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    To those who have the courage to climb the mountain,even when they don't know what's waiting in the dark.
And to every friend who became family on the journey.Your laughter will echo in the caves forever.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "It's not the darkness we fear,but what watches us from within it."
— Anonymous

      

    


Prologue: The Spill

Dr. Adrian Botha stood before the heavy oak table, the fluorescent lights above buzzing softly, echoing the tension in the sterile boardroom. Across from him sat five men and two women, each wearing dark suits and the kind of impassive expressions only bureaucrats could perfect. Papers rustled, pens clicked, and the smell of coffee was sharp in the cold air.

“Dr. Botha, we have reviewed your project proposal in full,” said Mr. van Tonder, the lead government health officer, clearing his throat. “While your intentions may have been noble, your method of testing, the chemical instability, and the fatal outcomes in lab specimens—”

Adrian cut in, slamming his palm on the table. “Fatal outcomes? Those lab rats died because we overdosed the compound to test the upper limits! At safe dosages, the formula allows for growth activation in skeletal structures. Children who can’t grow, adults whose bones have fused prematurely—do you understand what this means for them?”

A woman with a severe bun flipped through her file. “Your compound, G-17, causes cellular hyperactivity not just in bones, but in all tissue, Dr. Botha. It is a cancer risk, an organ failure risk. The government will not approve human trials, and we will not allow this project to continue.”

Adrian’s hands trembled. “You’re talking about paperwork. I’m talking about lives.”

“You are dismissed, Dr. Botha,” van Tonder said flatly, closing the folder with a loud clap. “We appreciate your service, but your funding is revoked effective immediately. All chemical materials are to be contained and disposed of according to protocol.”

Adrian stood there, throat dry, as the board members stood and filed out, their chairs scraping against the tiled floor. One by one, they left him alone in the room, the words “cancer risk” and “fatal outcomes” echoing in the silence.

That evening, the rain fell hard against the windshield of his bakkie as Adrian drove up the winding road toward Mount Piketberg. His headlights cut through the mist, illuminating the jagged rock faces and the dripping fynbos on the slopes. In the back, four steel canisters clanged softly with every bump on the road.

They would destroy his work, call him a monster for trying to save children. But they would never understand what it felt like to look into the eyes of a parent who just wanted their child to grow, to live, to run with the others.

He arrived at the mouth of the cave, the wind biting as he stepped out, jacket pulled tight around him. He looked back at the canisters, each labeled with yellow hazard stickers, each containing the future they were too afraid to grasp.

With a final glance around to ensure no one followed him, he dragged the canisters to the cave mouth, rolling them into the dark. The hollow clangs echoed deep into the mountain’s gut as liquid hissed and gurgled, spreading across the cold stone.

He crouched there for a moment, staring into the blackness, the chemical fumes rising to mix with the damp cave air. This was not how it was meant to end, but maybe the mountain would keep his secret until the world was ready.

From the darkness, a soft hiss answered.

Adrian froze, peering into the gloom, seeing nothing but shadows.

A low slither, like silk over stone, moved deeper in the cave, circling the puddles of the strange glowing liquid. The Adder, scales gleaming faintly in the reflected light, lowered its triangular head, its yellow eyes watching the human before it.

And then it began to drink.

Adrian slowly stepped backward, heart thumping. The snake raised its head, licking its lips with its forked tongue, and for a moment, those yellow eyes locked with his.

In that moment, Adrian Botha felt that he had not ended his work here.

He had only just begun it.
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Chapter 1: Hello Summer
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The cardboard box ripped under the weight of textbooks and scattered across the tiled floor of Jamie Stander’s dorm room. Pages from half-finished essays fluttered like wounded birds, settling in the dust under his bed.

“Dammit,” Jamie muttered, running a hand through his unruly brown hair. His finals were over, the semester was done, but the mess of it all clung to him like a second skin.

Behind him, the door creaked open, and Lolita leaned against the frame, her jet-black hair tucked into a beanie, dark lipstick curling into a teasing smile. “You’re going to miss this place, aren’t you?”

Jamie snorted, tossing a stray hoodie into a duffel bag. “Miss moldy showers and overpriced coffee? Not likely.”

She stepped in, closing the door with her hip. Her perfume—a hint of vanilla and something sharp—filled the air, comforting and heavy at the same time. “So, this place we’re going... Piketberg, right? Small mountain town, nowhere on the map?”

“It’s home,” Jamie said, zipping up the bag. “And you’ll love it.”

From the hallway came the crash of laughter as Dillon barged in without knocking, Delicia trailing after him, phone in hand, her acrylic nails tapping as she filmed everything for her story highlights.

“Bro, you ready or what?” Dillon grinned, clapping Jamie on the shoulder. “I need the mountains, man. I need some real air.”

Behind them, Ravian stumbled in, his eyes red, his hair a wild mess as he stuffed
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