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Prologue
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The mountains held the night as if they refused to surrender it to the morning.

Fog clung to the ridge in a heavy, unmoving sheet. Beneath it, the stones breathed slowly—almost alive—like creatures caught between sleep and death. Here, where the air was older than language, even silence had a pulse.

Veyra stood at the cliff’s edge, unmoving, carved from the same dark stone that surrounded her. The wind clawed at her cloak and then faltered, as though uncertain whether it was allowed to touch her. She continued staring downward—toward the hidden valley where an ancient temple lay buried beneath cloud and time.

A temple that had awakened tonight.

She had felt it first.

Not a voice—a shiver.

As if thousands of forgotten inscriptions beneath the earth had stirred at once, brushing against her skin, whispering along her bones. Echo had opened its eyes.

And something inside her answered.

“She’s close,” Veyra murmured, breath fogging in the cold.

She didn’t know how she knew it.

She simply knew.

Nika Markova was walking this ridge.

The Black Book was with her.

And Echo... Echo had begun to study her.

Her fingers twitched. She closed her hand, and the fog below rippled, as if listening for a command.

“You’re moving too quickly,” a voice said behind her.

She didn’t turn.

Magister Ralven stepped out of the darkness like a shadow deciding to imitate a man. His mask covered his face—a smooth sheet of obsidian metal marked with sharp, deliberate lines. Even here, among wind and emptiness, he hid behind it.

“The Threshold requires precision,” he said. “The girl must enter the temple at the exact hour. Not sooner. Not later. You may not interfere.”

Veyra let out a soft, humorless laugh.

“May not?” She finally faced him. “Do you honestly believe we can still control the pace? Echo has touched her. It hears her thoughts, feels her heartbeat.

It is learning her.

And worse—it is letting her learn it.”

Ralven moved a step closer to the cliff.

“Are you jealous?”

Her eyes narrowed—steel-grey, sharp—but something trembled deep within them.

“I’m afraid,” she said quietly. “And fear is far more dangerous than jealousy.”

The wind surged, striking her face. She closed her eyes for a heartbeat—

and she saw it.

A pulse of pale light beneath stone.

A page turning on its own.

Ink shifting across parchment like a living vein.

Two silhouettes dissolving, stroke by stroke.

Veyra inhaled sharply and stepped away from the vision.

“Echo showed me the fork she will face,” she whispered. “And one of its outcomes... will destroy more than you understand.”

Ralven’s voice remained steady.

“The Book writes possibilities, not certainties.”

“But what if she has already begun choosing?” Veyra’s voice cracked—barely, but enough. “What if her presence rearranges the order of things? Then Nika will become what Anna Markova once was meant to be. Or what the Book failed to protect.

If we wait—we lose everything.”

Ralven said nothing.

The wind filled the silence in slow, heavy waves.

“You are ordered to remain unseen,” he repeated at last. “She must reach the Keeper alone. The temple demands a clean step.

If you interfere, Echo will turn against us.”

Veyra looked at him so long the fog seemed to pulse between them.

Then, slowly, she smiled.

“Echo will not reject her,” she said.

The implication hung sharp and dangerous:

it might reject everyone else.

When the magister left, the ridge grew still again.

The mountains hum­med in Veyra’s chest with a low, resonant vibration—like the growl of something vast beneath the earth. Night stretched under her feet like ink bleeding across parchment.

She knelt, pressing a hand to the stone. Frost bit her skin.

“Show me,” she whispered. “Show me what comes next.”

The fog trembled.

The rock beneath her palm grew warm.

And then—like fire flaring under ice—a vision burst into clarity.

Nika stood in a shattered hall, moonlight pouring through the broken roof.

The Book lay open before her, its pages burning with white-gold flame.

Her hair lifted in the rising heat; her eyes reflected not fire, but written light—the kind that recognizes a soul before it destroys it.

Beside her stood Alex.

Or rather—what remained of him.

His outline flickered, dissolving at the edges like a drawing rubbed away.

