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The fire had died hours ago, but the smell of smoke still clung to the air, stubborn as memory.

Alex woke before dawn, heart beating too fast, as if it had been chasing something through his sleep and lost it at the edge of waking. The mountains were a pale skeleton around him, all ribs and silence. Frost glazed the stones near the extinguished fire, turning ash into glass.

Nika slept beside him, wrapped in her coat, one hand half-open on the ground. Her fingers brushed the spine of the Black Book, which lay between them like a third presence—quiet, but not at rest. Its cover shimmered faintly, as if it caught a light that wasn’t there. Sometimes, in the stillest hour before dawn, the pages stirred on their own. Tonight one corner was lifted, quivering, as though the Book breathed.

He lay still, watching her. The first streaks of gray dawn touched her hair, and for a moment he could almost believe they were ordinary travelers again—no curses, no voices under stone, no debts to pay. But the cold refused to lie. It reminded him that even the air here carried weight.

The wind shifted, brushing the camp with the scent of wet rock and distance. A low hum trembled through the ground, too faint to name, like a memory trying to form a word. He thought of the dream again—the temple carved out of silence, the faces that were not faces, the drop of time striking stone. He’d woken before she spoke the last line. Maybe that was why his chest hurt.

Nika murmured in her sleep, turning slightly.

A single page of the Book lifted, flipped, and settled.

He held his breath.

Her eyes opened.

For a second they were clear, present. Then she frowned, as though she had to climb back into herself. “You’re awake.”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“Because of the dream again?”

He nodded. She didn’t ask which one. They both knew there was only one dream now, replaying itself in different languages.

Nika pushed herself up, hugging her knees. The air caught a strand of her hair and drew it across her face like a brushstroke. “I dreamed too,” she said. “Someone was writing my thoughts before I could think them. I tried to stop, but the words kept appearing.”

He searched her face. “Do you remember what they wrote?”

Her brow furrowed. She waited too long to answer. “No,” she said at last. “Only the sound it made. Like a knife being drawn out of stone.”

He reached for her hand. It was colder than the morning should allow.

“You’re freezing.”

“I’m fine,” she said automatically, but didn’t pull away. “It’s just the height. Or the air.”

Yet when she glanced down at the Book, her hand trembled once, involuntarily.

The horizon brightened—the kind of dawn that didn’t bring warmth, only light. The mountains stood sharp and enormous against it, colorless and ancient. Alex rose, stretching his sore muscles. “We should start before the sun hits the ridge. The snow’ll soften.”

Nika nodded. She looked smaller in this landscape, though not weaker—more like something the mountains hadn’t decided whether to keep or let go.

As she packed their things, she paused, frowning at the Book. “Did you write in it?”

He turned. “No.”

She showed him the first page: the words had rearranged themselves into new lines, crooked but deliberate. Not a language he knew, but the pattern pulsed faintly, as if aware of being seen.

“It’s doing it more often,” she whispered.

“Maybe it’s reacting to the altitude,” he offered, too quickly, and hated himself for how thin the lie sounded.

She smiled without humor. “You don’t have to make excuses for it. Or for me.”

He crossed to her, taking the Book gently, feeling the heat under the leather. “It’s just a tool,” he said. “It doesn’t own you.”

Nika met his eyes, steady. “Then why does it remember things I don’t?”

There was no answer that didn’t hurt. He closed the Book and fastened the strap. “Let’s move.”

They left the campsite, their boots crunching over frost. The path climbed into mist, winding like a scar through gray slopes. Behind them, the last wisp of smoke unraveled and was gone.

Halfway up, Alex glanced back once. Down in the hollow, the fire pit still glowed faintly red, though no ember remained. The color pulsed—slow, rhythmic, alive.

He took Nika’s hand. “Come on,” he said.

She looked at him, uncertain. “Where to?”

He smiled faintly. “Up. Until the air tells us to stop.”

The wind answered with a whisper that neither of them quite caught, a syllable carried off into the white morning.

The mountain listened, and somewhere inside its body, stone remembered the shape of their names.

The mist thickened as they climbed, softening the edges of the world until sky and stone seemed made of the same breath.

