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    For those lost to time—the forgotten species, the unheard voices,and the children who still dream of impossible islands.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Time does not erase; it folds. And in its creases lie the truths we've chosen to forget."— Anonymous Custodian Record, Fragment 7.3
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PROLOGUE
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The humid air hung heavy, thick with the scent of unknown blossoms and something else... something ancient, almost electric. Below the churning clouds, the sea shimmered like a fractured mirror, catching the last gasp of twilight in unnatural shades of violet and emerald.

On the deck of the HMS Chronos, Dr. Henry Fitzgerald gripped the brass rail, his spectacles fogging, not from the moisture, but from a tremor that ran through him. He was a man of science, of rigid calculations and undeniable facts. But the ocean before them, this impossible patch of water, defied every equation he knew. It was a wound in the world, a portal throbbing with an unseen heartbeat.

He’d charted anomalies before, strange currents, rogue waves. But this... this wasn't nature. This was something ripped from a dream, or perhaps, a nightmare. His experimental vessel, a marvel of Victorian engineering, was groaning, timbers protesting as if caught in an invisible vise. The compass spun wildly, a frantic dervish pointing everywhere and nowhere.

"Hold fast, lads!" a voice bellowed, barely audible over the rising wind. But the men were already falling, flung across the deck as an unseen force slammed into the ship. The air crackled. The very stars above seemed to stretch and distort, blurring into streaks of impossible light.

Then came the darkness. Not the comforting blanket of night, but a suffocating, absolute void that swallowed sound, light, and breath. For a terrifying, eternal moment, Henry felt himself unraveling, his atoms scattering into the vast, cold emptiness of... somewhere else.

When he awoke, the sun beat down, deceptively warm. The HMS Chronos was still afloat, though battered, listing gently on a calm, turquoise sea. But the world outside the ship’s portholes was wrong. Terribly wrong.

The island that rose from the waves was Mauritius. He knew its volcanic peaks, its emerald forests. And yet, this Mauritius was... vibrant. Too vibrant. From the dense, impossibly green foliage, a low, guttural cooing echoed – a sound that should have been lost to history, relegated to faded sketches in dusty natural history books.

A dark shape waddled into view at the tree line, its clumsy gait somehow graceful, its round, curious eye peering out from beneath a crest of soft, grey feathers. A dodo. Not a ghost, not a memory, but flesh and blood. Alive.

Henry Fitzgerald pushed himself up, his bones aching, his mind reeling. The rift had not just brought them to another place. It had brought them to another time. And in this timeless island, where the past clung to the present like sea mist, something else was waiting. Something ancient. Something watching. And he had a terrifying feeling that the dodo wasn't just a survivor here. It was a key. And some keys, once turned, could unlock far more than just doors. They could unravel reality itself.
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Chapter 1: The Unseen Arrival
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The salt-laced air, once a familiar sting, now felt like a suffocating shroud. Dr. Henry Fitzgerald pushed himself up from the splintered deck of the HMS Chronos, his head throbbing with a dull, persistent ache that echoed the ship’s own groans. The world spun, a dizzying kaleidoscope of bruised sky and an impossibly vibrant green island. The Chronos, a vessel designed for the meticulous charting of known seas, now lay adrift, a wounded leviathan bobbing on a sea that defied all logic.

Around him, the crew stirred, a cacophony of groans and bewildered murmurs. First Mate Davies, a man whose stoicism was usually as unyielding as the ship's keel, was sprawled near the mainmast, his usually immaculate uniform torn, a thin trickle of blood near his temple. He pushed himself up, his eyes wide and unfocused. "Doctor? What in blazes...?"

Henry didn't answer. His gaze was fixed on the island. It was Mauritius, undeniably. The familiar silhouette of its volcanic peaks, the lush, tropical canopy. But something was off. The greens were too deep, the blues of the lagoon too intense, as if the very colours had been amplified, stretched beyond their natural limits. And then, the sound.

