
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Terror Beneath the Ashes

        

        
        
          Horror, Volume 11

        

        
        
          Selene Arkwright

        

        
          Published by Arcane Horizons Publishing, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      TERROR BENEATH THE ASHES

    

    
      First edition. December 21, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Selene Arkwright.

    

    
    
      Written by Selene Arkwright.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For those who carry fire and grief in the same breath,

and for the names buried beneath the ash.

For the ones who learn to speak themselves back into the light,

even when the ground remembers loss.

And for every survivor who chooses to breathe freely—

this story is for you.
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Chapter 1 — The Night the Ash Fell Wrong


[image: ]




The hike to the overlook always started as a dare and ended as a vigil.

Grayglass had its routines; that was how a town lived with a mountain that had already once emptied itself over their roofs and lungs. Every year on the eruption’s anniversary, people went to the stadium for speeches and candles and a roll call of names. And every year, a smaller, stubborn knot of juniors and seniors ditched the speeches and climbed the switchbacks above the quarry to watch the town from a place where you could see the whole basalt bowl flickering with porch lights. Some of them brought beer. Someone always brought a speaker. Someone, inevitably, told a story about what the ash had whispered the night it came.

Raine came because she knew the geology of the trail by heart and the dangers by smell, and because her dad had started the memorial hike when he was seventeen and alive. It was one of the few pieces of him that wasn’t boxed in the attic or pressed into a newspaper clipping. He had walked up here to spit into the wind and tell the mountain it didn’t own him. Raine tried not to talk to rocks, even on the nights when it felt necessary and she had no one else to hand the anger to, but she understood the impulse.

Theo Mercer waited for her under the trailhead sign, toque pulled low over his hair, hands jammed in the pocket of a denim jacket that wasn’t warm enough. The field of pickup trucks behind him glinted in the dark like a herd of mechanical elk.

“You’re late,” he said when she reached him, and then softened it with a lopsided grin. “I was five minutes away from calling Mrs. Harrow to report a missing student.”

“You would,” Raine said, and knocked her knuckles against the metal sign in passing. The sound rang thin.

June Vale jogged up behind them with a ring of tiny bells stitched to her backpack straps, camera lens pointed skyward. She’d named her channel Disaster Darling, which made the teachers roll their eyes and made ten thousand strangers hit subscribe. June filmed nearly everything. Raine kept trying to be okay with that.

“Welcome back to the hike,” June said, half to them, half to the camera. “Grayglass teens pay respects to the most extra volcano in Washington. Will it behave? Place your bets.”

“Don’t call it that,” Theo muttered, but there was no heat in it. Grayglass made jokes as a form of amnesty; everyone understood the exchange rate.

They didn’t stay to see who else showed. Someone would bring fireworks they weren’t supposed to have. Someone would try to impress someone else by getting too close to the quarry’s edge. Raine’s feet were greedy for the climb, for the tight spirals of crushed pumice where the trail rose out of the trees and cut zigzag lines across the slope. She liked the switchbacks’ logic: left-right-left, lungs burning, then the grade eased and you could see the town flattening below you into a handful of lit dominoes.

Ash still lived in the soil up here. Even in summer, the dust had an aftertaste, a mineral breath that got on your tongue. Raine tasted it now as a warning and, weirdly, as comfort.

The first mile passed with Theo narrating the sports recap of a game that had ended hours ago, June chiming in with chat questions like her audience was actually watching things happen in real time. It made the world feel less dark around them. Their headlamps threw cones of white over creosote and the low, pale skeletons of lupine left over from spring.

“Moment of silence?” Theo asked when the trail cut along a shelf that gave them their first clean view of town. They always stopped at this bend. It was a ritual passed down in fragments. Raine had been seven when the mountain blew; her memories were secondhand, the color bled out of them by all the retellings. But she could stand here now and look at where the hospital used to be and where the new one glowed like a ship’s hull, and she could be quiet for all the names that were carved into the memorial outside its doors.

They clicked off their lamps. The dark swelled, full and velvet. For a minute, only the town lights moved—blinking red at the siren tower, a slow sweep at the quarry gate. Raine let her breath count down from ten. She thought of her dad’s watch, which she wore on a leather strap wrapped twice around her wrist. He’d taken it off the morning of the eruption to scrub ash off the kitchen windows and never put it back on. It had been found in the wreckage by a volunteer from Eugene who’d never met him but had thought enough to ask if anyone recognized a watch. The second hand stuttered when she held it to her ear, like a thing that wants to run and can’t.

A breeze shifted the branches, whisper-dry. June’s bells chimed, faint as a question. Raine’s mouth opened to say the thing she said every year—hi, dad; you’d hate the new stadium; I passed my calc test; I kept the fern alive; I miss you—and then something up on the ridge did a strange, shivery thing.

The ash fell upward.

