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​Chapter 1 – Pawn Shop Power Chords
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Frank Peniston pushed open the creaking glass door of Welvin’s last surviving pawn shop, a place so dimly lit it looked less like a store and more like the inside of a dying VCR. A neon sign in the window buzzed “BUY–SELL–PAWN” in letters that flickered like a heart monitor about to flatline. He hadn’t come here for anything glamorous. All he wanted was a new tape deck for Madge’s replacement stereo. The last one had given up during a Limp Bizkit live bootleg, coughing its final breath in the middle of “Dad Vibes.”

Inside, the air smelled of rust, mildew, and broken promises. Every shelf groaned with the weight of pawned microwaves, chainless bicycles, and toolboxes missing exactly the tool you’d need. Behind the counter sat a man with skin as wrinkled as an old guitar pick, eyes sharp as cracked glass. He didn’t greet Frank so much as grunt at him, the universal sound of pawn shop commerce.

Frank scanned the rows of outdated electronics, stepping carefully around a collapsed pyramid of VHS tapes. Then something caught his eye in the corner: a guitar. Not just any guitar, but a flame-painted beast propped against the wall like it was waiting for a better life. Its finish gleamed faintly under the shop’s flickering fluorescent light, though the rest of the wood looked dusty and too solid, like it had been carved from something harder than maple. Something almost... unnatural.

He picked it up. It was heavier than any guitar had a right to be, the weight dragging at his Roomba foot with a metallic tug. The strings hummed faintly without being touched, as if whispering to him.

“That one?” the shopkeeper rasped. “Ain’t ever stayed with one man for long. Folks say it plays the player, not the other way around.”

Frank squinted at him. “You trying to sell me a curse, or an instrument?”

“Same thing,” the man replied, sliding a price tag across the counter with nicotine-stained fingers.
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