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            "And the end of all our exploring / Will be to arrive where we started / And know the place for the first time."

— T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding

"The sea, once it casts its spell, holds one in its net of wonder forever."

— Rachel Carson, The Sea Around Us

"It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent. It is the one that is most adaptable to change."

— Charles Darwin

"Order is the dream of the sterile. Chaos is the reality of the living."

— Elias Rift, Fragmented Log: The Black Pearl (Year 2477)
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Chapter 1: Thalassophobia
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The air in Mega-Sector 7 didn’t just smell like nothing; it smelled like the idea of nothing. It was a vacuum of scent, scrubbed by a thousand atmospheric processors until it was as thin and lifeless as the white poly-carb walls of the Temporal Watch Academy.

Jaxen Rift sat on the edge of his clinical-grade sleep pod, his fingers tracing the jagged scar on his forearm—a souvenir from the Pleistocene. His body felt too small for his skin. It always did after a Purge. Coming back from being a Titan—a four-hundred-pound slab of muscle and white fur—to being a nineteen-year-old cadet felt like being folded into an envelope.

He closed his eyes, and for a second, he wasn't in the Year 2487. He was back in the snow, the roar of a mammoth echoing in his chest. He could still taste the metallic tang of the Sabertooth’s blood and the crisp, biting oxygen of a world that hadn't been recycled through a filter.

"Cadet Rift."

The voice was cool, synthetic, and emanated from the recessed haptic panels in the ceiling.

"I’m awake, Mother," Jax muttered, rubbing his face.

[Vitals indicate elevated cortisol and residual neural static. Recommendation: Deep breathing exercises and a Level 4 nutrient paste.]

"Skip the breathing," Jax said, standing up. His joints popped—a lingering side effect of the DNA rewiring. "And the paste. Just tell me why the Commander called an emergency session at 0400."

[Mission parameters for the third jump have been finalized. The Commander is waiting in the Strategic Simulation Core. He was quite clear regarding the urgency.]

Jax grabbed his standard-issue grey tunic. He hated it. The fabric was smart-fiber, designed to wick moisture and regulate temperature, but it felt like wearing a plastic bag. He missed the rough, itchy texture of the furs he’d worn in the Ice Age. He missed the dirt under his fingernails.

He stepped out of his quarters and into the corridor. The Mega-Sector was a masterpiece of efficiency and a monument to boredom. Automated drones hummed overhead, polishing the floors to a mirror finish. Other cadets moved in synchronized patterns, their faces neutral, their minds likely plugged into the local data-stream. They were the peak of human optimization—and Jax felt like a glitch in their system.

He was the "Universal Recipient." The kid with the messy, throwback DNA. The only one who could survive the Shift without his heart exploding.

As he walked toward the Core, the holographic displays along the walls flickered with propaganda: THE TEMPORAL WATCH: SECURING OUR PAST, ENSURING OUR FUTURE. Below the text, a stylized image of a Chrono-Sphere hovered over a generic prehistoric landscape.

Jax didn't look at the posters. He looked at the floor. He was thinking about a metal shard he’d found in his boot after the Cretaceous jump. He was thinking about the micro-etched coordinates he’d decoded from the Ice Age mission.

Devonian.

The word felt heavy in his mind. 400 million years ago. The Age of Fish. It was the era where his parents, the legendary History Divers, had been declared "MIA - Erased." Ten years of silence. Ten years of the Watch telling him they were gone, that the timeline had swallowed them whole.

But Jax knew better now. He had found their trail.

He reached the heavy blast doors of the Strategic Simulation Core. They hissed open, revealing a room bathed in deep, oceanic blue light. In the center, a massive holographic projection shimmered—a rotating globe of an Earth that looked nothing like the one Jax knew. The continents were clustered together in a strange, unrecognizable dance.

Commander Vane stood at the edge of the projection, his hands clasped behind his back. He was a man of sharp angles and even sharper eyes, a veteran of the first temporal stabilization wars.

"You’re late, Rift," Vane said without turning around.

"The Purge took longer than expected, sir. My bones were still vibrating."

Vane turned, his gaze sweeping over Jax with clinical indifference. "That is the price of being our most valuable asset. Sit."

Jax sat in one of the hovering command chairs. The blue light of the hologram reflected off his pale skin.

"We’ve identified a catastrophic rift in the mid-Devonian," Vane began, tapping a control on his wrist-cuff. The hologram zoomed in on a vast, murky ocean. "The Chronophage has moved from the land to the sea. We’ve detected entropy static radiating from the tropical reefs of the Euramerica continent."

