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​Chapter 1: Back to Square One

[image: ]




Adrian stared at the screen, his fingers frozen on the keyboard, his breath shallow and quick. The dim glow from the monitor cast a sickly light on his face, making the shadows under his eyes look darker, deeper. He could still hear the eerie echo of the game’s final sound, the screeching, otherworldly noise that had flooded his ears just before the screen went black. It was supposed to be over. But somehow, everything felt wrong.

The game was still open on his laptop, a blank, darkened screen staring back at him, waiting. The ominous text that had appeared moments before, the message that had sent his heart plummeting into his stomach, still lingered in his mind.

“You failed. Return to Level 1.”

Rina’s voice broke through the silence, faint and tense, coming from the small speaker of his headset. "Adrian, are you okay?"

Adrian didn’t answer immediately. His fingers gripped the sides of his laptop, his knuckles white, as his mind raced through the last few hours. He could still remember the rush of excitement when they first started playing the game, Jejak dalam Bayangan. It had all seemed like an exciting new challenge, something to distract him from everything else, from his guilt, from his past. But now? It felt like a trap, an endless loop of terror.

“I’m fine,” he finally muttered, though the words felt hollow. "Just... not what I expected."

“Not what you expected?” Rina's voice was incredulous. "Adrian, we almost died! I almost died!"

“I know,” he whispered, running a hand through his hair. His thoughts flickered to Leo, who had been beside him when everything went wrong. Leo... The way his eyes had widened in disbelief, his voice strangled by panic. But Leo was gone now, wasn't he? Lost somewhere in the game. He had to be. The death had been so sudden, so violent, like it was designed to tear them apart emotionally.

“We need to figure out what happened,” Rina continued, her voice now a little softer but still tense. "The Shadow... that thing. It’s not over, Adrian. It wants something from us. And we’re not going to get out until we figure out what it is."

Adrian shook his head, feeling a wave of frustration crash over him. "I don't even know what we're supposed to be doing anymore. We solved the first puzzles, we made it through the first few levels. But then... then we hit that wall. The Shadow. And Leo, " He stopped, his voice breaking for a moment as the weight of their friend's death sank in again.

Rina's silence hung in the air for a moment before she spoke again, this time more carefully. "You said the game said to return to Level 1."

Adrian didn’t respond. The thought filled him with dread, but the realization was unavoidable. Return to Level 1. It was as if the game itself had reset, pulling them back to where it all began. Back to the beginning of their nightmare. He didn’t want to go back there. He didn’t want to face it. But the game... it wasn’t giving him a choice.

The screen flickered, as if in response to his thoughts. Suddenly, a new message appeared, clearer than before:

"You cannot escape. You must finish what you started."

Adrian stared at the words, his heart pounding in his chest. It was like the game knew what he was thinking, knew exactly what he was afraid of. He looked around the room, as if expecting the walls themselves to close in on him. But nothing happened. The room was as empty as ever, save for the eerie hum of his computer and the faint ticking of a clock.

“I can’t do this alone, Rina,” Adrian said quietly. His voice was barely a whisper, filled with a kind of vulnerability he rarely allowed to surface.

“You don’t have to,” Rina replied immediately, her tone firm. “I’m not going anywhere. We finish this together. Just like we always do.”

Adrian exhaled a slow breath, feeling the tight knot in his chest loosen just a little. He wasn’t sure if he was ready to face the game again, especially not with the terrifying unknown of what would happen next, but Rina’s words gave him some small sense of hope. She had always been the steady one, the one who grounded him when his mind threatened to spin out of control.

Still, something lingered in the back of his mind, the thought of Leo. He couldn’t shake the image of his friend's face as the life drained from him, as if the game had taken him for good. Could they save him? Was it even possible? Adrian didn’t know. But he would try. For Leo. For all of them.

The screen flickered again, and this time, a new message appeared. This one was different.

"The path to escape is through your past. The answers lie within."

Adrian blinked at the words, his mind reeling. The answers lie within. What did that mean? What part of his past was the game referring to? He had never been the type to dwell on the past, especially not the darker parts. He had buried those memories long ago, hoping they would stay buried. But now, the game was forcing him to confront them.

He glanced at the chat window, where Rina was waiting for him to speak. But he couldn’t find the words. His past was a series of fragmented, painful memories that he had never fully dealt with. He didn’t want to go there. He wasn’t sure he could.

But the game wasn’t giving him a choice. He had to confront whatever demons lurked in his past, or risk being trapped in this twisted game forever.

