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For the child who reminded me 

that dragons do not always arrive as monsters.

Sometimes they arrive as memory.

Sometimes they arrive because someone finally listens.

If it wakes alone, it will break trying to remember us.
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Chapter One — The Dormant Lie
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Dr. Mara Ellion came out of the mountain tasting metal.

Not blood.

Older than blood.

The taste clung to the back of her tongue as she stepped from the reinforced access tunnel into the Icelandic wind. Night had folded itself over the Hekla excavation camp, turning tents, equipment towers, and shipping containers into sharp black shapes against the snow.

The mountain behind her looked dormant.

The instruments said dormant.

The ground under Mara’s boots disagreed.

A gust tore across the ridge, hard enough to shove loose gravel against her shins. Diesel generators coughed beside the command tent. Floodlights swung in their mounts. Somewhere near the lower perimeter, a technician shouted over the wind, but the words came apart before they reached her.

Mara pulled off one glove with her teeth and touched the side of the tunnel seal.

Cold steel.

Stable weld.

No vibration.

Still, the mountain felt like a held breath.

Jonah Reyes came toward her from the command tent, hood up, tablet tucked under one arm. He was trying to walk fast without looking like he was afraid.

That meant he was afraid.

“Seal’s holding,” he said.

Mara kept her hand on the steel. “All weld points?”

“Green.”

“Thermal variance?”

“Nothing outside the expected range.”

“Gas?”

“Low. Stable.”

“Seismic?”

“Dormant.”

There it was again.

That word.

Dormant.

A polite little lie dressed in data.

Mara looked back at the access tunnel. The reinforced door at the far end was shut, bolted, and cross-braced behind three layers of emergency steel. Beyond it lay the chamber they had found beneath Hekla’s old lava throat.

A chamber no one had mapped.

A chamber that should not exist.

A chamber with obsidian walls smooth as cooled night and spirals carved too deep to be erosion, too precise to be accident.

Jonah followed her gaze.

“You were down there too long.”

“Define too long.”

“Long enough that Sigrún sent me to fetch you.”

Mara turned.

“Where is she?”

Jonah frowned. “Who?”

The wind seemed to drop.

Mara looked at him carefully.

“Sigrún.”

His frown deepened.

“Elin?”

“No.”

The word came out too fast.

Jonah blinked. “I mean, Elin said you were still below. She’s in the command tent.”

Mara’s fingers tightened around her glove.

There was no Elin on her team. There had never been an Elin on her team.

Sigrún Ásdísardóttir had been with the Hekla survey for six years. Senior volcanic systems analyst. Terrible coffee. Worse jokes. Bright orange mug with a chipped handle and her name printed on it in white vinyl letters.

Sigrún.

Not Elin.

Mara pushed past Jonah toward the command tent.

Inside, heat slapped her face. Monitors lined the far wall, most displaying seismic feeds, thermal scans, gas readings, and structural stress models. Three technicians sat at workstations. Rune Hafstein stood near the security feed with his arms folded, looking exactly as cheerful as a sealed bunker.

A woman in a red parka turned from the main console.

Sigrún.

Same face.

Same braid.

Same orange mug in her hand.

The mug was blank.

Mara stopped.

The white vinyl letters were gone.

Sigrún followed Mara’s stare. “What?”

Mara crossed the tent and took the mug from her.

Blank ceramic.

No name.

Only a faint smear where letters should have been.

“Sigrún,” Mara said.

The woman’s face changed.

Not confusion.

Recognition wrapped in fear.

“My name is not Elin.”

Every monitor in the tent flickered.

Jonah stepped in behind Mara. “What just happened?”

Rune moved first, because Rune always moved first. “Everyone stay where you are.”

Mara set the mug on the console with extreme care.

“Sigrún Ásdísardóttir,” she said.

The air inside the tent tightened.

Sigrún’s hands began to shake.

“Say it again,” Mara said.

Sigrún swallowed. “Sigrún Ásdísardóttir.”

Jonah looked from one woman to the other. “Mara?”

“Roster,” Mara said.

Jonah pulled up the personnel file.

The screen loaded.

Mara saw the list populate.

Mara Ellion.

Jonah Reyes.

Rune Hafstein.

Technicians.

Survey assistants.

No Sigrún.

No Elin.

There was an empty line between Jonah and Rune, a blank space where a name should have been.

Jonah’s face drained of color.

“That was not there before.”

“No,” Mara said. “It was not.”

The command tent went silent except for wind and generator thrum.

Then the blank line changed.

A small spiral appeared in the empty space.

Black against white.

A tight inward curl, identical to the carvings below the mountain.

Sigrún made a sound in her throat.

Rune stepped closer to the monitor. “Is that from the chamber?”

Mara did not answer.

She was looking at the acoustic feed.

The waveform from the sealed chamber had been flat since she left it.

Now it moved.

Three pulses.

A pause.

Three more.

A longer pause.

Then a single spike rose on the screen, thin and silver, too bright for the display.

The speakers crackled.

For one second, the command tent filled with sound.

Not rock shift.

Not gas release.

Not any kind of mechanical echo.

Breath.

Long.

Deep.

Waking.

Every monitor went black.

The generators outside coughed, surged, and caught again.

For a heartbeat, the tent existed only in emergency red light.

Then the acoustic screen came back.

The waveform was gone.

In its place was a curved mark, silver-white against the dark display.

A crescent.

No.

Mara leaned closer.

A scale.

