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Prologue
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Time unknown. Location: The Threshold.

They say the Rift forgets no one.

Even as it devours them.

It remembers every breath, every broken vow, every final scream swallowed in silence. It carries memories like sediment in a black sea—layered, buried, but never erased. The Forgotten do not vanish. They settle. They wait. And when the tides shift, they rise again.

I know this. Because I remember.

Not as a soul, not as a shade, but as something else entirely. I have no face. No hands. Only sight. I am the quiet that slips between thought and consequence, the moment before a choice becomes a cost. And in that space, I watch.

I watched when the Rift was born—not from a divine spark or cataclysm, but from pain. A fracture in reality created by the weight of souls too restless to pass, too ruined to remain. It was not made. It emerged. And it has always been hungry.

Hungry for order. For balance. For sacrifice.

And yet it exists in constant war with itself: a place meant to guide the dead, now overrun by those who refuse to let go—Archivists seeking control, Echoes twisted into parasitic mimicry, guardians clinging to fading truths. The Rift is not broken. It is simply... evolving.

Because of her.

She came like a riptide—small, quiet, impossible to understand at first. A girl carrying grief so deeply threaded into her soul that it stitched her to the Rift itself. Abby. Her name is a ripple in the fabric. A name that carries weight now. Reverence. Fear. Hope.

But when she first arrived, she was none of those things.

She was human.

And yet, she stayed.

Where others screamed and dissolved into pieces of memory, she learned to listen. Where others resisted the Echo’s song, she looked it in the eye. Where others feared the sacrifice, she gave herself willingly—again, and again, and again.

She made peace out of ruin. She turned guardians into kin. She faced the deepest wound in the Rift—her sister—and chose to love her anyway.

But the Rift is not done with her.

No, it has only begun to ask what she is capable of. And now... it begins to ask what she is willing to destroy.

The Archivists whisper in her shadow. They no longer seek to erase the chaos—they wish to claim it, shape it, wield it. And they need her to do it. They know she is the axis around which the Rift now spins. Not because she has taken power... but because she has refused it.

Yet power cannot remain unclaimed forever.

Tides rise. Balance trembles. Something vast and ancient stirs beneath the woven chaos of this place—not mindless, not evil... but cold, calculating, and older than memory itself. It has waited for the right vessel. And now it waits no longer.

It watches her.

Just as I do.

She will soon learn that memory is a currency. That peace is a wound. And that even the most selfless heart can become a weapon when the right hand wields it.

The Rift does not forget.

It endures.

And it has chosen her.

“One day, even the Forgotten will remember her name... and we will bleed for it.”
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Chapter 1 – Residual
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“We are born into forgetting. The tide pulls us under, leaves behind only the ache of memory. But someone always rises—one who remembers, even what was never theirs to recall.”

The Rift breathed differently now.

Abby lay in the stillness of aftermath, every nerve alight with something that wasn’t pain—but something close. Not the dull ache of fatigue. Not the stabbing clarity of fear. Something other. Like every shard of her soul was vibrating, as if trying to find a frequency that no longer existed.

She blinked, once. Twice. The sky above her wasn’t sky, not in any earthly sense. It pulsed in hues of bruise-violet and pale gold, like a living canvas that had forgotten what it was supposed to be. Threads of energy spiderwebbed overhead—residue from the collapsed Echo, flickering like dying neurons. They coiled around each other, then vanished with a hush, leaving her in silence so deep it rang in her bones.

She gasped.

The act shattered the quiet.

She clutched at her chest, not because she couldn’t breathe—but because too much air surged through her. The Rift surged through her. Her limbs shook as she sat up, heart pounding in a rhythm that didn’t feel like her own. She was still in the Hollow Basin—the place where the Echo had collapsed, where memory had come unstitched.

But the basin was no longer a place.

It was a wound.

The very ground trembled beneath her palms. Not from movement—but from presence. The Rift hummed through the stones, the soil, the air. It recognized her now. Not as an intruder. Not as a visitor.

As something more.

You let it in, a whisper coiled in her mind. Her own thought—or not. Now it will never leave.

