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Dedication

For those who shape silence into song, turning sparks into symphonies that outlast the storm.

Epigraph (Buck’s voice) "The spark does not consume, it endures, threading light through the dark where no eye can follow. Play it true, and the worlds will remember."
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Prologue

The Verge did not greet Aidan with sound at first. It came with pressure, the sort of weight that makes your chest ache like you’ve been holding your breath too long. He opened his eyes to the hush of trees that weren’t just trees, glasslike bark shimmered, and constellations drifted faintly in their branches, pulsing as though the sky had spilled itself downward. This was no dream, and not the half-glimpses he’d endured in Book Two. This was immersion, complete and total.

The Harmonic Nexus pulsed at his wrist, its glyphs no longer soft flickers but full projections that curved over his hand like a second skin. They hummed in rhythm with his Ibanez slung over his back, strings vibrating though untouched. Together, the two artifacts felt less like objects and more like organs, extensions of himself, blurring where boy ended and myth began. He shivered despite the warmth of the Verge, knowing this crossing was not chance. It was summons.

The first voice came as steady as it had always been. “The mists hide danger, but also your path, listen closely.” Buck’s antlers glowed through the forest haze, constellation-points bending to form a halo. His eyes carried the same mixture of sorrow and pride, as though every step Aidan took relieved him and broke him at once. The stag bowed his head, not in submission, but in acknowledgment. Mentor to apprentice, eternal to mortal.

And then another presence stirred at the edges, not yet visible but unmistakable. A laugh like a blade being sharpened. A reflection glimmered in a shard of glass lodged in the earth, and Aidan saw his own smirk staring back with sharper teeth. The Doppelgänger was already here, already watching, unwilling to let this first step be taken without resistance.

The Verge’s forest parted as though yielding a stage. Crystalline trunks bent backward, vines uncoiled, and a clearing formed beneath a sky that flickered like broken film. Stars lagged behind themselves, leaving ghost trails across the dark, each delay a whisper of time breaking. Aidan swallowed, gripping his Ibanez. Even the ground felt unstable, every note of his heartbeat echoed through the soil as though the entire plane was tuned to him.

“Strength isn’t in the strike, Aidan,” his father’s remembered voice murmured inside him, “but in the silence before it.” He let the reminder ground him, a tether to a porch, a kitchen, a cluttered coal-town home that still existed somewhere across worlds. Here, though, silence did not feel like peace, it felt like bait. The Doppelgänger’s reflection leaned closer, lips moving with words Aidan refused to hear.

The first ripple of combat came as a low growl. Shadows pooled between the roots, swirling, forming into the hunched shapes of wolves too large for this world, their eyes pale white. Ashen Wolves again, but fuller now, their jaws dripping not with saliva but with static. They were no test this time. They were the opening move in a game already stacked against him.

Buck stepped forward, antlers sparking. “Strike true, lad, the light within you outshines their shadows.” The stag’s hooves cracked the crystalline floor like drumbeats, and the Verge itself seemed to answer, humming low. Aidan nodded, slinging the Ibanez around, his hand steady on the fretboard. He wasn’t a boy clutching borrowed courage anymore. He was a player, tested, tired, but still standing.

The first chord he struck cut the clearing in half. Sound burst outward, green light wrapped in resonance, scattering wolves into smoke before reforming. The Nexus burned against his wrist, glyphs flashing faster than his eyes could track, feeding him shapes, fingerings, rhythms too complex for thought. He played anyway, strings biting, each note a blade. The Verge roared with him.

Noah’s voice chimed faint, distant, tethered through the Nexus: “Reset the tempo, Aidan. Bait the boss. Don’t burn out on trash mobs.” The words were absurd in their gamer lingo, yet grounding, proof that some part of the real world still reached him. For a blink, he even smiled, because only Noah could make the end of everything sound like a raid strategy.

The Doppelgänger’s smirk deepened in the glass shards. “He won’t save you,” it whispered through Razor’s remembered sneer, through every humiliation twisted sharper. Aidan’s hands faltered for half a beat, the chord souring. The wolves pounced at once, static jaws snapping.

Buck intercepted, antlers crashing through two at once, but his voice cut sharp. “This bloodline endures through trials, trust the Verge’s pulse.” Aidan exhaled, reset his stance, fingers flying back into motion. The chord corrected, and light spilled clean again, shredding one wolf fully into silence. Small victory, but it lit his chest with heat.

Amara’s voice was nowhere here, nor Mimi’s hum, nor his mother’s sharp glance. Only Buck. Only Noah’s tether. Only the Doppelgänger’s hiss. That loneliness pressed harder than claws. Yet it also clarified: here, on this impossible battlefield, he was the line.

He staggered under another strike, static ripping across his shoulder. Pain sizzled hot, real, but he bit back a cry. “Trust the rhythm,” his father’s remembered advice whispered again. He let it anchor him, forcing his strumming hand steady even as his vision swam.

One wolf lunged high. Aidan ducked, rolled, and slid across crystalline grass, Ibanez grinding sparks. He struck an upward chord mid-motion, and the blast shredded the beast midair, its static scream dissolving into nothing. He rose, panting, sweat streaking, chest burning.

The Doppelgänger’s reflection clapped mockingly, soundless yet deafening. “Every note carries a story,” it mimicked cruelly, his father’s words twisted. Aidan’s jaw clenched. That line was his, not its. He struck again, louder, cleaner, forcing the clearing itself to sing against the echo of his enemy.

Chapter 1  Threads in the Dark

The clearing did not rest after the first wolves fell. The Verge itself shifted, trembling like an instrument slightly out of tune. Trees bent farther back, their glass-bark groaning, and fissures spread across the crystalline ground in slow lines, glowing faint green as though veins of light had cracked open. Aidan’s pulse synchronized to the hum, too fast, too loud, each beat threatening to tear him apart from the inside. He gripped the Ibanez harder, refusing to let the storm swallow him.

Buck circled wide, antlers sparking brighter now, arcs of starlight snapping against roots. His presence steadied the chaos, but even he looked strained. “The Verge tests your spirit, Aidan, rise with its strength,” he said, tone low, like he was reminding himself as much as his pupil. Aidan nodded, sweat streaking down his temple, knuckles white on the fretboard. He’d trained for this moment across scraps of real-world fights and Rift surges, but nothing prepared him for the feeling that the world itself wanted to break.

The wolves returned, not as individuals but as a pack that moved like a single will. Shadows threaded them together, jaws snapping in eerie unison. They lunged, retreating and re-forming, coordinated in ways Razor’s crew never managed. These weren’t bullies chasing prey; they were a conductor’s orchestra, and the Doppelgänger was their composer. Aidan inhaled once, fingers poised. He had to disrupt the rhythm or drown in it.

He slammed down a riff, staccato, aggressive, sharper than anything he’d ever dared. The Ibanez wailed like a siren, tearing through their cohesion. One wolf stumbled, their formation faltered, and Buck drove forward to split them apart. The Nexus at Aidan’s wrist glowed almost too bright to look at, glyphs flaring as if approving his choice. He didn’t think; he played.

But the Doppelgänger adapted. Its reflection leaned larger across a wall of fractured glass, grin stretching too wide for any human face. “Your rhythm is borrowed,” it hissed. “Your silence, mine to break.” As the words crawled into the clearing, the wolves surged again, this time faster, erratic, snapping at angles Aidan’s riffs couldn’t cover. He reeled, struck a discordant note, and the pack pressed closer.

Buck blocked one with his antlers, sparks flaring. “Strike true!” he barked. Aidan obeyed, sliding into a minor chord that slashed across the formation, knocking two aside. But the third sank claws into his arm, hot static tearing across his skin. He cried out, the sound raw, half-song, half-pain, and staggered. The Ibanez slipped, dangling by its strap, strings ringing discordant.