A low, resonant cooing, unlike any bird call Henry had ever catalogued, drifted from the dense foliage. It was a sound that tugged at a distant memory, a whisper from the pages of forgotten natural history. He had seen it just before the blackness, a clumsy, feathered shape.

"Dodos," he whispered, the word tasting like ash on his tongue.

Davies, now on his feet, followed Henry’s gaze, his jaw slackening. "Impossible, sir. They're... they're extinct. Been so for centuries."

But there it was again, clearer this time. A pair of large, flightless birds waddled out from the treeline, their bulky bodies surprisingly agile as they navigated the undergrowth. Their eyes, dark and intelligent, seemed to regard the Chronos with an unnerving curiosity. They were real. Solid. Breathing. And their very existence shattered the bedrock of Henry’s scientific understanding.

The rest of the crew, slowly coming to their senses, began to notice. A sailor, wiping blood from his nose, pointed a trembling finger. "By all that's holy... the legends are true!" Panic, a cold, insidious thing, began to ripple through the ship. These were men of the sea, accustomed to storms and the unknown, but this was a different kind of unknown. This was a violation of reality itself.

Henry, despite his own shock, felt a strange, almost feverish exhilaration. This was monumental. Unprecedented. But also, terrifying. If the dodos were alive, what else had changed? What other laws of nature had been bent, or broken, in this impossible place?

He moved towards the helm, his movements stiff. The ship’s instruments were a mess. The chronometer, his prized invention, was a jumbled mess of flashing lights and erratic readings, the hands spinning wildly, then freezing, then jumping to dates that spanned centuries. It wasn’t just broken; it was trying to tell him something. Something about time.

"Damage report!" Henry barked, his voice hoarse, cutting through the rising fear. "Davies, assess the hull. Lieutenant Clarke, check the engines. We need to know if we can move."

Davies, though still visibly shaken, snapped to attention, the discipline of the Royal Navy kicking in. "Aye, Doctor."

As the crew scrambled to assess the damage, Henry’s eyes scanned the coastline. The island was breathtakingly beautiful, a verdant paradise. But it felt... too perfect. An unsettling stillness hung in the air, a silence broken only by the strange cooing of the dodos and the distant, unfamiliar cries of other unseen creatures. It was a beauty that felt alien, almost staged. Like a painting too meticulously rendered.

He noticed something else. Along the shoreline, partially hidden by the dense foliage, were faint, almost imperceptible shimmerings in the air. Like heat haze, but without the heat. They pulsed, subtly, in and out of existence. He pulled out his field glasses, adjusting the focus. The shimmerings seemed to coalesce, briefly, into geometric patterns before dissolving again. They were too regular, too precise, to be natural.

A prickle of unease crawled up his spine. This wasn't just an island where dodos survived. This was an island touched by something else. Something... engineered.

Hours passed. The damage report was grim. The Chronos had taken a severe beating. The main engine was offline, a tangled mess of warped metal and sparking wires. The hull had several breaches, though miraculously, they weren't taking on water at an alarming rate. They were essentially stranded.

"We're dead in the water, sir," Lieutenant Clarke reported, his face grimed with grease. "Repairs will take days, if not weeks. And we're low on fresh water and rations after... after whatever that was."

Henry nodded slowly, his mind racing. Stranded. On an island where the impossible was real. He looked back at the dodos, who had now gathered closer to the shoreline, their dark eyes fixed on the ship, as if observing them. They seemed to possess an unnerving intelligence, a silent judgment.

As the sun began its descent, painting the sky in hues of orange and bruised purple, a new sound emerged from the island's depths. A low, rhythmic hum. It wasn't mechanical, nor was it animal. It was a deep, resonant vibration that seemed to eman come from the very earth itself, rising and falling like a slow, deliberate breath. It vibrated through the ship's timbers, through Henry's bones, a subtle, unsettling pulse.

He glanced at Davies, who was now staring inland, his face pale. "Did you hear that, sir?"

Henry nodded, his gaze fixed on the darkening treeline. The hum grew louder, more insistent, like a giant, unseen engine starting up deep beneath the earth. It wasn't a comforting sound. It was a warning. A prelude.