“I think we need to go back,” Adrian finally said, his voice steady despite the storm of emotions brewing inside him. “Back to the beginning. We need to figure out what’s really going on here. And that means facing what we’ve been running from.”

Rina’s voice was soft but resolute. “I’m with you. Let’s finish this.”

With one last glance at the darkened screen, Adrian clicked the mouse, starting a new game. The world around him seemed to shift as the game loaded, and before he could brace himself, he was plunged into the depths of the game once more.

The familiar landscape materialized, the cold, desolate streets of a city that seemed to be stuck in time, half-ruined, always on the edge of decay. Adrian’s heart sank as he recognized the beginning of the game. The starting point. Level 1.

It was exactly as he remembered it, the same gray skies and twisted architecture. But this time, there was an unsettling sense of deja vu. He wasn’t sure if it was the game itself, or the memories it was dredging up, but the air felt heavier now.

“You’re back where it all started,” a voice whispered through the speakers, sending a chill down Adrian’s spine. It was the same voice he had heard before, distorted and haunting. The Shadow.

Adrian clenched his fists, trying to ignore the growing fear in his chest. He had to stay focused. He had to finish this, for Leo, for Rina, and for himself.

“Let’s do this,” he whispered, his voice barely audible.

And with that, he took the first step into the darkness once more.

Adrian’s footsteps echoed on the cracked pavement, the sound distorted by the eerie silence that had overtaken the game world. Rina’s voice crackled through his headset, sharp and focused.

"Stay alert, Adrian. Something’s off here. This place... it doesn’t feel the same."

He nodded, even though she couldn’t see him. She was right. The familiar environment of the game had shifted subtly, as if it were adapting to their presence, growing darker with each step they took. The once-dull gray sky now seemed to pulse with an unnatural energy, a faint crimson hue creeping along the horizon. The city around them was silent, its empty streets stretching endlessly, the buildings twisted in ways that defied logic. The only movement came from the occasional flutter of what appeared to be dark, tattered curtains in broken windows.

“Adrian, focus,” Rina said again, breaking him from his thoughts. "We’ve done this before, remember? Solve the puzzles, move forward, and we’ll find what’s holding Leo."

Adrian clenched his fists, fighting the guilt that gnawed at him. Leo had been the optimist, the one who always knew how to make light of a bad situation. Adrian could still see his friend’s smile in his mind, a memory that now felt like it belonged to someone else, someone lost in time. The brutal way Leo had been taken from them in the game still haunted him. It felt so real. The blood, the panic, the helplessness. Adrian had tried to save him. But the game had not allowed it.

“Adrian?” Rina’s voice again, sharper this time. “Don’t get lost in your head. We need to keep moving.”

He took a deep breath, focusing on the path ahead. He couldn’t afford to lose himself now. Not when they were so close. The message from the game had been clear: The answers lie within. But what did that mean? What part of his past was the game trying to expose?

They reached a narrow alley, the walls on either side closing in as if to trap them. Adrian glanced at Rina, her face a mixture of determination and concern. Despite her calm demeanor, he could tell she was struggling. The game had already tested her nerves, and now it was pushing her to the brink.

"Let’s stick together,” he said, more to reassure himself than her.

As they moved through the alley, a faint light appeared at the end. It wasn’t natural, more like an unnatural glow, like the heart of the game itself, pulsing with something malicious. They walked cautiously toward it, every step feeling heavier than the last. Adrian could feel the weight of the game's atmosphere pressing against him, pushing him to remember, to relive things he wasn't ready to confront.

When they reached the light, they found themselves standing in front of a large, ornate door. The intricate carvings on its surface seemed familiar, though Adrian couldn’t place where he’d seen them before. It almost felt like a memory, a fragment from his past, but it was hazy, elusive. A shiver ran down his spine as the door slowly creaked open.

Beyond it lay a large, circular room, lit by a dim, flickering light that cast long shadows across the walls. In the center of the room stood a pedestal, and atop it, an old, weathered book. It looked out of place, like it had no business being in this twisted world. Adrian felt a pull toward it, an unsettling sense of déjà vu creeping up on him.

He stepped forward, his heartbeat accelerating.

"This is it," Rina whispered, her voice trembling. "This is the key."

Adrian reached for the book, his fingers brushing its cracked cover. As soon as he touched it, the room around them seemed to shift. The shadows grew longer, the air thicker, suffocating. He pulled his hand away quickly, but it was too late. The book had opened itself, its pages turning violently as if being flipped by an invisible force.

Then, the voice came again, low and sinister. "Do you remember?" it asked, the words echoing through the room, sending chills through Adrian’s spine.

