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    For the ones who stayed when they could have run—whose names became echoes in someone else's song.And for the ones still learningthat to be warm is not to take, but to belong.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The mountain keeps what it is given. But sometimes—sometimes—it gives something back."—from the journals of Dr. Mira Dass
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Chapter One: The Return
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The coastal road at five in the morning is a place for ghosts.

Not the kind that rattle chains or haunt old houses—the quieter kind. The ones who walk barefoot on asphalt still warm from the previous day's sun, their eyes fixed on something no one else can see. The fishermen know this. They leave before dawn, their headlamps cutting small, temporary holes in the dark, and they do not look too closely at the shoulders of the road. Some things, they understand, are better left to the police.

So when the old truck driver—a man named Samuel who had spent forty years hauling bananas down from the highlands—saw the figure stumbling toward his headlights, he almost didn't stop. Almost. But the figure was thin, too thin, and it moved with a jerky, broken rhythm, as if its limbs had forgotten how to work together. Samuel slowed, his tires crunching on the gravel shoulder, and rolled down his window.

The boy—for it was a boy, though barely—looked up at him with eyes that did not seem to belong to any living thing. They were wide, impossibly wide, the pupils dilated to pinpricks despite the darkness. His skin was the color of clay left too long in the sun, peeling in ragged strips from his cheeks and forearms. His lips were split and bleeding. His clothes—what remained of them—hung from his frame like flags from a defeated army.

In his right hand, clutched so tightly that his knuckles had gone white, was a strip of fabric. Tent material, Samuel would later tell the police. Blue and gray, like the ones the scouts had used. The boy opened his mouth, and Samuel leaned closer, expecting a plea for water, for help, for anything.

"They're still up there," the boy whispered. His voice was a ruin—scratchy, thin, as if he'd been screaming for days and had only just stopped. "They're still learning."

Samuel reached for his radio.



The police report, filed at 6:42 AM, noted the following: male, approximately sixteen years of age, severe dehydration and malnutrition, no identification, no shoes, found in possession of a torn section of tent fabric consistent with those used by the Piton scout troop. The boy, later identified as Ravi Chandran, had been missing for three months. The other five members of his troop remained unaccounted for.

The report did not note the way Ravi's eyes followed things that weren't there. It did not note the way his voice, when he spoke, sometimes seemed to come from slightly behind his own mouth. It did not note the humming.

The media had already moved on from the Piton disappearance by then. Three months is an eternity in the news cycle, and fresher tragedies had claimed the headlines—a landslide in the north, a political scandal in the capital, a fire that had killed a family of four. The search parties had been called off weeks ago. The drones had been packed away. The mountain, as it always did, had kept its secrets.

But the locals remembered. They remembered the way the search dogs had refused to go within a hundred meters of the plateau. They remembered the way the drone footage had glitched at exactly the same coordinates, every time, as if the mountain itself was scrambling the signal. They remembered the way the wind up there didn't sound like wind—it sounded like something trying to remember the shape of a voice.

And now Ravi was back. Which meant, some of them whispered, that he was the lucky one.

Or the unlucky one, depending on how you looked at it.



Dr. Mira Dass first saw Ravi on a Tuesday, three days after he was found.

She had been sitting in her office at the Port Louis Psychiatric Institute, staring at a stack of intake forms she'd been meaning to file for a week, when the phone rang. It was the night nurse from the general hospital, a woman named Preeti who Mira had worked with on a half-dozen difficult cases. Preeti didn't bother with pleasantries.

"I've got one for you," she said. "The scouts. The one who came back."

Mira set down her pen. "I thought he was being treated at the general."

"He is. But we're out of our depth. He's not... he's not responding to anything we're doing." A pause. The sound of a door closing, of Preeti lowering her voice. "Mira, he talks to people who aren't there. And sometimes—sometimes, I swear, he answers himself."

Mira had heard worse. She had treated soldiers who still heard mortar fire in the quiet of their own homes, women who had watched their children die and then spent years having conversations with them in empty rooms. Trauma did strange things to the mind. It rewrote memories, hollowed out identities, filled the empty spaces with ghosts. That was what she did—she helped people pull those ghosts out by the roots, or taught them to live with them, or gave them the tools to build walls around the parts of themselves that hurt too much to touch.

She told Preeti she would come by that afternoon.

She did not, at that moment, believe in anything she could not explain.



