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Chapter One: Arrival
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Vance inhaled, still trying to clear the haze around his mind. The faint scent of ozone and pressurized coolant filled the cabin, mingling with the metallic tang of recycled air. Dim emergency lights flickered overhead, painting the cramped interior of the sub in pulses of red. He turned slowly, his vision sharpening, his thoughts catching up with the chaos of the rift-jump. Around him, his crew was coming to their senses.

Ryker, his second-in-command, wiped blood from a shallow cut above his brow and grunted as he checked the sealed compartments. Jace, the ace pilot and self-proclaimed daredevil, was still strapped in, grinning like he’d just finished a rollercoaster ride. Elias, their ship’s no-nonsense engineer, tapped furiously on a console, his brow furrowed. Near the back of the cabin, Quinn—ever the scientist—was already scribbling notes on a digital pad, documenting their entry point. Grayson, the medic, ran a scanner over Maddox, their comms specialist, who was trying to reboot the signal array. It was a tight-knit crew, hardened by exploration, and Vance trusted each of them with his life.

He finally turned his attention forward—and saw it.

The cracked viewport.

Hairline fractures spread like a spiderweb across the thick, reinforced glass, distorted by the ever-shifting blues and greens of the alien ocean outside. Strange shadows swam past the glass, too large and too fast for anything native to their Earth. One had the silhouette of a manta ray but moved with the undulating motion of a snake. Another looked eerily like a mutated orca—only it had bioluminescent tusks jutting from its jaw and rows of jagged fins running down its back. And deeper still, something immense stirred, leaving a trail of glowing sediment in its wake.

A shrill ping-ping-ping echoed from the control panel beside the viewport. Vance looked down to see red warning lights blinking in rhythmic urgency.

“Damage report,” he said firmly, steadying himself on the railing.

Elias was already scanning the main systems display. “Nothing major, sir,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “We took a beating coming through that rift, but it’s nothing we can’t fix. A few stress fractures in the hull, minor power fluctuations, but systems are stable.”

“And the viewport?” Vance asked, eyeing the spreading crack. “What do you suggest we do about that? Not sure I wanna make a return trip if that thing decides to give out mid-dive.”

Elias rubbed his stubbled chin and nodded. “Should be an easy fix, sir. There should be some replacement parts in the cargo hold. And the radar’s picking up an island about 15 miles south of us. We can probably dock there for repairs.”

“Very well,” Vance said, gripping the overhead handle. “Bring the sub up. Let’s see if we can find a place to make shore. Set course for that island the moment we break the surface.”

With a few precise keystrokes, the hum of the submersible’s ballast systems kicked in, and the vessel began to rise. The deck tilted slightly as compressed air forced water from the tanks, and outside, the inky ocean began to lighten. They passed through schools of glowing fish with translucent bones, creatures that watched them with intelligent eyes before darting away. A spiraling reef structure drifted past—an entire ecosystem, alive and mutated, clinging to underwater cliffs formed by tectonic chaos and asteroid impact.

Then, with a shuddering whoomp, the sub broke through the surface.

“We should reach the island in twenty minutes, sir,” Elias said, his voice low but steady, eyes scanning the readouts on the navigation screen.

The submarine glided across the surface of the ocean like a ghost, its dark hull cutting through the strange, glowing waves with quiet precision. Water rolled away in shimmering ripples, disturbed only by their motion and the occasional distant breach of something massive in the deep. The sea seemed calmer here, but beneath its tranquil surface, Vance could sense the tension—like the whole world was holding its breath.

As they neared the island, the true scale of it began to rise from the mist. Twin volcanic peaks jutted into the sky, their steep, jagged faces wrapped in thick, emerald jungle. Vines coiled like serpents along the cliffs, and mist poured down the mountain like slow-moving waterfalls, cloaking the lower canopy in shifting veils of white. Towering palms lined the shore, their leaves swaying gently in the breeze, and further inland, the foliage thickened into a dense green wall. The air shimmered with humidity and something faintly electric, the sky above painted in golden hues as if permanently caught in the glow of sunrise.

Vance stood near the forward viewport, arms crossed. The faint creaks of the viewport glass wanting to give way made his gut tighten—but at least they were on the surface. Behind him, the rest of the crew remained silent, gazes locked on the breathtaking alien vista.

“Sir?” Elias asked, glancing over his shoulder from the helm. “Where do you want us?”

Vance narrowed his eyes, scanning the coast. “See if you can find a cove,” he said. “Something protected. Bring her in slow—we don’t know what’s waiting in that jungle.”

“Aye, sir,” Elias replied, fingers moving across the console.

