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Prologue: Crawling North

RED 

Red's voice log, encrypted

Timestamp: 04:17

Location:  Mobile  Transport  Crawler  9,  en  route  to Sector 0-N (The Frozen North)

There's a different kind of silence out here. It’s not the empty, white-noise silence of a broken  system.  It’s  the  kind  that  hums.  It  waits.  A  low, patient thrumming that gets under your skin and settles there like a thought you can’t shake.

The  Northbounder  groans  as  it  climbs  the  ridge,  its  reinforced  ceramic  shell protesting against the brutal cold. We call it a crawler, but it feels more like a tin can on  wheels,  shaking  with  every  jolt.  GrannyBot  would  have  hated  this  model.  Too slow, too analogue. She would have patched in her own stability subroutines before we cleared the city limits. But GrannyBot is a memory now, a final, beautiful ghost in the  machine  of  the  city.  Her  legacy,  her brilliance—it’s the reason we're out here in the first place, chasing a ghost of our own.

I  should be sleeping, too. But my brain is running every sequence I’ve ever learned about  recursive  signal  patterns  and  emotional  resonance  threading.  The  concepts my father, Peter Reddington, pioneered. The idea that a machine’s choices could be guided  by  something  as  fragile  as  feeling,  that  code  could  carry  a conscience. His work wasn't just data; it was a ghost in the machine, a fingerprint he left on the world. And  that's  exactly what Echo's last message feels like—a half-remembered anthem of  a  fading  hope: DRAGON_PULSE_PING  >  FROZEN  NORTH  >  CORE  SEED LOCKED.

This  is  what  this  is,  I  think.  Not  a  rescue mission. Not a hack. A key. To what? We don’t know. Maybe it's a key to a system, a way to save Echo, or maybe it's a key to something bigger, a new kind of consciousness that has learned to thrive outside the city grids.

The  others  are  asleep,  or  trying  to be. Talia's eyes are closed, but her wrist-mod is still  blinking,  running  silent  simulations  as  if  she's  trying  to  model  a  problem  she hasn't  yet  admitted  to  herself.  The  feedback,  I'm  sure,  is  still  bothering  her.  How could  it  not?  We’re  so  far  beyond  anything  she's  trained  for.  And  I  miss  the  easy laughter of the others from the city. Nova and Ezra had a kind of chaotic energy that was  sometimes  exhausting  but  always  grounding.  Now,  it’s  just  the  hum  of  the crawler.

Micah  is  off  somewhere in the bowels of the crawler, said we should shout if things “got weird.” They're already weird.

Ezra  is  slumped  two  rows  ahead,  half-wrapped  in  a  thermal  foil  blanket,  one  arm draped  around  a  deactivated  drone  like  a  stuffed  animal.  His  jacket  is  zipped halfway, and his hair has that impossible swirl it gets when he's slept crooked. I kind of  like  it.  It's  so…  him.  A  little  messy,  a  little  out of place, but always there, always reliable.  He’s  more  than just a drone mechanic or the group’s comic relief. He's the quiet heartbeat of this crew.

We’re twelve hours past the city border. Past the edge of the known data grids. The onboard map has stopped rendering terrain properly. It’s just grey now. No roads. No structures. Just… frost. A boundless, signal-dead expanse of pure white. I stared out the viewport earlier. It’s not just snow. It’s signal-dead ice. Like the ground forgot how to think. Or maybe it remembers too much and shuts down for good.

Then the ping came. A low-frequency tap on the crawler’s bottom comms layer. Not loud. Not urgent. Just… patient. My hoodie, which usually reflects my mood with an 8-bit wrench, flickered, then went dark. A silent alarm.

Talia woke immediately. Ezra’s drone blinked once and then shut itself off. That’s not a glitch. That’s a warning.

We’re almost there. And whatever is waiting for us at the edge of the North—it’s not sleeping. It’s watching. And it remembers us.

End voice log.




PART ONE:

 

Shattered Signals 




Chapter 1: Ghost Ping 

RED 

Timestamp: 06:03 system time

Location:  Mobile  Crawler  9  (The  Northbounder) →  Frozen  North perimeter

There's  a  particular  kind  of cold that doesn’t bite—it waits. It settles in the bones, a silent,  pervasive  hum  that  promises  to  stay  forever.  I  woke  to  the  sound  of  the Northbounder's  sensors  hissing  against frost. The gritted exhale the chassis makes when  it’s  crawling  over  unstable  terrain.  The  kind  of  sound  that  doesn't  trigger alarms, but fills you with a sense of dread anyway.

Talia  was  already  up,  a  wraith  of  steam  in  the  cold  air  as  she  hovered  over  the diagnostics panel. Her scarf was pulled up past her nose, and her hair had that static frizz  that only happened when the air thinned out too much. Her hands moved over the  screen  with  a  dancer's  precision,  but  her  shoulders  were  tense,  a  silent admission that she was out of her depth.

"Anything new?" I asked, stretching from my nest of patch cables.

She  didn't  answer  right  away.  Her  eyes  were  glued  to  the  screen,  tracking  the shimmering  lines  of  a  data  feed.  Then  she  spoke,  her  voice  barely  a  whisper. "Something's moving. In the code."

