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Dedication

For those who listen to the silences between the notes, 
you’ve always known, the Rift was waiting.
Epigraph (Buck’s voice)

"The Rift does not forget the names it learns. Play true, and it will echo back."
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Chapter 1 Shattered Chords

The bookstore breathed in papery hush and dust-sweet ink, a slow tide of cardboard scents and soft fluorescent hum that made the aisles feel like tunnels carved for secrets rather than sales, and Aidan drifted there among biographies and theory paperbacks with his fingers tracing the spine of a Coltrane life like you might trail a hand along a rail before a climb.

Across the narrow gap, the clerk with the green mohawk, Spikes to the kids who had learned his sarcasm came standard with every pick he handed over, leaned one hip against a pylon of new releases and watched the entrance with that almost-bored look people wear when they have seen too many afternoons fold into each other. Then a spider flashed into existence on the tile like a smudge of ink deciding to grow legs and hurry.

“Spider,” Spikes said, not alarmed and not unkind, just naming the world as it crossed his path. Then the heel of his boot came down in a gesture so casual it was almost punctuation. The tile answered with a dry pop and the smudge became nothing but the idea of a smudge that used to be.

Aidan’s breath pressed up into his throat as if something delicate in him had been tapped with a fingernail. He could square his shoulders at Razor and take a shove without folding, and he could drive his fingers through scales until the tips burned like they belonged to someone older, yet there was a line he never stepped over with living things small enough to sit in his palm. The thought came the way thoughts sometimes do when they are old and shy: strength isn’t the stomp, it’s the pause before it, it’s the choice not to.

He pretended to study the back-cover copy on a battered book about stagecraft so the moment could pass, and he let himself make a quiet vow that his gentleness would not be the first thing the world talked him out of, even if the world spoke in louder voices and brighter lights than it ever had before.

The evening outside had the color of cooled iron when he stepped onto the porch, and the four white pillars that once felt like ribs holding the house upright now glowed with the low, even breath of new smart-lights someone had convinced his mother were “standard upgrades,” which meant they came bundled with the Ripple meter that had replaced the old utility box beside the hydrangeas.

Annabelle shot down the steps in an arc of muscle and joy, Swan barged after her with the gravity of a small comet, and Bella turned the yard into a loop of patrol with her tail conducting some private orchestra. Inside, Mimi’s rocker beat a gentle measure against floorboards that had learned every song this family ever tried to sing, and Aidan, taller now, a little wider through the shoulders, a little less afraid of the guitar’s clean honesty, unclipped the latch on his Ibanez and let the body settle against him as if it recognized the place it belonged.

The Harmonic Nexus HN-7X warmed on his wrist and threw a faint lattice of green glyphs over the frets like ghost-notes drawn by a careful teacher who believed in hints more than answers. He breathed past the guidance and let his ear choose, because his father had drilled it into him that borrowed certainty makes soft hands, and soft hands don’t hold when the note fights back.

He struck a chord that was more intention than flourish and felt the porch boards translate the vibration into the language of wood. For a suspended inch of time the streetlamp at the corner seemed to flicker in sympathetic rhythm while the sky above the sycamores thinned the way heat thins a road, and in that shimmer he saw the faint geometry of antlers sketching themselves against a forest that wasn’t here and wasn’t far. Then the night snapped clean again like elastic eased from a thumb.

Ripple kiosks at the gas station two blocks down pinged with the soft, incessant chime of micro-transactions that meant somebody was buying milk, or a battery, or a shortcut in a game that had never met the word patience. Drones stitched low across the neighborhood with green-eye LEDs like insects from a smarter century, and somewhere under all of that the town’s old coal-patch bones held their line. He stood there between centuries with a guitar and a resolve that felt newer than his calluses and older than his fear, and he decided he would practice until the inside of the note turned toward him and showed what it was hiding.

The porch smelled of varnish rubbed thin by summers past, and Aidan thought of the way his father once said that wood never forgets, every knock, every rain, every hand resting too long becomes part of its song. He liked the idea that the boards beneath him now carried both his clumsy practice and his father’s sharper runs, fused into a memory the house would hum long after they were gone.

He picked out a scale with deliberate patience, each note sharp as a pebble dropped into still water. Though the Nexus offered its green holo-glyphs like breadcrumbs across the fretboard, he ignored them, forcing his muscles to remember instead of relying on light, because trust in shortcuts was how you built scaffolds that collapsed at the first gust.

Noah’s window creaked open above, his voice spilling out in a sing-song tease: “You’re drilling, not playing, maestro, don’t scare off the neighborhood.” Aidan almost fired back a sarcastic riff but let the chord fall warm instead, because Mimi’s rocker kept steady time behind him and her hum stitched the sound into something bigger than his brother’s banter.

For one long breath it was all balance: dogs looping through yard-shadow, porch light humming, Mimi’s prayer slipping under her hum, the guitar neck pressing its familiar resistance into his palm. He felt the peace like a held chord, vibrating clean, until the corner of his vision whispered a ripple and the streetlamp bent again as though watching.

He blinked once, twice, and the lamp returned to stillness, but his pulse quickened in that way it did when he remembered the Verge was never farther than one mistake away, and Buck’s voice, half memory and half warning, brushed through his skull: The mists hide danger, but also your path, listen closely.

Annabelle padded up the steps, head low, ears pricked, her weight leaning against his shin as though confirming what he felt, and he stroked between her ears absently, grateful that dogs didn’t require explanations about shadows bending.

The Ibanez hummed low under his thumb, the Nexus glyphs flaring brighter for a second and then dimming again as though scolded. He whispered without planning, “Strength isn’t in the strike, it’s in the silence before it,” the phrase his father had said so many times he could recite it under water.

Somewhere down the street, the neon of a new Ripple kiosk pulsed against the glass of the bodega, green light washing the pavement like moss. Aidan understood that the town wasn’t waiting for anyone to adjust, it was sprinting, and he would either learn to keep his balance at that speed or stumble. For tonight he chose to keep his rhythm, note by stubborn note, until the day gave up and darkness made the choice for him.

Aidan leaned back against the bookstore’s shelf, the Ibanez case brushing his leg as if to remind him he never really left it behind. The titles around him were bright, glossy, and unnervingly new, half of them about tech, algorithms, or the fast-moving world of Ripples. Even the history section had been invaded by holo-displays that projected interactive timelines over the pages. He tried to focus on a book cover about coal-town music, something that should have felt familiar, but even that pulsed with an embedded scannable code offering “augmented audio tours.” The world wasn’t standing still anymore, and every corner of Grinding Wheel Patch seemed eager to prove it.

