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The mountain started singing three nights before anyone disappeared. Celeste Emberfall heard it first. She stood on the observation deck of Fire Tower Seven with both hands wrapped around a mug of coffee that had long since gone cold. The valley below lay buried beneath silver mist. Lanterns glowed faintly in Raven's Peak, scattered like fallen stars across the darkness. From this height the town looked small and manageable — a collection of lit windows, a church steeple, the inn's porch light burning steady as it always did. Rose Everpine left it on all night now. She had started doing that after the Opening, and no one had asked her to stop. The hour before dawn was usually quiet. Not silent. Never silent. The woods always made noise — wind through pine needles, branches shifting under the weight of birds settling and lifting, owls calling across distances that sounded shorter than they were. The mountain breathed in sounds. Celeste had learned to read them the way a sailor reads water: not consciously, not in words, but in the body. A change in pressure. A held breath before rain. She had been at Tower Seven for eleven weeks. The Forest Service posting was officially a fire watch rotation. Unofficially it was the kind of assignment rangers took when they needed the mountain more than the mountain needed watching. Celeste had not said this to anyone, but the district supervisor had not asked her to explain, and Nathan Wilder had signed the paperwork without comment. The Emberfall family had worked these ridges for four generations. Her great-grandmother had mapped the original lookout network in the 1930s, hiking the ridgelines with a compass and a notebook and the particular stubbornness that Emberfall women seemed to carry in place of good judgment about risk. Of the original twelve towers, six remained active, two were ruins, and four were unaccounted for in any current inventory — not destroyed, not decommissioned, simply absent from the records, as though they had been removed not from the mountain but from the paperwork. Celeste had grown up with the map her great-grandmother had drawn. She had it now, folded in her field notebook, creased along lines that were older than she was. She was not, in the technical sense, only human. The Emberfall line carried something that had no clean name in any tradition she'd found — a fire affinity, her grandmother called it. She had learned to manage it. Management looked like distance and elevation and cold air and tasks that required attention. Fire towers, it turned out, were ideal. Tonight it was different. The wind moved through the trees below in its usual pattern. Then the trees answered it — but not with the sound of needles and branches. Something underneath. Something resonant. A long, low note drifted across the ridgeline, felt more in the chest than heard through the ears. Celeste slowly lowered her mug. The sound wasn't loud. It wasn't even frightening. It was beautiful. That made it worse. The note rose through the darkness like distant voices humming together — not human voices, not quite, but organized in the way voices are organized, following a shape that had intention in it. Then another note answered from a different direction. And another. Pines. Hundreds of them, spread across the upper ridge, resonating together in the windless air. Singing. Celeste set her mug on the railing and stood very still. The Singing Pines. The words arrived uninvited, the way certain knowledge arrives — not recalled but surfaced, as though it had been waiting beneath thought for the right moment to rise. She had never been there. At least not knowingly. But she recognized the name the way Returned people occasionally recognized places they had never seen: with the body first, and the mind catching up slower, and something in the catching-up that felt like grief. She had come across the name once. Two months ago, going through the old lookout records stored in the tower's wooden cabinet — maintenance logs, fire reports, weather observations going back to 1938. Near the end of the last active logbook, dated 1971, she had found a single entry written in a hand different from the rest: cramped, slanted, written fast. The pines on the north face sang again last night. Third time this autumn. Do not follow the sound. No signature. No date beyond the year written on the logbook's cover. She had noted it and moved on. She was noting it differently now. The song faded. The woods went quiet with a completeness that felt deliberate — not the ordinary pause between wind gusts but something that had chosen to stop. A raven landed on the railing beside her coffee mug. Celeste glanced toward it. The bird did not look at her. It stared north, past the ridgeline, toward the older peaks that the district maps showed as empty and the Emberfall family map showed as complicated. Its feathers were very black. Its stillness had the quality of something attending. The raven opened its wings once, briefly, and a single white feather drifted from somewhere beneath them onto the weathered planks of the deck. Celeste's pulse quickened. She had been in Raven's Peak long enough to know what ravens meant