The sub veered gently to starboard, following the curve of the island’s rocky edge. The coastline was wild and sharp in places, with black stone cliffs and thick brush hanging down like curtains. But just ahead, tucked between two ridges, was exactly what they needed—a small, sheltered cove, half-shrouded by overhanging trees and flanked by jagged rock outcroppings that shielded it from open view.

“There,” Elias said. “Looks like a natural inlet. Calm water. Good cover.”

“Take us in.”

The submarine drifted slowly into the cove, the engines humming low as the nose dipped into the shallow basin. Roots dipped from trees above, trailing in the water like fingers. Tropical birds—at least, something resembling them—burst from the foliage in a screeching flurry as the sub’s shadow passed underneath. The hull eased up to a soft shelf of sand and coral, and the entire vessel came to a gentle stop with the hiss of pressure valves and the settling groan of steel.

“Touchdown,” Elias announced.

Vance exhaled and rested a hand on the console. “Alright,” he said. “Let’s prep for landfall. Gear up, eyes open.
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THE CREW MOVED THROUGH the tight corridors of the submarine like a well-oiled machine, the tension in the air humming with something more than just the pressure seals. Vance watched them with silent focus as they prepped for landfall—strapping on gear, checking weapons, and securing the equipment they'd need outside. The interior lights had steadied, but the damage was still evident—scorch marks on the wall panels, flickering status monitors, the occasional static buzz from the comms unit.

“Ryker,” Vance called.

“Yes, sir,” Ryker replied, stepping closer from his post near the weapons locker. His broad frame and ever-stern expression gave him the presence of a man who'd seen too much and survived more.

“I want you to supervise the repairs on the submarine,” Vance said, gesturing to the flickering control panel and the still-blinking warning lights. “Work with Quinn and Maddox. Check the hull integrity, replace that cracked viewport, get us back to full operating condition.”

Ryker nodded without hesitation. “Understood.”

“I’ll be taking Grayson, Elias, and Jace with me,” Vance finished.

“With you?” Ryker asked, brow tightening. “To explore the island?”

Vance gave a curt nod.

Ryker took a step forward. “Sir... are you sure that’s a good idea?”

Vance glanced out the viewport where the misty green jungle loomed beyond the quiet cove. He exhaled slowly. “No,” he said. “But when has a bad idea ever stopped me?”

Ryker gave a tight smirk, the closest thing to a smile the man ever showed. “Sir... if you don’t mind me asking—why exactly are we here?”

Vance’s gaze didn’t leave the island. “For answers, Mr. Ryker,” he said. “For answers.”

He didn’t say the rest. He was here to find a way to control one. To find a way to bind one of these monstrous titans to his will—and wield it. 

Vance said nothing more as he turned and moved toward the hatch. “Grayson, Elias, Jace—let’s move.”

The airlock hissed open with a guttural exhale of released pressure. The four men stepped out onto the sun-warmed hull of the sub, the humid island air wrapping around them instantly. Jungle sounds buzzed in the distance—unfamiliar birds, insect-like clicks, and something deeper... guttural... echoing from the treeline.

They made their way down the side of the sub and waded through the shallow surf, their boots sinking into dark sand flecked with strange shells and bits of iridescent rock. The water lapped gently at their ankles, warm and unnaturally clear, revealing thick-rooted kelp and bright blue algae that glowed faintly underfoot.

As they reached the edge of the jungle, towering palms rose above them like ancient guardians, and vines swayed in a wind that didn’t exist. The canopy overhead was dense, allowing only shafts of golden-green light to spill through in narrow beams that danced across the ground like living things.

Vance paused at the edge of the treeline, glancing back once toward the sub. Ryker stood there, watching. Vance gave a final nod, then turned and disappeared into the underbrush with his team.
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VANCE, GRAYSON, ELIAS, and Jace moved deeper into the jungle, each step taking them further from the safety of the cove—and further into the unknown. The air grew thick with humidity, heavy with the scent of moss, wet bark, and something faintly metallic, like ozone before a lightning strike. Strange, alien birds chirped overhead, their calls distorted as if echoing through water. The canopy above was so dense it filtered the sunlight into shifting shafts of green and gold, casting eerie patterns across the undergrowth.

Around them, the jungle was alive with motion.

Small lizard-like creatures skittered across branches, their bodies translucent, bones glowing faintly beneath their skin. One had three eyes and no tail. Another leapt from one tree to another using a thin membrane that flared out like living wings. Insects the size of a man’s fist crawled over vines, their shells pulsing with bioluminescence. One flew past Jace’s head with a mechanical buzz, prompting a startled curse as he ducked
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