She scrambled to her feet. Or tried to. Her legs didn’t behave the way they should—too light, then too heavy. When she looked down, her fingertips glowed faintly. Pale threads of energy drifted off her skin like smoke dissolving underwater. She clenched her fists, trying to contain it.

It didn’t work.

The moment her fingers met her palm, a flash of white-blue light burst from her wrist and shot into the ground, splitting a jagged crack through the stone like lightning. The air hissed, and the crack healed itself just as fast. She stared at it, wide-eyed, heart hammering.

“I didn’t mean to,” she whispered. To the Rift. To herself. To whatever watched from beyond the veil of what once was.

But the Rift had no patience for apologies.

A distant howl echoed across the basin. Not a creature. Not a voice. Something older. Something in pain.

No. Not pain.

Hunger.

Abby staggered back, fists raised, though she had nothing to fight and no control over whatever she’d just done. Her whole body burned—not with fire, but with energy she couldn’t direct. It was too much, too fast. She wasn’t ready.

She needed help.

“Lena,” she choked out. “Caleb—”

But no one came.

They had been here. Hadn’t they?

The Echo’s collapse had swallowed them all in light, then silence. She remembered Caleb’s voice—cut off mid-warning. Lena reaching for her. The way the ground had given way not with violence, but invitation. As if the Rift had chosen now to shift. To evolve. To feed.

Abby clenched her jaw and reached out, blindly, instinctively, to the Rift itself. She didn’t channel her power; it channeled her. A wave of heat and sound rushed into her mind—shouts, screams, memories not her own. Thousands. Millions. They struck her like hail, one after another:

a child’s last lullaby

the echo of burning wings

a gate slamming shut

the taste of blood on glass

“Stop!” she cried, forcing the connection closed with sheer will. Her knees hit the ground again, breath ragged, skin fever-hot. She pressed her forehead to the earth, tears scorching her cheeks.

She had power now. But it wasn’t hers.

Not yet.

Behind her, something moved.

Not footsteps—just the sound of presence rearranging space.

She turned slowly.

A figure stood at the edge of the basin. Cloaked in shifting black-gray robes that flickered between solid and smoke. No face. Just a mirrored surface where eyes should be. It tilted its head. A gesture not of hostility, but curiosity.

An Archivist.

Not the kind she’d met before—aloof, calculating, distant. This one watched her like she was being measured. Weighed.

“Why now?” she whispered. “Why me?”

The figure didn’t answer. But the Rift did.

A single pulse of wind swept through the basin, curling around Abby like a breath drawn through open lips. It tasted of salt. Of rust. Of endings.

And beginnings.

Something vast had changed. Something fundamental. Abby wasn’t sure what part of her had broken—but she knew something had. And something else had been born in its place.

She rose to her feet again, slowly, despite the shaking.

If this power wanted to consume her, it would have to do it on her terms.

“Come on then,” she whispered, fists glowing. “Let’s see what you want from me.”

The Rift did not speak.

But in the shadows of her mind, something smiled.
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Chapter 2 – Tidal Break
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The Rift did not wait for understanding.

It surged with feeling.

Abby barely made it a few paces before the air rippled around her like a held breath finally released. The ground moaned beneath her boots—not in warning, but in empathy. The Rift had no voice, no face, no heart, but it knew how to feel, and worse—it knew her.

It mirrored her like a cracked pane of glass.

A sudden gust slammed into her back, not from wind, but from raw, emotional energy—fury, grief, shame. Her shame. Her guilt. The despair she had forced down since the day Jessica was lost. Since the moment she realized that victory meant becoming the very thing she feared.

She stumbled, catching herself on a jagged stone. But the Rift kept pressing, tugging at the fragile corners of her mind.

You broke it, the feeling whispered.

You broke everything.

“No—” she choked, shaking her head. “I didn’t choose this.”

But the Rift didn't care.

A deep groan rolled through the basin like a buried fault line waking from centuries of sleep. The sky flickered again—violet to black to white to nothing—and the landscape twisted with it. Trees bent without wind. Rocks cracked, then reformed in the shape of half-remembered symbols—glyphs that looked too much like her own drawings. Images she’d sketched in the margins of old journals. Things she thought she'd forgotten.

The Rift was pulling her mind into itself.