here. Audrey Finch had explained it carefully, in the methodical way Audrey explained everything that might seem unlikely: the ravens tracked the gathering's participants, not the investigation. They appeared near Nathan. They had gathered in numbers at the Opening that no one who had witnessed it was willing to estimate precisely. They were not ordinary birds and had not been for some time, possibly ever. A white feather was new. "That's new," Celeste muttered. The raven launched from the railing and was gone into the dark, not toward the valley but north, ascending, until she lost it against the sky. The feather remained. Celeste crouched and picked it up carefully, the way she handled things she suspected were significant and was not yet certain how. The moment her fingers closed around the shaft, something happened behind her eyes — not pain, not a flash of light, but a replacement, brief and complete: she was somewhere else. A fire tower. Older than Seven, wooden where this one was metal, the deck boards warped and the railing worn smooth by decades of hands. Storm lanterns hung from hooks and swung in a wind she couldn't feel. A man stood at the lookout window with his back to her, writing in a notebook, his shoulders tight with something she recognized as controlled fear — not panic, but the kind of fear that makes a person very precise. The kind that makes handwriting smaller. She could not see his face. She could see the page. One sentence, in that cramped, urgent hand: The mountain is calling names now. Then the tower was gone and she was back on the deck of Seven with coffee splashed over the back of her hand and her pulse loud in her ears. She straightened slowly. The feather lay motionless in her open palm. Ordinary-looking. Impossible. The mountain had been producing it with increasing frequency since October, when the fog had come down over the valley and the bells had rung three times from inside the farmhouse at Hollow Creek and things had happened that the town was still, eleven weeks later, finding language for. Celeste had not been at the Opening. She had been at Tower Four when Nathan's call came through, and by the time she reached the valley road the fog was already lifting. She had stood at the tree line with Rose Everpine and a retired schoolteacher named Aldous Kern and watched the shapes emerging from the mist — familiar shapes, people she recognized, and among them shapes that were less certain, people who had been away long enough that recognition required effort. She had watched Nathan at the threshold. She had watched what the threshold did to him. She had not said anything to anyone about that, either. The radio crackled inside the tower. She nearly dropped the feather. She tucked it into her breast pocket instead and stepped through the doorway, grateful for the task, for the thing that required hands and attention. She grabbed the microphone. "Tower Seven." Static hissed. Then Nathan Wilder's voice came through — calm, steady, carrying the quality of composure that meant the situation required it. "Morning, Celeste." Her shoulders dropped a fraction. Nathan had that effect on most people in Raven's Peak. Not because he was reassuring in any easy sense, but because when Nathan sounded calm it meant whatever was happening could still be managed. When his voice shifted — when the steadiness in it became something else, something more careful — that was when you started paying attention to the exits. "What happened?" she asked. A pause. Not long. Just enough. "Someone's missing." She looked back through the doorway toward the observation deck. The northern ridgeline was a dark mass against the lightening sky. The pines were quiet now, but they had the quality of things that had recently spoken and might speak again. "Who?" "One of the survey crews. Environmental consulting firm out of Spokane. Three-person team, contracted to document historic structures in the district." "Documenting what kind of structures?" "That's the problem." Wind rattled the windows. Below the tower the forest shifted with it, a long motion that ran from west to east like something breathing. "Old fire tower sites," Nathan said. "They had permits for the active stations and the documented ruins. Standard survey work." Celeste waited. Nathan was moving toward something, and Nathan arrived at things at his own pace. "Their last check-in was yesterday at 1700 hours. GPS transponder went dark around 1900. When the team lead didn't call in this morning, the firm contacted the district office." A breath. "The last transmission came from a tower that doesn't appear in any current district inventory." Celeste's hand tightened around the microphone. "A tower that doesn't exist." "One that shouldn't." She was quiet for a moment. Outside, the sky had shifted from black to the dark blue that precedes color, and the mist in the valley below had thickened rather than thinned, which was unusual for this hour. It should have been burning off. "Nathan. The Singing Pines." Another pause. Longer. "What about them?" "There was a reference in the Tower Seven log. 1971. Someone wrote about hearing them. Three times that autumn." She watched the mist. "They wrote do not follow the sound." The