Alex walked behind Nika, watching her boots trace the old mountain track—a scar across the slope, half devoured by time. The trail had once been paved with flat slabs, but centuries of snowmelt had shifted them; now they tilted like broken shields. Moss filled the cracks. Every few steps he saw faint carvings beneath the green, fragments of letters older than their alphabet. The road had belonged to the Order once. Even the silence remembered that.

“Feels like we’re walking through someone’s handwriting,” Nika murmured.

He smiled faintly. “If it starts correcting my grammar, I’m leaving.”

She didn’t laugh. Her gaze stayed on the path ahead, focused and far away. A band of sunlight slid down the ridge, turning the frost to water for a heartbeat before it froze again.

“Do you recognize any of this?” he asked.

Nika shook her head. “We came this way before, didn’t we? After the monastery?”

“Yes.”

“I thought so.” She paused, sniffed the air, frowned. “It smells different.”

He drew in a breath—the sharp scent of pine, and the faint trace of wood smoke from a distant shepherd’s fire. “Smells the same to me.”

She gave a small, distracted nod. “I don’t smell the smoke. Or maybe I’ve forgotten what smoke smells like.”

Something clenched inside him. He reached for her shoulder, but she was already moving again.

The higher they went, the fewer trees survived.

They passed through fields of gray grass that rattled in the wind like dry parchment. Here and there, solitary trees clung to the slope—twisted, wind-bent, their bark scored with runes that might once have been prayers. Every surface carried marks: the stones, the roots, even the bones of old animals bleaching near the path. The mountain seemed to speak in scratches.

“Do you think the Order carved all this?” Alex asked.

Nika ran her hand over one of the grooves. “No. These were here before them. The Order just learned to read what was already written.”

The wind rose, tugging at her coat, and for an instant he thought he heard something beneath its howl—not words, exactly, but the shape of words, as if the air were forming consonants it couldn’t quite remember.

“Did you hear—” he began.

“Yes,” she said. “But it wasn’t for us.”

By midday they reached a bend where the path widened into a ledge. Below, the valley fell away into haze. A dark figure moved among the rocks—a man tending a small flock of thin-woolled sheep. His crook was taller than he was; it looked more like a staff for calling storms than guiding animals.

When he saw them, he lifted a hand in cautious greeting. His beard was the color of slate, his eyes narrow and bright.

“Travelers,” he said, his voice carrying oddly well in the thin air. “Few come this way now.”

“We’re heading to the northern pass,” Alex replied.

The man studied them, then spat into the dirt. “That pass hasn’t belonged to men for a long time.”

Nika stepped closer. “Who lives there, then?”

He gave a slow, crooked smile. “Echo lives there. It answers those who speak too loudly.”

“Echo?” Alex asked.

The shepherd nodded. “You’ll hear it soon enough. Not the kind that repeats—no, this one remembers. It keeps the voices that dared to climb higher than they should. Sometimes it borrows them.” He tapped his throat. “Sometimes it gives them back.”

The sheep shifted uneasily, their bells clinking out of rhythm.

“We’ll keep our voices low,” Nika said.

“That won’t help,” the man answered. “It listens to thoughts as well.”

For a heartbeat Alex thought he saw pity in the shepherd’s eyes—or recognition. Then the man turned away, whistling to his flock. The sound echoed against the cliffs once, twice, then came back changed. It was the same whistle, but in another tone, older, colder. The shepherd froze.

Nika touched Alex’s arm. “Let’s go.”

They walked on, and when Alex glanced back, the man was gone. Only the sheep remained, small and motionless, their bells silent.

The path narrowed, forcing them single file. The wind sharpened, threading through the rocks with a voice that seemed almost human. Alex glanced at Nika. Her face was calm, too calm.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

She hesitated. “That he was right. The air is listening.”

“You sound like the locals.”

“Maybe they just learned to pay attention.”

The ridge curved ahead, and the sky opened wider—a gray mouth full of light. Somewhere below, the shepherd’s whistle came again, carried by the wind.

“Echo lives there.”

The words repeated, perfect in tone, the same rough accent, the same pause between syllables.

But the shepherd wasn’t there.