Noah’s voice broke in through the Nexus, louder than ever before. “Don’t you quit! Reset, NOW!” It was sharp, commanding, nothing like his usual banter. Aidan blinked, refocusing, fingers tightening. He dragged the Ibanez back into place, ignoring the sting of blood. He strummed clean, louder, sharper, and the wolf vanished in a shatter of static.

The Doppelgänger smirked wider, unfazed. “You bleed notes, boy. Soon you’ll bleed silence.” Its reflection flickered across every shard of glass in the clearing, multiplying, surrounding Aidan with his own twisted grin. The forest darkened under its presence, constellations fading as though the sky itself feared him. For the first time, Aidan wondered if victory here meant anything, or if the Doppelgänger always owned the stage.

Buck thundered forward, antlers cleaving through a cluster of wolves. Stars burst from his strike, raining sparks that lit the clearing in brilliant arcs. He roared, not an animal sound, but something older, like the heavens themselves crying out. Aidan’s chest tightened at the sight, awe mixing with terror. Buck was no longer simply mentor; he was myth embodied, and even he was straining.

“Finish this wave,” Buck ordered, voice reverberating like a bell. “The Verge will not give you mercy until you take your own.” His words rang true, pulling Aidan back into himself. He straightened, fingers sliding across the fretboard with newfound precision. No hesitation. No fear. Only rhythm.

He unleashed a progression he’d only ever toyed with in the studio, fast, hammering, layered like thunder rolling across hills. The Nexus amplified it, glyphs spiraling from his wrist into the air like sheets of notation written in light. The wolves recoiled, their formation shattering fully this time. Aidan struck one last chord, high and piercing, and the last of them dissolved into static smoke.

The clearing fell quiet, but not peacefully. The Doppelgänger’s reflections lingered, grinning in fractured silence. Buck panted, head lowered, light dimmer than before. Aidan’s arm ached, blood dripping, but the Ibanez thrummed steady in his grip. The battle wasn’t over. This was only an overture.

Aidan glanced at Buck, then at the glass shards surrounding them. “He’s stronger,” he whispered, throat dry. Buck lifted his gaze, eyes grave. “He feeds on every shadow you doubt, every silence you fear. But so long as you play, he cannot finish the song.” The stag’s words steadied him, but only just. He wiped sweat from his brow, fingers trembling.

The Nexus flickered oddly, a green surge followed by a faint glitch. Noah’s voice cracked through again. “Hold on, something’s... off. I think he’s hacking the signal, dude.” His tone wavered, half panic, half focus, as though he was scrambling to keep Aidan anchored. Aidan’s chest tightened. If the Doppelgänger could touch the Nexus directly, the tether between worlds was no longer safe.

“You’re not alone, Aidan,” Buck said firmly, stepping closer. “The Verge does not abandon its chosen. Remember that.” His presence filled the clearing, constellation antlers sparking weakly but still proud. Aidan breathed deep, letting the words sink into his bones. He would not falter now, not in the first step of this new war.

But the Doppelgänger’s grin never faded. “Chosen?” it sneered through the shards. “No, boy. You’re bait.” The clearing pulsed once, light dimming, glass bending as though bowing to it. And Aidan knew with sudden clarity: this fight was never meant to end here. It was meant to break him before the real battle even began.

The clearing dimmed like a curtain lowering, every shard of fractured glass bowing inward toward the Doppelgänger’s grin. Its reflection no longer waited at the edges, it stepped closer, every tilt of its head matched across dozens of broken surfaces. Aidan’s breath hitched. He’d faced Razor, faced wolves, even faced silence heavier than fists, but this was different. This was himself staring back, warped and multiplied until he barely recognized the boy in those eyes. The Verge itself seemed to lean in, daring him to break.

Buck’s hooves dug into the glowing fissures, antlers sparking once more. “Do not yield,” he said, voice cutting through the thick air. He stood between Aidan and the nearest shard, his massive form casting a shadow across the distorted reflection. Aidan clutched the Ibanez tighter, forcing his bleeding arm steady. His fingers brushed the strings, the hum grounding him even as fear crawled higher. “I won’t,” he muttered, voice smaller than he wanted. But even small, the words were defiance.

The Doppelgänger tilted its head, grin stretching wider. “You think defiance is song? You think resistance is rhythm?” Its voice slithered through every reflection, overlapping until it was impossible to tell where it began or ended. “I am the silence after your chord. I am the shadow in your pause. You cannot escape me, Aidan, because I am you.” The words coiled in his chest, pressing into every insecurity he’d hidden. The reflections leaned closer, arms stretching, fingers clawing toward him.

Noah’s voice cracked through the Nexus, louder, strained. “He’s trying to sync with you, man, don’t let him match your tempo! Shift it, break the pattern!” His tone was sharp, commanding, not playful. Aidan’s heart pounded, his pulse too close to the beat of the Doppelgänger’s whispers. If they aligned, he knew instinctively, he’d be swallowed whole. He dragged in a breath, dropped his hand low, and struck a raw, offbeat chord that clashed ugly against the clearing. The sound jarred the air, tearing the reflections back for an instant.

Buck moved, seizing the moment. His antlers blazed with constellations that flickered like collapsing stars, and he charged through the nearest shard. The reflection shattered with a sound like broken bells, scattering across the ground. For a heartbeat, silence rang pure. Aidan’s chest lifted in hope, then froze as the shards melted into shadow, crawling back toward the Doppelgänger’s wider grin. Even destroyed, it re-formed. Even broken, it endured.

“You can’t break what you are,” the Doppelgänger hissed, voice laced with venom. “Every doubt, every hesitation, I will wear them until you crumble.” Its grin wavered into something crueler, thinner, more human, like Razor’s smirk stretched across his own face. Aidan flinched at the sight, teeth gritting as anger cut through fear. “You’re not me,” he growled, fingers slamming a power chord that thundered across the clearing. “You’re nothing but noise.” The sound surged outward, rattling the trees, scattering shards once more. But the grin lingered. Always the grin.

The Verge pulsed green, cracks widening beneath Aidan’s boots. He stumbled, clutching the Ibanez tight, while Buck pressed closer, antlers dimming with strain. “Do not waste fury,” Buck warned. “Direct it. Shape it. Strike true.” His voice was steady, but his sides heaved with effort. Aidan bit down on panic, dragging the advice deep into his chest. Fury was fire, and fire could consume, but fire could also forge. He steadied, breath leveling, pulse syncing not with the Doppelgänger, but with the Ibanez.

Noah shouted through the Nexus, static flickering over his words. “Attune with me, man! Let me back you up, I can counter his rhythm!” His voice was fierce, desperate, like he was throwing everything into the tether. Aidan hesitated, fear prickling. If Noah joined, he’d be exposed too. But the reflection smirked sharper, sensing hesitation, and Aidan knew indecision was worse than risk. “Fine,” he muttered. “Let’s do it.”

Their link snapped tight, the Nexus glowing bright enough to sting his eyes. For the first time, Aidan felt Noah’s rhythm inside the Verge, fast, frantic, gamer-precise, but alive. They layered together, rough edges clashing at first, then smoothing as Aidan adjusted. He strummed, Noah matched, and the sound grew fuller, richer, like two halves of one instrument. The Doppelgänger reeled, its grin faltering for a breath as the clearing filled with their dual-song. For that heartbeat, Aidan wasn’t alone. For that heartbeat, silence broke.

But the Doppelgänger’s voice returned, darker. “Two chords do not make a symphony. You will fracture each other before I lift a finger.” Its reflections swelled larger, shadows knitting tighter, stretching higher than the trees. Aidan’s stomach twisted, but he didn’t falter. “We’ll see,” he said through clenched teeth, striking harder, forcing sound into every crevice. The clearing quaked, stars trembling overhead. And still, the Doppelgänger grinned.

The ground split wide, a fissure glowing green as though a new Rift had opened underfoot. Heat surged upward, shadows swirled, and the clearing collapsed into chaos. Aidan staggered back, clutching the Ibanez, while Buck shoved him aside with a roar. “Not here!” Buck bellowed. “This battle is bait, he’s pulling you to the core!” His antlers sparked, arcs shooting skyward, but the Rift widened faster than even he could hold.