radio held a silence that was not static. "I'll be at the trailhead in forty minutes," Nathan said. "Don't go north until I get there." It was not a question. It was not quite an order. It was the particular phrasing Nathan used when he was asking you to trust him, which was different from telling you what to do, and Celeste had learned the difference. "Understood," she said. The radio clicked off. She set the microphone down and stood for a moment in the small interior of the tower — the table, the cabinet, the cot she rarely slept in because she slept better in the chair, the logbooks in their wooden slots. The logbooks going back to 1938, in a dozen different hands, recording decades of fire watch and weather observation and, occasionally, things that resisted those categories. She pulled open the cabinet drawer where she kept her great-grandmother's map. It was there, folded in the field notebook, creased and familiar. She spread it on the table and weighted the corners with her coffee mug, a compass, the radio, and her own folded hands. The map showed the original twelve towers, each numbered, each with elevation noted and a brief description of sightlines in her great-grandmother's neat architectural hand. The six active ones she knew. The two ruins she had visited. The four unaccounted for occupied four small marks on the upper northern ridgeline. No numbers. Just marks, shaped differently from the rest — not the triangular symbol used for towers but something more like a flame, sketched quickly, as though her great-grandmother had invented notation for a thing that didn't have one yet. Celeste had always assumed the four marks were draft positions. Towers planned but not built. Proposals abandoned when funding ran out or the terrain proved wrong. She looked at them differently now. She tilted the lamp closer. The northern ridge on the map was detailed in a way the rest wasn't — her great-grandmother had spent time here, clearly, more time than the official survey would have required. Notes in the margins, very small. Celeste had read them before and not fully absorbed them. She read them again now. Tower 11 — confirmed by signal fire records 1934–1939. No structural evidence found on survey. Tower 12 — same. Towers 10 and 13 — not confirmed. Something up there. Not our towers. Not our towers. Celeste sat back. The mist in the valley had not burned off. If anything it had thickened, rising now toward the lower ridgeline, slow, the way the fog had moved in October before the Opening. The town lights were nearly invisible beneath it. Only the inn's porch light remained visible, steady and small, burning the way it always did now. She looked at the four marks on the map. Not our towers. Then she noticed, in the lower right corner of the map sheet, something she had missed before — or something that had not been there before, which was a distinction she no longer trusted herself to make with certainty. A small notation, added in a different ink, older-looking than the rest, the paper slightly more yellowed beneath it: a tower number, written simply, alone. Tower 13. Below it, in the same cramped, slanted hand she had seen in the 1971 logbook entry, four words: It has a door. Outside, the mountain held its silence. The mist continued to rise. Somewhere in the pines above the northern ridgeline, just at the edge of hearing, a sound began that was not the wind.
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Nathan Wilder was already at the trailhead when Celeste arrived. That told her enough. Nathan was rarely late, but he was almost never early in a way that looked accidental. His Forest Service truck sat angled across the gravel turnout, blocking the old service road with a quiet finality that said no one else was going farther up the mountain without his permission. The missing survey crew's vehicle stood twenty yards beyond it, half-hidden beneath wet pine branches, its white company logo dull in the morning mist. The fog had climbed higher while Celeste descended from Tower Seven. It moved between the trees in slow ribbons, low and silver, catching in the underbrush and winding through the old road ruts as though it knew the terrain better than any map did. Not drifting. Navigating. Above it, Raven's Peak Mountain rose dark and patient, its upper ridges veiled by cloud. Nathan crouched near the survey vehicle's rear tire, his attention on the ground. Celeste read the tracks before she reached him. Three sets of boot prints moved away from the vehicle toward the old service road. Two were deep, clean, easy to follow — the stride of people walking with purpose, knowing where they were going. The third began the same way, matching pace for the first six steps. Then something changed. The stride length shortened. The right heel dragged slightly, as though a thought had interrupted a direction. Then the prints angled away from the road entirely and disappeared into a stand of young pines. Celeste's skin warmed beneath her jacket. "One of them left the route," she said. Nathan rose and looked where she was looking. "No blood. No broken branches. No dropped gear. Just a change of direction." Celeste turned toward the place where the third set vanished. The pines