Jax stared at the water. It wasn't the sparkling, clear blue of the old-world vids. It was dark, tea-colored, and looked immensely heavy.

"The target?" Jax asked.

"The Tiktaalik," Vane replied. A small, strange creature appeared in the air—a fish with a flat head and sturdy, lobe-like fins. "The first bridge between water and land. If the Chronophage consumes this pivot point, the entire lineage of land-walking vertebrates—including us—is erased. We won't just lose history, Rift. We’ll lose the ability for it to ever happen."

Jax nodded, but his throat felt tight. He looked back at the ocean projection.

"Sir, the mission parameters... the Shift. What mode am I looking at?"

Vane leaned forward, his face illuminated by the flickering data. "We call it Abyssal Mode. It’s the most complex genetic rewrite we’ve ever attempted. We’re pulling sequences from the Placoderms—specifically the Dunkleosteus. You’ll have dermal armor, a pressurized respiratory system, and specialized gills. Your vision will be supplemented by a bio-sonar suite."

Jax felt a cold sweat prickling at his hairline. He wasn't thinking about the armor or the sonar. He was thinking about the weight. The crushing, suffocating weight of millions of tons of water.

"Something wrong, Cadet?" Vane’s voice was like a scalpel.

"No, sir," Jax lied.

"You have a physiological reaction occurring," Vane noted, glancing at a secondary monitor that was likely tracking Jax's heart rate via his tunic sensors. "Heart rate is up to 110. Pupil dilation. Tremors in the extremities."

Jax gripped the armrests of his chair. He couldn't help it. Since he was a child, the idea of deep water had filled him with a primal, paralyzing dread. In the Mega-Sector, water was something that came out of a misting nozzle or sat in a sealed, sterilized tube. The idea of an open ocean—an endless, dark abyss where the sun couldn't reach—was his ultimate nightmare.

"Thalassophobia," Vane said, the word sounding like a diagnosis. "An irrational fear of deep bodies of water. Unusual for a cadet with your record."

"It's not irrational, sir," Jax snapped, his voice trembling. "Nothing lives in the Mega-Sectors. But out there? In the Devonian? That ocean is full of things that want to turn me into a red smudge. And there's nowhere to run. You're pinned by the pressure, blinded by the silt..."

"Which is why we are giving you the tools to become the apex predator of that environment," Vane interrupted. "The Dunkleosteus was the king of the Devonian. It didn't have teeth; it had self-sharpening bone plates that could bite through a modern shark like it was soft fruit. In Abyssal Mode, you will be the nightmare, Rift. Not the victim."

Vane stepped into the center of the hologram, his body becoming a ghost amidst the ancient waves.

"There is another reason for this mission," the Commander said, his tone softening—a rare and dangerous thing. "We found the beacon."

Jax stood up so fast the chair drifted backward. "My parents' beacon?"

"A low-frequency temporal pulse. It originated from the floor of the Rheic Ocean, near the rift site. It’s weak, likely coming from a ship with a failing power core. If they are there, Rift... this is the only window we’ll have to find them before the Chronophage turns that entire era into a void."

The fear was still there, a cold stone in Jax’s gut, but the rage and the hope were starting to burn it away. His parents had been underwater specialists. If they were trapped, they were trapped in the dark.

"When do I drop?" Jax asked.

"Two hours," Vane said. "Go to the Chrysalis. Mother is already preparing the serum. And Rift..."

Jax paused at the door.

"The Devonian isn't just wet. It’s alien. The atmosphere has oxygen levels so high the land is covered in giant, flammable fungi. The fish are armored tanks. Don't think of it as a dive. Think of it as a war on another planet."

The Chrysalis sat in its launch cradle, a perfect, white sphere of ceramic and smart-glass. To the rest of the Academy, it was a marvel of engineering. To Jax, it was a coffin that occasionally traveled through time.

He climbed through the hatch and felt the familiar hum of the anti-grav floor. The interior was the only place in the universe he felt safe—mostly because Mother was there.

"Welcome back, Jaxen," the AI said, her voice warm and maternal, a stark contrast to the cold efficiency of the sector-wide AI. "I have analyzed the Abyssal Mode parameters. I must warn you: the transition will be significantly more taxing than the Titan Shift."

Jax sat in the Helix Chair, the black leather cooling against his skin. "Because of the gills?"