Nika stopped walking. “Did you—”

“Yes,” Alex said quietly. “Let’s keep moving.”

The mountain watched them go. The wind repeated the line once more, softer this time, almost tender, before fading into silence.

Echo lives there. Echo lives there.

And the stone, under their feet, remembered.

By the time the path flattened into a shoulder of rock, the sun had already sunk behind the western ridge. The light turned copper, then bruised purple, and the cold came rolling down the slope like water. They stopped near a half-collapsed shelter—just three stones and a roof of wind.

Nika set down her pack. “We’ll rest here.”

Alex gathered dry branches from a dead juniper. They snapped too easily, like old bones that had been waiting centuries for this exact evening. When he struck the flint, the spark caught, but the flame hesitated—drawing backward, breathing in instead of out. It flared, then folded, as if unsure which way life should go.

“Come on,” he muttered, shielding it with his hands.

The fire answered with a hiss, a pulse of blue that flickered through orange. It breathed again—in, not out—then shivered into steadiness. The smoke curled strangely, sinking instead of rising, threading between their boots like a tame animal searching for warmth.

They sat close. The wind outside their small circle sounded like distant surf.

Nika watched the flames the way one watches a mirror that might remember too much. “It doesn’t like us,” she said quietly.

“It’s the altitude,” Alex replied. “Air’s thin. Fire needs air.”

Her eyes stayed on the dancing light. “No. It needs will. And this place has its own.”

He smiled, trying for ordinary. “So we’ve offended the mountain already.”

She didn’t answer. The fire cracked, throwing a burst of red sparks that hung in the air too long before fading. The sound of each crack seemed to echo after itself, as if the mountain were rehearsing their conversation.

After a while she said, very softly, “It feels like someone else is thinking inside me.”

He looked up. The wind shifted, pressing her hair against her cheek. “You mean the Book?”

“I mean thought itself. Like when I reach for a memory, it’s already been used.” She touched her temple. “As if there’s a second voice waiting to finish my sentences.”

He wanted to laugh, to turn it into a gentle joke, but the words died somewhere behind his teeth. “You’re tired. The height, the air—”

She lifted her eyes to his, and for an instant they weren’t her eyes at all. Their color deepened to the shadowed bronze of the dream, and reflected inside them was a shape he recognized too well—a temple carved into darkness, the same he’d seen in sleep. The reflection vanished before he could breathe.

Alex froze. “Nika...”

But she blinked and her eyes cleared. “What?”

“Nothing.” He forced a smile that hurt his face. “You scared me for a second.”

She laughed—small, tired, human. “That makes us even.”

He should have told her about the dream then, about the ancestor, the faceless figure, the promise she had already made. But something in him decided against it. Words had power here; even silence felt like a shield.

Instead he reached forward, feeding another branch to the fire. “We’ll reach the next ridge tomorrow. After that, the ruins.”

Nika nodded. “Do you think we’ll find it there? The Echo?”

“I think the mountain’s already found us,” he said, and regretted the honesty of it.

They sat in the hush that follows truth. The fire steadied, exhaled at last, and a curl of smoke climbed upward, gray as old parchment.

When darkness deepened, stars appeared—hard and bright, unfamiliar. The constellations here had different arrangements, as though the sky had rewritten its own stories. Nika leaned back on her elbows, eyes reflecting the glitter.

“Do you remember,” she asked, “the forest? How the trees made that sound, like whispering your name?”

“I remember,” he said. “You told me it wasn’t real.”

“I was wrong. Maybe everything that listens becomes real eventually.”

Her voice trembled slightly on the last word, and he wanted to pull her closer, but something in the stillness warned him not to break it.

The flames guttered again—breathing inward, exhaling cold. Then, just for a heartbeat, they inverted: darkness in the center, light at the edges. Alex’s hand tightened around hers.

“See?” she whispered. “It’s learning to breathe our way.”

He didn’t answer. The sky above them flickered, as if stars blinked. From far down the slope, the wind rose and carried a faint repetition of her words:

It’s learning to breathe our way.

Exactly her tone. Exactly her rhythm.

The echo crawled through the rocks and vanished into the high silence.

Alex exhaled slowly. “Let’s get some sleep.”

