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Chapter 1: The Circle
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The air in the meditation hall was thick with the scent of rain-soaked earth and the desperate optimism of strangers. Seven of them, arranged on hemp cushions in a circle that felt more like a noose. I sat at its head, the hired healer, the woman who supposedly held the map out of their private hells. It was a fraud, of course. I couldn’t even find the exit to my own.

“Welcome to The Summit Sanctuary,” I said, my voice a study in professional calm. It was a performance I had perfected: the trauma counselor who could dissect anyone’s pain but her own. “The goal this week is not to forget. It is to feel, and then, to release.”

The words flew from my mouth like trained birds. I watched them circle the room, landing on the shoulders of a hollow-eyed widower, a woman who had lost a child, a man whose guilt was a coat too heavy to remove. They nodded, their eyes shining with the promise of relief. They believed in me. That was the problem.

The room itself was a lie. Built from reclaimed wood and floor-to-ceiling glass, it tried to frame the misty peaks of the Mantiqueira Mountains as a serene work of art. But the mountains weren’t serene. They watched. The fog clung to the ridges like a secret, and the wind that slipped through the window seams sounded like a warning. It was the kind of beauty that had teeth.

“We’ll begin with a simple intention,” I continued, lighting a single white candle in the center of our circle. The flame shivered, casting shadows that danced like old ghosts. “Close your eyes. Breathe in the mountain air. What did you come here to leave behind?”

I closed my own, but the darkness behind my eyelids was never empty. She was there. Ana. My sister. Not as a memory, but as a presence. The faint scent of lavender and rain—the same scent as the day they found her. The candle flame crackled, and for a split second, the smell of burning wax became the smell of something sharper, more final.

My eyes snapped open. Everyone else was in their healing trance, faces a mixture of pain and hope.

Except one.

A man at the far edge of the circle, his face half-cloaked in shadow, was watching me. His eyes weren’t closed. They were fixed on me, not with the vulnerability of a participant, but with the intensity of an assessor. There was the faintest hint of a smile on his lips, one that didn’t belong in a grief retreat. It was a smile that said, I know who you are.

The wind howled outside, a low, mournful cry. The candle flame sputtered and died, plunging the room into a sudden, unnerving twilight.

The circle was broken. And the week had barely begun.
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Chapter 2: The Mountain Watches
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Sleep didn’t come. It rarely did in a new place. I left my sterile cabin before dawn, needing to feel the damp earth under my feet. The Sanctuary was designed for peace, with its winding stone paths and strategically placed benches, but it felt like a stage. Every rustle of leaves, every snap of a twig, seemed scripted.

I followed a less-traveled path, one that led away from the manicured grounds and toward the mountain’s wilder edge. The air grew cooler, thick with the smell of wet ferns and decay—the honest scent of things living and dying. This, I could trust.

The path ended at a lookout point, a small clearing dominated by a single, ancient jequitibá tree. Its roots clawed at the rock, a testament to holding on. I leaned against its massive trunk, the bark rough against my jacket, and looked out at the valley. A river of fog was rolling through it, swallowing the world below.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

The voice came from behind me. It was him. The man from the circle. He moved with a disconcerting silence. He stood a few feet away, not looking at me, but at the fog.

“It is,” I said, my voice tight. “I didn’t get your name last night.”

“Elias,” he said. He finally turned to me, and in the grey morning light, I could see his face clearly. Sharp, intelligent features, but his eyes held a weariness that contradicted his knowing smile from the night before. “And you’re Brenda. The one who’s going to fix us.”

There was no malice in his tone, just a flat statement of fact. It was more unnerving than sarcasm.

“I don’t fix people, Elias. I help them find their own tools.”

“Right.” He gave a short, humorless laugh. He gestured toward the valley. “My wife loved views like this. She said they put things in perspective.”

“She’s why you’re here?” I asked, slipping into my professional role. It was a shield.

“She is,” he said, his gaze turning distant. “She fell. Hiking. Not far from a place like this.”

A cold dread trickled down my spine. Fell. The word echoed.

