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    To the wind that howls and the waves that rise,To haunted hearts and silent skies—May courage be your anchor deep,And dreams the stars you sail to keep.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The sea does not forget.It carries every secret, every scream—and in its depths, it remembers you."—Unknown Mariner's Log, recovered off the Black Reef

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Storm
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(Rhea Calder)

The sky split open like an old wound.

Lightning shattered the horizon, a forked lance that struck the sea with the fury of something ancient and angry. My hands gripped the helm of The Halcyon, knuckles bone-white, saltwater and sweat stinging my eyes. The radio hissed and spat static. No voices now. Just the rage of the ocean—and the low, grinding hum beneath the waves that shouldn’t have been there at all.

“Come on, girl, hold steady,” I muttered under my breath, not sure whether I was talking to the ship or myself. Probably both.

The storm had come out of nowhere. One minute we were riding calm waters in the Pacific’s forgotten blue, logging samples for the marine research division back in Guam. The next, the barometer plunged, and the clouds swallowed the sun like a goddamn curtain falling on a stage.

And the compass—
It spun. Wildly. Like the sea itself had gone mad.
I tried to correct our course, but the rudder fought me. There was something under us. Something pulling.

The deck tilted hard starboard. A cascade of equipment crates broke free of their lashings and skidded across the slick wood. A crash belowdecks—someone screaming—then nothing but the wind howling in my ears.

“Reed!” I shouted into the com. “Sanders! Anyone! Respond!”

Dead air.

I slammed the throttle back, trying to reduce speed before the next wave crested. But it was already too late.

The swell rose like a wall of black glass, higher than the mast, too fast to evade. The last thing I saw before it hit was the glint of something in the depths—a shimmer that pulsed, almost alive.

Then the sea took us.



I didn’t black out. I wish I had.

Being awake meant I felt the way the ocean twisted around me, ripping me from the deck like I weighed nothing. I hit the water hard—slammed into it, really—and sank. Cold bit through my wetsuit as I kicked upward, lungs already burning. Flashes of light danced above, then were swallowed again by dark. My limbs were heavy, like the sea was trying to claim me for itself.

But I’m not the type to go easy.

I broke the surface gasping, coughing up brine, grabbing for anything. No ship. No sign of Reed or Sanders. Just fragments—foam, rope, shattered crates. A distant scream muffled by the wind... or was it the wind?

My boots tangled in kelp. I kicked free, barely keeping my head above water.

Something brushed my leg.

I turned—nothing. Just black water. Still, I felt it: a pressure, a presence beneath me. It didn’t feel like a shark. It felt... aware.

Then I saw land.



It rose like a tooth out of the sea—jagged and steep, shrouded in stormcloud. I swam hard, using the swell to push me forward. The current fought me every inch of the way, as if the ocean itself wanted me to drown before I reached it.

The shore was rough stone and broken coral. I dragged myself up, bleeding from the elbows, spitting sand. My suit was torn. My gear gone. The Halcyon... gone.

I lay there for a long time, listening to the storm roll inland.

And then, I heard it.

A click—sharp, deliberate.

Another.

Then a splash.

I looked up.

A dolphin hovered just beyond the break, watching me.

Not swimming past. Not diving for fish. Just... watching.

It floated in the surf like a ghost.

Its sleek body bobbed gently on the swells, eyes locked on mine. Deep, dark eyes—not blank or dumb like you might expect, but focused, intelligent. I’d worked with dolphins before. Trained a few in my Navy days. This one was different. No hesitation. No curiosity. It had the calm, eerie confidence of something that already knew the answer to a question I hadn’t asked yet.

The rain softened for a moment, like the island was holding its breath. The dolphin dipped beneath the water and vanished.

I sat up slowly, groaning against the bruises forming beneath my ribs. My knees screamed as I stood. My boots were gone. My dive knife, gone. My shoulder harness—ripped off in the waves. All I had left was the soaked, torn wetsuit and the watch strapped to my wrist. The screen flickered weakly, already waterlogged.

1300 hours. That couldn’t be right. It had been 0900 when the storm hit.

Four hours gone.

I staggered inland.