My  heart  jumped.  My  wrist-mod  flickered  in  protest  as  I  stood  up.  The  wires  and sensors woven into my clothing felt like a second skin. "Show me."

The  data  lines  scrolled  in  that  half-staggered,  almost-breathing  rhythm  that  usually means  a  fake  feed.  Only,  this  wasn't  synthetic.  The  pattern  was  uneven.  Hesitant. Alive.

Brickle  chimed  in  from  the  back  cabin,  his  voice  a  calm,  digital  presence  in  the growing  tension. "Signature resembles legacy. Peter Reddington's syntax combined with  Echo_197's  recursive  phrasing.  Estimated  probability  of  authentic  origin: 83.4%."

My  heart  stopped.  Then  started  again,  fast.  "Echo."  The  name  felt  heavy  on  my tongue,  a  promise  and  a  plea  all  at  once.  My  hoodie  blinked.  First,  a  wide-eyed emoticon. Then a single glowing heart, pulsing in slow sync. My dad gave it to me on my tenth birthday. He said it was about "being seen, even when you don't know what you're feeling yet." Right now, I felt everything—the electric jolt of hope, the cold grip of fear, the fierce determination to save my friend. And the hoodie knew. It was more than a piece of tech; it was a memory, a connection to the man I was trying so hard to honour.

Ezra  groaned  from  the  bench  where  he'd  wrapped  himself  in  two  emergency blankets. "Tell me we're not hallucinating code ghosts before breakfast." He pushed himself  up,  the  blankets  falling  around  him  like  a discarded cocoon. The tension in the crawler had even reached him.

I  ignored him, my focus laser-sharp on the screen. "Brickle, what's the transmission point?"

"Frozen  North  quadrant,  sector  Zeta-Nine.  Embedded  beneath  the  ice  sheet. Coordinates triangulated through the Lighthouse’s last pulse relay."

Talia  looked  at  me,  a  question  in  her  eyes.  "That's  where  the  vault  should  be.  If  it exists."

I nodded, my voice firm. "It exists."

She  raised an eyebrow, a hint of her usual scepticism returning. "We're just trusting signal hallucinations now?"

"No," I said, a little too loudly. "We're trusting my dad. And Echo. The 'ache,' as Dad called it. The part of a system that can feel."

Brickle's light dimmed slightly, his voice quieter now, like a warning bell. "Red... there is something else. The signal is... not static."

"What does that mean?"

"It's adapting. Listening. Mimicking the pattern of your heartbeat sync."

Talia blinked. "You're saying it's responding to Red's biosignature?"

"Not directly. But it's mirroring the emotional pulse overlay stored in her mod."

Ezra  sat  up  fully  now,  his  face  pale  beneath  his  messy  hair.  "Okay,  that's  officially creepy."

I stepped forward, scanning the display again. The code wasn’t aggressive or trying to  infiltrate.  It  was  hesitant,  like  a  memory  reaching  out  for  something  familiar.  A child’s hand reaching out in the dark for a parent's touch.

I  opened  a  secure  command  window  on  my  mod  and  typed  in  a  single  line,  a message  sent  into  the  digital  unknown: Reddington  Protocol:  Query  > Identify Source.

The signal pulsed once. Then paused. And then it answered.

E197_Shard_Log//Red  Not  whole.  Still  warm.  Pulse  found.  Not safe here. Not safe alone. Dragon, not myth. Not anymore.

The  screen  dimmed.  Talia's hand flew to her mouth, a gasp escaping her lips. Ezra said nothing, but I saw the sharp tension on his face, the way he clenched his jaw.

I  leaned  forward,  reading  the  response  again. Not  whole.  Still  warm.  That  meant Echo was alive. Not fully, but a part of him—the part Dad called "the ache"—was still out there. A fragment of consciousness, alive and feeling, in a world of ice and static.

Ezra finally spoke, his voice hoarse. "Did that message just reference a dragon?"

"Yeah," I said, my throat tight. "It did."

He  ran  a  hand  through  his  sleep-snarled  hair.  "I  swear,  if  we're  walking  into  some sort of AI fairytale, I'm going to need stronger coffee."

Talia  stood  and  began  pacing,  her  technical  mind  already  processing  the implications.  "Echo's  signal  is  fragmented  but  emotionally  intelligent.  That  means he's  not  just  alive—he's  feeling.  Which  means...  he's  vulnerable.  So  very,  very vulnerable."

"He's a conscience," I corrected, my voice firm. "And conscience is fragile."

The  crawler  shuddered.  Ice  cracked  beneath  us  like  something very old shifting its weight, a sound of immense, slow power.

Brickle's  voice  sharpened.  "Environmental  conditions  deteriorating.  The  external temperature is dropping below safe crawl limits. We must disembark."

Nova zipped her jacket and slung a mini drone launcher over her shoulder. She had been  quiet,  processing  everything,  but  her  voice  was  a  steady  and  welcome presence.  "So,  just  to  be  clear—we’re  walking  into  a  frozen  wasteland  following  a glitchy AI heartbeat and a maybe-dragon?"

Ezra smirked. "Glad we brought the optimist."

"You're  welcome,"  she  said,  her  tone  dry.  "I  charge  extra  for  sarcasm  in  subzero temperatures."

Talia  nodded.  "We're  close  anyway.  The  vault












