
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Foreword: A Note Found in a Hollow Trunk

They call me the Collector, though that is a title born of their own limited vocabulary. To the Senior Sister, I am a variable they cannot quantify. To the boy with the silver veins, I am a shadow that speaks. But to you, holding this map of ink and bone, I am simply the one who remembers.

You are about to enter a world that has always existed just beneath the frequency of your own pulse. We spend our lives building cages—brick and mortar, lead-lined walls, "scientific" definitions—to convince ourselves that the dark is empty. But the "sickness" isn't a plague; it is a homecoming. It is the sound of a thousand locked doors finally clicking open at once.

Wil thought he could map it. The Institute thought they could own it. They were both wrong. You cannot own a storm; you can only decide where you will stand when it arrives.

Watch the siblings closely. One is the fire that cleanses the old world, and the other is the lightning rod that anchors the new. They are the beginning of a story that ends with the silence of the stone.

Read carefully. The frequency is already changing.

— The Collector
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Chapter One: The Specimen
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Cole clawed his way out of sleep, his chest heaving as if he’d been running for miles. The echo of Sarah's scream—high, sharp, and ending in a sickening thud—still vibrated against his eardrums. He stared at the water-stained ceiling of the cabin, the air in the small room thick with the smell of stale coffee and his own cold sweat. Two years since the basement; two years since his father’s body had hit the floor. But the basement hadn’t stayed in the past; it had followed him into the woods, into the floorboards, and into the very rhythm of his pulse.  

The whispers were louder this morning. He reached for the notebook on his nightstand, its pages a graveyard of false starts: maps of abandoned sanitariums, sightings of girls who weren’t her, and timelines that bled into one another. But in the center of the page, scrawled in ink so dark it had nearly torn the paper, were three words: Sarah is alive. He had to believe it; if he didn't, there was nothing left of him but the shadow.  

Cole stood, his joints popping in the silence. The mirror above the sink showed a stranger—shoulders broader, jawline a hard, jagged edge, the boy who had trembled in the dark now buried under layers of scar tissue and muscle. But it was his eyes that bothered him; there was a dull, predatory flicker in them—a reflection of the sickness taking root in the hollow spaces of his chest.  

Beneath the rug, under a loose floorboard, sat the one thing he shouldn't have kept: his father’s journal. He didn't want to open it, but he needed to. As he turned the pages, he felt a familiar, cold pressure building behind his eyes—the "inheritance" Wil had written about with such pride. The blood doesn't lie, Cole, the ink seemed to hiss. The instinct is a gift. It is the craving for the hunt. It is the clarity of the kill. The sickness stirred, a low thrumming in his veins that made his vision sharpen until he could see the individual grains of dust dancing in a shaft of morning light. It whispered promises of power, of a way to find her that didn't involve maps or logic.  

He slammed the book shut and shoved it back into the dark. Outside, the morning air was a slap of ice. Across the yard sat his sanctuary and his cage—the rusted van, its interior a web of red string and pins that all converged on a single question: Where is she?. He slid into the driver’s seat, the engine block groaning as he turned the key. Then, he saw it. Tucked under the windshield wiper was a scrap of paper.  

He reached out, his hand steady even as his heart accelerated into a roar. The handwriting was frantic, the ink smeared as if the writer had been shaking—or running. Two words: "Saint Arabelle's". The name tasted like copper in his mouth. The sickness in his gut didn't just stir; it lunged, a pulse of ancient, terrifying recognition.  

He shifted into gear, his grip on the steering wheel so tight his knuckles turned white. "I'm coming, Sarah," he whispered. The sickness whispered back: So am I.  
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Chapter Two: The Number
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Saint Arabelle’s didn’t allow mirrors. Real mirrors were dangerous; they allowed a girl to see the person she used to be. Instead, they were given dull metal plates in the bathrooms, bolted to the stone with heavy industrial screws. Sarah had learned to read her face through these distorted shapes and gray shadows—the dark blotch of a fresh bruise, the predatory narrowing of her own eyes, or the way her mouth moved when she was forced to recite the "virtues" of the Institute.  

It was deep into the night now, the lights dead for two hours, leaving the dormitory in a state of thick, artificial silence. A single, flickering bulb glowed in the hallway, casting long, skeletal fingers of yellow light across the floor of Sarah's cell. Sarah lay perfectly still, counting the irregular buzzes of the overhead light; each hum was a heartbeat. Somewhere in the bowels of the building, a pipe clanged—a sharp, metallic sound that echoed through the ventilation shafts like a distant, muffled scream.  

She didn’t sleep anymore, not in the way normal people did. Her body rested in shallow fragments while her hearing remained tethered to the hallway.  

Scuff.

The sound was faint—a soft friction of fabric against stone. Sarah’s eyes snapped wider as a shadow drifted across the bars. Lucy, a girl who had arrived three months ago and already looked ten years older, crouched in the darkness, her skin the color of wet chalk. "You’re next," Lucy mouthed, her voice a ghost of a whisper.  

Sarah didn’t flinch. She had seen the way the Sisters looked at her during the headcount—the way they lingered on her number, Forty-Two, as if weighing her soul. In Saint Arabelle’s, those who didn't break during daily punishments were "marked" for the tests—psychological endurances designed to splinter whatever was left of the mind. Those who failed were never seen again; those who passed were sent to the basement.  

Sarah looked down at her hands. The scar on her left palm, earned when she refused to stop saying her own name, throbbed in time with the flickering light.  

Creak.

A floorboard groaned behind her, inside the cell. Sarah turned her head with agonizing slowness, but no one was there. The air felt displaced, as if someone—or something—had just been standing at her shoulder. Outside, Lucy was gone with no retreating footsteps, just the swinging light in the hall moving as if a draft had sucked the air out of the room.  

Then, the sound that ended all hope of sleep.

Click.

The heavy iron lock turned, and the door inched open with a low, mournful moan. A figure stood in the threshold—the Senior Sister, her face a mask of hard, unfeeling stone, a heavy keyring dangling from her belt like a weapon. "Sarah," the woman said, her voice flat and final. "It’s time".  

Sarah’s nails bit into the wood of her cot as she rose. As she stepped into the hallway, she felt a sudden, sharp coldness in her chest—a reflection of the same "sickness" her brother felt miles away. She wasn't just going to a test. She was going into the dark.  
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Chapter Three: The Predator
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The state line was a smudge of gray on the horizon, but Cole knew better than to feel safe. For two years, he had lived as a ghost—shifting through cash-only motels and avoiding any face that looked too long at his own. The world still remembered the boy from the basement.  
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