And Veyra—

Veyra herself—was reaching toward Nika, her hand shaking with something she refused to name.

Then ink crawled across a page:

“And one of them will be claimed by Echo.”

The vision shattered.

Veyra staggered to her feet.

The air had become thin, brittle—like a sheet of glass about to crack.

“No,” she breathed. “I will not let this happen.”

She turned toward the distant path where two figures were already climbing, unaware of the fate curling its fingers around them.

“Nika...” Her voice broke, barely audible.

“...don’t let Echo choose for you.”

She vanished into the fog.

The mountains swallowed her absence.

Echo listened.

Then, faintly—soft as a line being written in a hidden book—it repeated her words in another voice:

“...don’t let Echo choose for you...”

Silence followed.

A silence that marked the beginning of a story none of them would survive unchanged.
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Dawn had not yet broken, but the mountains were already awake.

A thin, metallic light pressed against the horizon, the kind that made every stone seem sharper, every breath colder. Frost clung to the narrow path where Nika and Alex climbed, crunching softly under their boots. The air here felt stretched—too thin, too clean, as though nothing living had touched it in years.

Nika pulled her scarf higher. The cold bit at her cheeks, but it wasn’t the cold that unsettled her.

It was the silence.

Not the normal kind—the mountain kind.

This silence felt aware.

Alex walked a few steps ahead, shoulders tense beneath his coat. Every now and then he looked back, not at her, but over her shoulder, toward the empty trail below.

“We’re higher than I thought,” he murmured, mostly to himself.

Nika nodded, though she wasn’t sure what he meant. Her focus drifted to the weight in her pack—warm, almost pulsing. The Black Book rarely slept now. It shifted once against the fabric, as if adjusting itself like a restless animal.

The wind rose suddenly, sweeping over the ridge and cutting across their path. It carried a low, hollow tone—too deep to be a whistle, too soft to be a roar. Something between.

Nika stopped.

It felt like the mountain was exhaling.

Alex turned. “You all right?”

She hesitated. “Did you hear that?”

“The wind?”

“No.” She shook her head slowly. “Something else.”

Alex frowned, stepping closer. He scanned the ridge line, the slopes, the sky—as if expecting to find someone watching. But the world was empty, stripped down to stone, frost, and the first hint of morning.

The cold wind died as quickly as it came, leaving a hush so complete Nika’s heartbeat seemed too loud.

She didn’t like it.

Not because it was dangerous—mountains were always dangerous—but because this quiet felt... expectant. As if the ridge itself was listening.

Alex resumed walking, slower this time. “Keep close.”

Nika followed, but her mind kept circling back to the same feeling:

the silence wasn’t natural.

Something beneath it moved—like breath under heavy cloth.

They reached a bend where the path narrowed into a spine of rock. The drop on their right fell away into cloud. The sky above them darkened then brightened again in a strange ripple, as though the morning wasn’t sure it wanted to arrive.

A faint tremor ran through the pack on her shoulders.

The Book stirred.

Nika swallowed. “It’s awake again.”

Alex didn’t turn, but she saw his jaw tighten.

“Don’t open it,” he said quietly.

“I wasn’t going to.”

But she wasn’t sure that was true.

The warmth spreading through the leather made her feel as if the Book were leaning toward her—like it wanted something, like it knew something the mountain did.

A gust swept over them, colder than before, and for a moment Nika thought she heard—no, felt—a distant vibration beneath the wind. A low hum, almost like—

A voice?

She shivered and forced her gaze forward.

The ridge rose ahead of them like the spine of a sleeping creature.

The silence followed.

And somewhere within it, deep and deliberate, a heartbeat that was not her own.

They walked in silence for several minutes, the kind of silence where even breathing felt like it might disturb something ancient. Frost glittered on the stones like scattered glass, and every step sent tiny shards skittering down the slope.

Alex stopped abruptly.

Nika nearly bumped into him.

“What is it?” she whispered.