there were very still. The fog moved everywhere else in the turnout. There it had stopped, hanging between the trunks like curtains drawn. Behind her, a raven called once from somewhere in the gray. Nathan's gaze flicked toward the sound. His hand tightened briefly at his side before releasing again — deliberate as setting something down. "You heard them," Celeste said. "The pines." "No." A pause. "But I felt the woods change." That was not the same thing. It was also not nothing. She crossed her arms against the cold. "The song came from the north face. Not wind. Not branches. Notes — organized, following a shape. Like voices that hadn't decided yet to be voices." "Voices." "Almost." Nathan absorbed that without visible reaction. He did not dismiss impossible things because they arrived wearing the wrong shape. He filed them the way she filed anomalous wind readings — as data, not disruption. "Show me the map," he said. She pulled the folded Emberfall map from inside her jacket and spread it over the hood of his truck. Moisture gathered immediately on the old paper. She weighted one corner with her palm, the compass from her vest pocket, the radio. The map looked stranger down here than it had in the tower. In lamplight, the four unaccounted marks on the northern ridge had seemed like annotations from a survey done long ago and incompletely understood. In morning fog, with the missing crew's vehicle ten yards away and three sets of tracks leading north, they looked like warnings that had been waiting patiently for someone to read them correctly. Nathan pointed to the lower right corner. "Tower 13." "Yes." "That wasn't there before?" Celeste hesitated. "I don't know." He looked at her. Not with doubt. With attention. She disliked how much that answer cost her. She was a person who trusted her own observations the way other people trusted instruments. "I've studied this map since I was a child," she said. "My great-grandmother drew it. I know the active towers. I know the ruins. I know where the paper is torn and where the ink bled after my grandfather spilled coffee on it in 1962." She tapped the notation with one finger. "I don't remember this." Nathan did not ask if she was sure. He leaned closer. "'It has a door.'" The words looked smaller in daylight. Not less ominous. More deliberate, as though whoever had written them had chosen small because the thing being named was large. "What tower doesn't have a door?" Celeste said. "One that isn't a tower." Down the road, a second vehicle pulled into the turnout. Audrey Finch stepped out before the engine fully settled, a canvas satchel over one shoulder and her hair pinned badly enough to suggest she had done it while reading. She carried a travel mug in one hand and a stack of folders under her other arm and moved the way people move when they are used to arriving into situations that require immediate organizing: quickly, without hurry, all forward momentum. Nathan's expression eased. Audrey crossed the gravel toward them. "Tell me no one went north without me." "No one went north," Nathan said. "Good." She looked at Celeste with a directness Celeste had learned to appreciate — no preamble, no calibration, the assumption that Celeste was someone who could receive information without needing it softened. "You heard the Singing Pines?" Celeste went still. "You say that like they're a known category." Audrey grimaced. "They are now." She set her folders on the hood of Nathan's truck beside the Emberfall map and opened the top one. Inside were photocopies, notes, and three sketches of the same symbol Celeste recognized from the post-Opening documentation: a hollow oval surrounded by branching lines. The stone symbol. The one that kept appearing in places it had no explanation for being. Audrey turned one page around. "This came from the preliminary email the survey team sent to the district office yesterday morning. They requested access to any records involving decommissioned or undocumented lookout stations. Specifically the northern ridge sites." There, beneath the typed request, someone had added a handwritten note. Tower 13? Celeste's mouth went dry. Nathan read it once. Then again, the way he re-read things not because he had missed something but because he was deciding what the thing meant. "Who wrote that?" he asked. "Team lead. Mara Kells. Thirty-eight. Historic preservation specialist based in Spokane." Audrey tapped the file. "Not local. But not careless — her previous fieldwork is meticulous. She would not have written Tower 13 without a source." "Where did she find the reference?" Celeste asked. "We don't know yet. Her firm is pulling her research files." Audrey was already turning to the next page. "The survey team's last GPS coordinates weren't at a documented ruin. They were north of all documented sites. Wherever they ended up, it's not on any current map." "And the others?" Celeste asked. "Evan Rusk, structural photographer. Priya Sann, environmental surveyor. Three people, all experienced, all checked in yesterday afternoon at 1700. Their last transmission reported visual confirmation of a structure beyond the documented ruin of Tower Ten." "Tower Ten exists?" Celeste asked. "Officially, no," Audrey