Jonah whispered, “Tell me that was equipment failure.”

Mara looked at Sigrún.

At the blank mug.

At the empty roster line.

At the spiral sitting where a person’s name should have been.

“No,” Mara said.

The word steadied her more than it should have.

Rune’s radio hissed. “Security to command. We have movement at access tunnel seven.”

Mara turned sharply. “What movement?”

Static answered. Then a voice, thin and strained.

“Door camera shows ash inside the sealed corridor.”

Jonah stared. “That’s impossible.”

Mara grabbed her coat from the chair.

Behind her, Sigrún whispered her own name again, as if holding it in both hands.

“Sigrún Ásdísardóttir.”

The command tent lights flickered. On the acoustic monitor, the silver mark pulsed once.

Mara felt the mountain answer beneath her boots.

Not dormant.

Never dormant.

Waiting.

And somewhere below the steel, obsidian, and old volcanic dark, something ancient had answered to a name the world was already trying to forget.
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Chapter Two — The Boy the Mountain Knew 

[image: ]


Kai Vey woke to someone saying his name.

Not aloud.

That was the problem.

The room was dark except for the weak blue glow of his phone on the crate beside his cot. Wind shoved at the walls of the student housing container, rattling metal seams and making the whole place feel less like temporary lodging and more like a tin can being judged by the Arctic.

“Kai.”

He sat up too fast and hit his head on the bunk frame.

Pain flashed white.

Very real.

The voice had not been.

He held still, breathing hard.

The other cot was empty. Mira had been assigned to the neighboring container with the other student volunteers. Jace had claimed he could sleep through “volcanic opera,” which so far seemed true.

Kai grabbed his phone.

2:13 a.m.

No messages.

No missed calls.

Then the screen changed.

A photo opened by itself.

Kai and his mother at the airport, taken three days earlier. His backpack had been slung over one shoulder. His mother’s arm was around him, her smile too bright, the kind of smile adults used when pretending not to worry.

The caption beneath the photo had always read:

Airport. Reykjavík. Monday.

Now it read:

Unknown Location. Unknown Person.

Kai stopped breathing.

His mother’s face was still there.

Her arm still around him.

Her laugh still caught at the edge of the image.

But the phone did not know her.

His hand shook as he tapped the caption.

The words blurred.

For a moment, the screen went blank.

Then silver letters wrote themselves across the photo.

KAI.

He dropped the phone.

It hit the floor with a dull crack.

Someone pounded on the container door.

Kai nearly fell off the cot.

“Kai!” Mira’s voice. “Open up.”

He shoved his feet into boots and yanked the door open.

Mira Sato stood in the wind wearing a coat over pajama pants, hair half out of its braid, tablet clutched against her chest. Her face was pale in the floodlight spill.

“You heard it too,” she said.

Kai stared at her. “Heard what?”

She looked past him into the dark container.

“Your name?”

The cold moved through his shirt like fingers.

Before he could answer, Jace Calder appeared from between two supply containers, jacket half-zipped, one boot unlaced, wrist clutched to his chest.

“Either both of you are haunted or I’m joining the club,” he said.

Mira turned. “What happened?”

Jace held out his right wrist.

A red mark curved across the skin.

Not a scratch.

Not a burn from anything normal.

A narrow ember line, shaped like a hook or claw.

“It woke me up,” he said. “Before you ask, no, I did not sleep on a stove.”

Kai looked from Jace’s wrist to Mira’s tablet.

“What’s on yours?”

Mira hesitated.

That was unlike her.

She opened the tablet.

A star map filled the screen. Or it should have. Instead, half the labels had vanished. Constellation names were blank. Catalog numbers flickered. One section of the map had folded inward around a black spiral that had not been there before.

Kai’s phone buzzed from the floor.

No one moved.

Then Mira said, “Pick it up.”

“Why me?”

“Because it wrote your name.”

Jace made a small sound. “That is a horrifying but fair answer.”

Kai picked up the phone.

The airport photo was still open.

KAI glowed in silver over his own face.

His mother remained labeled Unknown Person.

Kai touched the screen, and the container disappeared.

He was standing in a chamber of black glass.

No.

Obsidian.

The air tasted of ash and cold stars.

Three shapes rested in a cradle of dark stone.

One silver.

One black and deep blue, filled with points of light.

One ember-red beneath a shell like cooling lava.

The silver shape moved.

Only slightly.

Enough.

An eye opened beneath a curved protective shell.

Kai felt it look at him.

Not at his face.

At his name.

Then the chamber snapped away.

He was back in the container doorway, phone in hand, Mira gripping his sleeve hard enough to hurt.

“Kai,” she said.

He blinked.

“What happened?”

“You went still,” Jace said. “Extremely still. Statue with panic still.”

Kai tried to speak.

The word chamber came first.

Then cradle.

Then three.

Mira’s face went sharper with every word.

Jace looked toward the command tent. “Should we tell an adult?”

Mira and Kai both stared at him.

He lifted his burned wrist. “I am willing to acknowledge this may be an adult-sized problem.”

They ran.

The camp had changed since Kai fell asleep. Floodlights swung over the access path. Security moved between tents. The command tent glowed red from emergency lights inside. The mountain loomed behind it all, black against the snow, looking less like a landscape and more like something crouched with its eyes closed.

Inside the command tent, Dr. Mara Ellion stood over a monitor with Jonah, Rune, and a woman Kai knew from the mess tent.

Sigrún.

Except Jonah had once called her Sigrún.