The dodos, as if in response, turned and waddled back into the shadows of the forest, their forms dissolving into the encroaching gloom. The hum intensified, a deep, resonant thrum that filled the air, making the very leaves on the trees tremble.

Henry knew, with a certainty that chilled him to the bone, that their arrival here had not been an accident. They had stumbled into something profound, something beyond their wildest scientific imaginings. And the island, with its impossible dodos and its unsettling hum, was just beginning to reveal its secrets. The night was falling, and with it, a new, unseen chapter of their journey was about to begin.
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Chapter 2: Whispers on the Wind



[image: ]


The dawn that broke over Mauritius was a deceptive thing. The sky, a canvas of bruised purple and fiery orange just hours before, now stretched a pristine, innocent blue. The rhythmic hum that had vibrated through the Chronos all night had faded with the first light, leaving behind a silence so profound it felt like a physical weight. Yet, the unsettling sensation of being watched persisted, a prickle on the back of Henry Fitzgerald’s neck that no amount of rational thought could dispel.

He stood on the deck, surveying the damage. The Chronos looked like a child’s toy, tossed and gnawed by an unseen beast. Splintered wood, snapped rigging, and the acrid smell of ozone hung in the air. Below, the turquoise waters of the lagoon lapped gently against the hull, a stark contrast to the violence of their arrival.

First Mate Davies approached, his face still pale, but his jaw set. "Hull breaches secured, Doctor. We've jury-rigged some pumps, but she's still taking on water slowly. Engines are a complete write-off. We're not going anywhere under our own power."

Henry nodded, his gaze fixed on the dense treeline. "Understood, Davies. We need to conserve our remaining rations and water. Organize a shore party. Lieutenant Clarke, you'll lead it. Find fresh water, and assess the immediate surroundings. Stick to the coast. No venturing deep into the interior." He paused, then added, "And keep an eye out for... anything unusual." The unspoken 'dodos' hung in the air.

Clarke, a young man whose usual bravado was now tempered by a visible unease, saluted crisply. "Aye, Doctor. I'll take Seaman Miller and young Thomas."

Seaman Miller was a grizzled veteran, his face a roadmap of countless voyages. Thomas, barely out of his teens, was new to the Chronos, his eyes still holding the wide-eyed wonder of a first journey. Henry felt a pang of apprehension. Thomas was a good lad, eager, but perhaps too impressionable for this new, unsettling reality.

As the small boat pushed off, Henry watched them, a knot tightening in his stomach. The island seemed to breathe, its lush foliage shimmering under the rising sun. Strange, oversized ferns unfurled like prehistoric wings, and blossoms of impossible colours, vibrant purples and electric blues, dotted the treeline. The air was thick with the scent of these exotic flowers, a cloying sweetness that was almost intoxicating.

Hours passed. The sun climbed higher, beating down with a tropical intensity. From the Chronos, the crew could hear the distant cries of unfamiliar birds, sharp and piercing, and occasionally, the low, resonant cooing of the dodos. It was a sound that, despite its apparent innocence, now carried an undertone of the uncanny.

Suddenly, a sharp cry echoed from the shore, followed by a crash. Henry’s heart leaped into his throat. "Davies! Man the long glass!"

Davies fumbled with the telescope, his hands shaking slightly. He brought it to his eye, sweeping the shoreline. "I see Clarke, sir! And Miller! They're... they're by the waterfall. But... where's Thomas?"

Henry snatched the telescope, his hands surprisingly steady. He focused on the waterfall, a shimmering cascade of white against the emerald green. Clarke and Miller were indeed there, frantically scanning the surrounding foliage, their gestures agitated. Thomas was nowhere in sight.

A cold dread seeped into Henry’s bones. He remembered the dodos, their dark, intelligent eyes. He remembered the rhythmic hum from the night before. This island wasn't just strange; it was actively unsettling.