Green Mohawk Guy had drifted into the shop with his usual slouch, carrying the faint smell of polish and amplifier dust that seemed to follow him no matter where he went. He stopped suddenly by the corner wall, muttered something under his breath, then lifted a boot. “Spider,” he said simply, crushing it against the tile with a quick stomp. His tone carried no malice, just practicality, as though erasing a smudge from glass. Customers barely noticed, though the sound of the sole smacking the floor left Aidan frozen for a beat too long.

To Aidan, the moment landed sharper than it should have. He’d never been the kind of boy to kill anything, not even a moth that strayed too close to his desk lamp. Mimi had taught him that even the smallest lives carried a thread in the pattern, and he’d carried that lesson so firmly it felt like instinct. Watching Mohawk Guy casually erase a spider tugged at something deeper, something about how the world expected hardness while he still clung to gentleness. His chest tightened, a mix of disapproval and an almost absurd guilt for not having protected it.

He thought of how Buck’s antlers shimmered in the Verge, how even in that world of predators and shadows, the deer carried a grace that didn’t crush or destroy. It was a reminder that strength didn’t always mean violence. His fingers brushed the Ibanez case lightly, and he whispered in his head, I wouldn’t have killed it. That thought lingered, heavy and quiet, filling the space between him and Mohawk Guy. If Razor’s crew, the Nexus, and the Doppelgänger all demanded hardness, Aidan knew part of his fight would always be about keeping something softer alive inside him.

The bell above the bookstore door jingled, snapping him out of the thought. Noah burst in, his voice already two notches too loud, carrying a plastic bag of candy and a grin that made the shopkeeper sigh. “They’ve got new VR rigs in the arcade,” he announced, shoving the bag toward Aidan like it was proof of prophecy. His energy was contagious, and for a moment Aidan let it steady him, grateful for the ordinary weight of Noah’s excitement.

Mohawk Guy smirked at the announcement but didn’t comment, returning to browsing a shelf as though the arcade were beneath him. Aidan caught his reflection in the bookstore’s front window, green hair, tattooed forearm, bored eyes, and wondered why someone like that even bothered watching over guitars at all. Yet he had, time after time, giving Aidan sharp corrections that always landed true. The man wasn’t gentle, but he was necessary. Maybe that was the balance the world kept demanding.

Noah slung an arm around Aidan’s shoulder and pulled him toward the door. “Come on, man. You can read later. We’ve got quests to beat.” The weight of his friend’s arm was grounding, and Aidan let himself be pulled, the Ibanez case shifting against his leg with each step. Mohawk Guy didn’t look up as they left, but Aidan felt his presence linger, the stomped spider still vivid in his mind.

The mall air outside hit heavier than usual, screens flashing Ripple ads, drones buzzing faintly overhead, chatter carrying an edge sharper than last summer. Even the arcade’s neon seemed too bright, almost feverish. Noah charged ahead, quarters already in hand, while Aidan slowed, letting his gaze drift toward the music store across the hall. The guitars gleamed under new holo-projectors, their polished bodies glowing with digital overlays. It was louder, flashier, almost gaudy, but somewhere inside, the strings still waited for hands like his.

He followed Noah into the arcade, the noise slamming into him like a wave. Kids crowded around new VR pods, their eyes hidden behind gleaming visors, hands twitching in sync with holographic weapons. The claw machines jingled, pinball clattered, and someone shouted triumph at a shooter game that sprayed neon light across the walls. Aidan’s chest tightened. This was supposed to feel fun, ordinary, but it felt staged, accelerated, like the whole mall was sprinting ahead without him.

He drifted to a quieter corner where the older cabinets still hummed—Pac-Man, Galaga, relics compared to the VR towers. He ran a hand across one of the plastic consoles, the texture grounding him. These machines didn’t shimmer or project illusions; they just asked for steady hands and persistence. He liked that. Noah was already shouting over the din, racking up scores, but Aidan let himself breathe here, in the hum of something older, steadier, and truer.

For a moment, he imagined Buck walking these halls, antlers brushing against neon signs, steady eyes cutting through the smoke of fried food and cheap prizes. The Verge shimmered faintly in his mind, almost overlapping the mall, like the two worlds were beginning to sync without asking permission. Aidan’s hand tightened on the Ibanez strap, a reminder that he was standing on a fault line between two realities. The stomped spider had been a warning: fragility was everywhere, and so was choice.

His eyes lifted to the arcade’s glass front, and for a heartbeat, his own reflection wasn’t alone. Threads dangled from a faint, warped shadow at the edge of the glass, there, then gone. The Doppelgänger wasn’t here, not fully, but its reach was growing. The mall wasn’t just noise anymore. It was becoming a stage.

The arcade’s noise swelled around him, but Aidan couldn’t shake the flicker he’d seen in the glass. He turned quickly, scanning the crowd: kids shouting, neon spilling across polished tiles, Noah’s laughter cutting sharp, but nothing lingered where the threads had dangled. His pulse slowed, though not by much. He’d learned from Buck that dismissing what he saw was never wise; the Verge didn’t waste effort on shadows without meaning. Even here, among soda cups and joysticks, the Rift was near enough to touch.

He drifted after Noah, careful to keep his Ibanez case tucked close. His friend was already deep into a racing sim, steering wildly, muttering trash talk at kids half his age. The screen painted Noah’s face with fast-moving colors, giving him the look of someone already living a second life inside the machine. Aidan smirked despite himself; Noah was always at home in worlds where rules bent and chaos became scoreboards. Maybe that was why the Nexus answered him too.

Aidan slid a quarter into an old cabinet, the machine rumbling awake. The screen flashed with static, then steadied, a simple maze glowing in green and blue. His fingers moved across the controls, rusty but familiar. The steady hum of the cabinet was different from the Ibanez, but it carried the same truth: rhythm mattered. The machine didn’t care how fast he was, only that he was steady.

He played longer than he intended, Noah’s cheers rising and falling behind him. The arcade air was hot, sticky, heavy with fried food and neon hum, but his focus stayed on the game. Move, dodge, wait, strike. It was the same lesson Mimi had pressed into him when she scolded him for rushing through chores: small things finished clean outweighed big things rushed messy. Even here, in pixels, it proved itself again.

Noah slammed his hand on Aidan’s shoulder, making him lose his last life. “You almost had top score, man! What are you, secretly training in here?” He grinned wide, his eyes glowing with arcade lights, a mixture of pride and mischief. Aidan laughed softly, shaking his head. “Just rhythm. That’s all.” His voice came out quieter than he meant, but Noah heard it anyway, nodding like the words mattered more than he admitted.