He tilted his head, listening—not to her, but to the air itself.

“We’re almost at the ridge,” he said quietly.

His voice floated out into the cold—

—and did not come back.

The mountains swallowed the sound whole.

Alex frowned, glanced behind them again, then kept walking. The path widened a little, and Nika exhaled, her shoulders relaxing.

Until she heard it.

A soft echo.

Late.

Too late.

“We’re almost at the ridge.”

Same words.

Same rhythm.

But the voice wasn’t Alex’s anymore.

It was deeper. Older.

As if someone decades older than Alex repeated his sentence with a breath he hadn’t taken yet.

Nika froze.

Alex turned. “What?”

“You didn’t hear that?”

“Hear what?”

She opened her mouth, but before she could answer, the air carried her own voice back to her:

“Alex?”

But the tone was wrong.

Her voice sounded strained, almost sorrowful—like she had said his name while crying.

Nika’s breath hitched.

She hadn’t cried.

She hadn’t even raised her voice.

The echo came again—

this time just a whisper:

“...Aleх...”

Her stomach tightened. She tried to steady her hands, but they trembled anyway.

Alex took a step closer. “Nika. Talk to me. What did you hear?”

She swallowed. “It repeated what you said. But... different.”

“Different how?”

“Like it wasn’t you. Like someone else was borrowing your voice.”

He watched her carefully—too carefully—like he was measuring her fear, not the threat.

“Echoes behave strangely in mountains,” he said.

“That wasn’t a mountain echo.”

He didn’t argue.

He didn’t have to.

Silence pressed in around them again—thicker this time, heavy like a held breath.

A faint sound drifted up from below the ridge. Not wind.

Not water.

A soft, rhythmic tap.

Alex stiffened. “Footsteps?”

“No,” Nika whispered. “Not heavy enough.”

The tapping stopped.

Then—

a few seconds later—

the echo of her voice murmured again, thinner now, stretched like a thread:

“...Alex...”

Alex looked at her sharply. “Nika, that wasn’t you.”

She felt the truth of it settle under her ribs like cold weight.

“No,” she said. “It wasn’t.”

The silence broke with a sudden gust of wind that carried nothing but frost.

Whatever had repeated them—

was listening.

And learning.

The ridge narrowed again, forcing them close to the rock wall. Frost crept along the stone in delicate, branching patterns, as if the cold were trying to write something of its own.

Nika slowed.

The warmth in her pack was growing stronger—steady now, like a heartbeat pressed against her spine.

“Let’s rest for a minute,” she said.

Alex hesitated, scanning the slopes, then nodded. “Two minutes. No more.”

She crouched beside a flat boulder dusted with snow and slid the pack from her shoulders. The moment she set it down, the warmth radiated through the fabric—unnatural in the morning cold.

Alex tensed. “Careful.”

“I’m not opening it,” she murmured.

Even if a part of her wanted to.

Nika unbuckled the top flap just enough to check on the book. She didn’t touch it—she didn’t dare—but the moment light reached the leather cover, something shifted.

The Book inhaled.

Not in sound, but movement—subtle, unmistakable.

Its pages shivered as if disturbed by a breath Nika couldn’t feel.

Then—

flap.

A single page turned itself.

Nika jerked back.

Alex moved immediately, hand already on the pack.

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t do anything,” she said quickly. “It moved on its own.”

He swallowed hard. “Did you... see what page it turned to?”

Nika forced herself to lean closer.

The page was almost blank.

Almost.

Across the top, faint lines of ink trembled as if searching for shape—like words trying to remember how to exist. Thin strokes curled inward, then dissolved. New ones flickered into being, then faded again.

The Book wasn’t recording the past.

It was waiting.

“Nika,” Alex said quietly, “close it.”

“I think it’s trying to—”

“Close it.”

She shut the pack slowly, hands shaking despite the cold. The warmth vanished instantly, replaced by an emptiness that felt worse.

