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The morning after the Lunar Gala, Blackstone University didn't look like a battlefield; it looked like a recovery ward. The fog over Oakhaven was thicker than usual, smelling of damp limestone and the faint, ozone tang of the "Neural Spike" Maya had unleashed. While the rest of the student body was being fed a story about a "mass hypnotic suggestion" caused by an experimental light show, Maya, Elias, and Phoebe were gathered in the only place that felt safe: the training yard of the Quarry safehouse.

"Again," Elias commanded, his voice as steady as the stones around them.

Maya stood in the center of the yard, "The Resonator" braced against her knees. Her fingers were taped where the palladium strings had bitten deep, but her eyes were sharp. She drew the bow, not in a long arc, but in a series of short, percussive strikes.

"I'm trying to hit the 110-hertz pulse without the endpin being grounded in the fountain," Maya panted, the wood of the cello vibrating with a frantic energy. "But without the water, the sound just... it scatters."

"That’s because you’re trying to dominate the air, Maya," Elias said, walking around her in a slow, silent circle. "Don't fight the atmosphere. Use the Silence. Find the gaps in the wind and tuck the note inside them. If you can't power up, you have to be precise."

Page 2

A few yards away, Phoebe was struggling with her own "power-up." She was supposed to be ionizing a small copper rod Elias had stuck in the dirt, but the light was coming out in erratic, golden sparks rather than a focused beam.

"It’s not working!" Phoebe cried, her hands glowing a frustrated amber. "I keep thinking about Sabrina’s eyes, and my heart starts racing, and then the light just... it splashes everywhere."

"Your light is tied to your emotional frequency, Phoebe," Elias said, pausing his circuit around Maya. "Maya gets her gift from the Sound, I get mine from the Silence, and you get yours from the Light. But light is a carrier. If the carrier is shaky, the message gets lost. You have to be the lens, not the bulb."

"I'm trying to be a lens!" Phoebe snapped, but as she did, a sudden, white-hot flare erupted from her fingertips, melting the top of the copper rod. "Oops."

"Better," Elias noted. "But in a hallway at Blackstone, that flare would have blinded Maya too. We need synchronization. Team EMP doesn't work if the 'E' and the 'P' are canceling each other out."
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"Speaking of Blackstone," Maya said, taking a break to rosin her bow. "Have you noticed the quad lately? It’s not just the wolves being gone. There’s a new kind of silence. Not your kind, Elias. A heavy kind. Like someone is standing behind the world and holding their breath."

"I've felt it too," Phoebe whispered, her aura dimming to a thoughtful copper. "I was walking back from the gym yesterday, and I saw... him."

"Him?" Elias asked, his eyes narrowing. "The Null?"

"No," Phoebe said, a faint blush creeping into her cheeks that had nothing to do with her golden glow. "This guy... he’s different. He’s always in the back of the library or near the shadows of the bell tower. He wears this long, dark coat, and he has these eyes that look like they’re made of midnight. I think his name is Julian."

Maya smiled, despite the tension. "The broody one from the freshman History of Art class? Phoebe, you’ve had a crush on him since orientation."

"It’s not just a crush!" Phoebe protested. "It’s... it’s a Velo thing. When he’s near, my light feels... calm. Like he’s the only one who can actually handle the brightness. He’s like the dark to my light."
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"Julian isn't just a student," Elias said, his voice dropping into that tactical low that always signaled danger. "I've been tracking his signature. Or rather, the lack of one. He doesn't show up on the seismic scanners. He doesn't leave a thermal footprint."

"Is he a Null?" Maya asked, her hand instinctively reaching for the silver strings.

"No," Elias said, looking toward the distant Gothic spires of the university. "A Null is a vacuum. Julian is a Shadow. He doesn't eat sound; he displaces it. I’ve seen him step into a shadow in the West Wing and come out in the East Wing three seconds later. It’s a shadow dimension. A Rift."

"Teleportation?" Maya’s eyes widened. "Elias, if the Conclave has someone who can walk through walls, our bunker doesn't mean anything."

"He hasn't tried to find the bunker," Elias noted. "He seems more interested in getting away from everyone. He’s a loner. But if the 'Echoed Fugue'—the new frequency the Conclave is broadcasting—starts to take hold, a Shadow-Walker might be the only one who can move through the static without being detected."
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The walk back to campus was a lesson in the new reality. The "Echoed Fugue" was a subtle, high-frequency broadcast that made the air feel like it was vibrating with a thousand invisible needles. It didn't turn people into wolves; it made them hollow.

As they crossed the quad toward the cafeteria, Phoebe suddenly stopped. Her golden light gave a tiny, involuntary pulse.

Standing beneath the archway of the Clocktower was Julian. He was leaning against the stone, his face half-hidden by a dark scarf. He looked perfectly normal to any other student, but to Team EMP, he was a silhouette of absolute darkness that seemed to drink the afternoon sun.

"He's looking at us," Phoebe whispered, her heart hammering loud enough for Maya to hear.

Julian tilted his head. He didn't wave or smile. He simply stepped backward into the deep shadow of the archway. One second he was there, a solid presence in a black coat, and the next, the shadow was empty. It wasn't a trick of the light; it was a total departure from the physical plane.