Noah’s voice cracked, static swallowing half his words. “It’s, he’s, pulling, don’t, ” Then silence. The tether faltered, the Nexus glitching hard, glyphs scattering like broken code. Aidan’s stomach dropped. The Doppelgänger leaned wide across every surface, voice thick with triumph. “The song ends below.”

And the floor gave way.

The plunge ripped the world sideways, not down. Aidan’s body jolted as though he’d been yanked through a guitar string, his ears ringing with a note stretched too thin. Light and shadow twisted into a tunnel of fractured glass, every shard showing another version of himself: one failing, one fighting, one frozen. His chest seized with panic, breath crushed out of him as the Rift spun faster. The Ibanez flared green, humming against his ribs, the only anchor left. “Hold, steady, ” he gasped, but the words tumbled into the roar.

Buck’s form surged beside him, antlers burning bright like a lighthouse in storm. The deer leapt through the fragments, each impact scattering shadows that lunged too close. “Grip the thread, Aidan!” Buck thundered. “Your line is not yet severed!” His words throbbed like drumbeats in the chaos, but every syllable cost him. Sparks flew from his antlers, constellations cracking like glass, fragments falling into the abyss. Aidan reached out, clutching for purchase, but the Rift had no edges, only motion, only pull.

The Doppelgänger stretched across the shards, grinning larger with every spin. Its voice filled the tunnel, layered and mocking. “You fall because you never learned to rise. You grip because you fear to let go. You clutch strings that will snap, and when they do, I will sing through the silence you leave.” The reflections of Aidan flinched, echoed, even mouthed the words with him. He snarled, forcing his hand across the Ibanez, dragging a discordant chord out of trembling strings. The noise ripped like a blade through the tunnel, staggering the grin for one heartbeat.

For that heartbeat, he saw Noah’s face, pixelated, static-heavy, flare across a shard. “Still, here, ” Noah shouted, his voice distorted but burning. His eyes widened, hands flying over unseen controls in the real world. “I’m not letting this link break! Ride the noise, Aidan, twist it, don’t fight it!” The shard cracked, the image gone, but the words lodged in Aidan’s chest like iron. He tightened his grip, letting the Ibanez hum bleed into the tunnel’s roar. If the Rift wanted silence, he’d answer with sound.

The fall ended not with impact, but with stillness. Aidan slammed to his knees on black stone, breath tearing free as he gasped. The clearing above was gone, replaced by a cavern lit by eerie green veins running through the rock. The air hummed low, vibrating his bones. Every sound he made, every cough, every footstep, came back too loud, like the place magnified echoes. He pressed the Ibanez upright, knuckles white, forcing calm. Buck landed beside him, hooves sparking against the stone, sides heaving. His antlers dimmed, constellations guttering to faint sparks.

“This is the Core,” Buck said, voice harsh with strain. “The place beneath places. Here, sound binds stronger, and shadows dig deeper.” His eyes, luminous with green reflection, fixed on Aidan. “We cannot linger long.” Aidan nodded, swallowing the lump in his throat, but the cavern pressed in tighter with every breath. He wanted to scream, to break the heavy silence, but fear coiled that if he did, the cavern would swallow it and never give it back. Still, his fingers brushed the strings, coaxing a soft hum, a lifeline of noise in a place built for silence.

The Doppelgänger’s voice seeped through the walls, slow and cold. “Welcome home, Aidan. Here, the music dies first. Here, your strings fray faster. Here, even your guide burns low.” Aidan’s skin crawled, glancing toward Buck, his antlers dimmed almost to nothing. Anger spiked through fear. “You don’t own this place,” Aidan snapped, striking a harder chord. The sound slammed against the cavern walls, green veins flaring bright. For an instant, the grin faltered across the rock. But then it spread wider, consuming more stone, more shadow.

Noah’s voice cut in again, sharper now, clearer, as though he’d forced the Nexus signal back into strength. “I see you, cavern, coordinates, listen, Aidan, I can trace this place! Don’t let it shut you down!” His tone was frantic, but alive, feeding urgency into Aidan’s veins. Aidan blinked hard, sweat streaking his face. If Noah could see, then maybe, just maybe, they weren’t as cut off as the Doppelgänger wanted. He strummed again, harder, the Ibanez thrumming against the cavern like a challenge. “We’re not done,” he muttered. The cavern rumbled back, as though disagreeing.

Buck lowered his head, pressing his antlers into the stone. Sparks danced weakly, but a circle of faint light formed at their hooves. “Stand within, Aidan,” Buck commanded, his voice heavy. “It is a ward, thin as thread, but thread enough to hold shadow.” Aidan stepped in, the air slightly lighter, though his chest still hammered. He glanced around the cavern, the green veins pulsing, the shadows writhing at the edges. The Doppelgänger whispered louder, claws scraping unseen.

“You think light saves you? You think deer and noise can guard you from me? Every echo here is mine. Every silence belongs to me.” Its grin stretched across the cavern wall, eyes hollow, endless. Aidan lifted the Ibanez, strumming a steady rhythm, forcing himself not to falter. The sound rang loud, filling the circle with defiance. Buck stood tall, though dim, voice low: “Good. Hold the note. The storm deepens, but so does your strength.”

The cavern shook, shadows peeling loose, forming into figures. Not Razor. Not wolves. These were taller, broader, armored shapes made of the black stone itself, eyes glowing green. They lifted weapons carved from the cavern’s veins, each step shaking the ward’s fragile circle. Aidan’s heart slammed. His first thought was that they looked like echoes of history, knights, soldiers, guardians of silence. His second thought was colder: if they struck, the ward would shatter.

He gritted his teeth, lifting the Ibanez higher. “Guess we don’t get to rest,” he muttered. His fingers hovered over the strings, already tingling with the cavern’s hum. Noah’s voice snapped sharp in his ear: “Don’t just play, command it! This place is built on echoes. Use them!” Aidan swallowed, struck a chord, and the cavern boomed back, the stone knights halting for a breath. Buck lowered his head, voice fierce: “Now we test your rhythm, Aidan. Play true, or be consumed.”

The stone knights lurched forward, weapons dragging trails of green fire across the cavern floor. Their armor clanked, hollow yet thunderous, every step landing like a drumbeat that wanted to drown Aidan’s pulse. He froze for half a second, fingers trembling, before Buck’s antlers flickered brighter. “Don’t match their rhythm,” Buck warned, his voice sharp as flint. “Break it. Make your own.” Aidan inhaled, strummed a jagged chord, and the cavern boomed with the echo, clashing violently against the knights’ steady march.

The first knight swung a sword carved from the cavern’s veins. The arc sliced the air, green sparks bursting. Aidan stumbled back, his guitar strap jerking taut. He hammered the strings, a frantic riff, and the sound flared outward, distorting the knight’s swing into a stumble. “It works,” Aidan gasped, sweat flying. Noah’s voice surged through the Nexus, distorted but urgent. “Keep them off balance, man! Think like a gamer, pattern break, don’t let the AI lock you!” The knight roared, the sound fractured, and Aidan struck again, harder, braver.

Three more knights advanced, shields raised, the cavern’s hum growing louder. Aidan’s strumming faltered for a breath, too fast, too messy, and the echoes snapped back against him. The shockwave sent him sprawling, Ibanez scraping stone, knuckles torn raw. Pain blazed, sharp and hot, and fear surged up. Buck slammed his antlers against the ground, forcing the ward brighter. “Up, Aidan!” he barked. “The silence feeds on hesitation.” Gritting his teeth, Aidan dragged himself up, gripping the guitar as though it was his lifeline. “Not quitting,” he hissed. “Not here.”