He shook his head, his mind racing. He didn’t remember. He couldn’t remember. The past was a blur, a dark fog of memories he had long buried. But now, the game was dragging them back to the beginning. Back to something he hadn’t thought about in years. The day that had shattered everything.

The voice continued, its tone growing more insistent, more menacing. "It’s your fault, isn’t it? You could have stopped it. You could have saved them."

The book flicked to a page, the words suddenly appearing in front of Adrian’s eyes, burned into his memory:

"One choice. One mistake. One life lost. And you’ve been running from it ever since."

Adrian’s breath caught in his throat. He felt the walls of the game close in around him, the weight of his own guilt pulling him under. His vision blurred, and for a moment, it wasn’t the game he saw anymore. It was his real life, the one he had tried to forget. He saw his younger self, standing at a crossroads, facing a decision that would haunt him forever.

The accident. The moment that had changed everything. It had been his choice, his mistake, and he had never been able to forgive himself for it. He had been too afraid to act, too paralyzed by fear to save the people who needed him the most. And in the end, it had cost someone their life.

The world around him shifted violently, and he stumbled backward, barely catching himself. Rina was calling his name, but he couldn’t hear her over the pounding of his own heartbeat in his ears. His mind was spinning, memories crashing over him like a tidal wave.

And then, it all stopped.

The room fell silent. The book was closed, its pages still. The shadows no longer loomed, and the oppressive atmosphere lifted, if only for a moment.

Rina’s voice reached him again, soft and worried. “Adrian... are you okay?”

Adrian blinked, trying to clear the fog in his mind. He looked at her, at the concern etched on her face, and for the first time in what felt like forever, he saw her not just as his teammate, but as his friend. She had been there for him through everything, even when he couldn’t be there for himself.

He swallowed hard, fighting the lump in his throat. "I... I remember," he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

Rina’s brow furrowed, but before she could ask more, the game seemed to shift again, its reality distorting around them. The walls trembled, and the shadows began to creep back, closing in on them.

"The past can never be undone," the voice of The Shadow rang out. "But perhaps... you can still make it right."

Adrian’s heart raced as the room darkened again. The game was pushing them forward, but this time, it was no longer just about solving puzzles. It was about redemption. His redemption.

And as the floor beneath them cracked open, revealing the path to the next level, Adrian knew this was only the beginning of a much darker journey. He wasn’t just fighting for his life anymore. He was fighting for the past he had tried so hard to escape.

He stepped forward, the path ahead unclear, but one thing was certain, there was no turning back now.

As Adrian stepped forward, the floor beneath them groaned, as if protesting their every movement. The darkness deepened, swallowing the last traces of light from the room. The path ahead was barely visible, a narrow corridor carved into the rock-like surface of the walls. Adrian’s breath came in short bursts as he took cautious steps, every nerve on high alert.

Rina followed closely behind, her footfalls almost inaudible in the heavy silence. “Adrian...” she began, her voice hesitant. “What did you remember? What was that... about the accident?”

Adrian clenched his jaw, the weight of his memories bearing down on him once more. He hadn’t told Rina or Leo about what happened, not the details, not the guilt that had never let him go. He had buried it deep inside, hoping the game would be a distraction, an escape. But now, the game was forcing him to face it, pulling at the deepest corners of his soul.

“I... I can’t talk about it right now,” he said, his voice rough. “I don’t know if I can.”

Rina didn’t respond immediately, but Adrian felt the weight of her gaze on his back. He could hear the concern in her silence, but there was something else too, a quiet understanding. Rina had always been the one to stand by him, even when his own thoughts betrayed him.

As they ventured further down the darkened path, Adrian could feel the tension mounting. The walls closed in, and the oppressive atmosphere that had settled over them since they’d returned to Level 1 seemed to thicken with every step. The temperature dropped, and Adrian’s breath came out in cold puffs, his mind racing as he tried to push past the flood of memories. He needed to focus. Leo was still out there. He had to save him.

Without warning, the path in front of them split into two. A faint blue light flickered on the left, casting a strange, otherworldly glow. To the right, there was nothing but inky blackness. A chill ran through Adrian’s spine, but he didn’t hesitate. The game had made it clear that there was always a choice, and the choices were never simple.

“Left or right?” Rina asked, her voice barely above a whisper, as if speaking too loudly might provoke whatever dark force lurked in the game.

Adrian paused, his mind spinning. The answers lie within. That phrase echoed in his mind again. What if the game was testing them? What if the path they chose now would determine not only Leo’s fate but their own?

The blue light to the left seemed to pulse, calling to him. But it also reminded him of something he couldn’t place, a memory, perhaps, or a warning. He shook his head, trying to focus.