The mall’s intercom crackled suddenly, announcing a Ripple-sponsored raffle in the food court. A drone buzzed overhead, carrying a prize basket that glowed faint with holo-light. Kids rushed toward the announcement, dragging parents and friends with them, laughter loud and sharp. Aidan watched, unease prickling his chest. It wasn’t just prizes or raffles anymore; Ripple’s symbols were sewn into every moment of the mall’s life.

Noah elbowed him, whispering like they shared a secret. “Bet you Razor’s gonna show just for that. Free stuff, man. He’s like a vulture.” The thought soured the air around them, and Aidan adjusted his guitar strap unconsciously, bracing. He hadn’t seen Razor yet, but the weight of his grin already pressed from memory. Razor wasn’t just a punk anymore. There was something darker whispering through him, something Aidan couldn’t laugh off.

A cluster of kids pushed past, one brushing against Aidan’s case. The contact was sharp enough to send a faint vibration through the Ibanez, a note humming low against his chest. He stiffened, holding the case tighter. No one else seemed to notice, but the note clung, subtle and alive, like the Nexus had been waiting for this exact contact. The Verge wasn’t far. It was already listening.

He caught sight of Amara at the edge of the food court, her hands full of books from the shop across the hall. She moved carefully, her gaze sweeping the crowd, pausing when it landed on him. For a heartbeat, her expression softened, as though she’d been waiting to see if he’d notice her. He raised a hand in a hesitant half-wave, the Ibanez strap sliding slightly as he did. She nodded, a small smile tugging at her lips, then turned quickly, vanishing into the flow of the crowd.

Noah caught the exchange instantly, grinning like a wolf. “Ohhh, someone’s paying attention to you now.” His voice carried just enough mockery to sting, but not enough to start a fight. Aidan rolled his eyes, forcing the heat from his face. “She’s just... looking out.” It was the best answer he could manage, though the words didn’t feel steady.

The intercom boomed again, announcing the raffle countdown. The crowd thickened, buzzing with excitement, phones raised to capture every angle. Neon pulsed against holo-displays that spun Ripple’s logo over and over, like a mantra nobody could ignore. Aidan stepped back, unwilling to get caught in the swell. The Verge shimmered faintly at the edges of his vision, overlaying the crowd with something older, darker, hungrier.

Then Razor appeared, cutting through the mass with a swagger sharpened by whispers not his own. Spine trailed at his side, cold and smirking, while Ash lagged half a step behind, his eyes restless, as if they knew something Razor refused to admit. Razor’s gaze locked on Aidan immediately, skipping over the raffle, the prizes, the lights. His grin widened. It wasn’t about prizes. It was about stage.

Razor leaned against the railing near the raffle booth, his posture casual but his stare anything but. The crowd’s energy bent around him: kids cheering, drones buzzing, parents fussing, but none of it reached him. His focus was fixed, steady, sharpened like a blade waiting for its mark. Aidan felt it before he even met the gaze, like walking into a room where the lights had been dimmed just for him. He gripped the Ibanez case tighter, the strap cutting into his shoulder, his breath slow but uneven.

Spine muttered something sharp into Razor’s ear, earning a short, crooked laugh. The sound wasn’t normal laughter; it carried an edge like glass dragged across tile, brittle and wrong. Ash trailed slightly behind, his eyes restless, scanning the crowd as though looking for a way out. For a brief moment, their gazes crossed. Ash’s look wasn’t a threat. It was hesitation, almost apology, before it vanished under Razor’s shadow. Aidan caught it, tucked it away. Even enemies had cracks.

The raffle countdown buzzed, numbers flashing on the overhead holo-screen, but Aidan barely noticed. His vision tunneled toward Razor, and the Verge’s shimmer pressed closer, weaving threads of green light across the edges of the mall. The two worlds wanted to overlap, to collide right here, right now. He swallowed hard, grounding himself with a memory, his dad’s voice: Strength isn’t in the strike, Aidan, but in the silence before it. He held onto that silence like it was the only solid thing in reach.

Noah noticed Razor too, his grin fading. He shifted closer, lowering his voice. “He’s here for you, man. Forget the raffle. This is about stage time, and you’re the only act he wants.” Aidan nodded slightly, his chest tight. Razor didn’t need to say a word; the message was carved in every step he took. Noah’s hand hovered near his shoulder like he wanted to steady him, but stopped short. Some fights weren’t meant to be cushioned.

Razor moved, slipping through the crowd like it parted for him, each step measured. The drones circling overhead hummed louder, their lenses turning as though caught by his orbit. He reached the raffle stage, ignored the staffer holding out a prize ticket, and lifted his eyes to the glass storefront of Music Daddy Studio across the hall. Then his gaze snapped back to Aidan. Challenge made. No retreat offered.

Spine followed, cracking his knuckles, his smirk sharper now. “Hope you brought more than scales and cheap chords,” he muttered, his voice carrying across the thinning distance. The words weren’t loud, but somehow everyone around seemed to hear them. The mall’s noise faltered, conversations stalling, even the raffle countdown sounding muted. It was as though the crowd instinctively knew a line had been drawn, though they couldn’t name why.

Ash lingered a step back, his frown deepening, but Razor’s magnetism pulled him forward anyway. The Shade’s whispers bent through Razor’s grin, pushing his words with unnatural weight. “Still pretending, Aidan? Still thinking noise makes you something? Let’s see if the Nexus agrees.” The way he said “Nexus” made Aidan’s stomach drop, like the Rift itself had whispered the word into his mouth.

Aidan’s breath caught, his chest tightening. Razor shouldn’t know that word. Not from this world. Not from any mall taunt or late-night fight. The Verge’s shimmer thickened, overlaying Razor’s silhouette with threads that dangled like the figure from his dreams. For an instant, Razor looked less like himself and more like something hollowed, puppeted by whispers not his own. Aidan blinked hard, shaking the image away, but the residue clung.

Noah leaned in, his voice sharp and fast, like a gamer calling out mid-match. “Reset the tempo. Don’t let him dictate it. You set the first move.” Aidan nodded slightly, the advice cutting through the panic, grounding him in the rhythm of the moment. His fingers itched for strings, for sound that could carry more weight than words. The Ibanez wasn’t plugged in, but the Nexus didn’t need amps anymore.