Or maybe it was leaking into hers.

Either way, it hurt.

Emotion without boundary poured into her chest: panic, rage, the ache of loneliness so deep it felt like drowning in a sea with no floor. She fell to her knees again, clutching her temples as if she could dam the flood with sheer will.

But the Rift didn't just reflect emotion.

It echoed it.

Somewhere in the distance, a geyser of light exploded from the earth—white and pink and violent—screaming upward like a banshee's wail. It struck the sky and tore it open, revealing a glimpse of something behind the Rift’s veil.

A thousand eyes staring from the dark.

She shut her own.

"No. No—this isn’t me." Her voice trembled, tight with tears she hadn’t realized were falling. “I’m not this angry. I’m not—”

But she was.

The truth pulsed through her like an infection she’d been pretending wasn’t spreading. Abby had carried the grief of too many. Jessica. The Rift-bound. Caleb’s fading faith. Lena’s unspoken doubts. She had kept herself stitched together through force of will alone.

Now, the stitches were tearing.

Another tremor shook the earth. This time, a nearby tree uprooted entirely, rising into the air like gravity had grown confused. Its bark peeled back in delicate strips, forming sigils midair that flared with green fire, then vanished. A chorus of sound—not voices, but something older—rose from the hollow places around her, too harmonic to be human, too haunted to be divine.

The Rift’s pain was hers now.

And it had no boundaries.

A memory—not her own—flashed through her:

A woman wading into black water, her face calm as the waves swallowed her mouth.

A stone tower falling in reverse, rebuilding as a scream played backwards.

A child burying a locket in the ground, whispering, “Remember me.”

The Rift was made of these moments. Carried them. Consumed them.

And now, it was beginning to carry her.

“I don’t want to disappear,” she whispered, arms wrapped tightly around herself. “I don’t want to lose me in this.”

The Rift paused.

The sky stilled. The trees lowered.

Even the humming quieted, as if listening.

A soft vibration pulsed under her palms—this time gentler. Not soothing, exactly, but less violent. Less jagged. The Rift wasn’t just a force. It was learning. Listening. Responding.

Feeling.

She could sense it. The way it tilted toward her like a living tide, reacting to every breath she took. It didn’t want to hurt her.

It wanted to understand her.

Abby lifted her head slowly. Her eyes burned, and her skin glowed faintly gold at the edges, energy trailing behind her like embers in water. She reached out again—not with power, but with intention.

“I’m not your enemy,” she said softly, hand trembling. “I’m just trying to hold on.”

The Rift pulsed once—like a heartbeat.

And just like that, the emotional storm began to withdraw. Not vanish, not entirely. But it recoiled, contracting into itself like a muscle easing from spasm. The sky dimmed into a soft, restless twilight.

Her mind cleared enough to breathe again.

Abby exhaled hard, collapsing backward into the grass, arms flung out. Her body felt like it had been flayed with emotion, her soul left raw and aching. But she was still here.

She had survived the Rift’s first true echo of her pain.

And it had survived her.

Above her, the stars reformed—unfamiliar constellations blinking in and out like memories lost and recovered in fragments. The basin quieted. For now.

But the message was clear.

Whatever happened next would not be one-sided.

The Rift was no longer just a world.

It was a mirror.

And Abby, whether she wanted to or not, had become its anchor.
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Chapter 3 – Ghostlight Memory
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She was running.

Or falling.

Or maybe just drifting, the way dreams made motion feel unmoored from logic. The world around Abby shimmered in soft grayscale — moonlight without a moon, land without a sky. The edges of everything bled into fog. Shadows had no source. The silence was total.

Then came the light.

It didn’t shine. It pulsed, like a heartbeat made of mist and memory. Abby turned toward it instinctively, her bare feet making no sound against a ground that wasn’t earth. Shapes took form: a willow tree, half-submerged in still water; a swing hanging from a branch with no wind to sway it; and beneath it, a girl with a face etched in every line of her soul.

Jessica.

But she wasn’t just Jessica.

Her form glowed from within, not like the Rift’s violent fluorescence, but something softer—cool starlight threaded with warmth. She wore a simple white dress that flowed like water around her ankles. Her hair gleamed with silver undertones, eyes reflecting galaxies Abby could not name. The world around her hummed, not audibly, but emotionally. Like truth being spoken just outside the limits of perception.

