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Prologue


[image: ]




The digital interface of the Echo app pulsed with a soft, bioluminescent blue, casting an unnatural glow over Sarah’s trembling fingers. Outside her dormitory window, the gargoyles of St. Jude’s Academy were slick with a freezing October rain, their stone eyes seemingly watching her every move. She had exactly three minutes before the nightly Wi-Fi blackout—the school’s mandated "digital detox"—and her heartbeat was a frantic rhythm against her ribs.

She wasn't supposed to have this device. Students were required to surrender all personal electronics at the Iron Gates upon arrival, replaced by the school-issued Link tablets that only ran the Echo software. But Sarah had found a way to bypass the firewall, or so she thought. Now, staring at the screen, she realized she hadn't broken out of the system; she had merely peered behind the curtain of its code.

The Echo was marketed to parents as a revolutionary mental health tool—a social media platform that used biometric data to "reflect the best version of the student body." To the world, it was a feed of polished smiles, high honors, and camaraderie. But as Sarah scrolled through the raw metadata she had uncovered, the smiles didn't look like joy. They looked like math.

The photos were composite images, rendered by an algorithm to hide the dark circles under eyes and the gauntness of faces. Worse still were the profiles of the "Withdrawn." Students like Julian Vance and Maya Chen, who had supposedly left the school mid-semester for personal reasons, were still posting. Their accounts were active, sharing photos of distant vacations and heartfelt "goodbye" messages to their friends. But the timestamps on the raw data packets were coming from a server located directly beneath her feet.

A sharp, rhythmic clicking sound echoed in the hallway. It was the sound of the Headmaster’s cane—the Blackwood Tap. He was ahead of schedule.

Sarah’s breath hitched. She scrambled to her desk, trying to find her leather-bound physical diary. If the digital world was a lie, she had to leave something behind that was real. She grabbed a fountain pen, the nib scratching harshly against the paper as she scrawled a single, desperate sentence: The Echo is not a reflection; it’s a replacement.

The clicking stopped right outside her door. The blue light on her tablet flickered, the screen suddenly turning a deep, bruised purple. A notification appeared, one that wasn't part of the standard Echo interface.

Sarah, your pulse is elevated. We are concerned about your connectivity.

"I'm fine," she whispered to the empty room, her voice cracking. "I'm just tired."

The tablet didn't respond with text. Instead, it activated the front-facing camera. The red recording light didn't blink; it stayed solid, a tiny, unblinking eye. Sarah threw the tablet face-down on her bed, but the purple glow bled through the sheets, illuminating the room in the color of a fading sunset.

The door handle began to turn. It moved slowly, deliberately, with the confidence of someone who already owned everything inside the room. Sarah realized then that the blackout wasn't meant to save the students from the distractions of the world; it was meant to ensure that when the "withdrawing" happened, there would be no one left to hear the signal.

She shoved the diary into the secret compartment of her trunk, a hollowed-out space behind the velvet lining she had discovered weeks ago. She barely managed to click the latch shut before the heavy oak door groaned open.

Headmaster Sterling stood in the threshold, his silhouette framed by the dim amber light of the corridor. He didn't look angry; he looked disappointed, the way a gardener might look at a weed that refused to be pulled. In his hand, he held his own Link tablet, its screen displaying a real-time graph of Sarah’s nervous system.

"The semester is becoming quite heavy for you, isn't it, Sarah?" he asked, his voice a smooth, terrifying baritone. "We’ve noticed a significant amount of 'noise' in your profile. You’re struggling to synchronize with the collective harmony of St. Jude’s."

"I want to go home," Sarah said, standing her ground even as her knees shook. "I’ll call my parents. I don't care about the scholarship anymore."

Sterling stepped into the room, and the door clicked shut behind him with a finality that felt like a tomb closing. He looked at the bed, where the purple light was still pulsing. "Home is a subjective concept, my dear. To the world, you will be traveling. You will be happy. You will be the version of yourself that everyone admires. The 'you' that stands before me... well, she is simply too inefficient to maintain."

He reached out a gloved hand toward her. Sarah backed away until her heels hit the cold stone of the window ledge. The rain lashed against the glass behind her, a chaotic symphony that muffled her first scream.