He let his breath steady, each inhale a count, each exhale a measure. Mimi’s mantra drifted in memory: Finish the small things. Don’t rush the grand. He clung to it, even here in the noise and the neon, as though chores and chords were the same war. The crowd pressed closer, their phones rising, the moment swelling like a stage-light waiting to flare. Aidan shifted his stance, lifting the Ibanez free. The guitar hummed faintly, like it had already chosen sides.

Razor’s grin widened, satisfaction flickering in his eyes. “Good. Show me.” The Shade’s whisper threaded through his voice, bending it deeper, darker. The Verge surged at the edges of vision, colors bleeding into the mall’s lights, turning neon into something alive. Aidan strummed once, a single chord ringing clear without amp, the Nexus glyphs flickering faint above the frets. The crowd gasped, though they didn’t know why. They felt it too, even if they couldn’t name it.

The hum answered, weaving through the mall’s rafters, resonating off glass and tile. The raffle drone buzzed erratically, lights flickering, before stabilizing again. Razor’s expression sharpened, his grin cracking into something less human, more feral. “Finally,” he said, his voice layered with the Shade’s echo. “A song worth answering.”

That was when the Verge bled fully through. The food court shimmered, the holo-ads glitching, Ripple logos flickering into jagged runes before snapping back. The arcade’s neon bent sideways, buzzing in unnatural rhythms. The crowd gasped, their eyes wide, their phones capturing what they thought was technical failure, not Rift intrusion. Only Aidan and Razor knew the truth: the Verge had come hunting.

Aidan squared himself, Ibanez steady, heart hammering. Buck’s voice pressed faint in memory: The Verge tests your spirit, Aidan, rise with its strength. He inhaled once, long and slow, then struck a chord that hummed brighter, stronger, defiant. The Rift rippled in answer, green threads spiderwebbing across the glass storefronts. Razor laughed low, stepping closer, his own presence bending the Verge tighter around them both.

The crowd thought it was spectacle. A prize raffle gone strange. A tech glitch that shimmered too pretty to be real danger. But Aidan knew better. This was no raffle, no show. This was the first collision, and it wasn’t waiting for later chapters.

The Ibanez vibrated in Aidan’s hands, a hum that didn’t belong to wood or string but to something older, buried inside the Nexus itself. Green glyphs flickered over the frets, faint but undeniable, like a language half-remembered. Razor stepped closer, his grin sharp enough to cut the moment in half. The Shade’s echo wrapped his words, dark and low, whispering through him as he spoke. “Play it, kid. Let’s see which world answers first.” The mall’s hum flattened, the air taut with expectation, as though every breath belonged to the stage now unfolding.

Noah edged forward, his voice tense but quick. “You’ve got him on the hook, man. Don’t rush. Don’t panic. Think of it like a raid, you set the rhythm.” Aidan nodded slightly, clinging to the advice, even as fear gnawed at the edges of his resolve. He raised the Ibanez higher, strumming once, the chord clear, defiant. The sound cut through the mall like a blade, startling nearby shoppers who flinched, unsure why a simple note rattled their bones.

The Verge shimmered, pushing harder now, its light bleeding across the arcade’s neon. Shapes stirred in the reflection of the storefront glass, wolves of ash and thread pacing just beyond sight. Aidan’s chest tightened. He recognized them from Buck’s warnings. Ashen Wolves. Scouts of the Doppelgänger. Not yet strong, but hungry. Razor’s grin widened, as though savoring the overlap, as if this breach were his stage. “You see them too, don’t you?” Razor murmured, his voice layered with another. “Good. That means it’s starting.”

The Ashen Wolves prowled closer, claws scraping at the Verge’s veil, their bodies half-formed, flickering between shadow and smoke. The mall crowd gasped, seeing nothing more than a glitch of lights, their phones raised, recording. But Aidan knew better. These weren’t illusions. They were the first breach, the kind that only music could answer. His hand trembled as he struck another chord, stronger this time. The glyphs above the frets pulsed bright green, the Verge threads answering with a ripple across the floor.

Razor’s voice dropped low, carrying across the mall though his lips barely moved. “They’re mine, Aidan. Every shadow, every whisper, they answer me now.” The Shade’s echo deepened, the words vibrating through the glass storefront until hairline cracks spread across it. Shoppers gasped, retreating, though they thought it was a structural failure, not a Rift’s pressure. Aidan’s pulse thundered, but Buck’s words pressed through memory: Strike true, lad, the light within you outshines their shadows. He clung to the guidance, his chest steadying, the Ibanez ready.

Noah shouted from the side, his voice sharp, urgent, like a co-op partner mid-boss fight. “Bait them out! Don’t fight them in their veil. Pull them where sound can hit hardest!” Aidan inhaled once, then strummed a jagged riff, forcing the sound outward. The chord splintered the air, the Ashen Wolves flinching, their half-formed bodies snarling as they crossed into the mall’s floor. Their paws landed heavy, their shadows too dark beneath the neon lights.

The crowd screamed, scattering now. Phones dropped. Food trays clattered. Razor’s grin only widened, as though chaos itself was his applause. Spine stood tall at his side, eyes lit with cruel fascination, while Ash hesitated, his expression flickering between fear and loyalty. The Wolves prowled toward Aidan, teeth glinting threads of green fire. His fingers tightened on the frets, his pulse syncing with the Ibanez hum. This wasn’t practice. This was the Verge made real, and failure here wasn’t an option.

The first Wolf lunged, its body glitching mid-air, snapping between shadow and ash. Aidan struck hard, a chord that cut like lightning, the Nexus glyphs flaring bright. The sound hit the Wolf full, tearing through its body like fabric ripped apart. Ash scattered across the mall floor, fading into nothing, leaving behind only scorch marks where it had landed. The crowd screamed louder, some running, others frozen, convinced this was some violent spectacle staged for them. Razor’s laugh cracked sharp against the chaos.

The second Wolf circled, faster, its body shifting with each step, impossible to pin down. Aidan’s breath hitched, his hands scrambling across the frets. He missed a note, the chord buzzing wrong, and the Wolf lunged, jaws snapping inches from his arm. Noah’s voice pierced the moment. “Reset! Reset tempo! Don’t choke, man!” Aidan gritted his teeth, strummed again, slower this time, deliberate. The sound built steady, his father’s mantra echoing: Strength isn’t in the strike, Aidan, but in the silence before it. He held the silence, then dropped a clean, resonant note. The Wolf froze, its body unraveling into threads before collapsing into ash.