Now the roster on the screen had a blank line.

A spiral sat in the empty space.

Mara turned when the teens came in.

Her eyes went first to Kai.

Then Mira.

Then Jace’s wrist.

“Why are you awake?”

Jace held up his arm. “Opening statement?”

Mara crossed the tent in three strides and caught his wrist without touching the mark.

Her face changed.

Not fear.

Recognition under discipline.

Mira set her tablet on the nearest table. “Our devices changed. His wrist burned. Kai’s phone wrote his name.”

Mara looked at Kai. “Show me.”

Kai handed her the phone.

Mara saw the airport photo.

Unknown Location.

Unknown Person.

KAI.

She did not say comforting things.

Kai liked her better for that.

Instead, she asked, “Do you know who this woman is?”

“My mother.”

“Name?”

“Anya Vey.”

The silver letters on the phone pulsed.

Mara’s eyes narrowed.

“Say it again.”

“My mother is Anya Vey.”

The caption flickered.

Unknown Person trembled.

For half a second, the words tried to change.

Then the photo went black.

Kai made a sound.

Mara handed the phone back quickly. “Look at me. What do you remember about her?”

“Her laugh. Cinnamon pancakes. She hates airport coffee. She checks the stove three times before leaving.”

“Good. Hold those. Do not chase the phone.”

Kai nodded, though every part of him wanted to do exactly that.

Sigrún stepped forward, her face pale. “Can he fix names?”

Mara turned toward her.

“No one is fixing anything until we know what it costs.”

The blank line on the roster pulsed.

Kai felt it.

Not saw.

Felt.

A person-shaped gap.

Covered.

Not gone.

Sigrún stood beside the screen, trembling.

“My name is Sigrún Ásdísardóttir,” she said.

The blank line shook.

Kai heard the voice from his dream, or vision, or whatever impossible thing had opened under his skin.

KAI.

He stepped toward the monitor.

Mara caught his arm.

“Kai.”

“I can feel it.”

“What?”

“Her name.”

The tent went silent.

Jace whispered, “That seems like information we should dislike.”

Kai looked at Sigrún.

She looked terrified and furious and still herself, which mattered for reasons he did not understand yet.

“I don’t think it’s gone,” he said. “I think something covered it.”

Mara did not let go of his arm.

“If you reach for it, what happens to you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then no.”

The silver mark on the acoustic monitor pulsed.

Kai felt the answer under the mountain.

Not words.

A presence.

Waiting.

Hurting.

Alone.

Sigrún whispered, “Please.”

Mara’s grip tightened.

Not cruel.

Protective.

Kai closed his eyes.

Only noticing.

That was what his body understood before his mind had rules for it.

Do not grab.

Do not pull everything.

Find the edge.

The name was there, wrapped in cold blankness. He touched only the first sound.

Sigrún.

The roster flickered.

Kai’s vision whitened.

Mara said his name sharply, but he held on.

Ásdísardóttir.

The blank line filled.

Sigrún Ásdísardóttir.

The tent lights surged.

Sigrún gasped and grabbed the table.

Jonah swore.

Mara pulled Kai back hard enough that he stumbled.

“What did you lose?”

Kai blinked.

“I’m fine.”

“What did you lose?”

He opened his mouth to answer.

His mother at the airport.

Her arm around him.

Her smile too bright.

Her coat.

Kai froze.

“What color was my mother’s coat?”

No one answered.

Because no one knew.

Because he should have.

Because three days ago he had hugged that coat goodbye.

His stomach dropped.

“I don’t remember.”

Mara’s face went very still.

The roster held Sigrún’s name.

Kai held his mother’s laugh.

But the coat color was gone.

Jace looked at the silver mark on the monitor, then at Kai.

“That’s the cost.”

Mira’s tablet chimed.

The star map opened again, labels flickering.

At the center of the missing section, three symbols appeared.

A crescent.

A point.

A spark.

The mountain trembled once beneath their feet.

Not enough to knock anything over.

Enough to make every person in the tent understand that the ground had chosen to speak.

Mara looked toward the sealed access tunnel.

Then back at Kai, Mira, and Jace.

“What did you see?” she asked Kai.

He swallowed.

“Three shells.”

The silver mark on the monitor brightened.

Kai’s voice came out smaller.

“And one of them opened its eye.”
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Chapter Three — The Thirty-Second Plan
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Mara gave herself thirty seconds to decide whether to obey protocol.

That was generous.

Protocol had already failed the moment a woman’s name vanished from a roster and came back at the cost of a boy forgetting the color of his mother’s coat.

Still, Mara counted.

One.

Kai Vey stood beside the command table looking pale and too young, phone clutched in both hands.

Two.

Mira Sato had already pulled her tablet closer, eyes moving across the broken star map with the terrifying concentration of someone who could see a pattern forming.

Three.

Jace Calder kept his burned wrist tucked against his chest while pretending he was not scared, which made him look more scared and more stubborn.

Four.

Sigrún Ásdísardóttir sat in a folding chair repeating her name under her breath, not loudly, not theatrically, simply refusing to let go of herself.

Five.

Jonah stared at the restored roster as if the screen might bite.

Six.

Rune stood by the tent flap, watching everyone and everything, hand near his sidearm.

Seven through twelve vanished into the low thrum of generators and wind.

At thirteen, the first external call came in.

Director Halverson.

Of course.

Jonah looked at Mara. “He’s requesting live uplink.”

Mara did not answer immediately.