said. "Historically, maybe." Nathan's jaw tightened. Celeste looked from one to the other. "You both already knew there were gaps in the tower records." Audrey's silence answered first. Nathan's followed. Celeste gave a small, humorless sound. "That would have been useful information before I spent eleven weeks above the tree line." "You weren't sleeping up there," Nathan said. That caught her off guard. Audrey looked at him. Celeste narrowed her eyes. "Excuse me?" Nathan's voice stayed level. "You sleep in the chair. Facing north." "How would you know that?" "I check the towers. You leave the lamp on." He kept his eyes on the map. "Three times this month, Tower Seven radioed weather updates at hours you were off shift. Twice you reported wind changes before the monitors recorded them. Once you called in raven movement forty minutes before the birds appeared on any other station's log." Celeste remembered each incident. The wind had felt wrong. The ravens had been moving against a storm front that had not yet registered on any instrument she could point to. She had called them in because they were data, and data was her job, and she had not examined the mechanism by which she had known. "I notice things," she said. "That's why I signed your assignment," Nathan said. Audrey closed the folder. "We need you because the mountain talks to you before it talks to the rest of us." The sentence should have sounded absurd. Six months ago, before she had read the investigation materials from the Raven's Peak archive, before she had stood on the Tower Seven deck and watched shapes emerge from October fog — six months ago she would have found a polite way to redirect it. She did not redirect it now. Two ravens called from the trees, one answering the other, the sound moving north by northeast in the direction of the old service road. Nathan turned toward it. "We move to the first marker. No one leaves line of sight. If the pines start again, we stop and hold position. If anyone hears their name, say so immediately." Audrey's face tightened. Celeste caught it. "Has that happened before?" Nathan and Audrey exchanged a glance — not long, not dramatic, but carrying the weight of people who had stood in a foggy field together while the boundary between ordinary and extraordinary became briefly unclear. "Yes," Audrey said. "Names matter here. They function as bridges. As claims. If you hear yours, the important thing is not to answer in the way the sound is asking you to." "How do I know which way that is?" Audrey looked at Nathan. "You'll know," he said. Celeste hated that answer and filed it. They started up the old service road. The mountain accepted them without sound, which was its own kind of answer. For the first quarter mile the road was easy enough to follow — twin ruts cut through damp earth, lined with ferns and low huckleberry, the gravel long since reclaimed by roots and time. Somewhere beneath the fog, water moved over stone. The air carried pine resin, wet bark, the metallic edge of approaching rain. Below, through a break in the trees, Raven's Peak was waking. Celeste could see the lights of Main Street — the bakery window bright already, the inn's porch lamp still burning from the night. Small and ordinary. A town going about its morning with no particular knowledge of what was happening on the ridge above it. She turned back to the trail. Audrey walked between them, already sorting through the folder she'd pulled from her satchel. "Eleanor mentioned the Singing Pines once," she said. "In the margin of her final journal entry. One line: 'The Singing Pines. I never found the answer.'" "That's what started this?" Celeste asked. "That, and something Liora Vale said when Ivy read the line aloud. Ivy told me last night." Nathan stopped walking. Audrey noticed a second later. "What did Liora say?" he asked. Audrey adjusted her satchel strap. Her grip on it was careful. "She said people in the Waiting Place sometimes heard trees singing before someone remembered something they weren't supposed to have forgotten." The fog thickened between the trunks. Celeste listened — for the sound beneath sound, for the not-quite-voices. She heard only rain ticking from needles, only her own pulse, slightly elevated, behaving with appropriate respect for the situation. Nathan started walking again. Slower. "That should have been mentioned earlier," he said. "Ivy only told me last night." "And you didn't call?" Audrey looked at him with the expression of a person who finds certain things both exasperating and deeply familiar. "Nathan. I was already coming here." He accepted that. Ahead, a fallen pine leaned across the road. Nathan climbed over first, then turned and offered Audrey a hand. She took it without hesitation — practiced, ordinary, the gesture of two people who had navigated enough rough terrain together that assistance had stopped requiring negotiation. Celeste vaulted the trunk on her own. Nathan glanced at her when she landed. "You always move like that?" "Like what?" "Like gravity made a suggestion and you declined." Audrey coughed. Celeste looked straight ahead. "Long legs." "You're five foot seven." "Determined legs." That made Audrey laugh — briefly, genuinely, the laugh of someone who