The last Wolf lingered, larger than the others, its eyes burning brighter, its form steadier. Razor stepped back slightly, his grin faltering for a heartbeat, then sharpening again. “This one’s mine,” he muttered, though whether he meant the Wolf or Aidan was unclear. The Shade’s whisper coiled around him, hungry, urging. Aidan steadied the Ibanez, his knuckles white, sweat dripping from his brow. The mall’s hum had vanished now, silence weighing heavy, broken only by the growl of the Wolf and the faint buzz of the Nexus glyphs.

The Wolf lunged, claws sparking against tile, its growl rattling the glass storefronts. Aidan’s fingers flew, strumming a riff sharp and relentless, the glyphs pulsing in rapid sequence. The chord struck like a wall of sound, meeting the Wolf mid-air. It shattered into ash and threads, dissolving before it could land. The crowd gasped, phones recording even as the smoke faded. Razor’s grin twisted, less triumph now, more frustration. “You think this is victory?” he sneered, the Shade’s voice riding through his own. “This is only the prelude.”

The Verge shimmered violently, threads snapping like cords stretched too tight, then collapsed inward. The ash scattered across the mall floor, fading into nothing, leaving behind silence heavier than before. Aidan lowered the Ibanez slowly, his chest heaving, his arms trembling. The glyphs flickered once more, then dimmed, retreating back into silence. The mall blinked back to ordinary neon, though the scorch marks remained. Shoppers whispered frantically, confused, desperate to explain what they’d seen as anything but real.

Noah rushed to Aidan’s side, gripping his shoulder, his voice sharp but steady. “You did it. You held tempo. You cleared the breach.” Aidan nodded, though his chest still thundered with fear and adrenaline. Razor’s grin lingered across the hall, sharp and defiant, his eyes lit with Shade’s echo. He raised a hand in mock applause, slow, deliberate. “Not bad, kid. But you’ll break soon. And when you do, the Rift won’t wait.” Then he turned, Spine trailing, Ash hesitating before following, his gaze flicking once more to Aidan before vanishing into Razor’s shadow.

The mall’s noise slowly returned, the arcade lights buzzing back to rhythm, the raffle drone restarting its loop. People whispered, shaken, their stories already twisting into rumor. Aidan slumped against the railing, the Ibanez still warm in his hands, its strings faintly humming with residual power. Noah steadied him, his voice low. “This isn’t ending here, man. They’re gonna come harder next time.” Aidan nodded, eyes fixed on the scorch marks where ash had once prowled. The Rift had opened, and it wasn’t done.

The Verge’s residue clung faint in the air, a shimmer only he and Noah could still feel. Buck’s voice whispered faint in memory: This bloodline endures through trials, trust the Verge’s pulse. Aidan closed his eyes, inhaled, and steadied himself. He knew the fight had already moved beyond bedrooms and closets. The mall was only the first public stage.

The walk home from the mall felt longer than it should have. Streetlights buzzed in a rhythm too regular to be weather, and every shadow looked like it might remember teeth. The Ibanez strap bit into his shoulder, the guitar heavier now that he knew what it could pull through. Noah walked beside him, hands deep in his hoodie, eyes flicking at every alley. They did not talk. It was the kind of silence that followed boss fights, the kind where both players knew they were out of tutorials.
Grinding Wheel Patch tried its best to look unchanged. Sagging porches, barking dogs, distant hum of freight. But a drone cut low over the roofline with a box slung beneath it, and a Ripple ad climbed across a neighbor’s garage, green light stuttering in a pattern that made Aidan’s skin prickle. The town’s new speed sounded disturbingly close to the Verge’s hum. Noah finally muttered, “You think they saw it? Razor’s crew?” Aidan swallowed. “He did,” he said. “He wanted to.”
The porch light at home burned a soft, unfamiliar green. He stared at it too long before Noah nudged him inside. The house met them with its usual song: Mimi’s rocker, his mother’s questions about homework, the dogs bouncing off the furniture. Normal crashed so hard against what they had just seen that Aidan almost laughed. He set the Ibanez down carefully, as if dropping it might crack more than lacquer.
Dinner blurred. Plates, jokes, Swan’s tail against the chair leg. Every sound landed with new precision, like the Verge had tuned his ears a half-step sharper. His mother studied his face once. “Long day?” He nodded, grateful she did not press. Mimi’s hum threaded through the table noise, lower and surer than all of it, and he could not tell if it calmed him or made him want to confess.
When the dishes were done and Noah thundered upstairs to chase some new mod, Aidan slipped into the green studio. The paint looked deeper in the lamplight, as though it had kept a little of the Rift for itself. He set the Ibanez on its stand and pulled the notebook closer. The three-note scrawl on the page looked darker tonight, as if the ink had been pressed in from the other side. He hummed the pattern once, under his breath. The lamp flickered twice. Shadows leaned in, then eased back when he snapped the notebook shut.
Buck’s words rose clean in his mind. The mists hide danger, but also your path, listen closely. Aidan rested his hand on the guitar neck, not quite ready to play and not brave enough to leave it untouched. Annabelle settled in the doorway, ears tilted toward both him and the room, as if guarding both at once.
He strummed a quiet chord. The sound bent a fraction, shimmering over the walls, then settled. He let the silence after it stretch long, filling the studio with something that felt like choice instead of fear. Upstairs, Mimi’s lullaby drifted down, the old tune sliding into his rhythm until they matched. For a moment, ordinary and Verge shared the same measure.
He played until his fingers ached and the hum in his chest thinned. When he finally killed the lamp and stepped into the hallway, the house felt heavier but still standing. Noah’s laughter bled under his door, his mother clinked dishes in the sink, Mimi’s rocker clicked its beat. The scorch marks on the mall tile stayed bright in his mind, Razor’s slow applause louder than all of it.
He climbed the stairs with the notebook under his arm and one simple truth pinned in his chest: the Rift was done waiting. Whatever came next would not be practice. 

Chapter 2 Mall Shadows

The mall looked different even before Aidan stepped inside. From the parking lot he could see new holo-signs floating above the food court entrance, their glow sliding across windshields and casting green streaks on the pavement. Drones buzzed low, carrying packages to waiting cars, each one humming with the same unnerving pitch that had haunted his dreams. Noah bounded ahead, tossing his hoodie hood up like a knight charging into battle, while Aidan lagged behind, the Ibanez strapped across his back as though the day itself demanded he carry it. The Rift might have been silent since their last clash, but the mall felt like a place that wanted to be loud.