The monitor wall showed the sealed access tunnel, empty except for a thin dusting of ash that should not have crossed the inner door. Camera seven flickered every few seconds. Each flicker revealed a curved mark in the ash.

Scale.

Claw.

Breath.

Something alive had left the shape of itself inside a sealed corridor.

“Mara?” Jonah said.

Fourteen.

Fifteen.

If she opened the uplink, Halverson would see the roster anomaly, the acoustic mark, Jace’s burn, Mira’s star map, Kai’s name written in silver, and Sigrún’s restored line.

He would not see people.

He would see containment categories.

Sixteen.

Mara knew that because, on bad days, she had been trained to do the same.

Seventeen.

“Isolate the site network,” she said.

Jonah stared. “From headquarters?”

“Yes.”

Eighteen.

“That violates emergency reporting procedure.”

“Correct.”

Nineteen.

Rune’s eyes shifted to her.

Not disapproval.

Assessment.

Twenty.

Jonah did not move.

Mara looked at him.

“Now.”

Jonah moved.

His fingers flew over the keyboard. Status windows opened. Red warnings stacked across the monitor.

REMOTE UPLINK REQUEST PENDING.

SITE NETWORK ISOLATION REQUIRES AUTHORIZATION.

Jonah hesitated at the final command.

Mara gave him her badge.

“Use mine.”

He entered the code.

The screen flashed.

SITE NETWORK ISOLATED.

The tent seemed to exhale.

Twenty-one.

The external call kept ringing.

Twenty-two.

Mara took the handset and answered.

“Ellion.”

Halverson’s voice came sharp and polished. “Why has the Hekla site gone dark?”

“Temporary atmospheric interference.”

Mira looked up.

Jace mouthed, That was terrible.

Mara ignored him.

Halverson did not. “Atmospheric interference does not block secured satellite uplink.”

“It can if the storm is carrying enough charged ash.”

Jonah stared at her.

Rune almost smiled.

Almost.

Halverson paused.

“Send status package immediately.”

“Negative. We are confirming sensor integrity first.”

“Dr. Ellion, you are not authorized to withhold incident data.”

Mara looked at Kai.

At his white-knuckled hands around his phone.

At Sigrún holding her name in a whisper.

At Jace’s burned wrist.

At Mira’s map.

“No,” Mara said. “I am responsible for preventing contaminated interpretation of unstable data.”

She hated the word as soon as she used it.

The tent cooled.

Kai flinched.

Mara corrected herself before the mountain could do it for her.

“Correction. I am responsible for preventing premature classification of living personnel.”

The tent warmed.

Halverson’s voice sharpened. “Living personnel?”

Twenty-three.

“Wind interference,” Mara said. “I’ll report when I have confirmed readings.”

She ended the call.

Jace stared. “That was the worst and best lying I’ve ever heard.”

“It was not lying,” Mara said.

Mira looked at her. “It was extremely lying.”

“It was triage.”

Jace nodded. “Medical lying.”

Twenty-four.

The phone rang again.

Mara pulled the cable from the handset.

Twenty-five.

Jonah whispered, “We have maybe five minutes before they override.”

“Then we use four.”

Mara turned to the teens.

“Tell me everything. Fast. No embellishment. No guessing unless you label it as guessing.”

Kai looked at Mira.

Mira looked at Jace.

Jace said, “Absolutely hate that we’re a group now.”

Mara pointed at Kai. “You first.”

Kai told her about waking to his name, his phone changing the airport photo, the silver letters, and the vision of the obsidian chamber with three shells.

Mara did not interrupt until he said the silver one opened its eye.

“Protective shells?” she asked.

Kai blinked. “What?”

“Did they look like eggs?”

He thought about it. “No. Not eggs.”

The silver mark on the acoustic monitor pulsed.

Mara nodded.

“Good. Not eggs.”

Mira spoke next.

“My star map lost labels before I came to Kai’s container. Not randomly. One region folded around a blank spiral. After Kai restored Sigrún’s name, the symbols appeared: crescent, point, spark.”

“Meaning?”

“I don’t know.”

“Guess?”

Mira hesitated. “Three presences. Maybe three different functions.”

The tablet flickered.

Not angry.

Interested.

Mara pointed at Jace.

“Burn woke me up,” he said. “Before anything happened. It hurt like warning, not injury.”

“Explain the difference.”

Jace looked annoyed.

Then looked at his wrist.

“An injury says something happened. This felt like something was about to.”

The ember mark glowed faintly.

Mara absorbed that.

Name.

Pattern.

Warning.

Three teens.

Three shells.

No.

Not enough data.

Enough danger.

Twenty-six.

Rune’s radio hissed.

“Perimeter team to command. Unscheduled vehicle approaching lower gate.”

Mara closed her eyes for half a second.

Halverson was faster than she hoped.

Rune answered. “Identify.”

Static.

Then: “Coalition security. Lead vehicle ID registered to Director Halverson’s office.”

Jonah swore softly.

Jace looked at Mara. “Five minutes became now, didn’t it?”

“Almost.”

Twenty-seven.

Mara went to camera seven.

The sealed access corridor showed more ash now, spread from the inner door in a thin gray line. 

It moved while she watched.

Not blown.

There was no wind inside the corridor.

The ash dragged itself across the floor into a curve.

Then another.

Three arcs forming a shape.

The same crescent from Kai’s vision.

Mira’s tablet chimed in answer.

Jace’s wrist flared.

Kai stepped toward the monitor before Mara stopped him with one hand.