Suddenly, the scent of lavender was overwhelming, a phantom smell in the clean mountain air. The fog below wasn’t just fog anymore. It was a white sheet, pulled over a body. I heard a voice—a girl’s voice, young and bright, laced with defiance. You can’t keep me here, Bren. You can’t watch me forever.

It was Ana’s voice. The last thing she ever said to me.

I must have flinched, because Elias was looking at me now, his expression sharp with concern. Or was it calculation?

“Are you alright, Brenda?” he asked, his voice soft. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I stared at him, my heart hammering against my ribs. The mountain wasn’t just watching. It was remembering. And it was using him to make me remember, too.
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Chapter 3: The Vanishing
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The day after my unnerving dawn encounter with Elias was dedicated to the first ritual: The Rooting. I led the seven participants into the damp, moss-covered woods, my voice a steady metronome against the rising anxiety in my chest. I explained the symbolism—grounding their grief, giving it a physical form, returning it to the earth. I demonstrated, picking up a smooth, grey stone and cradling it in my palm.

“This stone is your burden,” I said, the lie tasting like ash in my mouth. “Feel its weight. Imbue it with the memories, the regrets, the sorrow. When you are ready, find a place that calls to you, and bury it. Let the earth hold it for you.”

I watched them disperse. Elias gave me a long, unreadable look before disappearing behind a curtain of thick ferns. A young woman named Clara, who had been silent since her arrival, clutched her stone so tightly her knuckles were white. She was the one who had lost a child. She walked towards a patch of delicate, white wildflowers, as if to bury her grief among the only purity she could find. A retired professor, Julian, methodically dug a precise, neat hole at the base of a pine tree, a man trying to impose order on chaos.

I performed the ritual myself, a hollow pantomime for my audience of one—Elias, whom I could feel watching even when I couldn't see him. I chose a spot far from the others, near a rotted log teeming with fungi. I thought of Ana, of her laughter, of the slam of a door, of a phone call I didn’t answer. I pushed the stone into the soft, dark soil. It felt less like a release and more like hiding evidence.

That evening, a forced camaraderie filled the dining hall. People spoke in hushed, earnest tones, dissecting the experience. “I felt... lighter, afterwards,” the widower admitted, looking surprised. “I just felt cold,” Clara whispered, staring at her untouched food. Her hands were still caked with dirt under the nails.

Elias was quiet, observing the group, his gaze occasionally flicking to me. He wasn't participating; he was monitoring.

The next morning, the Sanctuary’s fragile peace shattered.

It was Julian, the professor, who raised the alarm. He knocked on my cabin door, his face pale, his usual composure gone.

“It’s Clara,” he said, his voice trembling. “She’s not in her room. Her bed hasn’t been slept in.”

A professional calm descended over me, a welcome armor. “Perhaps she rose early to meditate, Julian. The schedule is a suggestion, not a rule.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Her boots are gone. And her journal... it’s lying open on her pillow. There’s a message. I think... I think it’s for you.”

I followed him to Clara’s cabin. The room was cold, the window left slightly ajar, letting in the damp, pine-scented air. And just as he’d said, a small leather-bound journal lay on the neatly made bed. It was open to a fresh page. The handwriting was a frantic scrawl, words pressed so hard into the paper they were almost torn through.

It wasn’t a letter. It was a single, repeated sentence, written over and over again, filling the entire page.

The flowers have no roots. The flowers have no roots. The flowers have no roots.

My blood ran cold. The white wildflowers. The spot where she had buried her stone.

“Stay here. Lock the door. Call the main office. There’s a landline in your cabin. Tell them we have a missing guest,” I commanded Julian, my voice leaving no room for argument.

I ran from the cabin, my boots slipping on the damp pine needles, my heart pounding a frantic rhythm against my ribs. I didn’t need to ask where to go. I ran straight to the patch of white wildflowers, nestled in a small, sun-dappled clearing.

The clearing was empty. There was no sign of Clara. But there was a sign of her ritual.

The earth where she had been digging was disturbed. The small hole she had made for her grief-stone had been dug up, expanded into a shallow, gaping wound in the ground.

And lying at the bottom of it, placed with deliberate care, was not her stone.

It was a small, tarnished silver locket.

My locket. The one I had lost the day my sister died. The one I hadn't seen in
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