“Jess—” Abby’s breath caught. She tried to move closer, but her feet refused. The dream held her where she stood.

Jessica raised her head.

Her eyes met Abby’s, and her lips parted.

The voice that came out wasn’t hers.

It was too layered, too distant. A dozen tones braided into one — not wrong, but reverberating, as if echoing through a tunnel of time and light. Each syllable seemed to pass through dimensions to reach her, distorted not by corruption, but by distance.

“Abby...”

Her name stretched in strange harmony, like it was being sung and whispered and cried all at once.

Tears pricked Abby’s eyes.

She knew this was real.

Not the Echo. Not a ghost. Not some malicious mimic trying to burrow into her grief. This was Jessica — her Jessica — but filtered through something greater. Something untouchable.

“You moved on,” Abby whispered. “I saw it happen. I felt it.”

Jessica nodded slowly.

A single tear slipped down her cheek, not of sadness, but resonance. She lifted her hand and placed it on her chest, right over her heart. When she spoke again, her voice crackled with layers, as if she were speaking through lightwaves and starfire.

“I... am... not... yours... to hold... anymore...”

The words didn’t sting. Not like rejection. They settled on Abby’s skin like snow — cool and pure and true. It wasn’t detachment.

It was peace.

“You’re free,” Abby murmured.

Jessica’s head tilted. Her glow pulsed again — brighter now, like a sun rising behind the fog.

“But... you still carry me...”

Abby opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Of course she did. Jessica’s loss had reshaped everything. Her choice to stay behind had become the seed of all that followed.

“You don’t need... my shadow... to guide... your light.”

Abby’s throat closed. She fell to her knees. The dream didn’t shift. It didn’t break. Jessica remained as she was — still, radiant, distant.

She had transcended.

And the Rift, for all its mimicry and hunger, could not touch this part of her. Couldn’t warp it. Couldn’t recreate it.

This was real.

“I miss you every day,” Abby whispered, her voice raw. “Even now, when I’m stronger... it still hurts.”

Jessica’s hand extended.

She couldn’t reach her. Not fully. But between them, a single white feather drifted down from the blackened sky, slow and impossibly delicate. It came to rest in Abby’s palm, glowing with the same inner light Jessica carried.

“I... am... always... with... you... but not yours to keep...”

The dream began to unravel at the edges.

Jessica’s glow intensified until her features blurred, not into shadow, but into something higher. Shapes, colors, lights Abby had no words for. The veil between realms was sealing again, and Abby knew she wouldn’t see her like this again. Not truly.

Jessica’s final words came not as a sound, but as a knowing.

“Live.”

Then she was gone.

The fog thickened. The tree faded. The swing dissolved into light. And the feather in Abby’s palm turned to glass and shattered soundlessly.

She woke with tears streaming down her face, her hand clenched around nothing.

The Rift murmured around her, unsettled by the contact. It had felt Jessica’s presence too. But it hadn’t understood it.

Because it couldn’t.

Because Jessica no longer belonged to it — or to her.

She belonged to peace now.

And that, Abby realized as she sat up, was the most painful kind of goodbye:

The one that left no trace of suffering.

Only love.

And the quiet insistence to move forward.
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Chapter 4 – Fractured Allegiance
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The air inside the Sentinel Hall was thick with energy—not the kind that hummed from the Rift’s breathless pulse, but something colder, heavier. Mistrust. Frustration. Fear poorly disguised as command. The room, carved from obsidian veined with light that flickered like nerves, held the remaining Guardians in a tense circle around the Hollow Map—a living projection of the Rift’s shifting form.

Abby stood near the edge of the room, arms folded tightly, shoulders drawn up like armor. The Rift had screamed again last night—another tremor rippling through the Veil so fiercely it had torn three Echo Wards apart and pulled an entire crossing node into a feedback loop. Two Watchers hadn’t returned.

They were out of time. And the Guardians were out of agreement.