The ash curve sharpened.

Beyond the sealed door, something struck once.

Low.

Deep.

Not impact.

Request.

The tent lights flickered.

Sigrún whispered her name faster.

Mara looked at the three teenagers.

There were adults outside coming to take control.

There was something below trying to be known.

There was a woman beside her whose name had nearly been removed from the world.

Thirty seconds ended.

Mara made the decision she had already made at thirteen.

“Rune,” she said. “No one enters this tent without my permission.”

Rune nodded.

“Jonah, lock local records to internal storage only. No automatic sync.”

“Done.”

“Mira, photograph your tablet with an offline camera. Jace, sit down before you fall down. Kai, do not touch any screen unless I tell you.”

Kai nodded too quickly.

Mara softened her voice by force.

“You already paid once.”

His face changed.

Good.

He heard her.

Twenty-eight.

A security feed showed headlights at the lower gate.

Twenty-nine.

The ash in corridor seven formed a line toward the mountain access.

Thirty.

The inner door camera flashed white.

When the image returned, the sealed corridor was still empty.

Except for the ash.

And three long marks across the floor.

A crescent.

A point.

A spark.

Mara felt the mountain under her boots.

Not dormant.

Not safe.

Not waiting anymore.

She looked at Kai, Mira, and Jace.

“Whatever is below this mountain has already found you,” she said. “So before anyone else gets here, we find out what it wants.”
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Chapter Four — The Map with Missing Stars
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Mira Sato trusted patterns more than people.

People forgot things. Hid things. Explained badly. Panicked at inconvenient speeds.

Patterns, at least, left evidence.

Usually.

Her tablet sat on the command table, screen bright beneath emergency tent lights. The star map had stopped pretending to be normal. Labels blinked in and out across one region of sky, then vanished completely. A black spiral sat where a catalog number should have been.

Not a loading error.

Not corruption.

Corruption scattered.

This arranged.

Mira zoomed in.

The missing stars did not leave empty space. They left pressure. The surrounding points leaned toward the absence without entering it, like the map had been bent around something it refused to show.

“Structured absence,” she said.

Jace, sitting on a crate with one boot unlaced and his burned wrist wrapped in a damp cloth, looked over.

“That sounds like a fancy way to say hole.”

“It is not a hole.”

“Of course not. That would be too comforting.”

Mira ignored him and rotated the map.

The blank spiral stayed fixed while the star field moved around it.

Wrong.

Very wrong.

Beside her, Kai stood too close to his phone and too far from everyone else. He kept looking at the black screen as if his mother might reappear correctly if he watched hard enough.

Mara noticed too.

“Phone away,” she said.

Kai’s grip tightened.

“Kai.”

He put it in his pocket.

Mira liked Mara for saying things once and meaning them.

The monitor wall flickered.

Camera seven showed the sealed access corridor. Ash had gathered on the floor in three shapes now.

Crescent.

Point.

Spark.

Mira looked from the camera feed to her tablet.

The same three symbols waited on her screen.

Crescent.

Point.

Spark.

“They match,” she said.

Jonah came closer. “The ash and the map?”

“Yes.”

“That is scientifically upsetting.”

“Yes.”

Mara leaned over the table. “Tell me what you can prove.”

Mira appreciated the phrasing.

Not what do you think.

Not what is happening.

What can you prove.

“The star map is not failing randomly. Information is being removed or covered in a pattern. The same symbolic sequence appears in the corridor ash and on my tablet after Kai restored Sigrún’s name.”

“Meaning the chamber is communicating?”

Mira hesitated.

The tablet dimmed.

She corrected. “Meaning the same system is affecting both.”

The tablet brightened again.

Jace pointed. “The haunted tablet likes careful wording.”

Mara looked at him. “Stop calling things haunted.”

“Fine. The professionally anomalous tablet likes careful wording.”

The ember mark on his wrist glowed once.

He looked down.

“Don’t encourage me.”

Rune stood near the tent entrance, watching the security feed. “Lower gate team says Coalition vehicle is two minutes out.”

Mara did not look away from Mira’s tablet. “Only one?”

“Two vehicles now.”

Jonah swore under his breath.

Mara’s expression did not change, but the air around her sharpened.

Mira zoomed deeper into the missing region.

The spiral opened.

Not visually.

Conceptually.

One moment it was a flat mark on a star chart. The next, Mira understood it as a direction.

Not north.

Not down.

Toward the covered thing.

Her stomach dropped.

The tablet flashed.

For half a second, the star map disappeared.

In its place, Mira saw black stone, a high obsidian dome, and three shapes resting in a cradle. Silver. Star-flecked dark. Ember red.

The image snapped away.

Mira grabbed the table edge.

Mara turned. “Mira?”

“I saw it.”

Kai looked at her quickly. “The chamber?”

She nodded.

His face changed with relief and fear braided together.

“Three shells,” he said.

“Protective shells,” Mira corrected automatically.

The tablet warmed beneath her palms.

Mara heard the correction.

Good.

“Describe.”

Mira forced herself to breathe.

“Obsidian dome. Three shells in a cradle. The silver one is awake or almost awake. The star-flecked one is... aware of the map.” She stopped, annoyed by how imprecise that sounded. “No. The map is aware of it.”

Jace stared. “I regret asking for college credit for this.”

Mara’s focus sharpened. “And the ember shell?”

Jace’s wrist flared.

He hissed and clutched it.

Mira looked at him.