The next chord tore out of him, loud and furious. The cavern shook, green veins sparking like lightning. Two knights staggered, their armor vibrating, cracks spreading faintly across their shoulders. Aidan felt it, sound could fracture them. “That’s it!” Noah shouted. “Hit the weak spots, hit the rhythm wrong!” The Ibanez buzzed like it wanted to break, strings shuddering under the pressure. Still, Aidan pressed, riffing jagged and relentless, his whole body shaking with every strike. The stone cracked wider, pieces tumbling, but the knights kept coming, relentless.

Amara’s voice drifted faintly from memory, steady and calm: You don’t always have to fight like they do. He let it anchor him. Instead of hammering, he slowed, found a groove that rose and fell like waves. The sound rolled out low, deliberate, filling the cavern not with panic but defiance. The knights slowed, their steps faltering, their rhythm disrupted. Buck lifted his head, antlers glowing stronger, voice almost proud: “You’re learning, Aidan. Music isn’t only strike, it is hold, it is sway.” Aidan’s chest burned with effort, but for the first time, he felt control.

One knight broke free of the stagger, swinging its weapon down with brutal force. Aidan twisted sideways, barely dodging, the edge scraping sparks off his sleeve. He spun, strummed sharp, and the echo slammed back, rattling the knight into the wall. The stone cracked with a sound like thunder. Noah whooped through the link, triumphant. “Yes! That’s a stun! Combo, Aidan, combo!” Laughing breathlessly, Aidan tore another riff across the strings, the cavern itself roaring with the resonance. The knight collapsed into rubble, dust glowing faintly green before fading.

But the victory barely registered before the Doppelgänger’s laugh seeped in, slick and cruel. “You chip stone while shadow waits. You learn noise while silence sharpens. Every echo here is mine.” The words slithered into Aidan’s ear, cold and cutting. He clenched his jaw, strumming harder, drowning the whispers with sound. Buck’s eyes burned bright, glaring into the dark corners. “Ignore him. He cannot silence what you refuse to yield.” Aidan nodded, breath ragged, pressing back with chord after chord, until the laughter blurred into the cavern’s thunder.

The remaining knights circled, slower now, but their weapons hummed with green fire, sharper, hungrier. Aidan’s arms trembled from effort, his fingers raw, strings biting deep. He couldn’t keep this pace forever. Noah’s voice cut in, sharp and clear. “Don’t burn out, man, control the tempo. This is endurance, not a speed run.” Buck added, voice low but commanding: “Trust both threads. Your rhythm and mine.” Aidan glanced at him, nodded, then strummed a steady pulse, letting Buck’s antlers spark in sync. The cavern’s hum shifted, the knights pausing, confused. The fight was far from over, but Aidan had found a rhythm that might just carry him through.

Far above, in the mall’s dim security office, the new guard slurped coffee too loudly. “Kid’s screaming through a video game, huh?” he muttered, peering at Noah’s glowing setup. Noah didn’t even glance up, sweat dripping as he typed and adjusted controls. “Not a game. Don’t distract me.” The guard chuckled, leaning back. “You kids and your drama. Fine. But if the power blows, I’m blaming you.” His voice was ridiculous, but his eyes flicked to the screens with curiosity he couldn’t hide.

The Rift link flickered, alarms flashing red across Noah’s console. He swore, fingers flying. “No, no, not now!” he shouted. The guard leaned closer, suddenly sharp. “What the hell are you plugged into, kid? This ain’t Mario Kart.” Noah hesitated, but the screen pulsed, showing Aidan’s blurred figure battling shadows. The guard’s jaw dropped, coffee forgotten. “Well, damn. You’re really cooking something wild.” Noah growled, “Either help me keep this steady or shut up.” The guard grinned, cracking his knuckles. “Guess you just hired me.”

The cavern walls seemed alive, veins of green pulsing like arteries, every throb syncing with Aidan’s heartbeat. He dragged his pick across the strings, each note carving a small circle of light against the suffocating dark. The stone knights flinched but did not fall, their bodies fractured but their cores still glowing, unbroken. He knew they weren’t enemies to be destroyed in one swing, they were trials, weights meant to grind him down until he either snapped or endured. Buck’s gaze never left him, antlers sparking in time. “You cannot shatter stone with frenzy,” Buck said. “You shape it by outlasting its weight.” Aidan swallowed hard, shoulders aching, and forced his trembling hand to slow.

The knights advanced again, tighter this time, forming a wall of glowing shields. Aidan’s pulse raced, his instinct screaming to hammer harder, but Noah’s voice cut in steady and sharp. “Reset your pattern, man. Fake left, hit right, stagger their shield wall like a boss fight.” Aidan smirked grimly despite the sweat dripping into his eyes. The words weren’t poetic, but they were grounding. He shifted his stance, dropped low, and strummed a sudden syncopated chord that rattled the cavern. One knight stumbled, shield edge cracking like ice under a heavy boot. Buck stamped the floor with his hooves, antlers blazing brighter. “There! Again!”

Aidan riffed harder, but not faster, cleaner, more deliberate. Each strike felt like hammering steel into shape on an anvil. The sound ricocheted, chipping at the knights’ shields, sparks flying like shattered stars. One collapsed to its knees, its weapon clanging uselessly against stone. Aidan’s breath tore from him in ragged bursts, chest heaving, but momentum was his. “Yes!” Noah shouted through the Nexus. “Break their frame data! Don’t give them recovery time!” Aidan almost laughed at the ridiculous phrasing, but the truth of it thrummed in his bones. Rhythm could do what force alone could not.

Still, the Doppelgänger’s whisper coiled around the edges of the fight. “You tire. You bleed for every note. I do not need to strike you, Aidan. I only need to wait.” The words chilled him, a cold creeping beneath his skin. For a flicker, he thought of Razor’s smirk, Spine’s cold stare, Ash’s hesitation, threads twisted by shadow. His strumming faltered once, almost enough for a knight to regain ground. Buck roared, slamming his antlers against the cavern wall, sparks exploding. “Do not feed him silence! Even faltering sound denies him purchase!” Aidan grit his teeth, forced his hand steady, and answered with a jagged chord that rang defiantly.

Back in the mall’s dim security office, Noah’s fingers blurred over his keyboard, sweat dripping down his neck. The Rift console screeched warnings, glitching in bursts of static. The new guard leaned closer, the usual smirk gone. “That looks like more than a game,” he muttered. Noah barked, “Told you! I need stabilization, watch the output monitor, if it spikes past red, slam that breaker!” The guard blinked, then grinned. “Breaker duty? I was born for this.” He cracked his knuckles like a man about to wrestle a vending machine. Noah groaned but kept working. “Just...don’t screw it up.”

The guard leaned back in his chair, eyes glued to the flickering readouts. His humor bubbled up even here. “Kid’s out there swinging chords like they’re nunchucks, huh? Should’ve brought him to the mall talent show.” Noah shot him a glare. “Focus!” But the guard didn’t flinch, he tapped the monitor at the exact moment a spike hit, calling it out before Noah could. “There, that one, you missed it.” Noah froze, surprised. “You...actually caught that?” The guard smirked. “Eyes like an eagle, reflexes like...well, maybe a raccoon. But good enough.” Against his better judgment, Noah nodded. The man was ridiculous, but useful.

The Rift pulse steadied for a moment, buying Aidan precious seconds. Noah exhaled, muttering, “Okay, okay, maybe you’re not completely useless.” The guard grinned wide. “Biggest compliment I’ve had all year.” Their banter sounded absurd against the beeping alarms, but the absurdity gave Noah something he hadn’t expected, relief. A strange rhythm of its own, cutting the pressure, letting him think clearer. He snapped his fingers, grinning despite himself. “All right, if you’re sticking around, you’re my second player. Welcome to the squad.” The guard saluted clumsily, almost spilling his coffee. “Happy to serve, Captain Gamer.” For the first time, Noah laughed. Just a little, but real.