The next morning, the Echo app updated across every student's device. A new post appeared on Sarah’s profile: a photo of her standing by the Iron Gates, a suitcase in hand, a radiant, perfect smile on her face. The caption read: Taking some time for myself. So grateful for the lessons I learned at St. Jude’s. See you all in the digital world!

By noon, her bed was stripped, her nameplate was removed from the door, and the only evidence she had ever existed was a tiny, hidden diary and a lingering scent of ink and fear. The Midnight Semester had claimed its first victim of the year, and the algorithm was already preparing for the next.
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Chapter 1: The Iron Gates
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The iron gates of St. Jude’s Academy did not simply swing open; they shrieked. It was a high-pitched, metallic protest that clawed through the heavy December fog and echoed against the jagged limestone cliffs of the valley. Anya Thorne gripped the strap of her duffel bag until her knuckles turned the color of the encroaching mist. Behind her, the taxi’s taillights were already bleeding into the gray gloom, retreating toward the civil, interconnected world of London she had left behind. Ahead, the academy loomed like a broken tooth against a bruising sky. It was a cathedral of Victorian Gothic architecture—all pointed arches, skeletal spires, and leering gargoyles that seemed to track her every movement with eyes made of ancient, weathered stone.

At the threshold stood a man in a charcoal suit so sharp it looked as though it could draw blood. He held a silver tray in one hand and a digital clipboard in the other. He didn’t offer a greeting, nor did he offer to help with her luggage. Instead, he tapped a small, engraved brass sign bolted to the gatehouse wall: Silentium est Scientia. Silence is Knowledge.

"Phone, Miss Thorne," the man said. His voice was as dry as parchment rubbing against stone.

Anya hesitated. In 2025, a smartphone was more than a tool; it was an extension of the self. It held her maps, her music, and her only connection to a mother who was currently working double shifts at a hospital to afford the "incidentals" this prestigious scholarship didn't cover. She pulled the device from her pocket, the screen glowing with a final, desperate notification—a news alert about a missing person in the city she’d just left.

"The Echo app is already installed, I assume?" the man asked, his eyes never leaving her face.

"Yes," Anya whispered, her voice sounding small in the vast, damp emptiness of the valley. "The admissions packet said it was the only approved method of communication on campus."

"Correct. St. Jude’s is a place of absolute academic focus. We do not permit the chaotic distractions of the outside world to pollute the intellectual sanctity of these halls. You will receive your school-sanctioned tablet once you are settled in your dormitory. It is restricted to the campus network and the Echo interface. Now, place your personal device on the tray."

Anya laid the phone down. The metal of the tray was ice-cold. As the man stepped back into the gatehouse, she felt a sudden, hollow lightness in her chest—the phantom limb syndrome of the digital age. Without the weight of the phone, she felt dangerously exposed. She was now officially a ghost to the outside world, a ghost entering a graveyard of prestige.

She began the long trek up the winding gravel drive. The air smelled of salt and damp earth, a constant reminder that the Atlantic was crashing against the cliffs only a few hundred yards to the west. As she approached the main building, she noticed the windows. They were narrow and high, reflecting nothing but the oppressive gray sky. Occasionally, a shadow would flicker behind the glass—a student, perhaps, or a faculty member—but there was no waving, no sign of life, no warmth. It was a fortress designed to keep the world out, or perhaps, to keep the students in.

The main doors were heavy oak, reinforced with iron bands that looked like they belonged on a medieval dungeon. They groaned open before she could even reach for the ring-shaped knocker. Standing in the foyer was a girl with hair so blonde it was almost white, pulled back into a ponytail so tight it seemed to strain the skin of her forehead. She wore the St. Jude’s uniform—a navy blazer with silver piping and a pleated charcoal skirt that looked uncomfortably stiff.

"Anya Thorne?" the girl asked. Her expression was unreadable, a mask of practiced, icy neutrality. "I’m Sarah. I’m your Proctor for the semester. And, unfortunately for you, your roommate."

"Nice to meet you," Anya said, trying to inject a warmth she didn't feel into her tone.