The island’s beach gave way to a narrow strip of volcanic rock. Sharp coral crunched under my feet as I climbed a ridge, seeking elevation. I needed a vantage point. I needed to know if I was truly alone.

But the terrain didn’t make sense.

The vegetation was too lush, too dense for something this isolated. Huge, twisted banyan trees tangled together with vines the thickness of my wrist. Ferns taller than my shoulder swayed in the wind, heavy with dew. The air was thick—humid, fragrant with rot and salt. I could hear water trickling somewhere deeper in the jungle.

Birds called in the distance. Strange calls, guttural and short. Not like anything I recognized.

At the top of the ridge, I finally saw it: the island stretched inland like a crescent, encircling a central lagoon. The far side rose into steep cliffs. The jungle pulsed with green and gold, but through a gap in the trees, I saw something unnatural.

Stone.

Worn and ancient. Partially swallowed by vines.

A structure.

My heart skipped. It could be a remnant of a World War II outpost. Or older. Much older.

I descended the ridge and marked my route with a stick, scraping arrows into bark and stone. It was an old recon habit I’d never dropped—especially not in unfamiliar territory. If the others were alive, they might find it.

If.



By late afternoon, the storm had passed, but the clouds still hung low, mottled and strange. I built a fire against a low rock shelf using dried seaweed and coconut husks from the shore. The heat was weak, but it helped me dry out my core and burn the shivering off.

I found a tidepool not far from the cove—clean enough to drink after boiling. I ate half a protein bar from my vest’s survival pouch, rationing what little I had. Everything else was gone to the deep.

As night fell, I tried the radio again. It was a waterproof model, hardened for salt and wind, but the screen stayed black. Not even static. Just silence. That eerie kind.

The dolphin returned.

I saw it just beyond the surf line, silhouetted by moonlight. Still watching.

“What do you want?” I whispered, not expecting an answer.

It flicked its tail once, circled, and then dove again.

The fire crackled. Somewhere in the trees, something large moved. The sound was too deliberate for a monkey or bird. It wasn’t afraid of fire either. I kept my back to the rock wall and held a sharpened stick like a spear, just in case.

But nothing came closer.



I barely slept that night.

The island breathed around me. The leaves shifted like they were listening. The stars overhead blurred behind low-hanging fog that clung to the treetops. Every time I closed my eyes, I heard the surf change—like the rhythm of it was off. Wrong.

And once, just before dawn, I heard a sound that turned my blood to ice.

A low groan.

Long. Wet. It echoed like it came from underwater.

But it wasn’t a whale call.

I’ve heard plenty of those. Whales mourn, sing, sometimes cry.

This... growled.



The next morning, I walked the beach from end to end.

No wreckage. No bodies.

Just miles of rough black sand, driftwood, and coral debris. A horseshoe crab scuttled near my foot. The dolphin was gone.

I stared at the horizon until the sun climbed high. My skin itched from the salt, but I didn’t notice until I saw the marks on my leg. Faint welts—like contact burns—just above the ankle.

From what? Kelp? Coral?

No. It was where something had brushed me in the water.

Something that hadn’t felt like a fish. Or a rock.

I scrubbed it with seawater and kept moving.



Around noon, I reached the structure I’d spotted from the ridge.

It was no outpost.

It was old. Older than anything I could place. The stone was etched with strange spirals and wave patterns. Not Polynesian. Not Micronesian. Not any symbology I knew.

A platform sat at the center of a clearing—half-swallowed by tree roots, its edges worn smooth by centuries of rain. At its center: a basin. Empty, but ringed with what looked like obsidian teeth.

Above it, a carving—a creature, part human, part dolphin, with long, fluted arms and wide, black eyes.

It watched the sea.

I took a step back, heart thudding.

That’s when I heard it again.

Click.

Not from the jungle.

From the reef.

I turned toward the water.

The dolphin was back. And this time, it wasn’t alone.

There was something else in the waves.

Low. Wide. Moving just beneath the surface like a dark shadow sliding along the reefline.

My instincts screamed. I stepped away from the structure and didn’t stop moving until I was back on higher ground, my makeshift spear in hand, breath tight in my chest.

I didn’t know what was going on.

But I knew one thing.

