it, his grandmother’s voice was clearer than ever. He could see her, not as the frail woman of her last years, but in her prime, standing at a stove stirring rougaille, her face solemn in the steam. “The world has two kinds of secrets, piti. Ones that want to be found, and ones that eat the finders. You must learn the smell of the difference.”

He smelled rust. He smelled cold salt. He did not smell a secret that wanted to be found.

A knock at the side door, sharp and rapid, shattered the memory. It was Aryan’s knock. Energetic, assuming entry. Kavi descended the narrow inner stairs, his body moving with a strange lethargy.

Aryan stood on the threshold, a canvas satchel slung over his shoulder, his eyes alight with a sleepless, crystalline intensity. He looked, Kavi thought, like a man who had stared at the blueprints of a treasure chest all night. He didn’t wait for an invitation, brushing past into the dim, spice-scented storeroom.

“I’ve got the boat,” Aryan announced, his voice too loud for the hushed space. “Jean-Marc’s pirogue. The Étoile de Mer. It’s sound. Shallow draft, perfect for skirting rocks. He thinks we’re doing a three-day marine life survey for Meera’s university project.” He pulled a folded, modern nautical chart from his satchel, spreading it over a crate of vanilla pods. This map was crisp, digital, layered with GPS grids and depth soundings. A large, empty circle was denoted off the northeastern coast. UNSURVEYED. NAVIGATIONAL HAZARD.
“See? Even today, they just blank it out. A perfect white space in a world of data.”
Kavi stared at the blank circle. It wasn’t a hook-shaped drawing. It was a void. A hole punched in reality. “Jean-Marc didn’t ask questions?”

“He owes me a favour,” Aryan said, waving a hand dismissively. “And he’s superstitious enough to not question a trip near that place, as long as he’s not on it. He just made the sign against the evil eye and told me to keep a crucifix handy.” Aryan grinned, a flash of white in the gloom. “I told him Meera would be our good-luck charm. Science trumps spirits.”

Kavi said nothing. He was thinking of the feather. Of the smell of rust.

“We meet at the old pier at four,” Aryan continued, pulling out a notebook filled with his jagged, enthusiastic script. “Tide will be right. We load, go over final checks, cast off by five-thirty. We’ll use the light of the sunset to navigate the coastal reefs, then open water under the moon.” He looked up, finally registering Kavi’s silence, his pallor. The manic energy in his face softened, just a fraction. “Hey. This is it. The thing we always talked about. No more dreaming in a café. We’re doing it.”

“We talked about trekking in the Black River Gorges,” Kavi said quietly. “Or sailing to Rodrigues. Not... poking a sleeping bear with a stick.”

“Who said it’s sleeping?” Aryan’s eyes sparkled. Then he clapped a hand on Kavi’s shoulder. The touch was warm, solid, human. “Look. I get it. The stories. Your grandma. But that’s all they are to everyone else—stories. We have a chance to find the root. To know. Don’t you want to know if she was right? Really, truly right? Not just as a metaphor, but as a fact?”

That was the hook, sunk deep. To know. It was the only counterweight to the fear. Kavi gave a slow, heavy nod. “What do you need me to do?”



The old pier was a skeleton of its former self, a ribcage of bleached and splintered timber reaching into a small, sheltered cove away from the main harbour. It smelled of rotten pilings, diesel, and the sweet-sour decay of stranded seaweed. By the time Kavi arrived in the late afternoon, carrying a duffel bag that felt unnaturally light for its psychological weight, Aryan and Meera were already there.

The Étoile de Mer was a stout, open wooden boat about seven meters long, its blue paint peeling to reveal grey undercoat like old scars. It looked reliable, unglamorous, a workhorse. Seeing it made the venture feel suddenly, shockingly real. This wasn’t a phantom ship from a legend; it was a vessel that would hold their physical bodies on a very real sea.

Meera was a study in focused competence. She had changed into practical, quick-dry trousers and a faded university sweatshirt. Her hair was bound back even more severely than usual. She was checking items off a laminated list on a clipboard, her brow furrowed.

“Aryan, you said signal flares. These are expired by eighteen months.”
“They’ll still fire,” Aryan called from the boat, where he was stowing gallon jugs of freshwater under a thwart.
“That’s not a guarantee. It’s a gamble. We’ll get fresh ones.” Her tone brooked no argument. She turned and saw Kavi. Her professional mask slipped for an instant, and he saw it—the same conflicted dread that lived in him, but refined in the crucible of her intellect into a sharp, wary tension. “Kavi. Good. You’re our cultural and historical consultant. And our... gut-check.”
“My gut is currently checking out,” he said, managing a weak smile.

“Noted. Help me with this.” She gestured to a large, heavy-duty plastic crate on the pier. Inside was a small arsenal of rationality: a first-aid kit that looked fit for a field hospital, a handheld marine VHF radio, a GPS unit, a high-powered spotlight, batteries in waterproof cases, a digital camera, notebooks sealed in plastic bags, sample jars, and a compact but sophisticated-looking sonar fish finder with a portable display.