“The ember one knows him.”

Jace’s face lost color. “Hard pass.”

The lights flickered.

On the corridor feed, the ash line began to move again.

Not toward the sealed door.

Away from it.

Toward a side service passage.

Rune stepped closer. “That corridor does not lead to the chamber.”

Mira looked at the map.

The black spiral shifted.

A word appeared on the tablet screen.

Not typed.

Burned into the pixels in pale blue-white letters.

BENEATH.

Mara’s jaw tightened.

Jace looked at the screen. “That is unnecessarily direct.”

Kai stepped toward the monitor.

Mara stopped him without turning. “No.”

“I wasn’t—”

“You were.”

He stopped.

Mira could not look away from the word.

BENEATH.

It was not an answer.

It was a dare.

Or a warning.

Or both.

The tent flap opened hard enough to snap in the wind.

A technician ducked in. “Dr. Ellion, Coalition vehicles at the lower gate. They are requesting transfer of command authority.”

Rune’s face darkened.

Jonah looked at Mara. “We’re out of time.”

Mara stared at the three symbols on the corridor feed.

Crescent.

Point.

Spark.

Then at the blank spiral on Mira’s tablet.

Then at the three teenagers the mountain had already reached.

Her decision settled. Not cleanly.

Firmly.

“Rune,” she said. “Delay them.”

“How?”

“Professionally.”

His mouth twitched.

Almost.

“Mira, bring the tablet. Kai, phone stays in your pocket. Jace, if that burn changes, you say so immediately.”

Jace stood too fast and winced.

“Is there a version where I stay here and complain?”

“No.”

“Cruel.”

Mara grabbed her field kit.

Jonah stared at her. “You’re going down?”

“No.” She looked toward the access tunnel. “We’re going beneath.”

The tablet screen went dark.

Then the three symbols reappeared.

Crescent.

Point.

Spark.

For one heartbeat, the camp, the storm, and the mountain seemed to hold still.

Then the sealed corridor camera went black.

And from somewhere below Hekla, a sound rose through the ground.

Not breath this time.

A knock.

Once.

Waiting.
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Chapter Five — The Burn That Warned
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Jace Calder had never trusted pain that arrived early.

Pain was supposed to come after the bad idea.

After the fall.

After the door slammed.

After someone shouted run too late.

The burn on his wrist did not understand sequence.

It flared before anything happened.

That was how he knew they were in trouble.

“Stop,” he said.

Mara, Kai, and Mira were halfway across the gravel path between the command tent and the access corridor. Wind shoved snow sideways through the camp. Floodlights shook on their poles. Behind them, Rune had gone to stall the Coalition vehicles at the lower gate, which seemed like a bad job for anyone with blood pressure.

Mara turned. “What?”

Jace grabbed his wrist.

The ember mark curved red-hot across his skin.

“Stop.”

This time everyone did.

One second later, the floodlight above the access corridor exploded.

Glass and metal rained onto the exact path Kai and Mira would have reached if Jace had kept quiet.

Kai staggered back.

Mira froze.

Mara shoved both of them behind her.

Jace stared at the broken floodlight.

“Well,” he said, voice thin, “I hate being right.”

Mara looked at his wrist.

“Warning?”

“Apparently.”

“Before danger?”

“Unless the light exploded from embarrassment.”

Mira’s face was pale but focused. “The ember shell warned you.”

Jace did not like the sentence.

He liked it less because the mark pulsed as if agreeing.

“Can we not assign me a volcano pen pal?”

Kai looked at the shattered light.

“You saved us.”

The words hit too close to a memory Jace usually kept behind a locked door in his head.

Smoke in a hallway.

His cousin Sam coughing behind a bathroom door.

Adults shouting to leave it.

Jace not leaving it.

Heat on his hands.

Sam’s weight dragging against him.

The mark on Jace’s wrist flared again.

He clenched his fist until the memory pulled back.

Mara was watching him.

Of course she was.

“You still with us?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Name.”

“Jace Calder.”

The mark dimmed.

Mara’s eyes narrowed at that, but she did not press.

Good.

They moved again, faster now.

The access corridor entrance sat under emergency lighting, its outer steel door open and the inner sealed door visible at the far end. Ash lay across the floor in impossible curves, dragged from the wrong side of a locked barrier.

Jonah’s voice crackled over Mara’s radio.

“Coalition vehicles bypassed lower gate. Rune is slowing them, not stopping them.”

“How long?” Mara asked.

“Maybe three minutes.”

Jace looked at the sealed corridor. “I’m starting to miss the tent.”

Mira had the tablet in both hands. The screen showed the corridor as a simple line leading to the inner door. Over it, the three symbols blinked.

Crescent.

Point.

Spark.

Kai stared at the ash.

“It wants us to follow.”

Mara said, “It is not in charge.”

The ash shifted.

Only slightly.

As if offended.

Jace pointed at it. “Your cave dust disagrees.”

Mara ignored that and stepped into the corridor first.

Jace appreciated that.

He also hated it.

The air inside was colder than outside, which made no sense. Steel walls sweated with frost. Their boots disturbed ash that had not been there twenty minutes ago.

Halfway down the corridor, Mira stopped.

“My tablet changed.”

Mara turned.

The screen no longer showed the corridor line.

It showed four dots.

Mara.

Kai.

Mira.

Jace.

No Jonah.

No Rune.

No Sigrún.

Only the four of them.

Jace leaned closer.

His dot flickered.

Once.

Twice.