This island wasn’t uninhabited.
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Chapter 2 – The Watcher
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The jungle didn't welcome me. It tolerated me.

I could feel it in the way the branches shifted above, brushing against each other like they were whispering warnings. The thick humidity clung to my skin like oil, and the deeper I walked, the more the air felt... pressurized. Not hot. Just dense. Like being at the bottom of the ocean, only I wasn’t submerged—yet something about the place made my lungs work harder.

I kept moving.

My boots were still gone, so I wrapped strips of canvas from my emergency vest around my feet and ankles to keep the worst of the jungle floor at bay. Sharp roots, biting ants, and slick patches of moss made every step a calculation.

I needed answers.

That structure I’d found—those carvings. They were too deliberate, too ancient to ignore. And if someone had once lived here, there might still be supplies... shelter. Hell, even a clue about the thing watching me from beneath the waves.

Or above them.

I couldn’t be sure anymore.



By midday, I reached a clearing. The canopy opened above, letting in a shaft of filtered sunlight that caught on something half-buried in the mud. It wasn’t stone. It gleamed dully—metallic.

I dropped to one knee and wiped the dirt away.

A brass compass. Cracked. Water-damaged. But the dial still turned, slowly.

Not mine.

Reed? Sanders?

It looked old, though. The casing had algae on it. The leather strap was brittle and torn like it had been lying here for years. I picked it up, weighed it in my hand, then pocketed it. It was the first proof I wasn’t the only soul to land here—at some point.

That should’ve been comforting.

It wasn’t.



The structure came into view an hour later—fully this time.

Massive, sloped stone walls jutted up from the earth like the broken ribs of a buried beast. Moss covered most of the carvings, but I could still make out the shapes beneath: spirals, waves, and elongated figures with eyes like voids. Not holes. Just flat, featureless depressions.

They stared outward. Toward the sea.

I stepped into the shadow of one of the arches and felt the temperature drop instantly. Not just cooler—colder. Like stepping into a crypt.

And then, I heard it again.

That click.

Rhythmic. Measured. Just like before.

I spun, eyes scanning the underbrush.

There was nothing.

“Alright,” I muttered, “enough with the hide-and-seek.”

The jungle stayed silent.

I turned back toward the structure and climbed a few steps worn smooth by time. At the top, a raised dais held the basin I’d seen before. Obsidian teeth still ringed it, sharp and black as jet. The interior was dry, but at the bottom lay something that caught the light—a disc of some kind. Not metal. Stone, maybe. Carved.

I reached in.

The second my fingers touched it, a pulse shot through my hand.

I gasped and jerked back.

The stone stayed where it was, unmoved, but my arm tingled all the way to the shoulder, and my breath caught in my throat. For a moment—just a second—I had the wild sensation of falling, as if my mind had been yanked somewhere else. Somewhere beneath.

I backed away.

I’d had enough of this place for now.



Back on the beach, the light was turning gold. The tide had risen higher than before, and the water now reached partway up the black sand path I’d marked that morning. A large piece of driftwood had floated into the cove—no, not wood.

It was a crate.

I sprinted toward it, wading thigh-deep into the water before it could drift away again. The markings were clear: The Halcyon.

One of ours.

I dragged it to shore and pried it open with a sharpened piece of coral. Inside: rations, a flare gun, a coil of paracord, and a sealed medkit. A miracle.

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.

And then I heard the splash.



The dolphin breached not far off, arching through the waves with eerie grace. It didn’t leap for joy or spin like most dolphins do. Just a clean, deliberate arc—watching me the whole time.

It swam closer. Slowly. Cautiously.

I stood still.

“Are you... trying to help me?”

It stopped a few feet offshore and floated there, eye-level with me.

For a long time, neither of us moved.

Then it dipped beneath the surface again—but not before brushing the sand with its tail, sending a spray of wet grit in a perfect arc toward the jungle.

Not random. Intentional.

A direction.

I looked where it pointed.

The basin. The ruins. The path I’d just come from.

“You want me to go back?”

No answer. Just a ripple. And then it was gone.



That night, I climbed back to the ridge to watch the water.