"Partially. The respiratory transition requires a complete rerouting of your pulmonary system. Your lungs will need to collapse and fill with a breathable fluorocarbon fluid to prevent barotrauma. Your skin will also undergo 'Denticle Synthesis,' growing a layer of microscopic, tooth-like scales to reduce drag and provide armor."

Jax leaned his head back. "Collapse my lungs. Great. Anything else?"

"The sonar integration will be wired directly into your auditory cortex. You will 'see' sound. It is often disorienting for human-standard brains. I have prepared a sedative to help with the initial shock."

"No sedatives," Jax said, his eyes fixed on the ceiling. "If I’m going into the dark, I want to be awake when I hit the water."

"As you wish. The launch sequence is initiated. 120 seconds to Quantum Stream entry."

Jax felt the sphere lurch as the magnetic tethers released. Outside the smart-glass, the sterile white of the launch bay blurred into a kaleidoscope of shifting grays. Then, the silence hit.

The Quantum Stream was the space between moments, a non-place where time didn't exist. Jax watched the static dance across the hull. He thought about the Tiktaalik—the little fish that wanted to walk. It seemed so small, so insignificant. A whole future resting on the shoulders of a creature that didn't even know what a shoulder was.

"Mother?"

"Yes, Jaxen?"

"Did you know my parents? I mean... were you their AI?"

There was a brief pause, a microsecond of processing that felt like a sigh. "I was the primary interface for the T.E.V. Peregrine. Your mother called me 'Molly.' Your father preferred 'The Nag.'"

Jax smiled, a genuine one that didn't reach his eyes. "The Nag. Sounds like him."

"They were exceptional divers, Jaxen. They understood the past wasn't something to be conquered, but something to be respected. They often spoke of you. Your father was concerned about your interest in 21st-century 'heavy metal' music. He found it... inefficient."

"I liked the noise," Jax whispered. "It felt real."

[Alert: Quantum Exit Imminent. Brace for splashdown.]

The static outside the sphere turned into a blinding flash of white, then a sickening, gut-wrenching jolt. For a second, Jax felt like he was being turned inside out. Then, there was a sound—a massive, muffled thump that vibrated through the very marrow of his bones.

The Chrysalis rocked violently. Through the smart-glass, the world was no longer grey. It was green. A deep, murky, prehistoric green.

Jax looked out and his heart stopped.

The sphere was bobbing on the surface of a vast, restless sea. In the distance, the shoreline was a nightmare of alien biology. There were no trees. Instead, giant, tree-sized mushrooms—Prototaxites—towered over the landscape like rotting pillars. The sky was a hazy, bruised purple, thick with an atmosphere that felt heavy even from inside the ship.

But it was the water that held his gaze.

The waves were thick, churning with sediment and organic matter. Huge, dark shapes glided just beneath the surface—shadows the size of small boats.

"We have arrived," Mother said. "Current Era: Mid-Devonian. 385 Million Years Before Present. External pressure: 1.02 atmospheres at surface. Oxygen levels: 35%. Caution: the atmosphere is highly combustible."

"Let's get it over with," Jax said, his voice cracking. "Shift me. Now."

"Beginning Abyssal Mode synthesis. Please remain still, Jaxen. This will be... unpleasant."

The mechanical arms of the Helix Chair moved with terrifying precision. They locked Jax’s wrists and ankles. A series of fine, silver needles emerged from the headrest, hovering inches from his neck.

Jax closed his eyes. Think of the Tiktaalik. Think of the beacon. Think of Mom.

The needles plunged in.

At first, it was the usual burn—the sensation of liquid fire being pumped into his veins. But then, the horror began.

Jax screamed as his ribs started to shift. They didn't just expand; they softened, becoming flexible, like cartilage. His chest cavity felt like it was being crushed by an invisible hand. He tried to breathe, but his throat seized.

"Mother! I can't... I can't breathe!"

"Lungs are collapsing as planned," the AI replied, her voice steady and calm. "Fluorocarbon injection beginning now."

A cold, viscous liquid surged into his windpipe. Jax gagged, his body thrashing against the restraints. It felt like drowning. He was drowning in the middle of a dry room. The fluid filled his bronchial tubes, heavy and metallic. He waited for the panic to fade, for the "breath" to come, but his body was screaming that he was dead.

Then, the gills opened.

He felt the skin on his neck tear. Five slits on either side of his throat snapped open, the raw tissue exposed to the air. They fluttered uselessly for a moment, then began to pulse with a life of their own.