At first it was just a drift of gray lifting off the trail like breath reversed, then a handful of specks rising into their headlamp beams and thinning, and then, unmistakably, a curtain, a flurry, a thousand tiny flecks ascending with the patience of snowfall in a movie shot backward. It didn’t swirl. It didn’t hurry. It simply chose a direction and went.

June’s breath made a sharp o in the dark. Theo said, “Is this—like—wind shear?”

“There’s no wind,” Raine said. Her voice felt like it belonged to someone else. She moved her lamp beam, slow, to see if the effect was a trick of angle. It wasn’t. All along the slope, ash lifted cleanly off the ground and drifted upward past her light, pale flecks like the soft underfeathers of a bird being plucked and delivered to the trees.

Ash didn’t do that. Not in the catalog of ways Raine knew it moved: drift and settle, smear and cake, slide in dirty sheets when disturbed. This was something else. Something selecting.

Raine crouched and touched the trail. The grit came away on her fingers, cold and fine. Her lamp caught it rising from her skin and she jerked back on instinct. It lifted from where it had dusted her glove and went to join the stream.

June turned the camera on herself, eyes wide. “Are we seeing the same thing?” she whispered, like speaking too loud might call it off. “Because I need two witnesses before I upload.”

Theo didn’t answer. He’d thrown his hood back to look up, craning for an explanation. The sky was clear enough to show a spill of stars and the pale smear of town-glow below them. The ash rose into that clarity and vanished.

“I hate this,” Theo said, and it sounded like a prayer.

Raine pressed her hand flat to the ground, not sure what she was listening for until she felt it: a tap, tap, a patient hollow knocking under the crust of the trail. It came a second after her heartbeat, like it was trying to learn her rhythm.

She looked at Theo and then June. “Do you—?”

They crouched with her, palms to dirt. The knocks came again: faint, flinty, not the low flexing groan she had felt in fields when the geothermal lines adjusted or when the quarry blasted. These were near. Intimate. Answering. Raine shifted her weight and stomped her heel once. The ground gave the gentlest answer: tap.

“Okay,” June said, voice stretched thin. “That’s not—what. Is that water? A pipe?”

“Could be...air pockets,” Raine tried, hating how weak the words felt. She knew the honeycomb under Grayglass, the old lava tubes like swollen veins. She knew the intervention system that kept groundwater from pooling and scalding if pressure changed. But this was not the thud of water or the scratch of gravel tumbling along a pipe’s bottom. This was a knuckle on a table.

She stood abruptly. Cold had seeped up her legs with that listening squat and now her body demanded motion to shake it off. She started walking, boots crunching, the knocks tracking her steps a beat behind. Tap. Step. Tap. Step. It made a metronome. It made a song out of her body without asking permission.

“Raine,” Theo said, warning wrapped in her name.

“I’m not—” She wasn’t doing anything. She was walking the trail that a thousand feet had packed slick over time. The ash rose away in a continual upward drift, making the air feel thinner than it was. She tried to breathe through the band of her scarf and tasted basalt anyway. She made herself count her breaths, the way Mrs. Harrow had taught them on the day she’d made them sit in silence and listen to the campus’s noise and then to their own bodies because scientists, she said, were useless if they didn’t know the instrument they were using.

At the next switchback, they came to a patch where the trail widened into a scuffed-out turnout. The town lay framed between two dark trees below. Here, the ash did another impossible thing.

In the center of the turnout, a fresh set of footprints appeared where there was no one to make them. They didn’t sink so much as grow: shallow depressions, then deeper, then filling, not with shadow but with glow. Cinders—no longer cold, no longer obeying the physics Raine needed them to obey—rolled into those hollows and settled, orange like coals. Four steps. Five. The size of a person’s foot in boots. The heels crisp. Each toe discernible.

June swore under her breath in a way that would have gotten bleeped. The camera flicked from the prints to Raine to Theo and back to the prints, catching their faces striped with horror and light.

Theo grabbed Raine’s sleeve and didn’t let go. “We should go back,” he said. His voice came out more like someone’s older brother than someone’s friend. “We should—this isn’t a joke. The sirens, if they—”

“They’re not going,” June said, but she was listening too, head cocked, eyes lifted toward where the tower light blinked. No alarm. No human alarm.

The prints stopped just short of Raine’s toes. She stared at them because if she looked at Theo’s hand holding her sleeve she would be in a different grief entirely. The embers in the prints winked and then went steady, as if a breath had settled into them. Raine’s feet knew, in some ancient crawling-brain way, to step back. She did. The prints made no move to follow. They sat there and gleamed.

“Is it heat?” June asked. “A pocket vent? Like, thermal imaging but backwards? Someone tell me this is science.”

“It’s something,” Raine said, and hated that she couldn’t name it.

A sound lifted off the slope below them—faint, routine, woven into nights like this one so thoroughly that no one heard it until it didn’t fit. The siren tower by the stadium pulsed its red light like a heartbeat. No alarm. Not yet. But Raine felt the world lean toward that tower the way a field leans when wind is about to take it.

