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Chapter 1 — Arrival
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The outboard motor of the chartered skiff whined in protest as it fought the aggressive coastal undertow. Ethan Ward stood near the bow, one hand gripping the salt-crusted rigging, the other shielding his eyes against the blinding glare of the midday sun.

Ahead of them, the island tore through the horizon. It wasn't a welcoming sight. It was a jagged, volcanic fortress rising abruptly from the deep turquoise of the ocean, crowned by a suffocatingly dense canopy of emerald green. There were no gently sloping beaches, only a narrow crescent of white sand flanked by sheer basalt cliffs that looked like black teeth.

To Ethan, it wasn't a mystery; it was just a blank spot on a map. A six-week contract. A topographical grid to be plotted, measured, and digitized. He was a man who traded in hard data, elevations, and satellite telemetry. He didn't care about the rumours the local fishermen whispered at the docks—that the water currents here were unnatural, or that the birds never flew directly over the central peak. To Ethan, everything had a simple, logical explanation.

"Depth finder is going crazy," the local boat captain muttered over the roar of the engine, tapping a cracked digital gauge. "Seafloor drops off too fast. I can't take you any closer than fifty yards. You’ll have to wade it."

"Fifty yards is fine," Ethan said, his voice carrying the calm, authoritative weight of a man accustomed to leading field teams. He turned to the four people huddled among the heavy waterproof equipment crates. "Alright, listen up. We’re dropping in the shallows. Ben, you’re on the heavy crates. Carl, keep the comms array dry above your head. Do not let the saltwater touch those Pelican cases."

Ben Rourke rolled his massive shoulders, standing up and assessing the weight of a thick canvas duffel. The field engineer was built like a heavyweight boxer, pragmatic and quiet, but physically capable of hauling the team's lifeline into the jungle. "Just point me to dry land, boss."

Beside him, Carl Mercer grimaced. The communications technician was younger, wiry, and already sweating through his khaki shirt. "If the salt gets into the primary transceiver, we’re entirely reliant on the satellite phone. And looking at that canopy..." Carl adjusted his glasses, squinting at the dense, overlapping trees. "I don't know if we'll even get a signal through that much biomass."

"Then we make sure it stays dry, Carl," Naomi Price interjected. She was already strapping a waterproof field tablet to her thigh. The environmental specialist had been quiet the whole ride, her eyes fixed on the island not with fear, but with a predatory, academic hunger. She was here to catalogue the untouched ecosystem, and her impatience was palpable.

The only one not adjusting gear was Dr. Helen Ross. The scientific consultant sat near the stern, hands folded neatly in her lap, watching the island approach with a detached, clinical gaze. She was a decade older than the rest of them, placed on the team by the shadowy corporate backers funding the survey. Ethan had read her file—impressive credentials in behavioural ecology—but he still didn't understand why a topographical mapping mission required a behavioural ecologist.

The skiff ground against a hidden sandbar with a violent lurch.

"Out!" the captain barked. "Current's shifting. I'm not getting beached here."

Ethan was the first into the water. It was warm, almost blood temperature, pulling aggressively at his thighs as he waded toward the shore. For the next hour, it was a gruelling, wordless relay. The team hauled generators, tents, surveying total stations, and enough dehydrated rations to last them six weeks, dumping them onto the blindingly white sand.

By the time the skiff turned around and disappeared over the horizon, the silence of the island crashed down on them. It wasn't quiet—the jungle vibrated with the screech of unseen insects and the rhythmic, hollow boom of waves hitting the basalt cliffs—but the absence of human noise was absolute.

"Right," Ethan said, wiping a mixture of sea salt and sweat from his forehead. "Ben, get the perimeter cleared for base camp. Carl, I want the comms array up and the generator primed before the sun drops behind the peak. Naomi, you’re with me. We’re cutting the first baseline into the treeline."

"Already on it," Naomi said, unsheathing a heavy machete from her belt.

They left the beach behind, stepping beneath the canopy. The temperature dropped at once, but the humidity spiked, wrapping around them like a wet, heavy blanket. The air smelled of rotting orchids and ancient, damp earth.