The hospital room was small and white and smelled of antiseptic and old fear. Ravi sat on the edge of the bed, his hands cuffed loosely to the rails—not because he was dangerous, the nurse explained, but because he kept trying to walk through walls. Literally. He had the bruises on his forehead to prove it.

Mira pulled up a chair and sat across from him, close enough to see his face but far enough to give him space. She had learned over the years that the first session was not about questions. It was about presence. About letting the patient see that you were not afraid of their fear.

Ravi looked at her.

That was the first moment Mira felt something shift. His eyes were not the eyes of a traumatized child. They were too aware. Too watchful. They tracked her the way a cat tracks a bird—not with aggression, but with a patient, almost bored curiosity. He had been waiting for her. She was certain of it.

"Hello, Ravi," she said. "My name is Mira. I'm a doctor. I'm here to talk to you, if you want to talk. Nothing you say will leave this room unless you want it to."

Ravi tilted his head. The motion was too smooth, too fluid—a snake's movement more than a boy's. "Hello, Mira," he said. His voice was soft, almost gentle. "He's been waiting for you."

Mira kept her expression neutral. "Who has?"

Ravi's mouth curved into a smile that did not reach his eyes. "You know who. You've always known."

She opened her notebook, wrote potential dissociative identity disorder, possible auditory hallucinations in careful, clinical shorthand. She asked him about the mountain. About the scouts. About the night they disappeared. He answered in fragments, his words tumbling out in no particular order—the fire, the whispers, the way the moonlight had seemed too close, too bright. And then, halfway through a sentence about his sister, he stopped.

His head tilted again. His eyes went distant.

"Shh," he whispered. "It's repeating us."

Mira looked around the room. The door was closed. The window was sealed. The only other person in the hallway was the nurse at the station, too far away to be heard. "What is repeating us, Ravi?"

But he just shook his head, his body curling inward, his hands pressing against his ears. "You don't hear it," he said. "You don't hear it yet."



She listened to the recording three times before she heard it.

The first time, sitting in her car in the hospital parking lot, she heard only what she remembered—her own questions, Ravi's fractured answers, the long silences in between. The second time, parked outside her apartment building, she thought she noticed something strange about the silences. A faint quality to them, like static on an old radio. The third time, sitting at her kitchen table with a glass of wine she hadn't touched, she heard it.

A whisper. Buried so deep in the audio that she might have imagined it. But she hadn't. She rewound, played it again, leaned closer to the speaker.

There. In the gap between her question and Ravi's answer. A voice—her voice—repeating the last words she'd spoken. But wrong. The timing was off, the syllables stretched and compressed, as if someone had recorded her speech and then tried to play it back without understanding the rhythm of human breath. It was her voice, but it wasn't her. It was something that had learned the shape of her words without learning what they meant.

She sat back in her chair. Her heart was beating too fast. She told herself it was a glitch. A recording error. A trick of the hospital's outdated equipment. There were a dozen rational explanations, and she was a scientist, a doctor, a woman who had spent twenty years training herself to look for the logical answer.

But she did not delete the recording. She saved it to a separate file, labeled it Ravi C., anomaly, and locked her phone.

That night, she dreamed of the mountain.



She had never been to Piton. She had seen photographs, of course—the search parties had released dozens of them during the initial coverage—but she had never stood on its slopes, never felt its wind, never breathed its thin, cold air. And yet, in her dream, she knew it as intimately as her own childhood home.

The plateau stretched out before her, flat and featureless, the rocks worn smooth by centuries of wind. The moon hung low and swollen, its light too bright, too close, casting shadows that moved when nothing moved to cast them. And there, at the edge of the firelight—though there was no fire, only the memory of one—stood a figure.

Mira tried to move toward it. Her legs would not obey.

The figure turned. Its face was wrong—stretched, blurred, as if seen through water. But its voice was unmistakable.

"You're late, Mira," her father said. "We've been waiting."

She woke gasping, her sheets soaked with sweat, her hand already reaching for the phone on her nightstand. The clock read 3:17 AM. The room was dark. But she was not alone.

She felt it—a presence, hovering just at the edge of her awareness, not quite there but not quite gone. A weight in the air, like the pressure before a storm. And then, from the corner of the room, a whisper:

"Mira."

She turned on the lamp. The room was empty.

The phone in her hand buzzed. A text from an unknown number, though the hospital had assured her that her personal information was secure. She opened it with trembling fingers.