Sarah didn't move to help with the bag. She simply turned on her heel and began walking down a corridor lined with oil paintings of men who looked like they had never smiled in their lives. "Rules are simple here, Anya. We wake at six. We breakfast in silence. We attend lectures until four. From four to six, we engage in 'Social Echo' time. That’s when you update your profile and interact with the student body. The school monitors engagement levels. If your Echo score drops below a certain threshold, you lose library privileges. If it stays low, you’re withdrawn."

"Withdrawn?" Anya asked, her footsteps echoing sharply on the polished stone floor. "Just for not being social enough on an app? That seems... extreme."

Sarah stopped and turned. For a split second, the mask slipped. There was a flicker of something raw in her pale eyes—fear? A warning? "Engagement proves you are part of the collective. St. Jude’s doesn't produce individuals; it produces a network. Remember that. Your Echo is who you are here. Without it, you simply don't exist."

They reached a spiral staircase that smelled of floor wax and old paper. As they climbed, Anya noticed small, black domes mounted in the corners of the ceiling. Cameras. But they weren't like standard security cameras; they had a soft, pulsing blue light at their center that beat in a steady, slow rhythm, like a sleeping heart.

"What are those?" Anya pointed toward one as they passed.

"Sensors," Sarah said shortly, her pace quickening. "They sync with your Echo profile via the haptic sensors in your tablet. They track biometric data—stress levels, heart rate, focus. It helps the faculty tailor the curriculum to our needs. Or so the handbook says."

They reached the third floor and Sarah pushed open a door numbered 302. The room was small, monastic, and functional. Two narrow beds with identical navy linens, two desks, and a single window that overlooked the inner courtyard. On Anya’s desk sat a sleek, white tablet. It was already humming, the screen displaying a stylized logo of two overlapping circles—the Echo.

"Set it up," Sarah commanded, gesturing to the device. "The Headmaster likes to see new students online within the hour of arrival. I have to go to the chapel for evening meditation. Don't leave the room until I get back. The halls are... confusing at night, and the sensors don't like unmapped movement."

Sarah left without another word, closing the heavy door with a definitive, heavy click.

Anya sat on the edge of the bed, the springs groaning under her weight. She picked up the tablet. The screen bled to life, asking for a thumbprint scan and a retinal map. She complied, feeling the faint sting of a laser against her eye.

Welcome, Anya Thorne, the screen glowed with a sterile brilliance. Establishing your Echo...

A progress bar crawled across the screen. As it reached 100%, a notification popped up in the corner. It was a "Suggested Friend" request. The profile picture was a grainy, low-light shot of a girl Anya didn't recognize, standing in front of the very gates she had just walked through.

The name on the profile was Eleanor Vance.

Anya tapped the profile, but a red text box flashed across the screen: User status: WITHDRAWN. Profile archived for memorial purposes.

Beneath the warning, there was a single post from Eleanor, dated only three days ago: If you find the archive, don't look for me. Look for the static.

A chill that had nothing to do with the drafty room crawled down Anya’s spine. She looked at the door Sarah had just exited, then back at the tablet. The "Withdrawn" girl's profile suddenly refreshed.

The status changed from Archived to Online.
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Chapter 2: The Digital Pulse
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The glowing status indicator for Eleanor Vance didn’t just sit there; it seemed to throb against the glass of the tablet. Online. Anya stared at the word until her eyes burned. How could someone who was "withdrawn"—a term Sarah had used with such clinical finality—be active on a closed campus network? She tapped the profile picture, hoping for a bio or a list of classes, but the screen merely flickered and returned to the same cryptic message about the static.

A sudden vibration rattled the tablet in her hands. A new notification appeared at the top of the screen: Mandatory Engagement: Introduce yourself to your cohort.

Anya sighed and navigated to the main feed. It was a dizzying stream of perfection. Dozens of students were posting high-definition photos of their study groups, their perfectly organized desks, and their "meditative" walks through the fog-drenched gardens. Every caption was eerily similar, filled with phrases like synergy, focus, and the St. Jude’s way. There were no complaints about the cold, no blurry photos of half-eaten cafeteria food, and certainly no mention of the missing Eleanor Vance.