Ethan set up his first tripod, levelling the digital theodolite. "I need a clear sightline due north for fifty meters. Start hacking."

Naomi moved ahead, swinging the blade with rhythmic precision. Vines as thick as a man’s wrist fell away, revealing a tangled, impassable undergrowth. "The flora here is incredibly aggressive," she noted, her breath coming in short bursts. "It’s competing for every inch of sunlight. Look at the root systems on these mahoganies; they’re virtually strangling each other."

Ethan peered through the lens of the surveying equipment, logging the first elevation point. "Just nature doing what it does. Survival of the fittest. Keep cutting, we need another ten yards."

He heard the sharp thwack of Naomi’s machete biting into wood, followed by a sudden, abrupt pause.

"Ethan," her voice floated back through the dense foliage, stripped of its usual academic confidence. "Come look at this."

Ethan locked the tripod and pushed his way through the ferns. Naomi was standing frozen in front of a massive, ancient tree, its trunk easily six feet in diameter. Her machete was lowered.

"What is it? Did you hit a rock?" he asked, stepping beside her.

She didn't answer. She just pointed.

Carved deeply into the dark, mossy bark of the tree was a symbol. It was a jagged, angular spiral, intersecting with two sharp vertical lines. The cuts were deep, exposing the pale, weeping sap beneath the bark.

Ethan stepped closer, running a thumb over the edge of the carving. The wood was still damp.

"Locals?" Naomi asked, her eyes scanning the dark shadows of the jungle around them.

"It's an uninhabited island, Naomi. The nearest landmass is two hundred miles away." Ethan pulled back his hand, staring at the mark. His mind at once went to work, sifting through variables, discarding the impossible, and settling on the most logical conclusion. "Probably a bored fisherman who got blown off course. Or maybe early surveyors from the seventies marking a hazard zone. It's practical. A trail marker."

"Ethan," Naomi said softly, tracing the air above the cut. "Look at the edges. There’s no rot. The sap hasn't even crystallized yet." She turned to look at him, her lips a thin line. "This cut is less than a month old. And those aren't machete marks. They're too clean. This was done with a serrated, tactical blade."

Ethan stared at the symbol, feeling a faint, unfamiliar prickle of unease at the back of his neck. He quickly shoved it down. Panic was a useless metric.

"Doesn't change our job," Ethan said flatly, turning back toward the equipment. "Document it if you want, but we have a baseline to finish. Let's keep moving."

As he walked away, he didn't look back. But he could feel the weight of the jungle pressing in a little tighter, and he knew Naomi was still standing there, staring at the fresh, bleeding wound in the wood.
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Chapter 2 — Missing Equipment
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The first night on the island was an exercise in sensory deprivation. Once the sun dipped below the jagged western ridge, the darkness was absolute, heavy, and wet. The jungle didn't sleep; it shifted, clicked, and breathed in the blackness just beyond the harsh, artificial perimeter of their halogen work lights.

By dawn, the oppressive heat had already returned, baking the morning mist off the canvas of their tents. Ethan was awake before the others, meticulously logging the previous day's baseline data into his ruggedized laptop. The numbers were clean. Predictable. It was exactly the kind of order he craved.

The illusion of order shattered right after breakfast.

"It’s gone," Carl announced. His voice was tight, cutting through the low hum of the portable generator.

Ethan looked up from his screen. Carl was standing by the equipment folding table, his hands resting flat on the plastic surface. His knuckles were white.

"What's gone, Carl?" Ethan asked, keeping his tone perfectly level.

"The primary Trimble GPS unit," Carl said, turning to look at the rest of the camp. "I had it charging right here. Beside the generator housing. I plugged it in at 2100 hours."

Ben paused midway through wiping down his rifle—a heavy calibre brush gun strictly for wildlife defence, he had argued during prep. He let out a low, dismissive scoff. "You probably left it at the drop zone yesterday, Mercer. Or you dropped it in the surf and you're too embarrassed to admit it."

"I know how
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