Alex exhaled, long and controlled. “It reacts more strongly up here. We should’ve expected that.”

“No,” she whispered. “This wasn’t the same. It wasn’t showing anything. It was... unfinished.”

He looked away too quickly.

“Alex?” she pressed.

But he didn’t answer. The unreadable tension in his shoulders told her everything she needed to know—

he had seen something like this before.

She opened her mouth to ask—

but the mountains answered first.

A faint pulse rolled beneath the stones, subtle as the shift of breath in a sleeping giant. The frost lines on the boulder quivered, breaking their patterns into new ones.

Her heart thudded.

“Did you feel that?” she whispered.

Alex nodded. “Yeah.”

Nika touched the stone with her gloved fingers.

Cold.

Still.

But a moment ago...

it had moved.

She drew back slowly, breath fogging in the air.

“What if it wasn’t the Book turning the page?” she said softly. “What if something else turned it for us?”

Alex didn’t respond.

He didn’t have to.

Because from somewhere beyond the ridge—

far away, but unmistakable—

a faint whisper slid along the wind.

A whisper shaped like turning parchment.

The wind dropped so suddenly it felt unnatural, as if the entire ridge had paused mid-breath.

Nika straightened, instinctively pulling her coat tighter. The silence around them wasn’t simply quiet—it was hollow, stripped of every familiar sound. No whisper of wind. No scrape of loose stones. No heartbeat of the mountain.

Just stillness.

Alex stepped closer to her. “We should move.”

But Nika didn’t move.

Something was wrong.

The cold shifted, brushing against her ear with a faint, deliberate softness—like the beginning of a word.

She turned sharply. “Did you hear that?”

Alex shook his head. “Hear what?”

She opened her mouth to explain, but the sound came again.

Not wind.

Not echo.

Something smaller.

Closer.

A single word.

Soft. Breath-thin.

Carried on the air like a memory she’d never lived.

“Mama?”

Nika froze.

Her pulse slammed against her ribs, once, then again, too fast, too loud. She stared into the pale fog ahead—but there was nothing there. Only the narrow trail curving out of sight, empty and silent.

Alex stepped in front of her, his expression tightening. “Nika. What did you hear?”

She didn’t answer at first. She felt the world tilt—just slightly—as if the ridge had shifted beneath her feet.

The voice had been unmistakable.

Even whispered, even faint—

a child’s voice.

But she had never—

“I heard... a kid,” she forced out. “A little boy. Or girl. I don’t know.”

Alex scanned the frost-covered stones with quick, sharp movements. “Nika, there’s no one here. There’s no one for miles.”

“I know,” she whispered.

He didn’t look convinced.

She didn’t feel convinced.

Before she could speak again, a sound—soft as a breath—slid across the ridge.

Not the same word.

A different one.

Barely audible.

“Come.”

Nika’s blood ran cold.

Alex turned his head sharply, eyes narrowing. “That— I heard something that time.”

Nika swallowed hard. “It sounded like a child.”

Alex hesitated for a beat too long. “No. That wasn’t a child.”

She stepped back, shaking her head. “Alex, I’m telling you—”

A new sound cut through her sentence.

A faint crunch.

Snow shifting.

Very small footsteps.

Nika spun toward the trail.

Nothing moved.

But on the frost-dusted ground a few meters ahead—

tiny footprints appeared.

Small. Narrow. Child-sized.

Fresh.

Leading away from them.

Her breath hitched.

Alex stood completely still, staring at the prints. “That’s impossible.”

Nika whispered, “You see them too.”

“Yes,” he said. “Which means they’re real.”

The wind rose again—slow, uncertain—like a voice learning how to speak.

And from deep within it, barely formed, barely sound—

“Nika...”

Her name.

A child’s voice.

But stretched, fragile, breaking at the edges as if torn between echo and utterance.

Alex grabbed her arm. “We’re leaving. Now.”

But Nika couldn’t move.

Because the voice hadn’t just said her name—

it had known how to say it with affection.