She took a breath and tapped the camera icon to fulfill the requirement. The tablet’s lens didn't just take a photo; it scanned her face for nearly five seconds, a series of red dots dancing across her skin. When the image appeared on the screen, Anya gasped. The girl in the photo looked like her, but better. Her hair was smoother, the dark circles under her eyes from the long train ride were gone, and her expression had been digitally tweaked into a serene, confident smile she hadn't actually been wearing.

Anya Thorne has joined the Echo, the app announced.

Within seconds, the "Likes"—represented by small silver scales—began to pour in. Welcome, Anya! So glad to have you in the network! Strength in Silence! The speed of the responses was inhuman. It was as if a hundred people had been waiting for the exact millisecond she hit 'post' to validate her existence.

A heavy chime echoed through the stone walls of the dormitory, a deep, resonant sound that seemed to vibrate in Anya’s very marrow. It was the signal for the end of the social hour and the beginning of the "Quiet Study" block.

She set the tablet down and looked around the room. Sarah’s side was unnervingly tidy. The bed was made with hospital corners so sharp they could be used for geometry. On Sarah’s desk, there were no loose papers, no pens, only her own white tablet charging in its dock. Anya walked over, her curiosity getting the better of her. She knew she shouldn't, but the "Online" status of Eleanor Vance had opened a door in her mind that she couldn't quite close.

She peeked at the nameplate on Sarah’s trunk. It was a standard brass plate, but there were faint scratches around the screws, as if it had been removed and replaced recently. She knelt, her fingers brushing the cold metal.

"Looking for something?"

Anya bolted upright, her heart hammering against her ribs. Sarah was standing in the doorway. She hadn't heard the door open; the hinges were silent, or perhaps the girl moved like a shadow. Sarah didn't look angry, but her eyes were fixed on Anya with a terrifying, blank intensity.

"I... I was just looking at the room," Anya stammered, stepping back toward her own bed. "The architecture is amazing."

Sarah walked into the room, her movements fluid and precise. She didn't go to her desk. Instead, she picked up Anya’s tablet and glanced at the screen. "You have twenty-four notifications already. That’s a high engagement start for a scholarship student. Usually, the legacy students ignore the new arrivals for at least a week."

"I don't know why," Anya said, trying to steady her voice. "Sarah, who is Eleanor Vance?"

The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. Sarah’s grip on the tablet tightened until her knuckles turned white. She didn't look at Anya. She stared out the narrow window at the blackness of the valley.

"She was a student who didn't understand the curriculum," Sarah said, her voice dropping to a whisper. "She spent too much time looking for things that weren't there. She withdrew on Friday. Her parents came and picked her up. That’s all."

"But her profile is online," Anya pressed. "It says she’s active right now."

Sarah finally turned, and for the first time, Anya saw a crack in the porcelain mask. Sarah’s lower lip trembled, just for a fraction of a second. "The Echo is an archive, Anya. It’s a living record of the school. Sometimes the system... echoes. It’s just data ghosting. Don't mention her name again. Not in the halls, and especially not on the app. The sensors track keywords."

"Keywords?"

"Focus on your studies, Anya. If you want to survive the Midnight Semester, you need to be a perfect reflection."

Sarah turned her back to Anya and sat at her desk. She didn't turn on a lamp. She simply stared at her tablet, the purple-blue light of the screen illuminating her face like a ghost.

Anya lay back on her bed, the rough wool of the blanket itching against her skin. She closed her eyes, but all she could see were those overlapping circles of the Echo logo. She felt as though she were being watched, not just by the cameras in the corners, but by the very air in the room.

Just as she was drifting into a fitful sleep, her tablet, sitting on the nightstand, emitted a soft, distinct ping.

It wasn't a school notification. It was a direct message.

Anya reached out with a trembling hand and tapped the screen. The sender’s name was blocked, but the message was a single string of coordinates and a time: 54.672, -6.128. 00:00.

Beneath the numbers was a small, low-resolution image. It was a photo of the secret compartment in the trunk Anya had been looking at moments before. The lid was open, and inside sat a small, leather-bound book.

