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Chapter One: The Classroom That Breathes
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"Observation is Obedience."

— Lesson 1, penned in neat handwriting on an unmarked sheet of paper

The classroom was too quiet.

Not the usual classroom quiet—that shallow, reluctant stillness that teachers scraped out of thirty teenagers with sharp glances and louder voices. Not the held breath before a test, or the dull fog that settled in after lunch when everyone was half-asleep and pretending otherwise.

This was something else.

This was SILENT with weight to it.

Arya Pratama stopped at the threshold, one hand still resting on the door frame, and tried to name what he was feeling. Not fear, exactly. Not yet. More like the sensation of stepping onto ground that looks solid but sounds hollow beneath your heel—that half-second pause where your body has already understood something your mind is still working out.

Thirty-one students.

Thirty-one desks.

Every seat filled. Every spine straight. Every head bent over paper in the same soft angle, as though they had all tilted at once and forgotten to come back up.

The only sound was the clock above the whiteboard.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

No whispers. No shuffled feet. No tapping pens or muffled yawns or the thousand small noises that ordinarily turned a classroom into something resembling a living place.

Nothing.

"Come in, Arya."

The voice was soft. Too soft—the kind of soft that doesn't need to compete with noise, because there is no noise to compete with. He looked toward the front of the room.

Ibu Agnes stood at the head of the class with her hands folded neatly at the small of her back. She was a woman in her early forties, elegant in the way that particular kind of controlled stillness can seem elegant—posture perfect, expression warm at the edges, dark eyes utterly calm.

Her eyes were on him.

Not the casual attention of a teacher tracking a late arrival. Not impatience, not irritation. Just—watching. As if she had known precisely what time he would appear in that doorway, and had simply waited.

Arya forced himself to move.

The floor sounded wrong under his shoes. Each step echoed faintly, as though the room itself was hollow, and listening. He passed the first row. Then the second. Not a single head turned. Not one pair of eyes flicked toward him—the new variable, the disturbance in the pattern.

They just kept writing.

Pens moving in that same synchronized glide. Scratch, scratch, scratch. All at the same pace, all in the same direction, all without stopping to think.

His seat was near the back. Third row from the wall, second from the window. He knew this because he had memorized the seating chart the way he memorized most things—quietly, without being asked. He slid into the chair.

It didn't creak.

He glanced left. A boy named Dimas sat upright, pen moving steadily across paper, eyes focused somewhere just beyond the surface of the page. No hesitation. No pausing to reread. Just the continuous, unhurried rhythm of someone copying something he already knows by heart.

Or something being copied through him.

Arya watched him for a moment. Three seconds, maybe four.

Dimas didn't blink.

The cold started somewhere at the base of Arya's spine and worked upward slowly, vertebra by vertebra.

He looked away. Looked forward.

Ibu Agnes was still watching him.

"Is there a problem?" she asked. Her tone was gentle. Genuinely curious, almost. A few students paused—not completely, just enough—pens hovering above paper as if they, too, were waiting for his answer.

"No," Arya said.

The word landed in the SILENT like a stone in still water. Too loud. Too alive. He heard himself breathe after he said it, which was strange—he hadn't realized he'd stopped.

Ibu Agnes smiled. Small. Measured. The smile of a person who has already moved on from the question.

"Good," she said.

The pens resumed. All of them, at once, without any signal Arya could identify.

Scratch, scratch, scratch.

He looked down at his desk.

A sheet of paper was waiting for him. He hadn't seen it placed there. He was almost certain he would have noticed—he noticed most things—but it was there, square on the center of the desk, the edges perfectly aligned with the grain of the wood.

At the top, written in neat, careful handwriting that somehow felt older than it looked:

"Lesson 1: Observation is Obedience."

Below it, a single instruction:

Write what you see. Do not interpret. Do not question.

Arya stared at it.

His pen hovered.

Something about the phrasing bothered him—not in any specific, nameable way. Just the particular certainty of it. The way a door slamming feels different from a door being carefully, quietly closed. Both end in the same position, but only one of them is a choice.

He began to write.

I see a classroom.

He paused. Counted the students again, more carefully this time.

One. Two. Three—

His eyes moved across the rows. He took his time. He was good at this.

Thirty-one.

He stopped.

He counted again.

Thirty-one.

His gaze pulled toward the back corner of the room without quite meaning to—the way your eye always finds the gap in a set of teeth, the missing tile in a pattern. There was a desk there, tucked against the wall.

Empty.

He was almost certain it hadn't been empty before.

The SILENT pressed in. The clock kept ticking. Arya looked back at his paper and found that his hand had continued without him.

I see thirty-two students.

He stared at the words.

He didn't remember writing them.

Very slowly, as if sudden movement might disturb something, he turned his head toward the empty desk.

Still empty. Perfectly, cleanly empty. No bag. No residue of use. No indentation in the seat cushion, no pencil rolling in the groove—nothing to suggest that anyone had ever sat there at all.

"Do you see everything, Arya?"

Ibu Agnes. Still at the front. Still smiling—but her head was tilted slightly now, like a person watching an interesting and somewhat fragile object teeter on the edge of a shelf.

"Yes," he said.

She held his gaze for a moment that lasted longer than a moment should.

"Good," she said finally. "Because missing something can be very dangerous."

She turned back to the board.

Arya looked down at his paper. He turned the corner up, just slightly—some old instinct about checking whether a page had been printed double-sided.

There was writing on the back.

Not in the neat handwriting of the lesson prompt. This was different—rushed, pressing too hard, the pen digging grooves into the paper that Arya could feel when he pressed his fingertip against them.

Three words, at the top:

I WAS HERE.

And below those, fainter, as if the pen had been running out:

DON'T TRUST—

It ended there. Mid-sentence, mid-warning, as if whoever had been writing had simply stopped. Or been stopped.

Arya looked up.

Nothing had changed. The pens kept moving. The clock kept ticking. The students kept writing their perfect, synchronized lines. The room sat in its own impossible quiet, undisturbed.

He looked at the empty desk one more time.

Then at Ibu Agnes, who was writing something on the board, her back to him, her handwriting precise and unhurried.

Then back at the three words on the paper.

He folded the sheet once, very carefully, and tucked it into the front pocket of his bag.

"Finish your work, Arya," Ibu Agnes said—not looking at him, couldn't possibly see him—"we have so much to cover."

He picked up his pen.

And, because there was nothing else to do, he began to write.
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Chapter Two: The Name in the Wood
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"Some students simply... fade."

— Ibu Agnes

He found the name during third period, when the teacher had stepped out and the room finally breathed.

He'd been sitting in the same seat for three weeks now—always arriving early, always waiting to see if anyone would claim the desk behind him. No one ever did. But that day, waiting for the scratch of returning footsteps in the corridor, he ran his thumb along the underside of the desk in front of his. An old habit. Arya was the kind of person who read the margins.

The carving was shallow—done with something small, a compass point or a pen cap—but deliberate. Not the idle vandalism of boredom. Each letter had been carved with care.

RAKA WAS HERE

Arya read it twice. Then moved his fingers to the left, where the wood had a different texture—rougher, as if sanded slightly, or scraped.

There had been more. Something before the name, maybe, or after. But it was gone now.

He filed the name away and said nothing.

He found Nisa Handayani after school, in the narrow corridor beside the science lab where people went to eat things they'd brought from outside and talk about things they wouldn't say in classrooms. She was sitting on the windowsill with her shoes off and a bag of shrimp crackers in her lap, reading something on her phone.

Nisa was not Arya's friend, exactly. She was something adjacent to it. They had been assigned lab
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