“I... I think we should take the left,” Adrian said finally, his voice steady despite the unease that gnawed at him. “We need to find the answers, and that’s where the game seems to want us.”

Rina nodded, though Adrian could see the doubt in her eyes. She didn’t question him, not out loud, but the hesitation was there. They both knew the stakes. And this game, this Jejak dalam Bayangan, had been cruel from the start.

As they walked toward the glowing light, Adrian’s mind raced. He couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched, that the very walls of the game were alive, studying their every move. The air felt thicker now, oppressive, as though it were pressing in on them from all sides. He glanced at Rina, but her face was unreadable, focused, as if she too were battling her own demons.

The path curved sharply, leading them into a cavernous room. At the center, a massive structure stood, a stone monument, shaped like an ancient clock tower. It was familiar, yet foreign, its surface engraved with symbols and patterns that seemed to shift before Adrian’s eyes. A cold, mechanical hum filled the air, and for a brief moment, it felt as though the room itself was alive, breathing in time with them.

“We need to solve this,” Rina murmured, her voice laced with a quiet determination. “It’s the only way forward.”

Adrian nodded, though a sense of dread washed over him. The monument seemed to pulse, and in its shadow, they both stood, dwarfed by its enormous presence.

“Do you think this is it?” Adrian asked, his voice barely audible.

“It has to be,” Rina replied. “The game doesn’t let us go unless we solve the puzzle.”

Adrian glanced around the room. There were no clear clues, no obvious solutions. Just the tower and the shifting symbols on its surface. He moved closer, his fingers lightly brushing the surface of the monument. It was cold to the touch, like the chill of a forgotten grave. The symbols flickered beneath his fingers, but they didn’t stay still for long. They morphed and twisted, as though they were trying to communicate something, but Adrian couldn’t make sense of them.

Then, a whisper broke through the silence. The same haunting voice they had heard before, The Shadow.

"The clock ticks for you, Adrian. For all of you."

The air grew colder, and the room seemed to tilt, as if the very space around them was warping. Adrian’s head swam. Was the game truly manipulating time? Or was this some kind of trick, a way to unravel their sanity?

“The clock...” Rina whispered. “It’s a countdown. We’re running out of time.”

Adrian’s heart skipped a beat as the realization hit him. The clock. It wasn’t just a monument; it was a timer. And once it reached zero, they would be too late.

“I... I don’t know how to solve this,” Adrian admitted, frustration rising in his voice. “What do we need to do?”

Rina’s eyes darted over the symbols again. Then, something clicked. “It’s not just the symbols... It’s the time. Look.”

She pointed toward the base of the monument, where a small dial was embedded into the stone. The dial was marked with numbers, but they were scattered in random order, not like a regular clock. Each number seemed to correspond with one of the shifting symbols.

“Each symbol represents a number,” Rina said, her voice gaining confidence. “We need to arrange them in the right order.”

Adrian moved closer, staring at the dial. The symbols on the tower seemed to rearrange themselves in response to his gaze, as though they were waiting for him to make the right choice. His fingers trembled as he reached out to touch the first symbol. It was the same one he had seen earlier, the one that had haunted his memory.

He traced his finger along the symbol, and as he did, the dial shifted. The numbers aligned, one after the other, the symbols falling into place. The hum in the air grew louder, more insistent. The tower seemed to tremble.

“Almost there,” Rina said. Her voice was tense, but she sounded hopeful.

Adrian moved quickly, pushing through his rising panic, focusing on the symbols. With one final adjustment, the last number clicked into place.

The moment he completed the puzzle, the room erupted in a blinding light. The walls cracked, and the ground trembled beneath their feet. Adrian barely had time to react before the floor gave way, plunging them both into darkness.

Adrian fell, the world around him spinning, and for a brief moment, everything went silent.

Then, a new message appeared before him:

"Welcome to the next level. The past is only the beginning."

And with that, they were thrust into the unknown once more.
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​Chapter 2: Into the Abyss
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Adrian’s vision swam as he fell through the darkness, his body weightless, suspended in an endless void. The sound of his pulse thudded in his ears, deafening and frantic. He tried to reach out for something, anything, but the darkness swallowed him whole. It felt like an eternity before he felt the cold, jagged ground beneath him.

When his feet hit the floor, the world snapped back into focus. He gasped for breath, disoriented, as though waking from a nightmare. His hands trembled as he pushed himself up, his eyes adjusting to the dim, unnatural light that surrounded him.