"He’s gone," Maya said, her Velo picking up a lingering, cold resonance. "He didn't just walk away. He folded the space."

"The Shadow-Walker," Elias muttered. "We need to know if he’s a threat or an ally. Because the 'Fugue' is getting louder, and I have a feeling the shadows are the only place left to hide.”
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The Blackstone University library was a labyrinth of six-story mahogany shelves and rolling ladders, where the air usually smelled of lemon polish and ancient wisdom. Today, however, it smelled of stagnant water. Maya’s Velo-sensitivity was picking up a "Fugue"—a repeating, loop-like frequency that made the students at the study carrels turn their pages in perfect, haunting unison.

"It’s a rhythmic hypnosis," Maya whispered, her hand brushing the spine of a book to ground herself. "Elias, they aren't even reading. They’re just... syncing."

"Don't break the line," Elias cautioned, moving through the stacks with his trademark Silence. "If we disrupt the loop before we find the source, the feedback will hit their nervous systems like a physical blow. We need to find the relay."

Phoebe lagged behind, her golden aura tucked so tightly into her chest she felt like she was holding her breath. She turned a corner into the Restricted Medieval Music section, and the temperature suddenly dropped ten degrees.

"Looking for something, Light-bearer?"

Phoebe gasped, her golden light flaring instinctively. Julian was sitting on the floor in the deepest shadows between two stacks, a heavy, unmarked black book open in his lap. He didn't look up, but the shadows around his feet seemed to swirl like ink in water.

"You... you're Julian," Phoebe stammered, her heart doing a frantic cheerleading routine in her ribs. "I saw you at the tower. How did you get in here? This section is locked after four o'clock."

"Locks are just suggestions made by people who don't understand the space between things," Julian said, finally looking up. His eyes were dark, fathomless pools that seemed to pull at Phoebe’s light, not to extinguish it, but to give it a place to rest.
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Phoebe stepped closer, her amber glow softening as it touched the edge of Julian’s shadow. "You’re the one Elias was talking about. The Shadow-Walker. Why do you hide in the dark? With a gift like yours, you could... you could do anything."

Julian let out a short, hollow laugh that didn't reach his eyes. "I don't hide, Phoebe. I exist where the noise can't find me. The 'Fugue' your friends are so worried about? It can't reach the Shadow Dimension. It’s the only place that’s truly quiet."

"But it’s lonely, isn't it?" Phoebe asked, her voice soft.

Julian finally closed the book, and for a second, the shadows around him retracted. "Loneliness is better than being a 'Repeater' for the Conclave. You and the cellist are loud. You’re targets. I’m just... a ghost."

"We aren't just loud," Phoebe said, her courage flickering to life. "We’re Team EMP. We’re fighting for the people who can’t hear what’s happening."

"EMP," Julian mused, standing up in a single, fluid motion that seemed to defy gravity. "Elias, Maya, and Phoebe. A spectrum of Sound, Silence, and Light. You’re missing the most important part of the wave, Phoebe. You're missing the shadow that gives the light its shape."
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Before Phoebe could respond, a sharp, violet-tinted feedback squeal echoed through the library’s ventilation system. The students in the main hall let out a collective, rhythmic groan.

"The relay is peaking," Maya’s voice crackled in Phoebe’s earbud. "Phoebe, we found it! It’s behind the central clock on the mezzanine. But it’s guarded. There are 'Echoes'—students whose signatures have been completely hollowed out. They’re moving like machines."

"Julian, help us," Phoebe pleaded, reaching out a hand toward the boy in the dark coat. "If the relay blows, those students won't wake up. Their minds will stay in the loop forever."

Julian looked at her hand, then at the golden light pulsing at her fingertips. He looked like he wanted to step back into the Rift and vanish, but then he saw the fear and the genuine hope in Phoebe’s eyes.

"The shadows don't take sides, Phoebe," Julian whispered. "But I suppose the dark can be used for more than just hiding."

He reached out, but he didn't grab her hand. Instead, his shadow stretched out, wrapping around Phoebe’s feet like a silken cloak.

"Close your eyes," Julian commanded. "The Rift isn't meant for creatures of the light. It’s going to feel like falling into cold water."
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Phoebe felt a sudden, terrifying weightlessness. The air in the library vanished, replaced by a profound, crushing silence. When she opened her eyes, the world was a negative of itself—grey, muted, and perfectly still. She could see Maya and Elias standing on the mezzanine, frozen like statues in a sea of grey fog.

"We’re in the Shadow Dimension," Julian’s voice echoed, sounding like it was coming from every direction at once.

They were standing directly behind the two "Echoes"—a pair of varsity wrestlers whose eyes were glowing a sickly, pulsating violet. The wrestlers were guarding the central clock, their muscles tensed and ready to strike at anyone who approached the mezzanine stairs.

"They can't see us here," Julian explained, his form becoming almost translucent in the grey light. "To them, we are less than a breeze. But I can't stay here long. Imprisoning threats in the Rift takes a toll."

"Can you take them?" Phoebe whispered.

"I can put them away," Julian said.

He stepped out of the grey fog and back into the physical world. As he did, he didn't use a weapon. He simply opened his
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