She nodded, lying down beside him. The fire sighed once more and steadied, its pulse matching theirs.

He closed his eyes but did not sleep. Behind his lids, the same reflection lingered—the temple, the faceless shape, and Nika standing at its heart. The image waited, patient as stone.

And outside the circle of the dying fire, the mountain listened, memorizing the sound of their breathing so it could dream it back to them later.

The light was almost gone when they saw it—a wall of stone rearing out of the dusk, its surface scraped and carved like parchment written on by centuries. They had followed the ridge until the path ended in sheer cliff, and there, in the failing light, letters began to appear. Not drawn by hand, but by shadow: grooves filling with darkness until words emerged.

Nika stopped first. “There,” she whispered.

The wall was taller than a house. Wind poured down its face, making the carved lines glint with frost. Symbols crowded the surface—spirals, runes, sigils that seemed to breathe when the air moved. At the center, half-hidden beneath moss, a mark Alex knew too well: the crest of the Order—a ringed sun pierced by a single blade. It had been stamped on the seals of the Council, burned into the archives, and once, into his own wrist.

He felt the faint scar beneath his glove heat as if the symbol remembered him.

“Here too,” he said quietly. “They reached even this far.”

Beneath the crest, an inscription wound across the stone, letters older than any alphabet still spoken. Yet somehow he understood the shape of them, the rhythm they implied. The meaning settled into his mind like a whisper he had always known.

“Voices remember longer than bones.”

He spoke it aloud before realizing he had. The air caught the phrase and flung it back at them, softer, lower, as if the cliff itself was thinking about the words.

Nika stepped forward, running her hand over the carved sun. “It’s warm,” she said.

“That’s impossible.”

“Feel it.”

He did. The stone was indeed warmer than the air around it—alive, almost pulsing. Under his palm, a faint vibration throbbed, slow and deep, like a buried heartbeat.

“What is this place?”

“The beginning,” she said, and didn’t sound surprised.

She dropped her pack onto the ground. The Book inside shifted and gave a dry rustle. A page turned itself with a sigh.

Alex looked down. “Nika—”

But she was already touching the stone again, tracing the grooves of the letters. The warmth spread under her fingers, and the vibration grew louder, traveling through her arm to her chest. The Book moved restlessly, as if aware of what she was doing.

“Stop,” he said. “It’s answering you.”

Her eyes glowed with the reflection of the symbols. “Maybe it remembers me.”

The ground gave a brief, delicate tremor—nothing violent, more like the earth drawing a breath. From within the cliff came a muted sound, not unlike a sigh, not unlike a name being spoken by someone who had forgotten how language worked.

The pages of the Book fluttered. One turned, then another, until it rested open on a blank spread. No ink, no words, but the parchment shimmered faintly, as if something underneath was trying to rise to the surface.

Alex grabbed her shoulders, pulling her back. “Enough!”

The sound stopped. The wind fell still. For a moment, every pebble and blade of grass held its breath. The mountain waited to see what they would do next.

Nika blinked, dazed, her pupils wide. “Did you feel that?”

“Yes,” he said, voice hoarse. “Like the ground was breathing.”

“It wasn’t the ground,” she said. “It was the memory inside it.”

He didn’t argue. The warmth faded from the stone, leaving only the ordinary chill of evening. But the air felt changed—charged, aware.

The Book in her pack closed itself with a small thump.

They sat down near the base of the cliff. Neither spoke for a while. The last of the sunset bled out of the sky, and darkness seeped into every hollow. When Alex finally found words, they came quiet, unwilling.

“You shouldn’t touch things like that.”

“You think it’s dangerous?”

“I think everything here is.”

She smiled faintly. “Danger means it’s still alive.”

He wanted to argue, but the sentence on the rock seemed to pulse again inside his head:

Voices remember longer than bones.

“What if that’s true?” he said. “What if this is all just... memory? The mountain remembering the Order, the people, us?”

Nika turned her face toward the cliff. “Then we’ve reached the first border,” she said. “Where memory starts to live.”

The phrase settled between them like new snow. Neither dared move. The fire they hadn’t lit yet was already reflected in her eyes, though the night around them remained unlit.