In the cavern, the shift echoed. Aidan felt the Nexus pulse steadier, its glyphs glowing more consistent across the frets. He strummed a sweeping chord, and the knights staggered as one, their formation breaking apart. Buck raised his head, antlers sparking like constellations splitting the sky. “Something steadies the thread,” he said. Aidan almost smiled, exhausted but exhilarated. “That’d be Noah,” he muttered under his breath. “And his...new sidekick.” He pressed forward, strumming again, chasing the break. The knights cracked wider, rubble spilling from their cores, their glow dimming.

One knight dropped entirely, crumbling to dust that swirled like dying embers. Aidan’s chest burned, his muscles screaming, but triumph flickered in his eyes. The others staggered, confused, their rhythm broken beyond repair. He lifted his Ibanez high, strings buzzing hot, ready to strike again. The Doppelgänger’s laugh hissed faint at the edges, weaker now but still present. “Noise can scatter shadows, but never silence them. You win today. Tomorrow, you drown.” Aidan snarled, struck one final chord, and the cavern thundered with defiance. The knights shattered, the echoes ringing long after the rubble stilled.

For a breathless moment, silence reclaimed the cavern. Aidan dropped to one knee, guitar still clutched, chest heaving like a bellows. Buck stepped closer, lowering his antlers until they glowed like lanterns above Aidan’s head. “You learned more than you know tonight,” Buck said, voice warm with rare approval. Aidan looked up, sweat stinging his eyes, and whispered, “Did I...win?” Buck’s gaze lingered, equal parts proud and stern. “You endured. And that is the only victory the Verge respects.”

The cavern shifted, veins dimming, stone trembling as though it was breathing slower now. Aidan forced himself upright, gripping the Ibanez tighter, refusing to let go. He knew this wasn’t the end, only the beginning. The Doppelgänger had spoken truth in one sense: tomorrow would be worse. But he also knew something else. He had rhythm, he had Buck, he had Noah, and, absurdly, a mall cop. And maybe, just maybe, that would be enough.

The cavern quieted, but the quiet was not peace, it was the waiting kind, heavy as air before a storm. Aidan sat on a broken slab, Ibanez across his knees, letting his fingertips trace the warm strings. The echoes of his last chord still seemed to hang, faint ripples trembling in the stone. Buck paced nearby, hooves crunching gravel, antlers dimmer now but steady. His voice rumbled low, carrying no need for volume. “The Verge has marked you. You bent its trial, but you did not break it. That matters.” Aidan swallowed, still tasting iron in his mouth, his chest aching with each breath. “Then what happens next?” Buck paused, eyes distant. “Next, the Verge watches. And it waits for you to stumble.”

Aidan looked down, sweat drying cold on his skin. His instincts screamed for rest, for collapse, but another pulse of the Nexus kept him upright. The glyphs across its band flickered once, faint as dying stars. He reached to adjust it, but Buck’s voice stopped him. “Do not chase the glyphs, they will come when you play honest.” Aidan frowned, confused. “Play honest?” Buck dipped his head. “Not louder, not faster, not cleverer. Honest. The world itself bends when music carries no lie.” Aidan laughed dryly. “Yeah, no pressure.” Buck didn’t smile, but his eyes softened. “Pressure makes stone split, lad. And it shapes diamonds.”

The cavern trembled, a subtle warning, as though reminding them it was no safe refuge. Aidan forced himself to his feet, shouldering the Ibanez, legs shaky but holding. He whispered under his breath, half to himself, half to the space itself. “One note at a time. Don’t lie to it.” Buck’s ears flicked. “Good. You remember.” Together they stepped toward the fading glow of a Rift gate, light shimmering like a curtain drawn too thin. Aidan hesitated, his hand hovering over the air that rippled like water. “When I go back, is it really gone? The Doppelgänger, the knights?” Buck’s answer was sharp, unyielding. “No. Nothing in the Verge is ever gone. It waits. It listens.”

Aidan clenched his jaw, then pushed through the gate. The world folded, and the mall’s hum slammed back into his chest. Neon, chatter, Ripple ads glowing across every surface. He stumbled once, catching himself on the food court railing, the smell of fried food mixing with the sweat still clinging to him. Noah was on him instantly, headset pulled back, eyes wide. “Dude, you were gone like twenty minutes! I thought you flatlined!” Aidan shook his head, too tired for words, but the small grin at the corner of his mouth said enough. Noah exhaled loud, relief spilling through his sarcasm. “Man, don’t do that again. Or at least leave me your loot first.”

The new guard leaned back in his chair, munching stale pretzels like the alarms hadn’t been blaring moments ago. “He’s alive, isn’t he? Mission accomplished.” Noah shot him a glare sharp enough to cut glass. “You almost dropped the breaker when it mattered.” The guard shrugged, crumbs scattering down his shirt. “Almost isn’t the same as did. Besides, I nailed the second spike, you saw it.” Aidan blinked between them, baffled. “Wait...you helped?” The guard grinned proudly, pointing two thumbs at himself. “Official breaker-operator-slash-backup-gamer at your service. First day and I already saved your butt.” Noah groaned, rubbing his face. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but...yeah. He wasn’t totally useless.”

The guard leaned forward, whispering theatrically. “Not totally useless. Best review I’ve had in years.” Aidan laughed weakly despite his exhaustion, the sound easing the tension like cracking a window in a smoke-filled room. Noah muttered, “Don’t encourage him.” But Aidan caught the relief hidden in his friend’s tone. The Rift had been steadied, the knights broken, and even if ridiculous, the guard had pulled his weight. For a fleeting moment, their world felt like a team forming, unlikely, unbalanced, but real. The mall crowd bustled on, oblivious, Ripple slogans scrolling across digital walls. But beneath it all, the Verge still pressed, whispering in cracks the light couldn’t reach.

Aidan collapsed into a food court chair, leaning the Ibanez against the table, sweat soaking through his shirt. His pulse still thrummed too fast, his ribs aching with each breath. Noah slid into the seat across from him, headset dangling, hands fidgeting like he didn’t know whether to scold or celebrate. “You’re gonna kill yourself one of these days, man,” he muttered. Aidan smiled faintly, too tired to argue. “Yeah, but not today.” Noah huffed a laugh, then leaned closer. “That was insane. Like boss-phase-three insane. But you didn’t crack.” Aidan nodded once, letting the weight of the words sink in. Maybe Noah didn’t know it, but that meant everything.

The guard plopped down beside them, dragging a chair noisily. “So...team meeting, right? What’s next?” Noah groaned, head dropping into his hands. “You don’t even know what we’re doing.” The guard shrugged. “Didn’t know what a breaker was either, and look at me now.” Aidan chuckled, unable to help it. Noah glared at both of them. “This is my nightmare.” But his voice had less edge now, softened by relief. The three of them sat in the middle of the food court chaos, an absurd trio bound by something bigger than they realized. Aidan looked at them both, Ibanez humming faintly, Nexus glyphs dim but steady, and thought: Maybe this is how a band starts.

Buck’s voice still lingered in his mind, low and steady: You endured. That is the only victory the Verge respects. Aidan tapped the Ibanez strings once, the note small, swallowed by mall noise, but enough to remind him it hadn’t left him. The Rift gate was gone, the knights broken, but the Doppelgänger’s whisper would return. He could feel it in the air, hiding beneath Ripple’s neon sheen. For now, though, he let himself sink back, Noah’s complaints and the guard’s jokes filling the space that fear had hollowed. The storm wasn’t over, but in this moment, they had survived. And survival, he realized, was a song worth playing too.

Night pressed down over Grinding Wheel Patch like a heavy curtain, muting even the restless hum of drones buzzing past rooftops. Aidan sat on the porch, Ibanez balanced across his knees, the glow from the Nexus faint against his wrist. The strings carried no grandeur tonight, just quiet notes, slow and careful, like someone whispering to themselves in a crowded room. Each pluck felt like a heartbeat, steadying him after the storm of the Rift. He could still feel the weight of Buck’s gaze, the echo of knights collapsing under chords that had felt too big for his hands. The porch light flickered once, moths circling, and he wondered if the Verge’s reach had followed him home.