Inside, the smell hit first, fried food sharpened by cleaning chemicals, ozone from the new VR arcade machines, and a faint metallic tang from the escalator rails that seemed too bright under the lights. Crowds moved in restless waves, people gawking at neon displays or tugging on children too small to care about Ripple ads. Noah leaned into the noise, grinning, his quarters jingling like a victory song in his pocket. “Man, this place leveled up,” he said, eyes darting to the VR pods that pulsed with blue light. “It’s like stepping into a boss arena before the cutscene.”

Aidan didn’t answer right away. His attention snagged on the music shop’s display across the hall, where guitars spun slowly in a holo-carousel, each one flashing specs, prices, and promo riffs recorded by faceless musicians. He watched one Ibanez clone cycle through, its digital tone clean but hollow, nothing like the hum that lived in his own instrument. His chest tightened with a strange mixture of pride and unease. He didn’t want anyone to mistake his Ibanez for just another polished tool. It was something else now, something alive.

Green Mohawk Guy leaned against the shop’s counter, arms folded, face locked in his usual unreadable scowl. He caught Aidan staring and raised his chin in silent greeting, the kind that felt more like a challenge. Aidan nodded back, his grip tightening on the strap. Noah noticed the exchange and smirked. “Bet he’s got a tutorial lined up for you. Maybe today he’ll teach you how to brood properly.” Aidan shoved him lightly, but the grin stayed on Noah’s face.

They wandered first to the bookstore, its shelves squeezed tighter by glowing kiosks that suggested titles instead of letting customers stumble into discoveries. Amara stood near the back, flipping through a paperback, her long hair catching in the overhead light. She looked up as Aidan entered, her eyes lingering for a heartbeat before she returned to the book. He pretended not to notice the glance, pulling a random comic from the shelf, though he read none of the panels. Noah, of course, saw everything. He leaned close, stage-whispering, “She looked at you. Don’t blow it.”

Aidan ignored him, though his ears warmed. He pretended to study the comic, flipping pages too fast. From the corner of his eye, he saw Amara smile faintly, like she knew exactly what was happening. Before he could force words past his throat, a shadow shifted across the glass storefront. Razor’s crew, Spine tall and stiff, Ash slouching, Razor himself grinning like he’d already won something no one else knew they were playing.

The grin sharpened when Razor spotted the guitar strapped across Aidan’s back. He leaned against the glass, tapping once with two fingers, the same gesture he’d used before, only louder this time, more pointed. Shoppers moved past without noticing, but the tap carried like a drumbeat only Aidan could hear. His chest tightened. Noah muttered, “Ignore the noise,” echoing words he’d heard in the studio, but the weight of Razor’s stare made the air feel thinner.

Amara closed her book and stepped closer, her voice calm. “Don’t feed him.” Her eyes held his, steady, confident, like she had no doubt Aidan could win this silent battle. He nodded, not trusting his voice, and turned toward the music shop. Razor tapped once more, then peeled away with a smirk, dragging his crew behind him. Ash glanced back once, his expression uncertain, but Razor’s swagger filled the gap before it could mean anything.

Inside the music shop, the air shifted instantly, warmer, steadier, filled with the low hum of amps on standby. Aidan unstrapped the Ibanez, the latch clicking sharp as a declaration. Green Mohawk Guy raised an eyebrow but said nothing, waiting. Aidan played a single riff, simple but clean, letting the notes hang. The sound filled the shop, steady, defiant.

“Better,” Mohawk Guy muttered finally, stepping forward to adjust Aidan’s wrist with his usual brusque flick. The chord rang sharper, brighter, alive. Aidan exhaled, relief mixing with pride, though he tried to keep his face neutral. Noah clapped slowly, mock applause echoing through the shop, earning a glare from Mohawk Guy. “Ignore him,” Aidan said quickly, though the corner of his mouth twitched with laughter.

Outside the shop window, the crowd surged, but Razor was gone, for now. The mall hummed with its new neon pulse, every screen flashing Ripple ads too quickly to read. Aidan tightened his grip on the Ibanez, the Rift’s echo humming faintly beneath the ordinary noise. It wasn’t just practice anymore. It was preparation.

The mall’s noise followed them into the parking lot, clinging like static. Aidan shifted the Ibanez on his back, its weight more anchor than comfort. Noah lobbed an empty cup into a bin. “If Razor’s gonna keep haunting corridors, he should at least pay rent,” he muttered. The joke landed thin.
Over the roofs, the clouds carried the faintest hint of green, like Buck’s antlers brushed along the horizon. For a breath the strap buzzed against Aidan’s shoulder, the guitar humming without touch. He didn’t pull it free. He just breathed once, slow, and let the feeling pass. “Home,” he said. Noah nodded and fell into step. A drone dipped too low behind them, its shadow stretching longer than it should, but when Aidan glanced back, it was only plastic and LED again. 
The walk home carried more silence than usual, Noah uncharacteristically quiet. Grinding Wheel Patch glowed brighter than it had a month ago, neighbors showing off new holo-lights, kids wearing VR headsets even on porches, Ripple ads bleeding across windows as though the town had turned into one endless billboard. Aidan tried to focus on the ordinary sounds, the dogs barking, the clatter of a basketball at the park, but everything felt thinner, stretched.

At the porch, Mimi’s rocking chair creaked, her hum faint but steady. The glow from the smart-lights flickered as Aidan stepped onto the boards, the Ibanez still humming faintly. Mimi didn’t look up, but her words carried across the quiet. “Keep your rhythm, love. Don’t let their noise steal your measure.” He nodded, throat too tight to answer, and slipped inside.

In his room, the Ibanez leaned against its stand, vibrating faintly even after he set it down. The notebook still waited on his desk, its three-note scrawl darker than before, as though ink deepened without touch. Noah sprawled on the bed, controller in hand, pretending calm. “So,” he said casually, “how long before Razor figures out that whatever’s whispering at him isn’t just his ego?”

Aidan frowned, sitting at the desk. “You noticed it too.”

“Yeah,” Noah said, eyes on the screen but voice sharp. “He doesn’t just smirk now. He pauses, like he’s listening to patch notes no one else can read.” He mashed buttons hard, his character flickering across the screen. “That Shade thing you keep talking about, it’s real, isn’t it?”

Aidan didn’t answer right away. He traced the jagged notes in the notebook, the hum from the Ibanez aligning with them as though confirming what Noah already suspected. Finally he whispered, “It’s real.” The silence afterward felt heavier than any chord. Noah didn’t look away from the game, but his jaw tightened, his voice low. “Then we’re already in the fight.”