The plateau listens, the message read. And it's learning your name.

She blocked the number. She lay back down. She did not sleep again.



The next morning, she called the hospital and requested every file they had on Ravi Chandran and the Piton incident. She cleared her schedule for the week. She told herself she was being thorough—that this was what good doctors did, chasing down every lead, leaving no stone unturned.

But when she sat down at her desk and opened the first folder, she knew the truth. She was not chasing answers. She was chasing the voice in her dream. The voice that had worn her father's face. The voice that had spoken her name in a whisper that was not quite a whisper, that was something else entirely.

She was going to find out what happened on that mountain.

And she was going to stop it from happening again.

But first, she had to admit something to herself—something she had been avoiding since the moment Ravi had looked at her with those too-wide eyes. Something she had been avoiding since the night her father died, when she had sworn she heard his voice calling her from the hallway, though she knew, logically, that it was impossible.

The mountain was not empty.

And whatever was up there, it had been waiting for her for a very long time.
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Chapter Two: The Plateau Breathes
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The hike up Piton should have taken four hours. It took five.

Not because the trail was difficult—though it was, in the way all mountain trails are, with their loose rocks and sudden drops and the way the air thinned with every hundred meters of elevation. No, the hike took five hours because Arvin kept stopping to take pictures of things that did not need to be photographed. A lichen-covered boulder. A bird that might have been a hawk. His own feet.

"The sponsors need content," he announced for the third time, his phone held at an angle that he seemed to believe was artistic. "You don't get followers by posting pictures of the same mountain everyone else has climbed."

Ravi shifted his backpack, feeling the strap dig into his shoulder. "No one has sponsors, Arvin. It's a school trip."

"That's exactly the kind of thinking that keeps people ordinary."

Devi, walking just ahead of Ravi, let out a soft snort. She didn't turn around. She rarely did. Devi moved through the world like a cat moving through tall grass—silent, watchful, present in a way that made the rest of them seem like noisy intruders. Ravi had known her for three years, since they'd been assigned to the same biology project in ninth standard, and he still couldn't tell you what she was thinking at any given moment.

"It's getting dark," she said. Not a question. An observation, delivered in the flat, unhurried tone she used for everything.

Ravi looked up. The sun had begun its descent behind the western ridge, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple that made Arvin's phone camera whine with inadequacy. The trail ahead was already in shadow, the trees pressing closer, their branches forming a canopy that turned the last of the daylight into a dim, greenish twilight.

"We'll make it," he said, though he wasn't sure he believed it. "The plateau's not much further."

He had said that an hour ago, too.



The plateau revealed itself all at once, as if the mountain had been holding its breath and finally decided to exhale.

One moment, they were pushing through a thicket of stunted pines, their boots skidding on pine needles and loose soil. The next, the trees fell away, and the world opened up into a vast, flat expanse of rock and scrub, stretching toward a horizon that seemed impossibly far away. The wind hit them immediately—not the gentle breeze they'd felt on the trail, but a hard, constant pressure, as if the mountain itself was pushing back against their presence.

Arvin let out a low whistle. "Okay. That's worth at least three posts."

Ravi dropped his pack and turned in a slow circle, taking it in. The plateau was larger than he'd expected, larger than the photos had suggested. The rock was a pale, almost white-gray, worn smooth by centuries of wind and rain, with deep fissures cutting across its surface like cracks in old skin. Scrub grass grew in patches, brown and brittle, and here and there a stunted tree had managed to take root, its branches twisted into shapes that reminded Ravi of hands reaching for something just out of reach.

And the silence. That was what struck him most, standing there with the wind pressing against his ears. The plateau was silent in a way that felt deliberate. No birds. No insects. Just the low, constant hum of the wind over stone, and the sound of his own breathing, and the distant, somehow wrong echo of Arvin's voice as he called out to the others.

"It's beautiful," Devi said. But she said it quietly, almost reluctantly, as if she wasn't sure she wanted to admit it.

They set up camp near the center of the plateau, where the rock gave way to a shallow depression filled with sandy soil. The tents went up quickly—they'd done this a dozen times before, on school trips and weekend outings and one disastrous attempt at winter camping that had ended with Arvin's sleeping bag catching fire. Ravi claimed the tent closest to the fire pit, partly because he wanted to be warm and partly because he wanted to be close to Devi, though he would never have admitted the second reason out loud.