“I’m telling you,” snapped Tamsen, slamming her gloved hand on the Hollow Map. The projection shivered. “We need to seal the unstable corridors completely. If we keep trying to patch them, we’ll lose everything when the next rupture hits.”

“That would cut off hundreds of souls still trapped inside,” Eryndor countered, his voice calm but edged. “We’d be condemning them to drift—forever unanchored. You know what happens to the lost.”

“They become Echoes,” muttered Vale, the youngest of them, their violet eyes dull and distant. “Or worse.”

“And what do you propose we do, then?” Tamsen’s voice turned icy, eyes narrowing. “Sacrifice more of our people? Hope we can plug holes faster than the Rift rips them open? No one’s walking out of those corridors alive anymore.”

“We adapt,” Eryndor replied, stepping forward, robes of woven starlight brushing the floor. “We evolve with it, not against it. The Rift is alive. Aggression only makes it thrash harder.”

“You say that like it’s sentient,” Tamsen growled.

“It is.”

Silence followed. Not denial. Not dismissal. Just the kind of silence that suggested too many of them had thought the same thing and buried it deep.

From the edge, Abby stirred. “What if both of you are wrong?” she asked quietly.

Heads turned.

She stepped into the center, pulse quickening but voice steady. “What if the Rift isn’t just reacting? What if someone’s steering it? The surges... they’re not random anymore. They follow grief. Memory. I think something inside is learning how we respond—and using it.”

No one laughed. Not even Vale, who usually masked fear in humor.

Tamsen crossed her arms. “You’re saying this thing has strategy now?”

“I’m saying it’s changing. It’s never behaved like this before—not even during the Fall of the Third Gate. It’s pulling people in emotionally before it pulls them physically. Like it’s... choosing.”

Eryndor’s gaze sharpened. “The Echoes have been growing in cohesion. Acting in patterns. That shouldn’t be possible. Unless...”

“It’s not the Rift,” Vale whispered, voice tight. “It’s in the Rift.”

A chill passed through the chamber.

Tamsen scoffed. “So what then? We chase ghosts of ghosts? Fight a memory parasite?”

Abby turned to her. “You wanted to seal the corridors. What if that’s what it wants us to do? To close ourselves off. Isolate the rest. Keep feeding it.”

“That’s madness,” Tamsen said, but it rang hollow.

Eryndor placed a hand over the pulsing map. “No. It’s a new kind of war.”

The map flared suddenly—crimson veins spreading like cracks in glass across the Rift’s depiction. A new rupture. Deep. Coordinated.

An old Watcher rune blinked at the edge of the map, signaling an incoming message. The Guardian Keeper's voice echoed through the chamber:

“Unit Theta lost. Signals terminated. Corridor 9 collapsed. Residual emotional imprint—grief pattern consistent with manipulation.”

No one spoke for several breaths.

Then Abby said, “We can’t keep reacting. We have to understand what it wants.”

“Or who,” Eryndor added grimly.

Tamsen exhaled slowly, her anger draining into something heavier. “Fine. We don’t seal the corridors. Not yet. But we need containment spells, ward chains, new thresholds. Something. Or the Rift will consume more than just the dead.”

Everyone nodded. Even Vale, who whispered, “We’re already being rewritten.”

As the map dimmed and the meeting dissolved, Abby stayed behind, eyes fixed on the last pulse of red fading from the Rift’s heart.

Something in there knew her name.

And it was waiting.
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Chapter 5 – Among the Unbound
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The Rift was different here.

Abby had followed the coordinates Vale had reluctantly scrawled for her—an unstable fracture north of Corridor 12, technically restricted, spiritually volatile, and long dismissed by the Guardians as a "null echo zone." But as soon as she crossed the threshold, the Veil thinned like breath on cold glass, and the Rift seemed to listen with more intent.

Silence wasn’t absence—it was anticipation. It breathed with her.

Her boots echoed softly against fragmented stone, the ground warped and uneven like something unfinished or forgotten. Here, time moved slower—or not at all. A pressure gathered behind her eyes as if the Rift itself resisted being seen too clearly. Threads of pale light hung in the air like veins ripped from stars, flickering faintly as she passed. The air was thick, almost sentient. There were no guides here. No Watcher trails or warded paths. Only her breath, and the disquieting sensation that she wasn’t alone.

