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  Chapter 1: The Fading Echo

  
  




The latch clicked—a sharp, metallic finality that signaled the end of the day’s work.

Dr. Aruna sat perfectly still, her spine a rigid line against the ergonomic sweep of her Italian leather chair. For a heartbeat, the room remained thick with the ghost of her tenth client: a cocktail of expensive sandalwood soap and the sour, metallic tang of cold sweat. Then, the “Whiteout” arrived.

It was not a gentle fading of thought, but a sudden, clinical erasure. The memories of the last eight hours—the faces, the weeping, the desperate confessions of men in tailored suits and women with trembling hands—dissolved like salt in a monsoon downpour. This was the tax her mind paid for being a vessel; she held the truth for a moment, then it was gone. By the time the client’s footsteps vanished into the low-frequency hum of the Bangalore evening, Aruna was a hollowed-out gourd, drained and breathless.

She blinked, and the world rushed back in—not through her senses, but through the monitors.

“Ten for ten, Doctor. A perfect set,” a voice crackled through the intercom.

Aruna turned her head slowly, her neck protesting with the stiffness of rusted gears. Beyond the soundproof glass of the observation booth, Giri’s face was washed in the cold, blue light of four flat-panel displays. He looked less like a psychic’s assistant and more like a flight controller managing a mid-air emergency.

“The files?” Aruna asked. Her own voice sounded foreign, a dry, rasping thing.

“Buffered, encrypted, and backed up,” Giri said, his fingers dancing over a mechanical keyboard with a rhythmic, percussive clatter. “High-definition video, 32-bit float audio. We even caught the client’s micro-tremors on the thermal feed. The hardware didn’t skip a beat, even if your pulse did.”

Aruna stood up, leaning heavily on the glass-topped desk. Her studio was a study in sterile precision. There were no crystal balls here, no velvet drapes or heavy incense to mask the scent of the present. It was a space of brushed aluminum, white acoustic foam, and state-of-the-art sensory capture. The darkness in the room didn’t come from a lack of light, but from the lonely, clinical weight of the technology itself.

“I feel… heavy, Giri,” she murmured, walking toward the booth. “More than usual. The tenth one. Who was he?”

“Srinivasan. Senior VP at NexGen Ledger,” Giri replied without looking up, his left eyebrow twitching—a small, nervous habit he developed whenever the data got complicated. He flicked a jog-dial, and a video window expanded. “But you know the protocol. You see it, you say it, you forget it. We keep the professional distance clean. You provide the intuition; I provide the storage.”

Aruna stepped into the booth. The air here was cooler, smelling of ozone and over-clocked processors. She looked at the screen. On it, a version of herself from twenty minutes ago was leaned forward, her eyes rolled back into a terrifying, sightless white—a trance captured in merciless 4K resolution.

“Play the audio from the third client,” Aruna said suddenly.

Giri paused, his hand hovering over the console. “The school teacher? Why?”

“Just play it. Cross-reference it with the eighth. The coder from the morning.”

Giri hesitated, but he obeyed. As the two audio tracks layered over each other, a low-frequency oscillation began to vibrate the floorboards. It wasn’t a sound the ear could catch; it was a pressure in the chest.

Aruna felt a cold sweat prickle her hairline. She had no memory of the teacher or the coder, but her body was reacting to a pattern she couldn’t name.

“Giri,” she whispered, her eyes fixed on the waveform monitors where ten separate lines were beginning to pulse in an impossible, synchronized rhythm. “We aren’t just recording sessions anymore. We’re recording a countdown.”

Outside, the Bangalore traffic roared—a million souls moving through the humid dark—utterly unaware that the digital foundations of their world had just begun to hum.
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Giri reached for his lukewarm coffee, but his hand hovered an inch from the mug. He wasn’t looking at the cup; he was staring at the spectral analysis on the center monitor, his eyes reflecting the jagged green peaks of the audio data.

“Doctor, look at the hertz count,” he said, his voice stripped of its usual technical swagger. “This shouldn’t be here.”

Aruna moved closer, the hem of her cotton sari brushing against the tangle of high-speed cables snaking across the floor. On the screen, ten audio files were stacked vertically—ten waveforms representing ten disparate lives, from the morning’s nervous coder to the evening’s heavy-set executive.

“I’ve applied a high-pass filter to strip out the ambient noise,” Giri explained, his fingers flying across the mixing board to isolate the frequencies. “The air conditioning, the street traffic, even the sound of their breathing. It’s all gone. But this… this won’t scrub.”

He hit a key. A sound filled the booth—not a hum, but a rhythmic, tectonic thrum. It sounded like the heartbeat of a massive, submerged animal, slow and deliberate.

“It’s a 10 Hz sub-audio pulse,” Giri muttered. “Normally, I’d say it was a ground-loop hum or a faulty shielded cable. But look at the synchronization.”