Alex felt the Book’s quiet weight in her pack, as if it were listening. He reached out and covered her hand with his.

“Then let’s remember carefully,” he said.

She squeezed back, gentle, distracted. “Careful doesn’t change the end.”

He didn’t ask what end she meant. The wind began again, sliding along the rock face, repeating the words they had spoken—but slower, like a voice learning to speak for the first time.

When it finally died away, the mountains exhaled one last time, and the warmth under the stone was gone.

They had found the first boundary of Echo.

And the boundary had found them.

The fire was almost gone when Alex woke again.

The world had turned silver under the moon, the mountain wrapped in its own breath. The air was thin and cold, the kind that kept secrets. He sat up, blinking sleep from his eyes.

Nika wasn’t beside him.

For a heartbeat he thought she’d gone wandering into the dark. Then he saw her shape, small and motionless, sitting by the last ember of the fire. Her back to him, her hair a pale shadow against the black.

The Book lay open in front of her. The wind turned one page and then another, soundless, as if afraid to be heard.

He rose quietly, every step a whisper on the frost-hardened ground. When he reached her, he saw that she wasn’t looking at the Book. She was tracing something into the dirt beside it, her finger trembling.

Letters.

Her name.

NIKA.

But as she finished the last stroke, the word shivered — and erased itself, the grains of dust sliding back into place as if nothing had ever been written.

She didn’t move. Didn’t even gasp. Just watched it fade.

“Nika,” he said softly.

“I know,” she murmured. “It keeps doing that.”

He crouched beside her. “How long have you been awake?”

“Since the rock started whispering.” She looked at the fire, now little more than a thread of red coals. “It said my name once, I think. But maybe it was only the wind.”

The Book turned another page by itself.

He reached out to close it, but she laid her hand on his wrist. Her skin was cold, but steady. “Don’t,” she said. “It listens better when it’s open.”

He hesitated. “That doesn’t sound like something you’d say.”

She smiled faintly, not meeting his eyes. “Then maybe I’m already someone else.”

He felt a pulse of fear he couldn’t name. “You’re not.”

Nika drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. The moonlight made her face pale, almost translucent. “Alex,” she said, “if I forget—”

“You won’t.”

“If I do,” she continued, quiet but unwavering, “just say my name. Look at me, and say it like you mean it. I’ll believe you.”

He wanted to tell her that words couldn’t anchor a soul. That memory, once it slipped, didn’t return. But she was watching him with such calm faith it silenced the truth.

“I promise,” he said.

She nodded once. “Then it’s enough.”

For a long moment they just sat there, listening to the mountain breathe. The faint hum from the stone wall below them rose and fell like a pulse beneath the earth. Every few seconds, a new tremor of wind rippled through the fire and erased the ash lines she’d drawn again and again.

When she finally looked at him, her expression had softened. “You’re scared.”

He tried to smile. “I’d be an idiot not to be.”

“That’s not what I mean.” She reached up, brushed her fingertips along his temple. “You’re afraid it’s already happening. That I’m slipping.”

He didn’t answer.

She leaned closer, her breath a thin cloud between them. “It’s all right, Alex. Maybe forgetting isn’t always a curse. Maybe it’s mercy.”

“No,” he said quietly. “Mercy doesn’t take the good with the pain. It doesn’t take us.”

The words hit harder than he expected. For a heartbeat her eyes softened, as if she wanted to say something — but the wind rose again, scattering the ash around them.

The Book’s pages quivered, catching the movement like a pulse. Alex turned his head. For an instant he could have sworn the shadows in the open pages shifted, arranging themselves into shapes that almost resembled letters — his own name, half formed, half erased.

He blinked, and it was gone.

When he looked back, Nika had closed her eyes. Not asleep — just resting her forehead against her knees, as if listening inwardly.

“Get some rest,” he said softly. “We’ll need strength for the climb tomorrow.”

She nodded without opening her eyes. “Then you watch. Just for a while.”

He settled beside her. The silence felt alive, pressing gently against his ears. Above, the moon had climbed higher, its light cutting the rock wall into silver bones.

And somewhere behind them, inside the darkness of the open Book, a faint rustle sounded — like breathing.
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