Then disappeared.

The corridor seemed to tilt.

Mira sucked in a breath. “Jace?”

Kai turned. “Jace.”

Mara stepped toward him. “Jace Calder.”

The dot reappeared faintly.

Jace swallowed.

“I’m here.”

His voice sounded too small.

He hated that.

Mara did not blink.

“Again.”

“Jace Calder.”

Kai said it too. “Jace Calder.”

Mira followed. “Jace Calder.”

The ember mark flared painfully.

Jace’s dot snapped back onto the screen.

He nearly laughed, but it came out wrong.

“Great. I can be deleted by map app.”

Mara’s face was grim. “No one says his name casually from now on. If it flickers, anchor him.”

“Love being a group project.”

The radio hissed again.

Jonah: “Mara, Nygaard is on site.”

Mara’s jaw tightened. “Already?”

“Two vehicles. Armed response. He says full containment authority transfers to him unless you open uplink.”

Jace glanced at Kai and Mira.

“Guessing he’s not bringing snacks.”

A sound moved through the inner sealed door.

Not knock.

Scratch.

Long and slow.

The ash on the floor pulled into a thin line toward the threshold.

At the end of it, something silver gleamed.

No bigger than a coin.

Kai took one step before Mara caught him.

“Kai.”

“It’s part of it.”

“You do not know that.”

“I feel it.”

Mara’s grip tightened. “That is not consent.”

Kai went still.

Good sentence, Jace thought.

Terrifying cave.

Good sentence.

Mira knelt, keeping distance from the silver object. “Scale-like. Not metallic. Not stone. It is not reflecting the light correctly.”

Jace crouched beside her despite every sane instinct.

The burn on his wrist pulsed, but did not flare.

“No warning,” he said.

Mara looked at him.

He lifted his wrist. “Current status: terrified but not prophetically toasted.”

Mira angled the tablet.

The silver object appeared on the screen as the crescent symbol.

Kai whispered, “First Scale.”

The corridor lights dimmed.

Mara turned sharply. “Did you know that word?”

Kai looked startled.

“No. It just... fit.”

Behind them, boots struck the outer corridor.

Voices.

Rune, low and controlled.

Another voice, colder.

“Dr. Ellion.”

Jace did not have to know the man to know that tone.

Clipboard Dracula had arrived.

Mara stood, blocking the silver object from view.

A tall man stepped into the corridor, flanked by two responders in dark field gear. His parka bore no bright logo, only a small black insignia near the shoulder. He looked at the ash, the sealed door, the teenagers, and Mara in a single measuring sweep.

“Dr. Ellion,” he said. “Lars Nygaard. Coalition field containment.”

Mara did not move. “You are not authorized inside my active site corridor.”

Nygaard’s eyes went to Kai.

Then Mira’s tablet.

Then Jace’s wrist.

“Your site is no longer active archaeology. It is an exposure zone.”

The corridor cooled.

Jace felt the burn prickle.

Mara’s voice dropped. “Choose your next words very carefully.”

Nygaard looked at her.

For one second, something like surprise crossed his face.

Then it vanished.

“All minors present are to be removed for assessment.”

Kai stepped back.

Mira’s fingers tightened around the tablet.

Jace’s dot flickered.

Mira saw it first.

“Jace Calder.”

Kai repeated, “Jace Calder.”

Mara, without looking away from Nygaard: “Jace Calder.”

The ember mark burned bright.

Nygaard’s eyes narrowed.

“You are already seeing identity instability.”

Mara’s voice was ice.

“I am seeing three teenagers who remain named because we are treating them as people.”

The silver object on the floor pulsed.

Nygaard noticed.

His gaze sharpened.

“What is that?”

“No,” Mara said.

It was not an answer.

It was a door.

Jace liked it.

Nygaard moved one step forward.

The ember mark on Jace’s wrist erupted.

“Down!” Jace shouted.

He grabbed Kai and Mira by the backs of their coats and yanked them sideways.

The inner sealed door boomed.

A line of ash and silver light shot across the corridor where their faces had been. It struck the wall behind them and burned a crescent into the steel.

For one heartbeat, no one moved.

Then every alarm in the corridor began to scream.

Mara stood between Nygaard and the silver object.

Kai and Mira were on the floor beside Jace, breathing hard.

Jace’s wrist felt like fire had teeth.

But Kai was alive.

Mira was alive.

He was still here.

Mara looked at him.

“Jace Calder?”

He grinned weakly up at her.

“Present. Deeply annoyed.”

The silver object pulsed again.

This time, the ash around it shaped itself into a path.

Not toward the sealed door.

Toward the side of the corridor, where blank steel should have remained blank.

A seam appeared.

Mira stared.

“The corridor has another door.”

Nygaard’s face went pale.

Mara did not look surprised.

Only decided.

She turned to the teenagers.

“On your feet.”

Jace groaned. “We are running toward the impossible door?”

Mara picked up the silver object with a sealed evidence cloth before Kai could touch it.

The corridor lights flickered silver.

“No,” she said.

The seam widened into dark.

“We are keeping Nygaard from taking the only evidence that breathed.”
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Chapter Six — The First Scale
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Mara did not let Kai touch the silver object.

That was the first thing.

The second thing was that the mountain clearly objected.

The sealed evidence cloth lay across Mara’s gloved palm, wrapped around the curved shard they had found in the corridor ash. Even through the cloth, the thing gave off faint silver light.

Not reflection.

Presence.