Mom stepped out, arms crossed but not unkind, her presence filling the night with a steadiness Mimi once carried. “You’ve been out here for hours,” she said softly, her voice carrying more concern than scold. Aidan shrugged, still watching the guitar strings quiver. “Just practicing.” She didn’t press; she never did. Instead, she sat in the chair beside him, sighing as if the whole day weighed on her shoulders. “Your father used to do the same. Thought the world might split open if he didn’t keep playing.” Aidan’s fingers stilled, struck by the memory he’d never lived but always felt. “Did it help him?” he asked. Mom stared at the yard a long time before answering. “Sometimes.”

The silence stretched, companionable, broken only by the scrape of Annabelle’s paws across the porch. She nudged Aidan’s leg, curling at his feet like she knew he needed anchoring. Mom reached down, scratching behind the dog’s ear. “You carry too much for your age, Aidan.” He wanted to argue, but the truth sat too heavy. He kept his eyes on the Ibanez, thumb sliding along the strings. “It’s not like I asked for it.” Mom’s gaze sharpened, not angry but firm. “No one ever asks for the weight worth carrying. That doesn’t make it less yours.” Aidan swallowed hard, the words sticking. He strummed once, letting the note linger between them.

Inside, Noah’s voice erupted from the living room, loud enough to carry through the screen door. “Tell him he’s got to chill before he burns himself out!” The new security guard chimed in with mock seriousness. “See? Even the professionals agree.” Mom raised a brow. “Who is that?” Aidan winced, half-laughing. “Long story.” She shook her head but didn’t press further, her smile faint. The absurdity of it all, the Rift battles, the mall, now a guard cracking jokes in their living room, settled oddly warm in his chest. He realized suddenly that even in chaos, the house still held. The porch boards groaned, the dog sighed, his mother’s presence steadied. For tonight, at least, the weight was shared.

Aidan finally set the Ibanez down, leaning it gently against the porch rail. His arms felt heavier without it, as though laying it aside meant letting go of the only thing keeping him upright. Mom studied him, her eyes soft but probing. “You’re not alone in this, you know.” Aidan bit back the instinct to deny it. He thought of Noah, reckless but loyal. Amara, watchful even when silent. Buck, patient in the Verge. Even the ridiculous guard, tripping over his own pretzels but somehow in the right place when it mattered. The list surprised him, longer than he expected. “I know,” he whispered finally. Mom reached out, squeezing his shoulder once before standing. “Then don’t forget it.”

The night air thickened as she retreated inside, leaving Aidan and Annabelle under the glow of the porch light. He leaned back in his chair, eyes closed, listening to the hum of the town, distant traffic, drone wings, the faint music from a neighbor’s window. It all blended, ordinary and strange, like the world was tuning itself. The Nexus on his wrist pulsed once, faint but steady, syncing with his heartbeat. He lifted his hand, watching the green glyphs shimmer across his skin. Buck’s words repeated in his mind: Play honest. Aidan breathed deep, the phrase sinking into him, settling like truth. He didn’t know what came next, but for the first time in days, he wasn’t afraid of the silence.

Inside, Noah grumbled, his voice muffled but carrying. “He’s gonna drive himself into the ground.” The guard replied, exaggeratedly cheerful. “Then I’ll catch him before he hits it. That’s why they call me backup.” Noah groaned, but Aidan smiled faintly through the open door. The banter wasn’t much, but it filled the cracks fear had carved. He wondered if they knew how much it mattered, their noise spilling through the house, steady as any song. Annabelle shifted against his boots, tail thumping once. He whispered down to her, “We’ll figure it out.” The dog exhaled loudly, like agreement. Maybe, he thought, that was enough for now.

The porch light buzzed again, one moth landing stubbornly against the bulb. Aidan strummed the Ibanez once more, the note barely audible but real, and let it fade into the night. The Rift wasn’t gone, the Doppelgänger wasn’t finished, but tonight wasn’t theirs. Tonight belonged to porch boards, to dogs, to his mother’s voice reminding him not to forget who stood with him. The fight would come soon enough. For now, the song was still his to play. And he played it quietly, honestly, until the night folded into sleep.

Chapter 2  Fractured Echoes

Morning cracked open over Grinding Wheel Patch with a light too sharp to be ordinary, sunlight cutting like glass through the blinds. Aidan blinked awake, the Ibanez still leaning against his desk, the Nexus glowing faintly as though it hadn’t slept either. His body ached in strange places, not the usual soreness of practice but deeper, threaded through muscles like he’d been sparring shadows all night. He sat up, running a hand through his hair, and the hum under his skin lingered. From downstairs, Noah’s voice carried: “Dude, you alive? We’re supposed to hit the mall in twenty.” Typical Noah, impatient, already caffeinated, his voice bouncing like he was wired into the morning.

The kitchen smelled of coffee, toast, and faint coal dust from his father’s boots by the door, still carrying history even though they hadn’t moved in years. Mom stood at the counter, flipping through bills on her tablet, frowning at numbers that scrolled too fast. She looked up, catching him watching. “Eat before you head out,” she said, voice brisk but warm. Mimi used to hum during mornings, but now it was Mom’s steadiness that filled the space, her rhythm more practical than lyrical. Aidan grabbed toast, chewing quietly as Noah barged in, already talking about Ripple kiosks upgrading to some “next-gen holo-payment.” Mom raised a brow but said nothing, she knew tech crept faster than the house could keep up.

Annabelle trotted in, tail wagging, nose pressed against Aidan’s leg like she knew he needed the grounding. The dog’s loyalty reminded him of Buck in quiet ways, always there, always steady, even when words failed. Noah leaned against the counter, rattling off strategies for whatever confrontation they were bound to stumble into. “If Razor shows, you let me bait him. You just... you know... drop the soundtrack.” Aidan rolled his eyes, though a smile tugged anyway. The guard chose that moment to appear at the back door, juggling two donuts and his radio, declaring, “Gentlemen, today’s forecast: ninety percent chance of chaos.” Mom groaned, but Noah snorted coffee through his nose, muttering, “Why is he still here?”

The walk to the mall felt shorter than it used to, though Aidan suspected time itself had begun folding. Sidewalks cracked with coal-patch age, yet holo-signs flickered above them advertising Ripple bonuses and VR lounge hours. Old men muttered on porches, while teenagers passed by with neon headsets glowing faintly, as if the future was sprinting through the town faster than it could catch its breath. Aidan’s hand brushed the Ibanez case strap, his grip tightening whenever he thought of the Rift. Buck’s voice lingered in memory: Play honest. He tried to let the phrase steady him, but the hum beneath his ribs warned the day wouldn’t remain ordinary for long.

The mall shimmered in morning light, glass catching sun like a beacon. Holo-banners stretched across entrances, advertising new Ripple kiosks with slogans that seemed almost mocking: Step forward. Don’t look back. Noah scowled. “Creepy much?” The guard adjusted his belt with mock gravitas. “That’s just marketing. Nothing sinister about capitalism and holograms.” Aidan didn’t laugh. The words rattled in his head too close to Shade’s whispers, too close to Verge slogans bleeding through. Amara waited near the bookstore, her hair pulled back, her gaze steady on him the second he appeared. She didn’t wave, she never needed to. Her presence said enough.

They gathered in the food court, the air alive with chatter, Ripple transactions glowing like fireflies across every counter. Aidan felt both part of it and separate, the hum in his chest refusing to fade. Noah leaned close, whispering, “Something’s off. Can you feel it?” Aidan nodded, his eyes scanning reflections in the glass. The Nexus pulsed once, glyphs flickering faint against his wrist before dimming. Across the crowd, Razor’s crew slouched against a pillar, watching. Spine smirked, recording something on his phone, while Ash shifted uneasily. Razor himself looked almost ordinary, except his shadow twitched a half-step behind him, wrong in a way no one else seemed to notice.