had not expected to and was mildly grateful for it. The sound moved through the fog and then the forest answered. A low note rose from somewhere ahead. All three of them stopped. It came through the pines like breath through a flute, resonant and unhurried, occupying the space beneath sound the way certain smells occupy the space beneath thought — not perceived so much as received. Celeste felt it in her ribs. In the sternum. In the place behind her breastbone where the Emberfall warmth lived, that she spent considerable energy managing in company. Audrey went pale. Nathan lifted one hand. Flat. Still. No one moved. The note stretched, thinned, and became almost a word. Not quite. Close enough that Celeste's mind began constructing meaning from it before she could stop the process — her name reaching toward her from the sound, or not her name, something older than her name, something that had been used for people like her before anyone in her family had thought to write a map. Flame. Height. Wing. Watcher. The warmth beneath her sternum flared. She closed her hand around it — not physically, but internally, the practiced containment of years: the deep breath that started it, the deliberate slowing of attention outward instead of inward, the cold air brought into the lungs and held until the heat had somewhere else to be. She had done this in meetings. In moments of fear. On the tower deck at three in the morning when the wind came from the wrong direction and her body began, to respond to it. She was good at this. She was working harder than usual. "Celeste." Nathan's voice was steady. A ranger's voice — assessing, not alarmed. "I'm fine." "You're not." "I said I'm fine." "I know what you said." A second note came from behind them. Not an echo. A separate voice, separate direction. Completing a phrase the first note had begun. Audrey whispered, "That's not possible. Sound doesn't—" "Audrey." Nathan's voice dropped. "Did you hear your name?" "No." "Celeste?" She swallowed. The sound inside her was not subsiding. It was shifting, reorganizing, as though it had found a frequency it preferred and was settling into it. Not a voice anymore. A recognition. The difference between being called and being known. "They didn't say Celeste," she said. "What did they say?" She did not want to answer. That was how she knew she had to. "Emberfall." The fog moved. For one suspended second the trees ahead looked taller than they should have, their trunks black and straight, rising into a sky gone bright with distant fire — not wildfire, not the orange chaos of destruction but the clean deliberate light of a signal fire built on a high place by someone who needed to be found. She smelled smoke. She heard, very faintly, the scratch of a pen moving fast across paper. Then it vanished. Audrey inhaled sharply. "You saw that too," Celeste said. "The fire. Yes." Nathan had not seen it. But his expression had changed in a way that said he had perceived something — not the vision but the edges of it, the atmospheric disturbance a vision leaves in its wake. He looked down. At his boots, the mud had dried. Not all the mud on the road — only the mud in a clean circle around him, precise as a compass-drawn ring, the rest of the road surface dark and wet as it had been. Audrey saw it and went very still. "Nathan," she said. Softly. The word had weight in it. He looked at the circle for a moment. Then he stepped out of it. The mud darkened instantly where his boots moved. As though it had only been waiting for him to leave. No one spoke. High in the fog, wings beat once and were gone. Celeste made herself breathe. The warmth in her chest had settled to its ordinary register, manageable, banked. Nathan's radio crackled. Static. Then a woman's voice, broken and distant, threaded with interference that had a tone to it — not the flat hiss of bad signal but something with pitch, something almost harmonic. "—Kells to base—" Audrey grabbed Nathan's arm. Nathan lifted the radio. "Mara Kells. This is Wilder. State your location." Static. Then breathing — careful, controlled, the breathing of a person who has decided to be calm. Then: "We found it." Celeste's spine went cold. Nathan pressed transmit. "Found what? Kells, state your location." The signal thinned. The harmonic in the static deepened. Under the interference, very faintly, the pine-song threaded through. "The tower." Audrey's fingers tightened on Nathan's arm. "Kells. Are you injured? Where is your team?" A pause long enough to matter. Then: "It has a door." The signal died. Nathan was already moving. Celeste caught his sleeve. He stopped — because stopping when someone caught his arm was one of the habits of a man who had learned that urgency and haste were not the same thing. Celeste turned toward the place where the third set of footprints had vanished into the young pines. The fog had changed there. Not cleared — opened. A narrow corridor between two trunks where the mist had drawn back on both sides and the morning light came through at a different angle, finding the ground with more precision than fog should have allowed. Between the trunks stood a marker. Old stone, half-buried in a decade of needle-fall and root-push, tilted ten degrees from