The fire took longer than it should have. The wood they'd gathered from the tree line was damp, and the wind kept snatching at the flames, threatening to smother them before they could catch. But eventually, the fire took hold, and they sat around it in a loose circle, their faces glowing in the orange light, their voices rising and falling as they talked about nothing and everything.

Arvin told a story about a teacher who had walked into a glass door. Meera, the youngest of the group, recited a poem she'd written about the ocean. Kiran, who rarely spoke at all, produced a bag of marshmallows from his pack and began roasting them with the solemn concentration of a surgeon performing an operation. And Devi—Devi sat apart from the others, her knees drawn to her chest, her dark eyes scanning the darkness beyond the firelight.

Ravi watched her. He couldn't help it.

"You okay?" he asked, sliding closer.

Devi didn't look at him. "It feels crowded," she said.

Ravi frowned. "What do you mean? There's no one else up here."

She shook her head slowly. "Not people. Something else." A pause. Her fingers traced a pattern in the dirt—a spiral, then a triangle, then something that might have been a word in a language Ravi didn't recognize. "The mountain. It's not empty."

Arvin laughed from across the fire. "Devi's getting spooky on us. Next thing you know, she'll be telling ghost stories."

Devi looked up. Her eyes caught the firelight, flashed gold for just a moment. "I don't tell stories," she said. "I only tell what I see."

The laughter died in Arvin's throat. For a long moment, no one spoke. The fire crackled. The wind hummed. And somewhere in the darkness beyond the firelight, something moved.



Ravi told himself it was nothing. A bird. A branch. His imagination, working overtime because Devi had put strange thoughts in his head. He was a rational person—not a scientist, not yet, but someone who believed in cause and effect, in evidence, in the simple, beautiful logic of a world that made sense. He did not believe in crowded mountains. He did not believe in things that moved in the dark.

But when Arvin dropped his flashlight, and the clatter echoed across the plateau, Ravi felt his skin prickle.

The echo was wrong.

It came back too late, for one thing—a full second after the sound should have faded, as if the mountain had swallowed the noise and then decided, reluctantly, to give it back. And when it came, it was layered. Not one echo, but several, stacked on top of each other like a recording played over itself, the timing slightly off, the volume fluctuating. It sounded like a dozen flashlights falling on a dozen different surfaces, at a dozen different moments, all compressed into a single, discordant chord.

Arvin laughed nervously. "Weird acoustics up here."

No one laughed with him.

Ravi looked at Devi. She was staring at the darkness beyond the firelight, her body rigid, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. "Did you hear that?" she whispered.

"I heard it," Ravi said. "It's just an echo."

"It's not an echo." Her voice was barely audible. "Echoes are dead sounds. That one was alive."

Ravi opened his mouth to say something—what, he didn't know. Something reassuring. Something rational. But before he could speak, the whisper came.

It was faint. So faint that at first, he thought it was the wind, or the fire, or his own heartbeat playing tricks on his ears. But then it came again, clearer this time, and he understood that it was none of those things.

It was a voice.

And it was saying his name.



"Ravi."

He stood up so fast that his chair—a flat rock he'd been using as a seat—tipped over backward. The others were looking at him now, their faces confused, concerned. Arvin had his phone out again, but he wasn't taking pictures. He was recording. Ravi didn't know why that bothered him so much.

"Did you hear that?" he asked. His voice came out higher than he intended.

Arvin shook his head. Meera shook her head. Kiran, mid-bite into a marshmallow, looked up with wide eyes and said nothing. Only Devi moved. She rose to her feet in one fluid motion, her body oriented toward the darkness, her hands still clenched.

"I heard it," she said. "It said your name."

Arvin scoffed, but there was a tremor in his voice now. "It's the wind. Or a bird. Or—"

"It's not the wind," Devi said. "The wind doesn't know our names."

The whisper came again. Louder this time. Closer.

"Ravi."

He felt it more than heard it—a vibration in his chest, a pressure behind his eyes, a sudden, inexplicable certainty that something was standing just beyond the firelight, watching him. He turned toward the darkness, squinting, hoping to see a shape, a shadow, anything that would explain what was happening. But there was nothing. Just the dark. Just the fire. Just the wrong, stretched silence of the plateau.

Then Arvin, because Arvin could never leave well enough alone, called out into the night.

"Hello?"

The word hung in the air for a long moment. Ravi held his breath. Devi's fingers found his arm, gripped tight.

