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PROLOGUE: THE FALL

[image: image-placeholder]

Their sun was dying. 
For millennia the alien-kin had lived beneath its fading light, cold-blooded beings whose bodies changed as easily as tides. When the last stellar storms began to devour their sky, they did not build machines of steel and circuits. They grew their escape.
The vessels were leviathans of living bone fused with metal. Bioluminescent veins threaded through their hulls, pulsing like hearts in the void. Within their cavernous bodies rested thousands of translucent pods, each holding a sleeping organism carefully preserved from their dying world.
They were not conquerors.
They were archivists.
For countless generations their species had cataloged life across the galaxy. Every ocean, every forest, every microscopic organism was recorded, studied, and preserved within their living ships. They believed no world should vanish entirely when stars inevitably died.
So they searched.
Across the spiraling arms of distant galaxies their vessels drifted, scanning for planets rich with atmosphere, oceans glinting blue, and ecosystems worthy of preservation. They mapped worlds not as hunters seeking prey, but as scholars seeking knowledge.
Earth shone like a jewel.
Its seas teemed with life. Its continents crawled with evolution still unfolding. Its atmosphere was dense, vibrant, alive with possibility.
It was not chosen for conquest.
It was chosen for study.
The archivists themselves were mutable beings, their cold-blooded flesh capable of reshaping to survive any environment. Limbs could lengthen into fins, divide into tentacles, or harden into blades. Adaptation was their greatest tool. Through it they could experience any ecosystem they encountered.
Their ships were more than vessels.
They were living libraries.
Each organic craft could divide itself into smaller fragments—thinking, breathing organisms that carried pieces of the greater intelligence within them. These fragments were not merely tools; they were autonomous researchers capable of learning, recording, and communicating through faint telepathic pulses that bridged the silent void between stars.
In the year 1864, one of these archivist vessels arrived at Earth.
Something went wrong.
Sailors in the Indian Ocean saw the sky tear open as fire streaked across the darkness. On the scattered islands of the Chagos Archipelago, villagers watched the heavens burn while the sea boiled with falling debris.
The vessel struck the ocean.
It vanished into the abyss.
For days afterward strange lights flickered beneath the waves, pulsing slowly in the deep like a wounded heart.
The ship had not died.
It had broken.
Anchored to the trench floor, the living vessel began its slow repair. Within its chambers, pods cracked open as emergency protocols awakened the specimens meant to study this new world. 
The first cracks came from within the wreck.
Pods split open in the crushing dark, spilling pale shapes into the abyss. Their bodies writhed as the ocean claimed them. They were sleek, bone-white creatures with glowing veins and rows of needle teeth. Some pods ruptured entirely, releasing their occupants into the cold black water, while others remained sealed and silent, damaged but not dead. The newborn creatures moved immediately. Hunger drove them.
A drifting school of fish became their first victim. The brood tore through it with savage efficiency, shredding flesh in a frenzy of blood and flickering blue light. And as they fed, their bodies began to change. Skin darkened. Fins widened. 
Tentacles unfurled and fused with their sleek forms until the creatures became something the Earth had never known: predators shaped by shark and cephalopod, perfectly built for the deep.
These were the ship-born offspring.
The inferior kind.
They existed for a single purpose: survival through predation. They would roam the oceans, feeding, adapting, multiplying when they could.
These hunters were soldiers: fast, deadly, and mindless.
The brood was not the ship’s most important cargo. When the vessel struck the trench floor, its living body fractured. Segments tore free and drifted into the surrounding darkness like shattered bones. They were seeds. Each fragment pulsed with dim bioluminescent veins, flesh fused with alien metal. Unlike the hunters, these pieces did not thrash or hunt. They waited. They grew.
These fragments were different. They were minds.
Each carried a sliver of the vessel’s intelligence, a shard of thought capable of learning, adapting, remembering. Through faint telepathic echoes they whispered across the abyss, calling to one another through miles of black water.
One fragment was larger than the rest.
It settled into the deepest part of the trench and did not move again.
While the hunters spread through the oceans above, this fragment began to grow slowly, patiently, knitting together flesh and metal as it rebuilt something far greater than a simple creature.
It resembled the hunters only in the broadest sense: tentacled, fanged, alien, but it was not cartilaginous fish like sharks with cold blood, and it was no animal. 
It was a mind. The thinker. The observer.
The one who would understand this strange new world.
Above, on distant islands, people spoke of fire falling from heaven and strange dreams whispered by the sea.
In the abyss below, the hunters fed.
And the mind began to wake.
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THE DISCOVERY
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The Indian Ocean lay still, its surface burnished gold beneath a sinking sun, when Captain Ezra Dalton’s salvage crew aboard Varimosa  found the anomaly near Lost Island. No one called the island home. The surrounding waters were barren, the reefs lifeless, and the few locals who spoke of it did so in hushed tones, claiming the place was cursed, its shores and sea alike marked for death.