Amara spoke low, her words deliberate. “Don’t give him a stage today.” The advice struck harder than he expected, threading with Mom’s earlier warning, with Buck’s patient counsel. Still, his fingers itched on the Ibanez case, the urge to play stronger than the fear. The hum in the mall grew louder, lights flickering once, then again, as though the Verge itself leaned closer. Noah swore under his breath. “Here we go.” The guard dropped his donut dramatically, muttering, “I didn’t sign up for overtime this early.” But Aidan already knew, this wasn’t going to be an ordinary day.

The mall’s skylight darkened faintly, though clouds hadn’t rolled in. Aidan’s gaze shot upward, heart pounding, as glyphs rippled faintly across the glass like green constellations. For half a second, the food court bent, chairs warping, tables vibrating, as if another world pressed against it. Shouts erupted, confused and scattered, but most dismissed it as a power glitch. Aidan knew better. Razor’s grin widened, his eyes glinting too sharp. Shade whispered through him, voice low but audible even across the court: Play, and see what breaks. Aidan’s grip tightened on the Ibanez, his decision heavy but certain. The Verge wasn’t waiting. It was here.

The food court tilted in its own silence, a hush that didn’t belong in a space filled with chatter and clatter. People looked up from trays of neon-lit noodles and Ripple kiosks, sensing something they couldn’t name. Aidan felt it bone-deep, the same pressure as when Buck’s antlers had once flashed into his vision. The Nexus pulsed faintly, green glyphs skating across his skin like veins of light. Noah swore softly, his humor stripped away, and muttered, “This is not just a glitch.” Amara stood close, steady, though her knuckles whitened around her notebook bag. The guard fiddled nervously with his radio, whispering, “Yeah, this ain’t in the handbook.”

Razor moved first. He stepped forward, slow and deliberate, his shoes clicking like drumbeats across the tile. Spine trailed with his camera raised, always feeding the moment to unseen eyes, while Ash lingered behind, his frown caught between loyalty and fear. Razor’s grin sharpened unnaturally, as though cut from something sharper than skin. “Still carrying that toy?” he called, his voice carrying too far, slicing through the murmurs of the crowd. Aidan stiffened, the Ibanez strap digging into his shoulder. The crowd leaned in, tension spreading like static. Buck’s voice brushed his ear in memory: Roots grip before branches sway. He steadied himself, but his chest throbbed under the weight of it.

Noah bristled, stepping up like he always did when Aidan faltered. “Back off, Razor. Nobody’s buying tickets to your little circus.” The guard muttered, “I’d pay five bucks to see him trip,” earning a snort from a kid nearby who clearly hadn’t understood the stakes. Razor ignored them, his eyes burning through Aidan like Shade itself fed his glare. Aidan’s skin prickled. The Verge shimmered faintly in the reflection of a Ripple kiosk, showing not the food court but a forest of black stone, vines crawling like veins. He blinked hard, but the image clung, half in this world, half in the next. He couldn’t tell anymore where one ended and the other began.

Amara touched his sleeve gently, her voice low, calm. “Don’t let him pull you. He feeds on that.” It grounded him, just for a heartbeat. He drew a breath, steadying his fingers on the Ibanez case. Razor sneered, sensing hesitation, and leaned in close enough for only Aidan to hear: “Every note you play is mine. Shade already promised.” The words crawled under his skin, too sharp to be Razor’s alone. Aidan clenched his jaw, forcing the sound away. The Nexus pulsed again, brighter, like it recognized the challenge. Noah whispered fiercely, “Dude, strum something. Even one chord. Take the stage back.”

The hum in the mall deepened. Lights flickered overhead, buzzing louder than they should have, and people stepped back, muttering nervously. Someone laughed nervously, then stopped when their reflection in the kiosk glass smiled a beat too late. Aidan’s stomach dropped. The Doppelgänger was near. Shade’s whispers carried through the crowd like static feedback, too faint for most to notice but impossible for Aidan to ignore. He tugged the Ibanez free, his hand trembling, but he forced the motion steady. The wood felt alive, warm, the strings humming faintly without touch. Noah’s voice pressed urgent, gamer-serious: “Play like it’s the boss fight. Don’t hold back.”

Razor laughed, a sound cracked and too deep, layered with something darker. His shadow stretched wrong beneath him, arms twitching a beat off from his own. “Show them,” he mocked, arms spread wide like a performer before an audience. The crowd shifted, recording on phones, whispering about “glitches” and “tech stunts.” They didn’t see the Verge bleeding through, didn’t see the antlers faint in the glass above. Buck’s presence brushed close, not words this time, but steadiness, like roots beneath shifting soil. Aidan strummed once, sharp, and the sound cracked the silence. The mall itself seemed to flinch, Ripple kiosks flickering, neon signs stuttering. Razor’s smirk faltered, just for a moment.

Amara’s eyes widened, caught in the glow that bled faint from the strings. The note lingered, hanging longer than any sound should. Children gasped, trays rattled, even the guard dropped his second donut. Noah barked, “Again!” Aidan struck harder, a riff snapping out, quick and jagged. The Ibanez thrummed, the Nexus pulsed, and the food court bent, chairs dragging inches across tile as though gravity tilted sideways. The Verge shimmered clear this time, forest vines twisting through reflections, wolves pacing just out of sight. The crowd screamed, half believing it was spectacle, half recognizing terror. Razor’s grin widened again, Shade’s laughter lacing through him like a second tongue.

Aidan planted his feet, breath ragged, fingers burning against the strings. The mall was no longer just a mall. It was a border, thin as glass, breaking under pressure. Razor raised his hand like a conductor, the Shade feeding through him, twisting his shadow into something too large, too alive. Noah stepped closer, whispering, “He’s the miniboss. Play him down.” The guard muttered, “This job did not come with hazard pay.” Aidan lifted the Ibanez high, strummed once more, and the air itself split like a chord dragged through two worlds at once. The Verge wasn’t bleeding in anymore. It was breaking through.

The skylight above cracked faintly, not shattered, not yet, but webbed with green light pulsing like veins. Razor’s eyes reflected it, glowing faint in the sudden dark. The crowd screamed, phones raised, convinced they were part of some Ripple advertisement gone too far. Aidan’s chest ached, the Nexus searing against his wrist, but he held his ground. Amara whispered again, urgent, steady: “Don’t lose yourself.” Her voice cut through louder than Shade’s whispers, steadier than Razor’s laughter. Buck’s voice finally came, quiet but firm: Strike true, lad, the light within you outshines their shadows. Aidan drew the words in like breath, lifted his hand, and strummed.

The sound split everything. Tables rattled, kiosks flickered, and for one terrifying second the food court became a forest clearing, half mall, half Verge, wolves prowling the edges. Razor staggered, his grin faltering, but Shade’s laugh swelled louder, echoing off mirrored walls. Noah grabbed Aidan’s shoulder, grounding him, whispering, “You’re not alone. Not this time.” Amara’s eyes blazed, fierce and unshaken. The guard raised his radio like it mattered, muttering, “Dispatch, you are never gonna believe this one.” And in the middle of it all, Aidan’s chord rang louder, truer, carrying both fear and defiance. The border didn’t hold. The battle had begun.

The Rift opened like a wound across the food court, spilling light that wasn’t light at all, green fire woven with shadow, flickering in every mirrored surface. People screamed and scattered, trays crashing, phones clattering to the tile. The guard yelled, “Evacuation, everybody out!” but his voice cracked halfway, disbelief drowning authority. Noah grabbed Aidan’s arm, dragging him back from the widening shimmer, but Aidan planted his feet. He could feel the Verge pulling at him, calling him, like strings drawn taut on a guitar waiting for release. Buck’s presence pulsed steady, not in words yet, but in strength. Razor laughed low, the sound warped and double-layered. The Shade’s voice bled through him: “This stage is mine.”