As if it knew her.

As if it remembered her.

And as the last thread of the whisper faded, cold crawled up her spine, carrying a single terrifying thought:

What if the child wasn’t calling for someone else?

What if it was calling for her?

The wind pushed in again, sudden and sharp, scattering crystals of frost across the ridge. Alex pulled Nika back from the trail, forcing her behind a jut of stone that offered almost no shelter but gave him room to scan the slope.

“Alex—”

“Don’t,” he snapped.

His tone wasn’t harsh often.

That alone made her fall silent.

The footprints ahead of them were already fading, dissolving into pale dust as the wind lifted the frost. Whatever had made them—if anything had—was gone.

Nika wrapped her arms around herself, the cold suddenly biting deeper.

“I’m not imagining it,” she said quietly.

Alex didn’t answer at first. He was still watching the narrow path where the prints had been moments ago, jaw clenched, shoulders rigid.

When he finally spoke, his voice was tight.

“I didn’t say you were.”

“But you think it.”

“No,” he said, too quickly. “I don’t.”

The wind rose, swirling between them, tugging her hair across her face. She pushed it back, frustration prickling beneath her skin—not at the wind, not at the cold, but at him.

“You keep looking at me like I’m about to break,” she said.

Alex’s gaze snapped to hers—sharp, startled.

“That’s not—”

“You do. Every time something strange happens, you look at me first, not the danger.”

“Because you’re the one it wants,” he shot back.

The words were out before he could restrain them.

They hit the air between them like a blow.

Nika froze.

Alex shut his eyes for a moment, as if trying to catch the words and shove them back into his mouth. But it was too late. They had landed. They were real.

“Nika,” he said softly, stepping toward her.

She stepped back.

“‘It’? What do you mean? Echo? The mountain? The Book? What exactly ‘wants’ me, Alex?”

His breath fogged in the cold.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But something up here is watching you. And I can’t protect you if you keep running toward the things that call you.”

“I wasn’t running toward anything—”

“You didn’t move,” he cut in. “You froze. Like you were listening.”

Nika swallowed. Hard.

He wasn’t wrong.

But she hated that he saw it.

The silence between them tightened.

Finally she said, “You’re scared.”

“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “Of losing you. Again.”

The word again sliced through her chest.

But before she could respond, before she could decide whether to reach for him or step away—

something in the mountain shifted.

A tremor—small, but real—rippled through the stones. The frost on the ledge cracked in branching lines, spiderwebbing outward. Pebbles jumped.

Alex moved instantly, pulling her close with a speed she barely registered.

“Stay behind me.”

Nika tried to breathe against the sudden surge of fear—but the ground beneath her felt thinner, the air colder, the silence sharper.

The ridge listened.

And the moment Alex’s hand closed around hers,

Echo replied.

Not with her voice.

Not with Alex’s.

But with a whisper that sounded unbearably familiar, unbearably soft:

“Don’t fight.”

Nika’s breath caught.

Alex felt her flinch. “What did it say?”

She couldn’t answer.

Her throat had closed around the truth.

Because the voice—

that impossible, childlike voice—

had used a tone she recognized too deeply:

a child pleading with its mother.

They moved again once the tremor faded, though neither of them spoke. The silence had changed—no longer hollow, no longer waiting. Now it felt attentive, as if the mountain had leaned closer to listen.

Frost crunched beneath their boots.

The trail curved sharply around a column of dark stone, weathered into the shape of a bent spine. Nika trailed her fingers along it in passing—cold, rough, strangely warm in some places, as if the stone remembered the tremor.

She quickened her pace to match Alex, but a glint on the ground caught her eye.

“Nika?” Alex called from ahead.

She didn’t answer.

Something was sticking out from beneath the frost: the edge of a flat stone, darker than the rest.

Nika crouched and brushed away the thin layer of ice with her glove.

A word revealed itself.

No—

not a word.

A sentence.

Deeply carved. Precise.

