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Chapter 1

	The helicopter blades cut through the morning air like a furious heartbeat. Beneath them, the jungle stretched in endless shades of green — dense, untamed, and trembling under the rising heat of the sun. Somewhere beyond that horizon, Mount Arawa waited, its smoke curling upward in lazy spirals, a sleeping giant dreaming of fire.

	Dr. Elias Ford pressed his palm to the window, squinting through the fogged glass. “Looks peaceful from up here,” he said, his voice half-lost beneath the roar of the engine. “That’s always how it starts.”

	“Peaceful?” laughed Kira Moreno, the team’s geologist, her dark curls whipping across her face. “You call a ticking bomb peaceful?”

	Elias smiled faintly. “Every volcano’s a bomb. The trick is figuring out when it’s going to explode.”

	Across from them, Marcus Kane—ex-military, now expedition leader—checked his watch for the fourth time in as many minutes. He wasn’t a man of words; his silence carried weight. His eyes stayed fixed on the ridgelines ahead, where ash met sky in a slow, graceful dance.

	“We’re two clicks from the drop zone,” came the pilot’s voice through the headset. “After that, you’re on your own.”

	“Copy that,” Marcus said, then leaned toward Elias. “Once we hit the ridge, you and Moreno head to the old observatory. I want the data cores secured and ready for extraction by sundown.”

	“And the seismic sensors?” Kira asked.

	“Set them fast and clean. We don’t have time for perfection — we need readings, not art.”

	Elias glanced down at his notes — pages filled with scrawled equations and diagrams that looked more like chaos than science. His mind wasn’t just on data, though. This mission wasn’t only about studying the volcano. It was about finishing what his mentor had started… and lost his life doing.

	Dr. Halverson had been the first to suggest that Arawa wasn’t just any volcano — that something deeper, stranger, was brewing beneath its crust. An anomaly. A magnetic disturbance with readings that didn’t belong on Earth. The last transmission from his team had come seven years ago, moments before the eruption swallowed them whole.

	Elias still remembered his voice through the static:

	“It’s not magma… it’s something else.”

	Then silence.

	The helicopter dipped sharply as it approached the ridge, and Elias’s stomach twisted. Below, he saw the gaping maw of the crater, rimmed with smoke and streaked with rivers of black rock that shimmered like cooling steel. Heat waves rose in visible ripples, distorting the air.

	“Welcome to paradise,” Kira muttered.

	The chopper touched down on a small plateau, kicking up ash. The doors flew open, and the smell hit them immediately — sulfur, charred wood, and the metallic sting of something ancient. Elias stepped out, boots crunching against the blackened earth. The heat was oppressive, like stepping into a furnace that breathed.

	Marcus barked orders as the team unloaded equipment: drones, thermal sensors, satellite beacons. Every sound was amplified — the hiss of steam, the click of gear, the distant rumble from deep below.

	A raw wind swept across the ridge, carrying whispers from the crater. Kira shivered despite the heat. “You ever get the feeling,” she said quietly, “that the mountain’s watching us?”

	Elias didn’t answer. He’d felt it too — that quiet awareness, like the earth itself was holding its breath.

	

	By midday, the team had established base camp near the edge of the crater. The observatory — or what was left of it — loomed nearby, half-swallowed by hardened lava and ash. The structure was skeletal, windows shattered, roof caved in. Only a few twisted beams reached toward the sky like blackened fingers.

	Inside, it smelled of dust and rusted metal. Old instruments lay scattered — seismographs, core samples, fragments of what might’ve been computers. Elias knelt beside a cracked terminal, brushing away the grime.

	“Think anything’s still in there?” Kira asked.

	“If we’re lucky,” Elias murmured, “Halverson’s data cores might’ve survived.”

	He connected a portable drive to the terminal and watched the small screen flicker to life. Static. Then — faintly — the ghost of a directory. Half the files were corrupted, but a few names blinked through the digital decay.

	Core_Sample_X92
Magnetic_Reading_J9
Project_Phoenix.log

	“Project Phoenix…” Elias whispered. “That wasn’t part of the official records.”

	Kira frowned. “You think this is what got them killed?”

	“Or what they were trying to protect.”

	Outside, Marcus’s voice crackled through the comm. “Ford, Moreno — report.”

	Elias pressed the comm switch. “We’ve got data, but it’s fragmented. There’s mention of something called Project Phoenix.”

	“Copy. Pull what you can and be ready to move. The sensors are reading increased tremors — minor quakes, but frequent.”

	“How frequent?”

	Marcus hesitated. “Every six minutes.”

	Elias exchanged a glance with Kira. “That’s not natural.”

	A low rumble rolled through the ground beneath them, shaking the walls. Dust rained from the ceiling.

	“Okay,” Kira said, forcing a nervous laugh. “Guess that’s our cue to hurry.”

	

	By dusk, the jungle had gone eerily silent. The usual hum of insects and birds had vanished, replaced by the constant hiss of escaping gas. The team sat around their portable lights, faces pale in the flickering glow.

	Elias stared into the dark crater beyond camp. Deep down, he thought he saw movement — faint orange glows pulsing like veins under skin.

	“You seeing that?” he asked Kira quietly.

	She followed his gaze. “Could be magma pockets.”

	“Could be,” he said, but his tone was hollow.

	Marcus approached, dusted in ash. “We’ve got a problem. One of the drones went down inside the caldera.”

	“Mechanical failure?” Elias asked.

	“More like… interference. Signal jammed before it dropped.”
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