The stars emerged between the shifting clouds, but I couldn’t take comfort in them. They looked wrong. Not the constellations—I recognized Orion, faint and tilted—but their placement. The horizon line felt bent, like the world here curved in ways it shouldn’t.

Something was moving offshore.

Not just waves. A shape.

Dark. Wide. Submerged.

It passed just beyond the reef and didn’t surface.

No fin. No splash.

Just a pressure in the air that made my teeth ache.



I descended at first light the next day with the flare gun holstered in my waistband and the paracord strapped tight across my chest. I moved fast, keeping to open ground. The jungle didn’t feel still anymore. It felt like it was listening.

I reached the ruins again. The basin waited.

This time, I didn’t hesitate.

I reached in and gripped the disc.

It lifted easily.

And beneath it—scratched into the stone—was a spiral pattern. Crude. Ancient.

A match to the marks I’d seen in the storm. The shimmer under the waves.

A sigil.

Or a warning.

I stood there, heart thudding, realization forming like a thunderhead behind my eyes.

This place wasn’t just abandoned.

It had been sealed.

And now... someone had unsealed it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3 – The Pulse of the Island
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The spiral stayed burned into my mind long after I left the ruins.

I tried to ignore the cold weight in my gut as I moved through the trees, but something in me had shifted. A pressure I couldn’t name had settled behind my ribs, like a low drumbeat too deep to hear. Not fear, exactly—something older. Familiar and wrong at the same time.

The jungle had gone quieter overnight. The usual sounds—birds, insects, wind—were all still there, but thinner. Muted. As if the island was holding its breath again.

Or listening.



I climbed the ridge a second time, this time with clearer eyes. The terrain below spread out in a bowl of uneven green. The ruins, now behind me, sat at the edge of a shallow valley with a marshy inland lagoon at its center. The water gleamed a strange bluish green under the morning sun, unnaturally still.

And on the far side of that lagoon: another stone outcropping. Smaller. Round. Almost perfectly circular from this height. Not natural.

Another structure?

I marked its location on a scrap of soaked notebook paper I’d salvaged from my vest pouch. Then I paused.

Something moved at the lagoon’s edge.

A figure.

No... not a person.

Too tall. Too thin.

It stood with one limb—an arm?—reaching down toward the water, but it never broke the surface. I couldn’t make out details, just a silhouette, shrouded in mist rising from the reeds.

Then it turned its head.

Straight toward me.



I ducked, heart hammering.

No movement from below. No chase. No sound of footsteps.

When I finally dared to peek again, the clearing was empty.

I slid back down the ridge faster than I should have, landing hard in a bed of wet ferns. My legs were scraped, but I didn’t care. I kept my spear tight to my side and listened.

Nothing.

Whatever I’d seen... it wasn’t human.

And somehow, it had seen me.



I retreated toward the cove, but I didn’t get far.

Halfway down the slope, I froze.

There were marks in the soil.

Not footprints. Not clawed like an animal’s. Just... impressions. Deep grooves, evenly spaced, almost symmetrical. Something had moved through here—something dragging itself. The marks vanished into the underbrush, toward the lagoon.

I backed away, breath shallow, every muscle tensed.

A shrill click cut the silence. Fast. Sharp. Familiar.

Kai.

I turned.

He was just offshore again, half-submerged, circling a cluster of jagged coral near the reefline. The way he moved—faster, tighter loops—was urgent. Agitated.

I took a step toward him.

He slapped the water with his tail and dove, disappearing beneath the surface.

Then the water pulsed.



I don’t mean it rippled. I mean it pulsed—like a heartbeat radiating from deep beneath the reef. The sand beneath my feet shifted, not from the tide, but from some internal movement within the island itself. A deep, slow thrum that resonated in my bones.

The same rhythm I’d felt since I’d touched the disc.

The pulse grew stronger as I moved toward the edge of the reef. I crouched near the rocks where Kai had been circling and peered into the shallows.

At first, I saw nothing. Just kelp, coral, and black stone.

Then the light shifted.

A shimmer.

A shape.

A door.

Not in the usual sense. It was a slab of black coral—taller than me, etched with the same spiral pattern I’d seen in the ruins. Half-buried, half-exposed, wedged at an angle beneath the reef.

