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The Flame Beneath Her Skin
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Ashryn had seen the same dream for three nights in a row.

The first time, something deep within her chest stirredsomething warm, something burning. The second, her blood turned to lava, glowing thick beneath translucent skin. The third... she didn’t want to remember the third. Because in that one, she had heard her mother scream. And her mother had been dead for five years.

She wasn’t dreaming anymore.

The stone under her bare feet was realcold, slick with moisture, and trembling beneath her weight. The tunnels had always been silent, abandoned. But tonight, they whispered.

Ashryn moved quickly, the breath in her lungs burning hotter than the air around her. Each step echoed back like a threat. Her pulse pounded in her ears, not from exertion but from fear. Something was wrong. And the wrongness was inside her.

She wasn’t sick.

She was changing.

the mark

At the tunnel’s fork, she stumbled against the wall, panting. Her palm left a smear behind. But when she looked, it wasn’t sweat.

It was soot.

Ashryn blinked. Her skin glowed faintly where it touched the stone. Cracks were forming on her wriststiny, glowing fractures like emberfilled veins. They shimmered with pulsing red light.

“No... no no no...”

She tried to speak, to scream, but her voice cracked like brittle paper. Smoke curled from her fingers.

She was burning from the inside out.

the stranger

A shadow moved at the far end of the tunnel. A tall figure. Unarmed. But Ashryn could feel the weight of danger around him like armor. He stepped forwardslowly, deliberately. His presence made the tunnel colder.

And his eyes... sparked like flint against steel.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said.

It wasn’t reassurance. It was command.

Ashryn took a step back, then collapsed to her knees. The man knelt across from her, examining the cracks along her arms with grim curiosity.

“It’s awakened,” he muttered.

“What has?” she asked, breathless.

“The curse,” he replied without hesitation. “The fire. It’s chosen you.”

“No... I’m just a normal”

He cut her off with a single look. “You think this is normal?”

“I didn’t ask for this!”

“Neither did the last one.”

“Last one?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he extended his hand.

“I’m Kael. Sentinel of the Flame Order. And you... you are now the last of the cursed flamebearers.”

the choice

Ashryn stared at his hand. Everything in her told her to run. But where?

The warmth inside her surged againintolerable now, screaming beneath her skin. Her mother’s eyes flashed before her. Not loving. Not kind. Terrified.

Ashryn took his hand.

And the tunnel exploded.

embers

There was no sound. Just pressure. Light. And heat.

Stone burst into dust. Flame danced over their bodies. Kael shielded her as the air ignited around them. And from Ashryn’s back, something unfurled

Wings.

Not real ones. Not yet. Just silhouettes of fire, fragile and flickering like smoke. But they were there.

Kael stared at her, breathing hard. “The thing inside you... it’s not just power. It’s memory. And memory burns.”

“What happens now?” she asked.

He stood, offering his hand again. “Now? We run. Before the others come.”

“What others?”

“The ones who felt your awakening.”

Ashryn took his hand again, and for the first time, she didn’t feel alone.

She felt... chosen.
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Chased Through Hollow Earth
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Ashryn didn’t know how long they’d been running.

The tunnels blurred into one long, endless motionwalls of cracked stone, ceiling barely high enough to avoid bumping her head, air so thin it cut the lungs. She could barely hear Kael’s footsteps behind her, but she felt his presence like a shield pressed to her back.

They hadn’t stopped since the cave exploded.

“Where are we going?” she called out, breath ragged.

“Down,” Kael answered.

That was all. No explanation. No promise of safety. Just that single word and the relentless pace of escape.

Ashryn’s limbs were trembling, lungs on fire, but it wasn’t just exhaustion. The heat inside her hadn’t faded. If anything, it was stronger. More restless. Like something inside her wanted out.

Again.

she burns

Her hands shook. The light beneath her skin still pulsed, less bright now, but constant. She rubbed at her wrist as they ran, as if she could smother the glow with sweat and desperation.

“Stop doing that,” Kael said without turning.

“I’m glowing!” she snapped.

“I know.”

“I don’t like glowing.”

“I know that, too.”

“Then fix it!”

“I can’t.”

“Then what the hell is the point of you?”

That made him stop. Just for a second.

Kael turned, his eyes unreadable.

“I’m the reason you’re still breathing. Keep running.”