Anya looked over at Sarah. Her roommate was still sitting motionless at her desk, the tablet’s light reflecting in her unblinking eyes. Sarah wasn't studying. She was in some kind of trance, her breathing so slow it was almost nonexistent.

Anya checked the clock on her screen. 23:45.

Fifteen minutes until midnight.

She realized then that the "Online" status of Eleanor Vance hadn't been a glitch. It was a beacon. And someone—or something—inside St. Jude’s was inviting her to look beneath the surface. She sat up, her boots still on, and waited for the seconds to tick down. In the silence of Room 302, the only sound was the distant, rhythmic thumping of the ocean against the cliffs, sounding like the heartbeat of a giant buried deep beneath the stone.

She didn't know yet that at St. Jude’s, the silence didn't mean there was no sound. It meant the sound was being recorded.
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Chapter 3: The Midnight Bell
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The final fifteen minutes of the day felt like an eternity stretched thin over a rack. Anya sat perfectly still on her bed, her breathing synchronized with the heavy, rhythmic thunk of the waves against the cliffs. Beside her, Sarah remained a statue of blue light, her eyes fixed on her tablet with a vacant intensity that suggested her mind was elsewhere—perhaps uploaded into the very network she guarded.

At exactly 23:59, the tablet in Anya’s lap flickered. The screen didn’t turn off; instead, the bright blue interface of the Echo bled away, replaced by a deep, light-absorbing violet. A single line of text appeared, devoid of any branding: The blackout begins. The eyes remain open.

Throughout the dormitory, a low-frequency hum resonated—the sound of the campus-wide Wi-Fi being throttled, supposedly to encourage student rest. But Anya felt the shift in the air. The small black domes in the corners of the ceiling didn't go dark. Their blue lights shifted to a dull, predatory red.

Sarah finally moved. She didn't speak, nor did she acknowledge Anya. She simply closed her tablet, stood up, and lay back on her bed with the mechanical precision of a doll being tucked into a box. Within seconds, her breathing leveled out into the deep, artificial sleep of the medicated.

Anya waited. She counted five hundred heartbeats before she dared to slide her feet onto the cold stone floor. The coordinates from the message were burned into her mind. She didn't need a map; she knew this school was built on a grid of secrets.

She crept toward the trunk at the foot of Sarah’s bed. Her roommate didn't stir. Anya’s fingers found the edge of the brass nameplate she had inspected earlier. She felt for the small, recessed catch Sarah’s diary had mentioned—or rather, the catch the mystery messenger had implied. With a faint snick, the false bottom of the trunk shifted.

Her breath hitched. Inside the shallow compartment lay a small, leather-bound notebook, its edges frayed and stained with what looked like salt water. It was the physical antithesis of the Echo—tangible, messy, and private. She tucked it into the waistband of her skirt, the weight of it feeling like a hot coal against her skin.

She had to get out. The coordinates pointed to the North Quad, a place of overgrown hedges and sundials that the admissions brochure had called "The Garden of Reflection."

Slipping out of Room 302 was easier than she expected. The heavy oak door didn't creak; the faculty clearly valued silence over security. The hallway was a tunnel of shifting shadows, illuminated only by the rhythmic red pulse of the sensors. Anya kept her head down, moving with the calculated haste of a shadow. She remembered Sarah’s warning: The sensors track biometric data. She tried to slow her heart rate, imagining her blood as cold, slow-moving mercury.

As she reached the spiral staircase, a sound echoed from the floor below.

Clack. Clack. Clack.

It was the rhythmic strike of a cane against stone. The Blackwood Tap.

Anya froze, pressing herself into the alcove of a suits of armor that stood guard near the stairs. The sound was methodical, devoid of any human hesitation. It was coming closer. She held her breath until her lungs burned, her eyes fixed on the bend of the stairs.

A shadow elongated against the wall—a tall, thin silhouette topped by the sharp brim of a hat. Headmaster Sterling. He wasn't walking the halls like a man checking on his students; he was patrolling like a man inspecting an engine. He stopped just ten feet from her hiding spot. Anya watched as he raised his own tablet, the screen reflecting in his spectacles.