June swallowed. “Can I—” The camera trembled a little in her hands. “I’m going to say what we’re all thinking. Your dad loved this trail. He called you...what was it? The thing he wrote on that map you keep?”

Raine’s stomach clenched. “Don’t,” she said, sharper than she meant to. That pet name belonged in a closed room with the note, not out here with the ash reeling upward like a steelhead run under the surface of the night.

“I won’t,” June said immediately, face open and sober now. “I just—if you feel like—if it feels like—” She didn’t finish. Even June, who would chase a story into a burning warehouse, knew some doors shouldn’t be tried.

They stood with the prints and watched the way their edges kept burning. Raine watched for the inevitable thing where the prints would become a path and the path would aim at her and say something with its glow. Nothing did. The ash continued its ascension. The hollow knocks answered her steps when she tested them again, a fraction late, like an echo that had learned to lead instead of follow.

She wanted, suddenly and sharply, to be small in a kitchen while a radio murmured baseball stats and someone told her everything she needed to know: the rules for nights like this and the ways to hold your mouth when ash fell wrong and the measure of your own fear against something so old it didn’t think about you. She was sixteen and she knew about basalt columns and how to read them, how to test the pH of an ash sample without contaminating it, how to smell the difference between wet cinder and boiled earth. She did not know what to do when prints filled with borrowed coal.

“Back,” Theo said again. “Please. We tell someone. We get adults who get paid to panic.”

Raine almost smiled at the line; it was one he’d used since he was ten. The upward falling eased for a heartbeat and then thickened again, like a lung that couldn’t decide if it was done.

“Okay,” she said.

Theo’s fingers loosened on her sleeve, not a release so much as an agreement. June filmed a last, steady shot of the footprints and then tilted the camera to catch the broader slope: the trees with their black, ash-brushed fingers, the town thrown small, and the trail where three teenagers stood in shoes full of dust and decisions.

They turned toward home. The hollow knocks followed their first five steps and then fell out of rhythm, either confused or bored. Raine wasn’t sure which would be worse.

By the time they hit the lower bend where the trail swerved into the trees and the town’s noise came up louder, the air had a new texture. Not wind—there still wasn’t wind—but a quality like the breath before a sentence. Raine’s skin prickled. The red light at the siren tower blinked its steady reassurance. Theo’s hand latched her sleeve again without comment, like he couldn’t help it.

The first siren tone cut the night in a clean line.

Raine felt it in her teeth before she recognized it with her ears. The three of them stopped as if pulled taut on the same string, heads turned toward the stadium, toward the tower that had governed their whole lives. The tone climbed, fell. Climbed, fell. It was not the gentle, mournful rise of the all-clear they had heard a hundred times at drills and quarterly tests. It was the pattern they had all learned in kindergarten and been told they would never, ever hear outside a test.

June said, unnecessarily, “That’s not all-clear.”

Theo whispered, “Evacuation,” with the helpless reverence of someone speaking a forbidden name.

The siren blared again—long, urgent, a sound like a road cut into the dark—and somewhere on the slope above them, ash rose harder into the trees, like smoke reversed. No one stood at the base of the tower. No hand had reached for the lever.

The tower screamed anyway.
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Chapter 2 — What the Volcano Kept
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The siren’s echo seemed to lodge under Raine’s ribs and hum there all night, even after the town emergency app pushed its sheepish notification—false alarm triggered by a sensor test, no action required—and the group chats erupted with sarcasm and relief. Adults argued in neighborhood threads; someone posted a blurry photo of the tower under a caption that said WHO PUSHED IT THEN? Theo texted her a single ellipsis and then nothing. June uploaded a thirty-second “We’re okay” clip with the prints blurred out until she could decide if showing them was a betrayal of common sense. Raine lay in bed and watched the shadow of her fern skate across the ceiling and waited for the hollow knocks to find a way through the floorboards.

By morning, the sky had cleared to that winter coin-blue. When she pulled her bedroom curtains, ash didn’t lift—good, sane gravity kept it in its place on the windowsill. Raine’s shoes by the door were ringed with gray. She wiped them with a towel that used to be white and listened for her mother moving downstairs. Her mother’s version of a false alarm was to reorganize a cupboard. Lately, everything in their house had labels on the labels.

Raine had promised herself for a year that she wouldn’t open the trunk again, because opening it was like doing CPR on a memory that would not return to her breathing no matter how many times she tried. But last night had spun a key in a place she hadn’t known she was still locked. The prints filling themselves. The ash going up. The siren screaming evacuation at a sleeping town. If anything could be an answer, it was in that trunk.

She padded into the attic barefoot—the way the boards cooled her soles made her feel awake enough to look. The trunk sat beneath the half-moon window, its leather scarred and its brass fittings dulled. OKADA was stenciled on one end. She could still see the indentation in the lid where her father had once set down a coffee mug and forgotten it long enough for a ring to form.
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