The pain didn't stop there. His skin began to itch—a deep, maddening itch that felt like thousands of ants crawling under his pores. He watched in horror as his arms turned a dull, slate grey. Small, hard points of bone pushed through the surface, forming a layer of jagged armor. His fingers grew long, a thin, translucent webbing stretching between them.

The most jarring change was his head. His jaw felt like it was being broken and reset. His teeth fell out, clattering onto the floor of the sphere, replaced by sharp, bony ridges that grew directly from his skull.

[Neural Integration: Sonar Suite active.]

Jax’s vision didn't change, but his hearing exploded. The hum of the ship became a physical sensation, a series of pulses that mapped the interior of the cabin in his mind. He could "feel" the shape of the chair, the curve of the walls, the vibration of the engines.

It was too much. The sensory input was a tidal wave of data that threatened to drown his consciousness.

"Focus, Jaxen," Mother commanded. "The Feral State is a risk even during the Shift. Repeat your name."

"Jaxen..." he croaked, his voice sounding wet and alien. "Jaxen Rift. Cadet... 94... 2..."

He slumped in the chair, his new, armored body heavy and exhausted. His vision was swimming. He looked down at his hands—they were claws now, powerful and built for the hunt.

He wasn't human anymore. He was a monster.

"Shift complete," Mother said. "Vitals are stabilizing. Abyssal Mode is at 100% efficiency. You have twenty hours before the Feral State begins to erode your higher cognitive functions."

Jax stood up. He felt strangely graceful, despite the weight of his new skin. The fluorocarbon in his lungs felt natural now, a heavy anchor in his chest.

He walked to the airlock. He didn't use the stairs; he moved with a fluid, undulating gait that felt like it belonged in the water.

"Mother, submerge the Chrysalis. Take us down to the reef."

"Initiating dive. Jaxen... be careful. The sonar is picking up several large signatures in the vicinity. The Dunkleosteus is not the only predator in these waters."

The sphere began to sink. Jax watched through the glass as the purple sky disappeared, replaced by the churning green of the surface, and then—the dark.

The water was thick with "marine snow"—bits of organic debris that drifted down like a slow-motion blizzard. As the light faded, Jax’s sonar took over. The world became a landscape of echoes. He could see the jagged outlines of the coral reefs—massive, strange structures built by extinct organisms. He could see the schools of armored fish darting away from the sphere’s descent.

And then, he saw it.

On the edge of his sonar range, a massive shape was moving. It was long, thick, and moved with a terrifying, rhythmic power. It wasn't just a fish. It was a fortress.

The Void-Dunkleosteus.

It didn't just reflect the sonar; it seemed to absorb it, a glitch in the soundscape. Jax felt a cold shiver run down his armored spine. The beast was black, its eyes leaking the telltale smoke of the Chronophage. It was circling the reef, its massive head turning toward the sphere.

"It knows we’re here," Jax whispered, his voice vibrating through the fluid in his lungs.

"It is likely reacting to our electromagnetic signature," Mother said. "Jaxen, I am detecting the beacon. It is below us, in a deep trench at the base of the reef."

Jax looked down into the abyss. The trench was a scar of absolute blackness.

"That's where they are," he said.

He reached for the airlock handle. His webbed hand gripped the cold metal.

"Opening airlock," Mother said. "Good luck, Jaxen."

The door hissed open.

The Devonian ocean rushed in, cold and heavy. Jax didn't hesitate. He pushed off from the sphere and kicked his powerful, webbed legs.

He hit the water, and for the first time in his life, the thalassophobia didn't paralyze him.

He was home.

The pressure was the first thing he truly felt. It wasn't a crushing force, as he had feared; it was a transition. It felt like the ocean was wrapping him in a heavy, cold blanket, welcoming him back to the primordial soup from which he had evolved.

His gills flared, drawing in the thick, oxygen-rich water. The fluorocarbon in his lungs pulsed, exchanging gases with the efficiency of a machine. He felt a surge of energy—a raw, predatory power that made him want to scream, or hunt, or both.

He kicked again, his body slicing through the water with impossible speed. The dermal armor on his skin vibrated, sending ripples through the water that his sonar interpreted as a high-definition map of his surroundings.

He could see the polyps on the coral. He could see the tiny trilobites scurrying in the sand. He could see the fear in the eyes of the smaller fish as he passed.

But he also saw the darkness.

The deeper he went, the more the water changed. The "static" of the Chronophage was here, too. It clung to the reefs like a black mold, turning the vibrant Devonian life into grey, brittle husks. The fish that had been possessed by the entropy moved with a jerky, unnatural rhythm, their eyes replaced by flickering voids.