He was in a new place, the familiar, yet otherworldly sensation gnawed at him. This place was cold, empty, and vast. The walls, if they could even be called that, were a strange combination of dark stone and metal, like the inside of a crumbling, forgotten machine. The air was thick, as if the atmosphere itself had weight, pulling at his every breath. The faint hum of machinery vibrated through the air, a low, unceasing sound that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

"Rina?" Adrian’s voice echoed, but there was no response. He spun around, his heart racing. Where was she?

For a moment, he thought he might have been left alone, but then he saw her. She was standing a few feet away, her eyes wide with alarm. The panic in her face mirrored his own.

“What is this place?” Rina asked, her voice small and shaken.

“I don’t know,” Adrian muttered. He didn’t want to admit it, but he had a sinking feeling. This place felt familiar, but in a way that was impossible to explain. He took a few steps forward, cautiously, glancing around. The strange symbols and patterns from before were still etched on the walls, their shifting movements subtle but constant. It felt as if the game was alive, watching them, responding to their every move.

Rina stepped closer to him, her face grim. "This... this doesn’t feel right. It’s like we’ve crossed into another dimension, or something."

Adrian nodded, his mind racing as he scanned their surroundings. The atmosphere was oppressive, a suffocating weight on his chest. His eyes flicked to the floor, where faint cracks spider-webbed across the metallic surface. This place was deteriorating, crumbling, as though it were falling apart.

Suddenly, the ground beneath them began to tremble, a deep, resonating rumble that shook the air. Adrian barely had time to react before the floor split open with a violent crack. The tremors sent both him and Rina stumbling, and Adrian instinctively grabbed her arm to steady her. A loud mechanical screech followed, reverberating through the room, and the walls shuddered as if they were alive.

“What the hell was that?” Rina exclaimed, panic creeping into her voice.

Adrian didn’t answer. His gaze was locked on the opening in the floor. It wasn’t just a crack, it was an abyss. A deep, black chasm that seemed to stretch forever, swallowing everything in its path.

Then, as if on cue, a new message flashed across the air before them:

"The clock is ticking. You have no choice but to face what lies below."

Adrian’s heart clenched. He knew what this meant. This was the next step, the game wasn’t just trying to break them physically; it was forcing them to confront something deeper, something buried in their pasts. The darkness below was a reflection of their fears, their guilt, their regrets. It was their past waiting to pull them under.

Rina turned to him, her face pale. "Adrian, we can’t... we can’t go down there. We don’t know what’s waiting for us."

He looked at her, his mind racing. Every fiber of his being screamed to refuse, to find another way, to escape. But the game had already set its path. And they had no choice but to follow.

“I think we have to,” Adrian said quietly, though every part of him was terrified. He tightened his grip on Rina’s hand. “We don’t have a choice, Rina. If we don’t face it, we’ll be trapped here forever.”

The light around them flickered, casting eerie shadows across their faces. As the rumbling grew louder, Adrian heard a faint whisper, the same voice that had taunted them from the beginning.

"You can run, but you can never escape."

Adrian swallowed hard. The Shadow. It was closer now, its presence hanging heavy in the air, like a suffocating fog.

“Let’s do this,” he said, trying to muster as much courage as he could. He didn’t want to lose Rina, and he couldn’t bear the thought of facing this alone.

Together, they stepped toward the abyss. The darkness seemed to stretch, drawing them in, almost as if it was alive, waiting to swallow them whole.

As they descended into the chasm, the air grew colder, and the oppressive silence deepened. The floor beneath them became jagged, unstable, and with each step, Adrian could feel the weight of his past pressing down on him, pulling at him. He could almost hear the whispers again, faint, barely audible, but they were there. The voices of the people he had failed, the ones who had suffered because of his mistakes.

Rina stayed close to him, her footsteps light but steady. “Adrian, don’t let it get to you,” she said softly. “We can do this. We can get through this.”

Adrian nodded, though his heart was heavy. The darkness was suffocating, and each step seemed to pull him deeper into the abyss. They continued to walk, the path narrowing with every moment. The walls closed in, the air thickening until it felt as though it was pressing on his chest.

Then, in an instant, the ground beneath them shook again, and the world around them twisted violently. They were no longer in the chasm. The darkness vanished, and they found themselves in a new place, a place Adrian recognized all too well.

It was his childhood home.

The room was exactly as he remembered it. The familiar wallpaper, the worn-out furniture, the faint scent of his mother’s cooking lingering in the air. Everything was perfect, frozen in time, but it felt wrong. Adrian’s stomach churned as he stepped forward. His feet felt heavy, like the floor was pulling him down, reminding him of the weight of the past that he had long tried to escape.
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