Amara shoved a kid clear of falling glass, then stood firm at Aidan’s side. Her breath came quick, but her eyes didn’t waver. “You’re not leaving me behind,” she snapped. Aidan shook his head. “This isn’t your fight.” She glared. “Then stop making it feel like it is.” The Ibanez buzzed in his grip, the Nexus searing hotter, glyphs spilling across his wrist like molten ink. Noah muttered through clenched teeth, “Boss fight starting, no prep menu, no health potions. Fantastic.” The guard, fumbling with his belt, yanked out a flashlight like it was a weapon. “Don’t worry,” he said grimly. “I’ll blind him.” Nobody corrected him.

The Rift yawned wider, its edges laced with static green, and wolves prowled inside, stepping half into the food court before snapping back. Their eyes gleamed white-hot, unnatural, waiting for the signal. Razor stretched his arms, his shadow now a full second out of sync, every twitch echoing too late. “Come on, prodigy,” he taunted, his words threaded with Shade. “Play something worth bleeding for.” Aidan lifted the Ibanez, strummed hard, and the chord split the air. Chairs skidded, kiosks groaned, and the Rift flared in answer. Buck’s voice came firm and sharp: The mists hide danger, but also your path, listen closely. Aidan’s breath caught, steadying on those words.

Noah pointed at the wolves flickering at the edge. “Adds incoming. You kite, I’ll call patterns.” Aidan shot him a look. “Kite?” Noah grinned thinly. “Run like hell and don’t get eaten.” The guard stepped up, swinging his flashlight like a baton. “Form up! I played varsity football in ’92, I’ve got this.” Amara sighed, half-laughing despite herself. “We are doomed.” Aidan strummed again, sharper, and the Rift bent inward, pulling the wolves closer into the mall. Shadows howled, echoes bouncing off tile and glass, too loud, too alive. Razor stepped forward, his grin feral. “Let’s make music, Blackwood.”

The first wolf lunged through, paws skidding across the food court tile. Aidan’s chord knocked it sideways, strings humming like a whip crack, but its claws raked sparks against the floor. Noah shouted, “Combo chain! Don’t let it reset!” Aidan slid down the fretboard, striking fast, each note slamming like a hammer. The wolf staggered, then dissolved into mist, howling as it scattered. The crowd screamed anew, scattering into the mall’s upper levels. Amara flinched but didn’t run. She pulled a chair up, brandishing it like a shield, her knuckles pale but her stance firm. The guard yelled, “Flank left!” then tripped over his own radio cord. Noah muttered, “Comedy relief or liability, still debating.”

Razor advanced, his shadow wolves snarling at his heels, each one born from Shade’s breath. Aidan’s chest burned with every strum, the Nexus draining him, but he pressed harder, bending riffs into weapons. Buck’s voice urged steady: Strike true, lad, the light within you outshines their shadows. The words flared in his chest, fueling his fingers. Razor sneered, but his smirk faltered when one of his wolves dissolved too easily under the chord’s force. “Not bad,” Razor muttered. Then Shade laughed louder through him: “But not enough.” The Rift pulsed, the forest behind it growing clearer, vines twisting into the mall like searching fingers.

Noah shouted, “Too many adds! AoE, dude, AoE!” Aidan gritted his teeth. “That’s not how guitars work.” Noah barked, “Make it how they work!” Aidan strummed harder, sliding into a progression his father had taught him years ago, slow, deliberate, each note stacked like bricks. The Rift shuddered with every chord, light bending outward. Two wolves shattered at once, their bodies scattering into black mist. Razor stumbled, his grin cracking, but Shade whispered louder: “Your strings will fray before my hunger does.” The Ibanez hummed painfully, strings glowing faint, threatening to snap. Aidan’s fingers burned, but he kept pressing.

Amara ducked a swipe from another wolf, her chair splintering under the blow. She staggered back, gasping, then swung the jagged leg like a spear, catching its flank. The creature howled, scattering into fragments of shadow. “Not bad for a bookstore clerk,” Noah quipped, though his grin was tight. The guard groaned from the floor, holding his ankle. “Someone call HR,” he wheezed. Aidan strummed once more, desperate, and the Rift flared dangerously, the skylight above cracking wider. Glass rained down, scattering like stars. Razor’s eyes glowed fully green now, Shade’s presence pouring through him. The mall was no longer just bending. It was breaking.

The Verge surged fully into the food court, vines crawling across tile, wolves prowling freely among overturned trays and shattered glass. The Rift widened, a wound refusing to close, swallowing air and light in equal measure. Razor’s laughter doubled, Shade’s voice booming through him. “This is only the prelude,” it taunted. Aidan’s chest heaved, sweat soaking his shirt, the Ibanez heavy in his hands. Noah grabbed his arm, shouting over the roar: “If you fall, we all fall. Stay upright!” Amara steadied herself, blood on her lip, eyes blazing defiance. Buck’s presence pressed closer, firm as bedrock. This bloodline endures through trials, trust the Verge’s pulse.

Aidan drew a breath, raising his guitar once more, his fingers blistered and raw. The Rift screamed in reply, daring him to play again. Razor’s wolves howled, shadows stretching across the mall. The guard crawled to his feet, flashlight raised like it mattered. Noah yelled, “Final phase incoming, burn him down!” Amara whispered fiercely, “Don’t stop now.” The Verge shimmered brighter, vines reaching, air trembling. Aidan’s hands trembled but steadied, his heart syncing with the Nexus, the guitar, the voices around him. This wasn’t just a mall fight anymore. It was war, and the first true battle of Book 3 had begun.

The Rift howled like a living wound, widening until the skylight’s frame bent inward. Neon signs fizzed and burst, their slogans stuttering into nonsense. “Tomorrow is... error... tomorrow is...” The mall shook underfoot, and for a heartbeat the whole crowd of bystanders froze, staring into the green blaze as though hypnotized. Then chaos broke. Children shrieked, parents dragged them toward exits, and trays clattered across tile like dropped cymbals. Aidan’s Ibanez thrummed in his grip, the Nexus’ glyphs spiraling across his arm like fireflies gone frantic. Buck’s steady presence echoed again: The Verge tests your spirit, Aidan, rise with its strength. His chest tightened at the words, not from fear but from the sheer responsibility pressing down.

Razor raised his arms, laughter warped by Shade’s echo, his grin splitting too wide, teeth shadowed. Wolves surged forward at his gesture, claws sparking on the tile. Aidan stepped up, fingers blistered, sweat soaking his neck, but his stance solid. Amara gritted her teeth beside him, chair leg broken but gripped tight. Noah leaned forward, eyes wide, voice cracking through the Nexus. “Keep your tempo clean, bro! Don’t choke now!” The guard stumbled back to his feet, panting, then swung his flashlight wildly at shadows that weren’t there. “I’ve got the left flank!” he declared before slipping on a spilled soda. Aidan exhaled through clenched teeth, strummed sharp, and two wolves dissolved at once. The sound rattled glass in the storefronts, leaving cracks webbing outward.

The Rift sucked the light around it, shadows bending too long, too wrong. Razor’s shadow loomed across the food court, half his body, half something monstrous, its horns glistening. The Doppelgänger’s silhouette shimmered faintly inside the Rift, watching, waiting, its smirk echoing Razor’s grin. Aidan’s heart skipped. The Shade wasn’t just whispering now, it was showing itself. Razor sneered, but the words weren’t his: “Play louder, boy. Show me what a bloodline can bear before it breaks.” Amara swung her chair leg, cracking a wolf in the jaw, splinters flying. Noah shouted patterns, half-gamer slang, half desperate prayer: “Kite wide! AoE sweep! Cancel the cast!” The guard tripped again, but somehow his fall shoved a kiosk, toppling it into a wolf and scattering shadow.

Aidan strummed low, a chord so deep it rattled the benches. The Rift quaked in answer, vines slamming through the cracks in the floor, curling around Razor’s ankles. For a flicker of a moment, Razor staggered, surprised. The Doppelgänger’s silhouette inside the Rift tilted its head, almost amused. Shade’s voice cracked through Razor
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