"Noise in Sector Three," Sterling murmured to himself. His voice was a dry rattle. "A spike in cortisol. Room 302."

Anya’s blood turned to ice. He wasn't looking for a person; he was tracking a signal. The sensors had detected her fear.

Sterling turned toward the door of her room. This was her only chance. As he moved away, his back turned, Anya slipped from behind the armor and descended the stairs. She didn't run—running would cause a biometric spike that would light up his screen like a flare. She drifted, a ghost in the machine, down to the ground floor and through the side exit that led to the North Quad.

The night air hit her like a physical blow. The fog was so thick she could barely see her own hands. She navigated by the sound of the ocean, moving toward the coordinates.

The Garden of Reflection was a labyrinth of waist-high boxwoods and crumbling stone benches. At its center stood a massive sundial, its bronze gnomon pointing toward a starless sky. Anya checked her tablet. The GPS was disabled, but the violet screen showed a single pulsing dot.

She was standing right on top of it.

"You’re late," a voice whispered from the fog.

Anya spun around. A figure emerged from behind a pillar—a boy, perhaps a year older than her, wearing a faded St. Jude’s blazer that looked three sizes too large. His hair was a chaotic mess, and his eyes were wide, bloodshot, and frantic.

"Who are you?" Anya hissed.

"I'm the one who hasn't been archived yet," he said, stepping into the dim light of the sundial. "I'm Julian. Eleanor’s brother."

"Eleanor Vance? Sarah told me she withdrew."

Julian let out a jagged, hollow laugh. "They all 'withdraw,' Anya. Look at your Echo. Look at the posts she made today. She’s at a café in Paris, right? Eating a croissant? Smiling for the camera?"

"I saw it," Anya admitted.

Julian grabbed her arm, his grip like a vice. "Eleanor never liked croissants. She was allergic to gluten. And she hated Paris. That thing online... it’s not her. It’s an Echo. A digital skin grown from her data to hide the fact that she’s still here. Somewhere under the stone."

He pointed toward the base of the sundial. "They’re using us, Anya. They aren't teaching us; they’re harvesting us. Our focus, our grief, our ambitions—it’s all fuel for the Archive. And if you don't keep your score up, if you don't feed the machine enough 'perfect' data... they replace the soul with the signal."

Before Anya could respond, the red lights of the campus sensors atop the quad walls began to spin. A siren didn't wail; instead, a high-frequency tone, almost beyond the range of human hearing, pierced the air.

"They found the diary missing," Julian whispered, his face pale. "Run, Anya. If they catch you with that book, you won't even get a goodbye post. You’ll just become static."

Julian vanished back into the fog just as the heavy doors of the main hall burst open. Flashlights cut through the mist like white blades.

Anya didn't head for the dorms. She headed for the cliffs.
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Chapter 4: The Edge of the World
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The high-frequency tone vibrated in Anya’s skull, a sound that felt less like an alarm and more like a physical invasion. It was designed to disorient, to scramble the equilibrium of anyone caught out of bounds. She pressed her hands over her ears, but the noise seemed to originate from inside her own jaw. To her left, the flashlights of the faculty search party sliced through the fog in rhythmic sweeps. To her right lay the jagged boundary where the academy’s manicured lawn met the chaotic, salt-sprayed edge of the Atlantic cliffs.

She ran toward the sound of the waves.

The grass beneath her boots turned into slick, moss-covered stone. The air here was colder, biting through her thin uniform blazer, but it carried the sharp, honest scent of brine—a stark contrast to the sterile, wax-scented halls of St. Jude’s. She reached the perimeter fence, a chest-high wrought-iron barrier that looked far older than the school’s digital infrastructure. Beyond it, the ground simply vanished into a churning abyss of white foam and black water.

Anya ducked behind a massive outcropping of granite, her chest heaving. She reached into her waistband and pulled out the leather-bound diary she had snatched from Sarah’s trunk. Her fingers trembled as she fumbled for her tablet, using its dim, violet glow to illuminate the first page.

The handwriting inside was frantic, the ink bleeding into the paper as if it had been written in a damp cellar. There were no dates, only headers titled by Sync Rates.
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