He ordered another boat launched, a rescue party this time. As they rowed towards the shore, the silence of the island seemed to deepen, broken only by the rhythmic splash of oars and the frantic beating of Henry’s own heart.

They landed on a patch of black volcanic sand, the heat radiating from it even through his boots. Clarke and Miller rushed towards them, their faces etched with fear.

"He just... vanished, Doctor!" Clarke stammered, his voice tight with barely suppressed panic. "One minute he was there, filling the water skins, the next... gone! No sound, no struggle, nothing!"

"He was acting strange, sir," Miller added, his grizzled face pale. "Kept looking into the trees, muttering about a 'whisper.' Said the island was calling him."

Henry’s mind raced. A whisper? The hum from last night? He scanned the ground around the waterfall. The earth was soft here, damp from the spray. He saw Clarke’s boot prints, Miller’s, and Thomas’s. Thomas’s prints led directly into the dense undergrowth, but they ended abruptly. As if he had simply... ceased to exist.

But then, Henry saw something else. Beside Thomas’s last footprint, partially obscured by a large, waxy leaf, were unmistakable tracks. Three-toed, heavy, with a distinct, almost claw-like impression. Dodo footprints.

"Did you see any dodos, Miller?" Henry asked, his voice low.

Miller shook his head, his eyes wide. "No, sir. Not up close. Just heard 'em cooing in the distance."

Henry knelt, examining the prints. They were fresh. Too fresh. And they led away from Thomas’s last known position, deeper into the forest. It wasn't as if a dodo had simply wandered by. These prints suggested a deliberate path, a leading away.

"We need to follow these," Henry stated, rising. "Carefully. Thomas might still be out there."

Clarke hesitated. "Into the forest, sir? It's... dense. And we don't know what else is in there."

"We have to," Henry insisted, his scientific curiosity battling with a growing sense of dread. "Thomas is one of our own. And these tracks... they might lead us to answers."

As they ventured into the forest, the air grew heavier, cooler. The sunlight struggled to penetrate the thick canopy, casting the undergrowth in an eerie, perpetual twilight. The trees here were unlike anything Henry had ever seen – their trunks gnarled and ancient, their branches draped with strange, glowing moss that pulsed with a faint, bioluminescent light. The ground underfoot was soft, spongy, covered in a carpet of fallen leaves that seemed to absorb all sound.

The dodo tracks were surprisingly easy to follow, as if deliberately laid out for them. They wound deeper and deeper into the forest, past towering trees that seemed to lean in, their branches forming a living tunnel. The silence here was absolute, broken only by the crunch of their boots on the damp earth and the frantic beat of their own hearts.

Then, Henry saw it. A flash of colour in the gloom. He pushed aside a curtain of thick vines and found it – Thomas’s cap, lying on the forest floor. Beside it, a single, iridescent feather, unlike any bird feather Henry had ever seen. It shimmered with an unnatural, almost metallic sheen, and as he reached for it, a faint, almost imperceptible hum resonated from it, a ghost of the sound that had filled the night.

He picked up the feather. It was warm to the touch, and as he held it, a fleeting image flashed in his mind: a vast, swirling vortex of light and shadow, and then, a dodo, its dark eye fixed on him, not with animalistic curiosity, but with an ancient, knowing intelligence.

Henry gasped, dropping the feather. It lay on the ground, pulsing faintly. He looked up, his gaze sweeping the surrounding trees. He was no longer just searching for a missing man. He was searching for an explanation to a world that was actively defying all his understanding.

From the shadows, a low cooing sound emerged. It was closer this time. Too close. Henry spun around, his heart pounding. Nothing. But he felt it – the undeniable sensation of being watched. Not by a predator, but by something else. Something intelligent. Something that understood.

He knew, with a chilling certainty, that Thomas hadn't just vanished. He had been taken. And the dodos, those supposedly extinct, clumsy birds, were somehow at the heart of it all. The island was alive, and it was playing a game. And they, the crew of the Chronos, were merely pawns in a mystery far grander, and far more terrifying, than they could possibly imagine.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BRINDA PHOKEERDASS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