He zoomed in on the timeline. Across all ten files—recorded at different times throughout the day, spanning nearly nine hours—the peaks of the pulses lined up with mathematical, terrifying precision. It was as if a single metronome had been ticking in the room all day, invisible to the ear but captured by the ultra-sensitive diaphragms of the German microphones.

“It’s not an artifact of the equipment, Giri,” Aruna said, her voice a low anchor in the vibrating room.

“Then what is it? A localized seismic event? Construction on the Metro line?”

“No.” Aruna pointed to the monitor where her own recorded image sat in the sightless trance. “Look at the time-stamps. The pulse doesn’t start when the client sits down. It starts when I… open the door.”

Giri wiped a damp palm against his jeans. He was a man who lived by the binary certainty of code and logic gates; to him, the supernatural was merely a set of data points not yet explained by physics. But this felt different. This was data behaving like a haunting.

“Wait,” Giri whispered, lean and intense. “I’m going to layer the video feeds. Let’s see if the camera caught what the ear missed.”

He ran a composite script, overlaying the ten video frames into one translucent, ghostly image. In the center sat Aruna, a solid figure made of ten superimposed versions of herself. In front of her, the ten clients blurred into a single, shifting mass of humanity—a multi-limbed shadow of a person that seemed to shiver on the screen.

As the 10 Hz thrum pulsed through the speakers, the shadow-client began to vibrate. A visual glitch—a jagged line of digital noise—tore across the screen at the exact moment of each pulse.

“The glitch isn’t random,” Giri noted, his skepticism finally fracturing. He peered at the flickering pixels. “It’s hexadecimal. See the pattern in the noise? 46… 49… 4E…”

“Translate it,” Aruna commanded.

Giri’s keyboard clattered, a frantic sound in the quiet booth. He ran the noise through a basic converter. A single word appeared on the command line, stark white against the black background:

FINANCE

The room felt suddenly colder. Aruna looked around her studio—this modern temple of prophecy—and felt a prickle of unease. They were searching for spiritual truths, and the machine was answering back in the language of the stock exchange.

“It’s not just a word,” Giri said, his face pale in the monitor’s glow. “It’s a directory path. Someone isn’t just speaking through you, Doctor. Someone is using your trance-state as a modem. These ten people… they aren’t just clients. They’re carrier signals.”

Aruna looked at the blurred, ten-person shadow on the screen. The “Whiteout” in her mind felt like a heavy curtain she desperately needed to tear down. The silence of the night outside suddenly felt like the breath held before a scream.

“We need to know who they are, Giri. Not just their names. We need to know what they do when they leave this room.”
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The blue light of the observation booth felt increasingly like an interrogation room. Giri’s fingers moved with a frantic, rhythmic precision, pulling up the digital dossiers of the day’s appointments. He wasn’t just looking at their intake forms anymore; he was scraping the digital debris of their lives—professional profiles, security clearances, and recent geo-tags.

“If this is a puzzle, it’s a jigsaw made of razor blades,” Giri muttered. He split-screened the video of their first client with a raw data dump that trickled down the monitor like green rain.

On the screen, Karthik looked like he was vibrating. A senior developer for a Tier-1 fintech firm, he had spent his session twisting a thick rubber band around his thumb until the tip turned a bruised purple. He seemed possessed by a restless, nervous energy that the high-definition camera caught in agonizing detail.

“Look at his eyes, Aruna,” Giri pointed out. “He’s not looking at you. He’s looking at the corner of the room where the server rack is hidden. He knows exactly where the hardware is.”

In the recording, Karthik’s voice was a frantic whisper: “I didn’t delete the logic. I just… I gave it a back door. I thought it was for a ‘stress test,’ but the test never ended. It’s breathing now. It has a pulse.”

Giri swiped the screen to Mani, a man in his sixties with the weathered, stoic face of someone who had spent decades watching the corporate world from the sidelines. He sat in the session chair with a heavy ring of iron keys resting on his lap. Throughout the video, his hand never left them, his fingers tracing the cold metal as if they were prayer beads.

“A cleaner at the Reserve Bank,” Aruna noted, her memory struggling to pierce the “Whiteout” that shrouded the morning. “Why would a janitor need a psychic?”

“He didn’t come for a prediction,” Giri said, hitting play. Mani wasn’t crying; he was confessing. “I found the drive in the shredder bin. It wasn’t crushed. It was warm. When I plugged it into the terminal in the basement to see who it belonged to, the screen didn’t show files. It showed a countdown. Ten names. Mine was the tenth.”

The screen shifted again to Deepa, a back-office clerk for a global clearinghouse. She had a unique, haunting habit: she kept checking her own pulse, pressing two fingers to her carotid artery every few minutes as if making sure she was still real.

“She saw the pattern,” Aruna whispered.

“Exactly,” Giri said. “She handles the reconciliation of failed transactions. She told the recording that for the last three days, the ‘failures’ have been forming a shape. When she plotted the GPS coordinates of the banks involved, they formed a perfect, tightening circle around this building. Around us.”

The realization hit Aruna with the force of a physical blow. The studio—with its cold glass, humming
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