Jax ignored them. He was focused on the pulse.

Thump-whirr. Thump-whirr.

It was coming from the trench. He followed the sound, his sonar painting a picture of a narrow, jagged canyon that dropped straight into the heart of the Earth.

He reached the edge of the trench and looked down.

His sonar hit something metallic. Something shaped like a sphere, but broken. It was wedged between two massive pillars of rock, half-buried in the silt.

"Mom? Dad?"

Jax dove.

The pressure increased, but his Abyssal body didn't care. His bones, now mostly cartilage, flexed under the weight. His sonar sharpened, focusing on the wreck.

It was the Peregrine. He recognized the markings, even through the ten years of coral growth and decay. The hull was cracked, the smart-glass shattered.

He landed on the silt, a cloud of dust rising around him. He moved toward the hatch, his claws scraping against the metal.

The airlock was open.

Jax swam inside. The interior was a tomb. It was filled with water and silt, the high-tech consoles now home to strange, translucent anemones.

He searched the main cabin, his heart hammering against his ribs. There were no bodies.

He found a data drive floating near the ceiling, its emergency light still flickering a dull, dying red. He grabbed it, his webbed fingers trembling.

"Mother, I have the drive," he whispered.

[Alert: Sonar Signature approaching. Velocity: High. Magnitude: Massive.]

Jax spun around.

The entrance to the wreck was suddenly blocked. A massive, armored head was staring in, its jaws wide enough to swallow Jax whole. The bone plates of its mouth were stained with black ichor. Its eyes weren't eyes anymore—they were swirling pits of static that seemed to pull the light out of the room.

The Void-Dunkleosteus.

It roared—a sound that wasn't a sound, but a physical shockwave that slammed Jax against the back wall of the cabin. The metal groaned under the pressure.

Jax gripped his "Bone Dagger"—a hyper-artifact of dense carbon polymer—and bared his own bony ridges.

"You want a piece of me, you overgrown goldfish?" Jax growled, the fluid in his lungs vibrating with his rage. "Come and get it."

The beast lunged.

Jax dove to the side, his new agility saving him from being crushed. He kicked off the wall, slicing his dagger across the beast's armored cheek. It did nothing but leave a white scratch on the grey bone.

The Dunkleosteus thrashed, its massive tail smashing the remains of the Peregrine’s navigation console. Jax was thrown out of the wreck and into the open water of the trench.

The beast followed him, moving with a speed that defied its size. It was a wall of muscle and armor, a living tank designed for one purpose: to crush everything in its path.

Jax swam upward, trying to reach the reef where he had more room to maneuver. But the beast was faster. It intercepted him, its jaws snapping shut inches from his tail.

"Mother! I need a distraction!"

[Deploying Sonic Decoy from Chrysalis.]

A small, silver probe shot out from the sphere above, emitting a high-frequency scream that echoed through the trench. The Dunkleosteus paused, its sonar confused by the competing signals.

Jax didn't wait. He tucked his arms to his sides and rocketed toward the surface.

He breached the shallow reef, his gills working overtime. He looked back. The beast was rising, a dark shadow coming up from the abyss.

Jax landed in a shallow pool, his armored feet splashing in the warm, salty water. He looked at the data drive in his hand.

He had the clue. He had the mission. And he had a giant, possessed fish that wanted to eat his soul.

He looked up at the purple sky, the giant mushrooms towering over him.

"I'm going to find you," he whispered, looking at the drive. "I don't care if I have to swim through the end of the world."

The water erupted behind him. The Dunkleosteus was here.

The war for the Devonian had begun.
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Chapter 2: The Dive
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The water didn't just move; it screamed.

To a human, the Devonian ocean might have been a silent, murky expanse. To Jaxen Rift, currently vibrating with the hyper-tuned sonar of Abyssal Mode, the reef was a cacophony. Every snap of a crustacean’s claw, every undulation of a passing placoderm, and every groan of shifting tectonic plates translated into a jagged mental map. But the roar behind him was different. It was a void-static scream, a tear in the acoustic fabric of the world.

The Void-Dunkleosteus was closing.

Jax kicked his webbed feet, the powerful muscles of his calves—now thick with corded, aquatic fiber—propelling him through the shallows. He wasn't swimming so much as he was flight-testing a new, armored chassis. The dermal denticles of his skin hummed against the current, reducing drag to nearly zero. He felt like a torpedo, but the beast behind him was a mountain that had forgotten how to be still.