I stepped back.

The pulse echoed again—heavier this time.

Something beneath that coral was alive.



I scrambled away from the reefline, heart jackhammering, not stopping until I hit the beach and collapsed near the driftwood pile I’d used as shelter. My throat was dry. My skin buzzed. The medkit from the crate still lay nearby; I used one of the water-purification tablets to gulp down a bottleful of boiled tidepool water.

As I sat there, staring out at the sea, Kai surfaced again.

Closer this time.

He watched me for a long moment. Then, slowly, he tilted his body sideways—one eye just above the surface, holding my gaze.

I don’t know why I said it.

“You know what it is, don’t you?”

He didn’t move. Not a flick.

Just that one, dark, unblinking eye.

Then he dove again, and the waves folded back over him.



I spent the rest of the day preparing.

The crate had enough gear to build a makeshift pack—paracord, sealed protein packs, a dull utility knife, waterproof tarp. I made myself a basic satchel and rolled the tarp for cover. Tomorrow, I’d head inland. Toward the lagoon. Toward whatever that second structure was.

But that night, the dreams came.

And they weren’t mine.



I stood on the reef.

The stars were wrong again—swirling, twisted into spirals above me. The water below was black and still. A figure stood at the edge of the reef, back to me, tall and draped in seaweed-like robes. It didn’t move.

Then I was under the water.

Not drowning. Breathing.

The black door opened.

A pulse erupted from it—not sound, but memory. I saw people standing on the beach in a circle, chanting. I saw dolphins circling them, weaving in and out of the tide like threads in a loom. I saw the sea split open and a creature rise—not a god. A prisoner.

Then fire.

And silence.



I woke before dawn, soaked in sweat, the spiral burned into my eyelids.

As the first light crept across the reef, I saw Kai surface one last time—alone, quiet.

Waiting.

And I knew without doubt:

The island had chosen me.

And something beneath it was waking.
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Chapter 4 – The Black Reef
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I hadn’t meant to go back.

But as the sun rose over the distant cliffs and the first light slashed across the lagoon, I found myself standing at the water’s edge, staring out toward the reef. The black slab of coral that I’d seen the day before now felt like a call—like something I couldn’t ignore.

I should have waited.

I should have gathered more supplies, more weapons. But the pulse, that rhythmic hum under my skin, was impossible to shake. It was a warning, yes. But also a summons.

Kai had known this would happen. That much was clear. He had tried to guide me, even when I hadn’t understood.

With a long, steadying breath, I grabbed my spear and slung my satchel over my shoulder. It was time to head inland again. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was running out of time. Something was stirring on the island. Something ancient.



I moved quickly through the jungle, following the natural path that wound up and around the volcanic hill that bordered the lagoon. I marked each step with a stick—an old habit from years of reconnaissance—but even as I did so, the feeling of being watched lingered. Not from the trees or the underbrush, but from below. From the earth itself.

The trees grew denser the closer I got to the clearing. Every step seemed muffled by the thick carpet of moss and fallen leaves, but the pulse beneath the ground seemed to grow louder, deeper. More insistent.

The lagoon came into view just as the sun broke free of the low-hanging clouds. A pool of water the color of jade, so still that it could have been a reflection. The stone outcrop I’d seen from the ridge sat across from me, its smooth surface glistening in the light. The coral-streaked reef surrounded it like a living fortress. And beneath it, the black slab I’d noticed the day before—the one with the spiral pattern etched into it—waited, its surface slick with salt and time.

And then I saw it again.

The figure.

Tall. Lurking just beneath the surface of the water.

Not a person.

It moved in slow, calculated arcs, passing between the jagged rocks. But now, I could see more. The faintest shimmer of something large, almost serpentine. A shadow that rose from the depths.

I held my breath, forcing myself to remain still. Every instinct screamed at me to retreat, to turn around and leave this place. But something inside me—the island—refused to let me go.

Kai appeared at the edge of the reef, swimming in tight circles. His eyes locked with mine, and for a brief, fleeting moment, I felt the same connection we’d shared before—like I was seeing through his eyes. His body shuddered slightly as if he was trying to warn me.

But it was too late.

The pulse beneath the earth quickened, like
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