As if someone had cut it into the rock only hours ago.

Her breath froze in her throat.

I will choose.

The letters were clean, the grooves sharp.

Not eroded. Not ancient.

New.

As if the mountain had written them.

Alex appeared beside her, breath sharp with alarm. “What did you—”

His voice cut off the instant he saw it.

He knelt, wiping away the remaining frost. The whole line emerged clearly now:

I will choose.

Nika swallowed. “Alex... I didn’t say this.”

“I know.”

“It doesn’t make sense.”

“It’s Echo,” he said. “It has to be.”

“No.” She shook her head slowly. “Echo repeats. Echo twists. But this—this feels like...”

She hesitated, the truth sticking unpleasantly to her tongue.

“...like a decision.”

Alex stared at her, searching her face.

Not doubting her.

Fearing for her.

“Did you hear the voice before this?” he asked quietly.

Nika nodded. “Yes.”

“Same tone?”

“Yes.”

He exhaled shakily, almost imperceptibly.

Nika looked at the stone again.

She reached out—hesitantly—and pressed her fingers to the carved letters.

The stone was warm.

Like the Book.

She yanked her hand back.

Alex stood abruptly. “Nika, don’t touch anything else. We don’t know what Echo can impose or what it’s trying to show—”

“It’s not showing,” she said softly.

He stopped. “What?”

“It’s reminding.”

A gust of wind slid across the ridge, rearranging the frost around the stone as if underlining the words.

The air grew colder, pressing against her spine like a warning.

Alex crouched again, leaning close to her. “Listen to me. Whatever this is—whatever Echo wants—it’s trying to provoke something. A reaction. A choice you’re not supposed to make yet.”

Nika stared at him.

“A choice about what?”

He didn’t answer.

Or maybe he couldn’t.

Before either of them could speak again, a soft thud echoed from behind them—like a small foot landing lightly in snow.

They spun.

Nothing.

Only the pale trail stretching back into the mist.

But Nika’s heart lurched.

Because the air still carried a faint warmth from the stone,

and a whisper brushed past her ear—too soft to be sound, too close to be wind:

“Soon.”

She jerked back, stumbling into Alex. He steadied her just as the ridge behind them went perfectly still again.

The stone lay quiet at their feet.

But the words remained.

I will choose.

And Nika understood, with a cold clarity she hated:

The mountain wasn’t echoing her.

It was answering her.

They left the stone behind, though Nika felt its weight long after it was out of sight. The words clung to her mind, carved just as sharply there as on the rock.

I will choose.

Her fingers twitched at her side, remembering the warmth.

Remembering the whisper.

Alex walked beside her now—not ahead. Close enough that their shoulders brushed when the path narrowed. He didn’t say it, but she felt it: he didn’t want distance between them anymore.

The ridge opened slightly into a flat ledge. Mist curled low over the ground, shifting in slow, ghostly swirls.

Nika stopped.

Alex immediately mirrored her stillness. “What is it?”

She listened.

The wind held its breath.

Nothing.

Just the cold pressing against her ears.

Then—

very faint, barely a thread of sound—

a small, soft whimper.

Like a child trying not to cry.

Nika’s heart clenched. “There. Did you hear—?”

Alex was already turning in a half-circle, scanning the ledge. “I heard... something.”

Before he could finish the thought, the mist parted with a quiet ripple.

And the footprints appeared.

Tiny.

Fresh.

Child-sized.

They formed one after another, as if an invisible weight were stepping lightly across the frost.

The prints arced across the ledge—not toward them, but around them—

making a slow, careful circle.

Alex grabbed Nika’s arm. “Get behind me.”

“I don’t think it’s trying to hurt us,” she whispered.

“Footprints don’t appear by accident, Nika!”

But she wasn’t listening to him anymore.

Her eyes were fixed on the small impressions in the frost. Each print was deep enough to show shape—five small toes, the faint curve of a heel. Too precise for illusion. Too deliberate for shifting wind.
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