“You’re planning to study it, not just visit it,” Kavi observed, hefting one side of the crate.

“Observation is the first step of the scientific method,” she said, grunting as they lifted. “If something happens—if—I want a record. Data doesn’t lie. It doesn’t get blurred by fear or folklore.” She said it like a mantra, but her eyes, as they carefully passed the crate down to Aryan, were shadowed.

As the sun began its descent, painting the sky in fiery bands, the trio worked in a rhythm borne of long friendship. Aryan, the strategist, determined the optimal stowage for balance and access. Meera, the logistician, verified every item against her list. Kavi, the quiet anchor, secured lines, tied down tarps, and found small, thoughtful improvements—a better place for the flashlight, an extra knot here. It was comforting, this physical ballet of preparation. It felt like they were building a tiny, mobile fortress of logic and readiness against the formless unknown.

During a lull, as Aryan wrestled with the outboard motor’s fuel line, Meera sat on the edge of the pier beside Kavi, their legs dangling over the water. The Étoile de Mer, now laden, sat lower in the gentle swell, looking purposeful.

“He’s in full romantic mode,” Meera said softly, nodding towards Aryan. “The explorer facing the abyss. It’s his narrative, and he’s committed to it.”

“And you?” Kavi asked.

She was silent for a long moment, watching a gull ride the air currents. “I’m curious. Professionally, personally. That notation on the map... it’s an anomaly. Anomalies demand investigation. But.” She paused, choosing her words with surgical care. “My discipline teaches you that the unknown is just the not-yet-known. It’s neutral. But the stories, Kavi. Your grandmother’s stories. They frame the unknown as... intentional. As an actor. That violates a fundamental premise of my worldview.”

“And if my grandmother was right?” The question hung between them, more profound than the splash of a fish below.

“Then we are entering an environment with agency,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “And that makes it not an exploration, but a negotiation. Or a confrontation. We are woefully unequipped for either.”

Aryan stood up, wiping his hands on an oily rag. “Fuel’s good. Engine purrs. We’re set.” He joined them, sitting on Kavi’s other side, the three of them in a row facing the open ocean, their backs to the safe, familiar land. The sun was a half-orb on the horizon, setting the sea on fire.

“Final thoughts,” Aryan said, his earlier frenzy calmed into a solemn excitement. “We have our roles. Meera, you’re our eyes and ears. Document everything—water temperature, weird sounds, animal behaviour. Kavi, you’re our... interpreter. You listen to the place. Not with hydrophones, with your heritage. You note down feelings, impressions, anything that resonates with the old tales. I’ll handle navigation and overall coordination.” He pulled the worn 1923 map from his inner jacket pocket. It seemed to glow in the twilight. “We have the ancient and the modern. We have story and science. We have each other. This is how you face a mystery. Not with fear, but with respect and a full toolkit.”

Kavi looked at the map in Aryan’s hands. In this light, the ink of Île au Phare seemed to swim, the hook shape looking for a moment like a question mark, then like a key. He thought of the dream, of the bone-beach. “What’s the plan once we’re there?” he asked. “We can’t land in the dark.”

“We anchor in the lee of the island, if we can find a calm spot,” Aryan said, pointing to the map. “We observe. We wait for first light. Then we assess. If a landing looks possible, we go ashore. If not, we circle, we document, we leave. This isn’t a suicide mission. It’s a reconnaissance.”

It sounded so reasonable. So sane.

Meera stood, brushing off her trousers. “We should go. We want to be in open water before full dark, get our bearings under the last of the twilight.”

The finality of it swept over Kavi. The crates were packed. The boat was ready. The sun was nearly gone. There was no more preparation, only action. As they stood and moved towards the boat, he felt a sudden, almost overwhelming urge to turn and run back up the pier, through the dusty lanes, to the safe, mundane clutter of the shop. To choose a life where the greatest mystery was a missing inventory of souvenir magnets.

But Aryan was already untying the mooring line. Meera was stepping gracefully into the stern, checking the radio. They were committed. And the bond between them—forged in childhood scrapes, teenage confidences, and the shared loneliness of three bright minds in a small town—was a chain he could not, and would not, break. His fear was his own. His loyalty was theirs.

He climbed into the bow of the Étoile de Mer. The wooden seat was hard, unyielding. Aryan handed him the ancient map. “You’re the keeper of this,” he said, his grin returning. “The original scripture.”

Kavi took it. The leather felt alive, warm from Aryan’s body, yet the impression it left on his palms was cold.

Aryan pulled the starter cord. The outboard motor coughed, spat a puff of blue smoke, and then settled into a steady, throaty rumble. The sound was violently ordinary, a noise of weekend
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