"Mother! Hatch status!" Jax croaked, the fluorocarbon in his lungs making his voice sound like grinding gravel.

[Airlock cycling. Estimated time to seal: twelve seconds. Jaxen, your heart rate is exceeding safe parameters for the current pressure depth.]

"A bit busy for a check-up, Mother!"

He glanced back over his shoulder. The Dunkleosteus was a nightmare made of bone and shadow. Its massive, plate-armored head was wreathed in the flickering black smoke of the Chronophage, making its silhouette glitch against the vibrant green of the reef. It wasn't just chasing him; it was erasing the path behind him, leaving a trail of grey, entropic silt in its wake.

Jax banked hard to the left, narrowly avoiding a cluster of prehistoric coral that looked more like petrified brains than biological life. The beast didn't bother turning. It smashed through the reef, the prehistoric structures shattering into a thousand shards. It was a tank that didn't care about the terrain.

The Chrysalis loomed ahead, a glowing white pearl in the dark. The external lights were pulsing, a beacon in the murk.

[Entry vector aligned. Five seconds.]

Jax tucked his arms to his sides, his sonar painting the rapidly opening hatch in shades of neon blue. He didn't slow down. He hit the water-filled airlock like a projectile, his armored body slamming into the padded far wall of the chamber.

"Close it! Close it now!"

The heavy ceramic door hissed shut, the magnetic seals engaging with a sound that felt like a physical blow in the pressurized room. Outside, there was a massive thud—the sound of the Dunkleosteus slamming its armored snout into the hull. The sphere rocked violently, the anti-grav floor groaning as it fought to maintain stability.

[Structural integrity at 98%. The Chronophage-infected entity is continuing its assault on the exterior hull.]

Jax slumped against the wall, his gills pulsing rapidly. He felt the weight of the water in the airlock, the heavy silence of the ship pressing in on him. He was safe, for now, but he was still trapped in a body that wasn't his, in an ocean that wanted him dead.

"Drain it," Jax ordered. "Purge the airlock."

The pumps whirred to life, sucking the prehistoric ocean out of the chamber. As the water level dropped, Jax felt the agonizing transition of gravity. His armored skin, which felt light and flexible underwater, suddenly became a leaden weight. He collapsed to the floor, his webbed hands clawing at the deck plating.

The airlock hissed as oxygen-rich air—scrubbed to 2487 standards—flooded back in. Jax gasped, his gills fluttering uselessly in the gas. His lungs, filled with the liquid fluorocarbon, bucked in his chest. He coughed, a thick, silver fluid spilling out of his mouth.

"Breathing... is overrated," he wheezed, the liquid draining from his bronchial tubes.

The inner hatch opened, and Jax dragged himself into the main cabin. The Chrysalis was a sanctuary of white light and sterile surfaces, but today it felt like a cage. He crawled toward the Helix Chair, his armored scales scraping against the poly-carb floor.

"Jaxen, you must remain in the chair for neural recalibration," Mother said, her voice dropping into its most soothing frequency. "The sonar suite is placing a significant load on your temporal lobe."

"In a second," Jax said, holding up the data drive he’d retrieved from the wreck. It was covered in a layer of grime and prehistoric slime, but the emergency LED was still a defiant, flickering red. "Analyze this. First priority. It’s from the Peregrine."

[Analysis initiated. Bypassing encryption... This is a high-security Watch data-core. Extraction will take time.]

Jax finally hauled himself into the chair. The mechanical arms locked him in place, and a series of cooling gels were applied to his neck to soothe his raw, pulsing gills. He closed his eyes, and for a moment, the sonar map in his head finally went dark. The silence of the ship was almost as terrifying as the noise of the ocean.

"Talk to me, Mother. Where are we?"

"The Chrysalis is currently hovering at a depth of forty meters," the AI replied. "The Dunkleosteus has retreated to the perimeter of our sonar range, but it remains on an intercept course. It appears to be guarding the trench."

Jax stared at the holographic display on the ceiling. It showed a 3D rendering of the surface they had just left. The giant mushrooms, the purple sky, the toxic, oxygen-thick air.

"The Dive wasn't just about the water, was it?" Jax asked. "The whole planet is trying to reset itself."

"The Devonian is a period of extreme biological transition, Jaxen. The atmosphere is changing, the continents are colliding, and life is attempting its most daring experiment: the migration to land. The Chronophage isn't just attacking a species; it is attacking the momentum of evolution itself."
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