They moved again. Faster.

the forgotten level

Eventually the tunnels began to shift.

The rough stone turned to something smoothercarved, designed. The air was still musty and thick with centuries of dust, but the echo beneath their feet changed. It sounded like they were no longer in natural caves. They were in corridors built by hands that knew purpose. Lines were etched into the wallssigils, symbols she didn’t recognize, but that made her stomach twist.

“This place...” she whispered.

Kael slowed now, fingers brushing the wall as if reacquainting himself.

“Old,” he said. “Abandoned before the surface burned. They called it Hollow Earth. The cities beneath the world. We called it refuge. They called it grave.”

Ashryn didn’t ask who they were. She had a feeling she’d meet them soon enough.

hall of memory

They stepped into a vast chamber. Vaulted ceilings disappeared into blackness. The walls were lined with hundredsmaybe thousandsof alcoves, each holding a single orb that pulsed with faint light. Ashryn reached toward one, but Kael grabbed her wrist.

“Don’t.”

“Why?”

“Because these are memories. Not yours.”

“What happens if I touch it?”

“Bestcase scenario? You see a century of pain that isn’t yours.”

“Worst case?”

“You die screaming.”

She stepped back.

“Noted.”

Kael kept moving. “Come on. We don’t have much time.”

Ashryn followed, but the feeling in the room clung to her like fog. There was power heredeep power. And sorrow. Like the walls themselves were mourning.

“That pulse in your blood,” Kael said. “It’s not new. It’s old. Ancient. You didn’t gain something, Ashryn. You reawakened it.”

They reached the far end of the chamber. A sealed iron door stood before them, covered in chains.

Kael pulled something from his coata blade made of black glass, jagged and cruel.

“Step back.”

“What are you going to”

He sliced his palm. Blood hit the door.

The chains hissed. One by one, they fell.

“We need to move. Now.”

the hunters

They didn’t get far.

Before they could take a dozen steps into the next passage, a scream echoed down the corridor.

It was highpitched and not entirely human.

Ashryn froze.

“What was that?”

Kael’s jaw clenched. “Hunters.”

“I thought they were myths.”

“Most things are until they want you dead.”

Another scream. Closer this time.

“Move,” Kael ordered.

But Ashryn didn’t move. She couldn’t.

A shape burst into the tunnel ahead of themlonglimbed, with too many joints and skin like blistered stone. Its mouth split wide, no lips, just teeth and heat. A line of smoke trailed behind it.

It saw her glowing wrist and screamed again.

Kael moved before she could react. He launched himself at the creature, the obsidian blade flashing. They clashed, fire and shadow twisting together.

Ashryn stood paralyzed. Until the second one dropped from the ceiling.

Reflex took over.

She didn’t think. Her blood did.

Her body moved, and the fire came.

fire unleashed

She raised her hand and screamedand fire erupted from her palm.

It wasn’t controlled. It wasn’t beautiful. It was chaos. Raw, surging flame burst outward, catching the hunter midleap and reducing it to ash before it hit the ground.

Ashryn stumbled back, breathing hard. Her skin was smoking, but not burned. Her hand trembled, and now the light in her veins was brighter than ever.

Kael turned, eyes wide.

“You”

“I didn’t mean to!” she gasped.

He didn’t answer.

The first hunter lay at his feet, blade buried deep in its skull.

“You just... burned it alive.”

Ashryn nodded slowly.

“Good,” he said.

Then he grabbed her arm and pulled her into another sprint.

ashes and prophecy

They ran again, deeper into the maze of Hollow Earth.

Twisting tunnels, collapsing stairwells, endless turns. It all blurred together, until at last they reached a hidden passage behind a crumbling muralan old symbol of a crown burning in a circle of fire.

Kael led her inside.

It wasn’t much. A stone room. Dust. Old supplies. Water that smelled like metal. But for now, it was shelter.

Ashryn collapsed against the wall, panting.

“What the hell was that thing?”

“Hunter,” Kael said simply. “Born from the First Fire. They find the awakened. They consume.”

“Why me?” she whispered.

“Because you carry the Ember Mark.”

He gestured to her glowing wrists.

“You’re not just cursed. You’re chosen.”

“But I don’t want to be.”

He looked at her with something almost like pity.

“None of us did.”

the truth

Ashryn stared at her hands.

“They’re still glowing.”

“They always
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