The hum lingered through the night, even after Noah fell asleep mid-game, the controller still clutched in his hand. Aidan sat at the desk, the notebook open before him, the Ibanez resting against his knee. Each time he brushed a string, the sound carried too far, like it slid into a space bigger than the room itself. Annabelle stirred at the door, her ears perked, a soft growl catching in her throat. He strummed again, and this time the shadows in the corners shifted.

The air bent, shimmering like heat above asphalt, only colder. For a breath he could see the Verge bleeding through, trees with pale bark, their leaves sharp as glass, a fog curling low that smelled of metal and ash. Aidan blinked hard, and his room snapped back, but the Ibanez still vibrated like it wanted to cross the line again. His pulse quickened. He remembered Buck’s words: The mists hide danger, but also your path, listen closely.

He closed the notebook, as though shutting the scrawl might steady the air. It didn’t. The Ibanez tugged at his hands, begging for another note, a test he wasn’t sure he could afford. He thought of Mimi’s steady voice downstairs, her chair creaking in rhythm. The sound steadied him enough to breathe slow. But before he could decide, the Rift cracked wider, spilling Verge fog across the floorboards.

Shapes crawled from the fog, low, lean, their eyes lit with pale fire. Wolves, but not ordinary ones. Their fur was streaked with ash, and when they stepped, their paws left no sound, only a shimmer like broken glass. Annabelle barked, sharp and panicked, her hackles raised, but the creatures didn’t flinch. They stalked closer, the Verge leaking behind them as though the Rift had been waiting for its chance.

Aidan grabbed the Ibanez, fingers shaking, his mind racing. He’d barely handled simple riffs under pressure, and now he was staring down things no weapon could stop. The first wolf lunged, its body flickering between real and unreal, jaws glowing with green light. He struck a chord without thinking, loud, raw, sloppy. The sound ripped across the room, and the wolf staggered midair, thrown sideways into the desk.

The monitors flickered, Ripple ads bleeding through his school slides, the wolf’s body half-absorbed by the images before snapping free again. Aidan backed up, his heel knocking against the bed frame, Noah jolting awake from the crash. “What the—” Noah started, but the words died as soon as his eyes caught the ash-wolves. He scrambled off the bed, pale. “This isn’t a dream, right?”

“Not a dream,” Aidan said, strumming again. The chord bent the air, and the wolves slowed, their movements dragging like frames in a broken game. Noah’s hands twitched like he wanted a controller, like instinct demanded buttons, but his eyes found the Nexus glyphs glowing over Aidan’s frets. “It’s like... a co-op HUD,” he muttered, voice breathless. “You play, I’ll call the patterns. Just trust me.”

The second wolf lunged, its body warping toward Noah. Aidan shifted his hand, barely catching the right chord, the note bursting like a flare. The wolf hit the ground hard, the floorboards groaning under a weight that wasn’t supposed to be there. Noah shouted, “Shift down two frets, now!” Aidan obeyed, the chord ringing sharp, the Verge fog recoiling for a breath.

Buck’s voice returned, clear and urgent. Strike true, lad, the light within you outshines their shadows. The Ibanez hummed brighter, green glyphs sparking along the strings, guiding his hand faster than thought. Aidan followed instinct, each note sharper, each chord heavier, until the wolves faltered. One dissolved into mist entirely, its form unraveling like smoke caught in a strong wind. The other snarled, pacing, its fire dimming.

Noah’s eyes widened, his grin flashing for a moment despite the fear. “You’re actually burning them down. Holy crap, man, keep going!” He ducked behind the desk as the last wolf lunged again, its body warping with desperation. Aidan strummed a full chord progression this time, raw but steady, and the sound burst through the Verge fog like sunlight cutting storm clouds. The wolf shattered, fragments of ash and light scattering before fading.

The room snapped back. No fog, no wolves, just overturned papers, buzzing monitors, and Annabelle barking until her throat rasped. Noah peeked over the desk, his face pale but alive with awe. “That just happened. That literally just happened.” He let out a shaky laugh. “Guess you’re not just practicing anymore.”

Aidan set the Ibanez down slowly, his hands trembling, the strings still vibrating faintly. He wanted to laugh too, but his chest felt too heavy. Buck’s words echoed again, fading but certain. This bloodline endures through trials, trust the Verge’s pulse. Aidan exhaled hard, the weight of what just unfolded sinking in. This wasn’t practice anymore. It was war, and it had already crossed into his room.

Morning crawled in thin and gray, slipping through the blinds like it was testing the room first. Aidan sat on the edge of the bed, fingers aching, the Ibanez propped where he had left it after the wolves shattered. Annabelle lay curled by the door instead of her usual sprawl, ears twitching at every creak. Noah snored on the rug, muttering about cooldowns in his sleep like his brain had tried to turn the fight into a raid log.
Downstairs, the house played its usual song—pots, Swan’s bark, his mother’s voice—but the notes felt brittle. At the table, she set a plate in front of him and gave him the measuring look. “Too late again,” she said. “Finish small things. One at a time.” He nodded and pushed eggs around, swallowing more out of obedience than hunger. Noah filled the silence with talk about “mechanics” and “patterns,” like if he named it enough, it would stop being terrifying.
Mimi hummed at the far end, her spoon circling her mug in time. When she finally glanced up, her eyes held him steady. “Keep to your measure, love,” she said quietly. “Don’t let wild notes play you.” It landed heavier than any lecture. He looked away first.
Later, by the stairs, Noah caught his arm. “You saw it, right? You played and the world rewrote around you.” His hands cut invisible diagrams in the air. “That’s a system. We can map it.” Aidan almost told him it wasn’t a game; instead he let a half-smile slip. “Raid bosses don’t usually crawl out of bedroom floors,” he said. Noah huffed a laugh, already planning strategies anyway.
Outside, the town had picked up another gear. Ripple ads chased each other across windows, drones stitched low over roofs, neighbors’ new gadgets glowed on porches like tiny altars to tomorrow. Grinding Wheel Patch was sprinting ahead on rails no one seemed to see. The hum in Aidan’s chest matched it a little too well. 
He tightened his grip on the Ibanez strap as he and Noah cut through the square. For all the shine, the old bones of the town remained, the coal yard fence rusting, the cracked sidewalks, the faint tang of dust that clung to the air. The mix of old and new made Aidan uneasy. It felt like a rhythm that didn’t resolve, a song that refused to find its final chord. He glanced at Noah, who didn’t notice, his eyes locked on the VR booth outside the arcade, already calculating how to convince Aidan to test it.