And then the darkness answered.

"Hello."

It was Arvin's voice. Or almost Arvin's voice. The pitch was right, the rhythm was close, but something was off—the intonation flat where it should have risen, the timing too slow, as if the speaker was still learning how to shape the sounds. It was the voice of someone who had heard a word a thousand times but had never said it out loud.

Arvin's face went pale. "That's not funny," he said. His voice cracked. "Who's out there?"

No answer. Just the wind. Just the fire. Just the slow, creeping realization that something was very, very wrong.



The fire flickered.

It was a small thing, barely noticeable—a dip in the flames, a sudden dimming of the light. But in that moment of darkness, Ravi saw them. Figures. Standing just beyond the firelight. Tall. Too tall. Their limbs were stretched too long, their heads tilted at angles that should have been impossible, their faces blurred and shifting, as if they couldn't decide which features to wear.

And then the fire roared back to life, and the figures were gone.

"You saw that," Ravi whispered. It wasn't a question.

Devi's grip on his arm tightened. "I saw it."

"What did you see?" Arvin demanded. He was on his feet now, his flashlight beam sweeping wildly across the darkness. "What's going on?"

Ravi didn't answer. He couldn't. Because the whisper was back, and this time, it wasn't just his name. It was a whole sentence, spoken in a voice that was almost human, almost familiar, almost—

"Ravi, it's time to learn."

His sister's voice. His sister, who was three hundred kilometers away, asleep in her bed, dreaming whatever dreams sixteen-year-old girls dreamed. His sister, who had never climbed a mountain in her life, who had never even wanted to.

He stumbled back, his heart hammering so hard he could feel it in his throat. "We need to go," he said. "We need to leave. Now."

Devi was already moving, pulling him toward the tents. Arvin stood frozen, his flashlight trembling in his grip. Meera was crying. Kiran was still holding his marshmallow, staring at the darkness with empty, unseeing eyes.

"We can't go anywhere," Arvin said. "It's dark. We don't know the trail. We'll get lost, we'll fall, we'll—"

"Then we wait for dawn," Devi said. Her voice was calm, but Ravi could feel her hand shaking. "We get in the tents. We stay together. And we don't answer when it calls."

They moved quickly after that, gathering what they could, crawling into the tents like frightened animals retreating to their burrows. Ravi shared a tent with Devi, because Arvin had already claimed a solo tent and Meera and Kiran had disappeared into another. They zipped the door closed, pulled their sleeping bags up to their chins, and lay in the dark, listening.

The whispers continued. Soft. Murmuring. Words that might have been English or might have been something else, syllables that seemed to change shape as he listened, as if the speaker was still deciding what language to use. And beneath the whispers, a sound that made Ravi's blood run cold—a low, wet clicking, like bones shifting under skin.

Devi reached for his hand in the dark. Her fingers were cold.

"Don't fall asleep," she whispered.

Ravi nodded, though she couldn't see him. He had no intention of sleeping. He was going to stay awake, keep watch, keep them safe. He was going to listen. He was going to learn.

But the whispers were so soft. And the dark was so warm. And his eyes, despite everything, kept closing.

The last thing he remembered before sleep took him was a voice—his sister's voice, or something that wore her face—whispering against the nylon wall of the tent.

"We'll try again tomorrow."
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Chapter Three: Imitation Attempt #1
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It does not understand the warm ones, but it understands that it wants to.

This is a new feeling. Most of what it feels is not feeling at all—just the slow, patient pulse of being, the way a stone might be said to feel the rain or a cave might be said to feel the dark. But the warm ones have woken something in it. A hunger. Not for food—it does not eat, does not digest, does not know what a stomach is for. A hunger for shape. For voice. For the strange, bright chaos that lives inside their soft bodies.

It has been watching them for a long time. Longer than they know. It was here before they were born, before their parents were born, before the mountain had a name that humans could speak. It has felt the tread of their feet on the plateau for centuries—the monks who came to meditate, the rebels who came to hide, the lovers who came to be alone. It listened to all of them. It learned their languages, their songs, the way their voices broke when they were afraid.

But it never wanted to join them before.

Now it does.



The first night, it stays in the shadows and watches.

The warm ones are noisy. They talk and laugh and shout, their voices bouncing off the rocks, filling the silence that it has always known. It presses itself into the crevices of the plateau, feeling the vibrations of
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