Ezra’s curiosity was the kind that could get a man killed. However, that’s what made him a great salvager. He navigated to areas that the other captains wouldn't dare approach, places whispered about with dread. Rumors of this island had reached him months ago, strange magnetic surges, compasses spinning without cause, passed along by a Dutch captain named Vandervilt. In a shadowed portside bar, after enough pints loosened his tongue, Vandervilt spoke of the waters near the island as if they were alive, shifting under the keel, hiding something vast. Now, Ezra’s ship drifted over that same stretch of sea, the air unnaturally still, the depths below darker than they should be. When the crew’s sounding line caught on something solid, the tug reverberated up the rope like a heartbeat.
Varimosa rocked gently as the crew prepared the heavy grappling net: a lattice of steel cables woven into an unyielding mesh designed to cradle anything the ocean might hide. Ezra watched as the net was carefully lowered over the side, disappearing into the murky depths like a giant spider’s web sinking into shadowed waters.
Gloved hands gripped the winch controls with practiced precision, steady despite the tension threading through the cables. The line sang a deep, humming note as it stretched taut, snagging on something unseen below. The crew held their breath as the winch groaned, slowly hauling the net upward.
Through the greenish haze of the waves, the outline of the alien fragment emerged. It was not jagged, and it had no familiar silhouette of timber or rusted metal.  The net tightened, cradling the relic as it broke the ocean’s surface, dripping with seawater and shadow. 
Ezra’s heart pounded. This was no ordinary salvage. 
A thrill stirred in Ezra’s gut, the familiar rush of discovery, but it cooled quickly into something sharper, more uncertain. This was no ordinary wreck.
It didn’t look forged. It didn’t even look built or grown. The hull’s surface was an unsettling fusion of textures: smooth, dark, and leathery like a shark’s skin, yet threaded with veins of gleaming obsidian that caught the light in cold flashes. Strange coral formations clung to it, but not in the chaotic way coral usually claimed a wreck. These had grown in eerie symmetry, as if guided by some hidden pattern. It looked as if the object had once been alive.
Ezra ran a gloved hand along the surface, feeling the strange warmth beneath the water.
The coral told another story entirely. This thing hadn’t sunk here recently. The colonies had fused deep into the hull, thick and ancient, the kind that took years, maybe decades, to grow, not mere months. 
Whatever this was… It had been sleeping on the ocean floor far longer than anyone realized.
“What the hell is that?” Bones Fletcher, his first mate, muttered, squinting at it.
Lenny Cross leaned forward, pushing his brass-rimmed spectacles higher on his nose as he studied the object resting against the rail.
“I don’t know what the hell that is,” he muttered. “When we get back to port, we’ll check the ship registries. Maybe someone’s logged a design like it.”
He spat over his shoulder into the sea, still staring.
“But I’ll tell you this much—” he added quietly. “That’s no ship I’ve ever seen. Not from any era I know.”
He shifted closer, then paused, frowning.
“Look at that.”
The fragment hung in the rigging where the crew had hauled it up, its strange dark surface glistening with seawater. As the ship rolled, it swayed toward the deck fittings, then subtly drifted away again.
Lenny pointed. “It’s avoiding the copper.”
The railing brackets, pipe joints, and fittings along the deck were all copper-plated to resist corrosion. Yet each time the thing drifted near one of them, it seemed to recoil slightly, as if pushed back by an invisible current.
Ezra noticed it too. His grin cut across his weathered face, the kind of smile earned from forty-five years of storms, scars, and chasing wrecks no sane man would touch. “You’re right,” he said softly.  His eyes gleamed with the thrill of discovery. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Exactly,” Lenny shot back. “Which means no one else has either. That kind of mystery usually comes with a price tag.”
Ezra folded his arms, eyes narrowing on the find. “We’ll get someone smart to study it. Then we’ll know what it really is, and what it’s worth.”
As Varimosa creaked and groaned against the restless swell, Ezra guided her slowly back into the narrow inlet of Gull’s Hollow. The wind carried the sharp tang of salt and seaweed, mingling with the distant murmurs of the wary townsfolk gathered near the docks. Weathered timber moaned under the strain of ropes and pulleys as crew members secured the vessel, their faces tight with exhaustion and unspoken tension. He adjusted the brim of his battered hat and gripped the railing of his salvage vessel, bobbing quietly in the restless tide. The crew’s recent discovery was puzzling, and he was eager to find out what it was worth.
As soon as they docked, Ezra slipped away from the bustling deck, his boots thudding softly on the rough planks of Gull’s Hollow’s rickety dock. His sharp eyes swept the town; a cluster of weathered houses hunched against the cliffs like reluctant survivors.  He moved with purpose through the mist that clung low over the water, cutting across
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