vertical. Carved into its face: the hollow oval and branching lines. Below the symbol, three words that Celeste had not noticed in any of the documentation, any of the archive photographs, any of the compiled investigation materials she had read through in the weeks after the Opening. Watch. Wait. Warn. She stepped closer. Audrey was already crouching, photographing it with her phone, her movements precise and careful as always, the archivist's discipline running parallel to everything else she felt. "The symbol's the same as the stones near Hollow Creek," she said without looking up. "Same branching pattern. Same proportions." She moved to capture the base. "This is old. Older than the tower records." At the base of the marker, half-covered by wet leaf matter, lay a field notebook. Bright orange survey flag tied around it. The kind of flag a survey team would carry. Audrey lifted it with gloved hands. Photographed the cover. Opened it. Pages shifted in air that had no wind. She turned to the last written entry. Celeste did not need to see it to know what it would say. The knowledge arrived the way the Emberfall name had arrived — from below thought, ahead of language. Audrey read aloud — spoken, witnessed, entered into record. She was already cross-referencing in her head; Celeste could see it in the set of her jaw. "'We found Tower 13.'" Her voice held steady. A small, admirable thing. Nathan's gaze moved through the trees beyond the marker, reading the space between trunks with the attention of a man who had spent long enough in these woods that the woods had opinions about him. Audrey turned the page. "There's more." Celeste stepped closer. Looked over Audrey's shoulder. Beneath the first sentence, written hard enough to tear the paper, someone had pressed four words into the page with the full weight of their hand. Not written. Scored. It wasn't empty. The fog closed the corridor between the pines. The marker stood. The mountain did not sing again.
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For several seconds after Audrey read the words, nobody moved. It wasn't empty. The notebook rested open in her gloved hands. The fog shifted around the stone marker. Nathan broke the silence first. "Pack it." Audrey blinked. "The notebook?" "The notebook. The marker location. Everything photographed and logged before we move." He was already scanning the trees beyond the corridor. Audrey began photographing the remaining pages without further discussion. She never wasted time arguing with urgency. The marker bothered Celeste the longer she looked at it. Not because of the symbol. Not because of Watch. Wait. Warn. carved beneath it. Because it felt familiar in the way the Singing Pines had felt familiar — not recalled but surfaced, knowledge stored somewhere below conscious inventory and now insisting on being counted. She had never seen this stone before. She was certain of that. And yet something beneath certainty disagreed, the way the body sometimes knows what the mind has not yet been told. Nathan crouched beside the base of the marker. "Here." The others joined him. Near the bottom, half-buried under moss and needle-fall, three shallow grooves cut across the stone. Not weathering. Not root damage. Deliberate. Audrey brushed away debris. The grooves formed a tower — simple and angular, the field shorthand of a surveyor: this structure exists here, record it. Beside it, carved with equal precision: 1954. Celeste felt the cold move through her. "That's impossible." Audrey looked up. "Why?" "Because Tower 13 doesn't officially exist. My great-grandmother documented the entire network. Every active station, every proposed site, every structure that was built and subsequently abandoned. She walked these ridges herself. If Tower 13 had been real in 1954, it would be in her records." Nathan stood. "Maybe it was," he said. "And then it wasn't." Audrey closed the field notebook carefully. "Unless someone removed the record." That possibility settled among them like weather — not yet arrived, but felt in the pressure ahead of it. Nathan glanced toward the northern ridge. "We keep moving." Nobody argued. -—The trail beyond the marker wasn't a trail. At least it hadn't been yesterday. Celeste was certain of that with approximately ninety percent of herself, holding the remaining ten in reserve — Raven's Peak had been renegotiating the terms of certainty since October. The route wound through dense pine and cedar, climbing steadily. The earth was soft from rain, taking their boot prints cleanly. Fog drifted between trunks in long pale strands. And through it all, just visible enough to follow: a corridor. Not wide. Not cleared. Simply a suggestion of direction, as though the mountain had decided where they should walk and arranged the light accordingly. Audrey noticed it first. "I don't like this." Nathan didn't look back. "Good." "That's not reassuring." "It wasn't intended to be." The climb changed the air around them. Cooler. Sharper. Wet earth gave way to pine pitch and exposed stone — the smell of elevation, of places the sun reached differently. Below, through breaks in the fog, Raven's Peak appeared in glimpses: rooftops
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