Kai walked beside Mara with both hands clenched at his sides, trying not to look at it too hard.

Failing.

“It wants me,” he said.

Mara kept moving. “Many dangerous things want things.”

“That is not what I mean.”

“I know.”

The impossible seam in the corridor had opened into a narrow service passage that was not on any map. Its walls were not steel now, but black stone, slick with cold and threaded with faint silver lines. Behind them, alarms still screamed. Nygaard’s voice echoed through the main corridor, issuing orders Mara had no intention of obeying.

Rune had stayed behind to slow him.

Jonah had gone silent over the radio.

That worried Mara.

Everything worried Mara.

Good.

Worry kept her precise.

Mira walked ahead, tablet held up. The map had redrawn itself around the new passage, not neatly enough to be useful and not chaotically enough to dismiss.

Jace came behind Kai, one hand wrapped around his burned wrist.

“No warning?” Mara asked without turning.

Jace’s voice came tight. “No active warning. Residual misery.”

“Report if it changes.”

“I live to provide wrist updates.”

The passage sloped downward.

Not steeply.

Enough.

The air smelled of ash, ice, and something mineral-sweet. Beneath their boots, the stone carried a faint vibration.

Kai felt the First Scale before he saw it through the cloth.

First Scale.

The phrase had entered him in the corridor and refused to leave. Not like knowledge. Like recognition.

A missing piece of a thing that knew it was missing.

Mara stopped at a bend in the passage and opened her radio.

“Jonah.”

Static.

“Jonah, respond.”

Nothing.

Mira looked back. “Signal interference?”

“Or blocked.”

Jace looked up the passage behind them. “By Nygaard or the mountain?”

“Yes,” Mara said.

He nodded. “Horrible. Efficient.”

The stone beneath them pulsed.

The evidence cloth shifted in Mara’s hand.

Kai stepped forward before he could stop himself.

Mara looked at him.

“No.”

“You don’t understand.”

“I understand enough to know you paid for Sigrún’s name with a memory.”

“It’s hurting.”

That stopped her.

Mira turned fully.

“What is?”

Kai looked at the wrapped scale.

“The thing it belongs to.”

The passage warmed.

Mara hated that the mountain kept responding to statements she could not verify.

She looked down at the cloth.

Then at Kai.

“Can you feel it without touching?”

“Yes.”

“Then tell me what you feel.”

Kai closed his eyes.

The scale was not calling like a voice. It was pulling like a tooth torn from a mouth, like a name cut from a page, like a hand reaching for a missing finger.

He saw the chamber again.

Obsidian dome.

Three protective shells.

The silver shell cracked along one side.

A gap near the chest.

Not broken open.

Wounded closed.

“The silver shell is missing this piece,” Kai said.

Mara’s face hardened.

“Do not restore it.”

Kai opened his eyes. “It needs it.”

“You do not know the cost.”

“I know it’s suffering.”

“That is not the same as permission.”

The words struck him.

He hated them.

He also knew they were right.

Behind them, voices echoed.

Nygaard’s team.

Closer.

Mara turned toward the sound.

No time.

She looked at Mira. “Route?”

Mira checked the tablet. “Down. Then left. The map shows a chamber ahead, but not the cradle. Smaller.”

“Exit?”

“No.”

“Of course not,” Jace said.

The radio crackled suddenly.

Jonah’s voice broke through, strained.

“Mara, Nygaard has command tent access. He’s forcing remote upload.”

Mara swore under her breath.

Nygaard’s voice cut in over the same channel.

“Dr. Ellion, stop moving and surrender all anomalous material. You are escorting minors deeper into an active hazard.”

Mara lifted the radio.

“These minors were targeted before you arrived. I am keeping them from being processed as evidence.”

Nygaard’s reply came cold. “Your personal interpretation is no longer relevant.”

The passage cooled.

Jace’s burn flared.

“Warning,” he said.

Mara grabbed Kai and Mira, pushing them flat against the wall.

A sharp silver-black line cut across the passage ahead. It appeared from nowhere, slicing through the space where they had been about to step.

Not a blade.

An absence.

It struck the opposite wall and vanished.

Mira’s tablet flashed.

She went pale. “That was not from the chamber.”

Kai felt the scale heat through the cloth.

Mara looked at Jace. “Again?”

He shook his head, breathing hard. “No. That was the warning.”

Behind them, Nygaard’s voice echoed physically now from the passage entrance.

“Dr. Ellion.”

Mara turned.

Nygaard stood at the far bend with one responder behind him. Rune was not visible.

That was bad.

Very bad.

Nygaard’s eyes went straight to the cloth in Mara’s hand.

“Do not let the boy touch it.”

Mara’s grip tightened.

That was the wrong thing for him to know.

Kai felt the scale pulse.

Silver pain flashed through him.

Not command.

Need.

Mara saw him sway.

“Kai.”

“I can’t hold it from here.”

“You are not holding it.”

“It’s losing me.”

The passage shook.

The silver lines in the wall dimmed.

Mira looked at her tablet. “The route is collapsing.”

Nygaard took a step forward. “Hand me the object.”

Jace moved between him and Kai before anyone told him to.

He was shaking.

Still, he moved.

“No,” Jace said.

Nygaard stopped.

His gaze flicked to Jace’s burned wrist.

“You do not understand what you are protecting.”

Jace’s mouth twitched.

“Funny. I was about to say that to you.”

The passage behind Nygaard darkened at the edges.

The silver-black absence gathered again.

Mira
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