Back at home, chores grounded him in ways the Nexus couldn’t. He lugged laundry up the stairs, folded towels in uneven stacks, and swept dust from corners no Rift had touched. His mother’s voice directed each task like a conductor’s baton, firm but steady, and though Aidan wanted to roll his eyes, he didn’t. There was something comforting about small victories, clean dishes, tidy rooms, things that wolves and fog couldn’t erase. Mimi passed by once, her hand brushing his shoulder briefly, the smallest touch enough to remind him that steadiness mattered more than speed.

When evening fell, the Verge pressed again. Not with wolves this time, but with silence. The world outside dimmed, neighbors pulling curtains tight, streetlights flickering in odd patterns. Aidan sat on the porch, Ibanez across his lap, waiting. The air hummed low, not menacing but expectant, like a stage waiting for its players. Buck’s voice whispered faint at the edge of it: The Verge tests your spirit, Aidan, rise with its strength.

He strummed once, the chord steady, controlled, testing. The notes carried into the night, and for a breath, the air steadied with them. Noah leaned against the porch railing, arms crossed, eyes narrowed. “You’re not just playing for yourself anymore,” he said. “You’re syncing with it. Whatever it is, it’s listening.” The truth of that landed harder than Razor’s taunts ever had. The world had ears now, and they weren’t all friendly.

Annabelle barked once at the yard’s edge, her tail low, ears sharp. Aidan’s fingers froze mid-chord. He saw nothing in the dark, but the hair on his arms lifted, the memory of ash-wolves still raw. He didn’t strum again. Some nights weren’t meant for music, only for silence thick enough to teach patience. He leaned back in the chair, Noah muttering beside him, and let the quiet stretch.

Sleep came fractured again, though lighter than the night before. Dreams carried hints of forests with glass leaves and skies threaded with light, but the wolves did not return. Instead, the Doppelgänger lingered at the edges, trench coat swaying, threads dripping like roots into the soil. It didn’t move closer. It didn’t need to. Its presence was enough to remind him: the Rift hadn’t given him a victory. It had given him a warning.

When he woke, the notebook was still on the desk, its three-note scrawl sharp as ever, waiting. He sighed, picked it up, and carried it to the green studio. The peeling paint, the smell of varnish, the faint hum of silence, it all steadied him. He laid the notebook open, the Ibanez beside it, and whispered to himself, “One note at a time.”

But even as he said it, the Verge whispered back, softer than breath, colder than shadow. Not one. Many.

The mall buzzed louder than ever, neon lights spilling across the tiled floor like restless water. Aidan adjusted the Ibanez strap, its weight more anchor than comfort, as he followed Noah past the food court’s holo-signs. VR booths whirred nearby, teenagers strapped into headsets flailing against invisible enemies, their movements both ridiculous and eerie. The air smelled like fried grease and ozone, that strange mix of old mall food and new tech engines humming in the vents. He tried to steady his breathing, but every flicker of light reminded him of the Verge shimmering just out of reach.

Noah bounded ahead, coins jingling in his pocket, pointing out the arcade’s newest cabinets. “Dude, check it out, full motion rig!” His grin stretched wide, already plotting how long they could stay. Aidan followed slower, eyes scanning the crowd. He saw Amara near the bookstore, her hair catching the glow of a passing neon sign. She glanced over once, quick, then returned to shelving a stack of glossy covers. It was nothing more than a glance, but it lingered with him.

He turned toward Music Daddy Studio, the guitars gleaming under soft light. Mohawk Guy stood behind the counter, smirking at some customer fumbling with a string change. He spotted Aidan and gave a sharp nod, the kind that meant don’t embarrass yourself today. Aidan smirked faintly and unlatched the Ibanez case, the familiar snap loud against the mall’s chatter. His fingers ached to test the scrawl from the notebook, though he wasn’t sure if public space was safe anymore.

The first strum came soft, then stronger, the chord fuller than yesterday. For a moment, the Rift seemed far away; it was only sound, pure and steady. But the glass storefront reflected something off, his own image stuttering a half-second behind, threads dangling faintly where his arm should have been. He froze mid-note, heart hammering. The reflection blinked back into normal light, but the warning was clear, the Verge wasn’t waiting anymore.

Razor’s laugh cut the hum like broken glass. He leaned against the railing outside the store, Spine at his shoulder, Ash trailing with unease. His grin was wide, too wide, like someone whispering behind his teeth. “Still dragging that guitar around like it makes you special?” His voice carried over the crowd, casual but sharp enough to slice. The shoppers barely noticed, their eyes glazed by neon and Ripple ads, but Aidan felt the weight of every syllable.

Spine cracked his knuckles, eyes narrowing, while Ash looked away, jaw clenched. Razor tapped the glass with two fingers, each tap sending a faint ripple through the reflection. Aidan tightened his grip on the Ibanez, strumming hard just to drown the noise. The chord rang out clean, filling the shop, but Razor’s grin only deepened. The Shade’s whispers had found him; Aidan could hear it in the cadence, see it in the tilt of his head.

Mohawk Guy crossed his arms, unimpressed. “Play through it,” he muttered, loud enough for Aidan to hear. The words steadied him. He struck another chord, then a short riff, each note louder than the last. Razor tilted his head back, laughed again, and whispered something to Spine, who chuckled like an echo. Ash stayed silent, his gaze on the floor, but even that silence felt like a choice.

Noah shoved through the arcade crowd, quarters clutched in his hand, eyes snapping to Razor. “Back off,” he said, not shouting but steady, the kind of voice that didn’t need volume to land. Razor smirked but didn’t move closer, his reflection still lagging faintly in the glass. “Don’t choke, prodigy,” he said, voice almost playful. Then he stepped away, Spine following, Ash lingering one heartbeat too long before trailing after. The Shade whispered with him now, and it wasn’t going to stop.

The crowd resumed its noise, oblivious, as if nothing had happened. Aidan’s hand shook on the fretboard, sweat slicking his palm, but he forced one last clean riff before slipping the Ibanez back into its case. Mohawk Guy grunted approval, the smallest nod carrying weight. “Better,” he said flatly. “Keep that wrist loose. Don’t let noise get in your head.” His sarcasm softened just a fraction, though he’d never admit it.

Noah thumped Aidan’s shoulder as they left the shop, his grin already returning. “See? That was clean. You cut right through his trash talk.” Aidan wanted to believe it, wanted to let the small victory settle, but the reflection still burned in his memory. The threads had swayed with him, faint but real, and Razor’s grin hadn’t been
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