She wasn’t.

Emotion—raw and heavy—rose from the Rift floor like mist. Not despair, not rage. Something older. Bitter. Watching.

Then came the pulse. A low, thrumming vibration through the bones of the place, resonating in her ribs, in her thoughts. It wasn’t pain. It was recognition. The Rift acknowledged her.

A whisper grazed her mind like a memory misremembered.

“Come further.”

She stepped forward.

Shadows peeled from the walls in unnatural silence. Three figures stepped into visibility—neither fully corporeal nor Echo. Their forms shimmered, fractured at the edges like corrupted light. They wore no Guardian markings. No anchor sigils. Only cloaks of dark memory, woven from the threads of lives forgotten by all but themselves.

Rebel Souls. Forgotten Sentinels. The Unbound.

The first one spoke, voice like cracked porcelain—dry and brittle but laced with iron.

“You are Abigail Silas.”

It wasn’t a question.

Abby didn’t flinch. “Yes.”

The tallest of the three moved slightly forward. Masculine frame, but features distorted by time and exposure to the Rift’s chaos. Still, something in his presence felt grounded. Heavy, like a stone in water.

“You don’t bear the stench of command,” he said. “But you wear its echo.”

“I’m not here to order anyone.”

“No,” said the second—a woman, or perhaps what was once a woman. Her eyes were voids ringed with pale fire. “You’re here because it sent you.”

Abby’s throat tightened. “You mean the Rift?”

The three laughed—not in humor, but in grim recognition.

“The Rift doesn’t send,” the man said. “It whispers. And only the broken understand it.”

Abby’s heart pounded. “Then maybe I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

That stopped them. The laughter fell away like sand. The third figure, silent until now, stepped forward—closer than she expected. Their face was a blur of fractured glass and old scars. Eyes like shattered mirrors reflecting versions of herself she didn’t recognize.

They studied her. Not her body—her soul.

“You’ve been touched by sorrow,” they said, “but you’ve not let it devour you. That’s rare.”

“It’s not noble,” Abby replied, voice lower now. “It’s survival.”

The Rift pulsed.

The figures stilled—as though listening to something far deeper than words. Then something changed. Curiosity.

“Most who cross here demand surrender,” said the woman. “Or offer pity.”

“I don’t think either would matter to you.”

“No,” said the tall one. “But it matters that you understand that.”

They stepped aside, revealing a space behind them that hadn’t been there before—a stone platform, circular, rimmed with ancient markings carved in a language Abby’s subconscious twitched at. Something ancient. Forbidden.

“We call ourselves the Unbound. We left the Guardian Orders before the Echo Wars. We refused to be sacrificed or forgotten.”

“You’re not Echoes?” Abby asked.

The third figure’s smile was a crack across darkness.

“No. Not yet. Not fully. We anchor to memory differently. Some of us found... alternatives.”

“What kind of alternatives?”

The woman held up a necklace—woven from strands of Riftlight and bone. It pulsed softly.

“Memory stones. Not of our own. We wear the lives of others. We hide inside them when the Rift comes to devour.”

“You wear... borrowed identity?”

“We wear armor of grief.”

The words sank into her like ice water. Her fingers brushed her own chest unconsciously.

“Help me,” she said, “understand what’s happening in the Rift. The surges. The manipulation. Something inside is trying to control us. All of us.”

The tall one tilted his head. “You think we don’t know?”

His gaze bore into hers like a blade pressed into skin.

“The Rift is no longer a prison. It’s a mouth. And something inside has finally found its voice.”

“And it's calling your name,” the woman added.

Abby’s breath caught.

“You’ve felt it too?”

“We hear it. We dream it. We fight it. And sometimes, it fights back using your face.”

A chill rooted deep in her chest. “My face?”

The third nodded. “A projection. A bait. It wears you, Abigail. Or at least, what you could become.”

Abby stepped back. The Rift shimmered at the edges of her vision, the stone beneath her boots cracking softly.

“Then tell me what to do. How do I stop it?”

The tall one stepped forward, his presence overwhelming now. “You don’t stop it. You survive it. You witness. You endure until endurance becomes understanding. And then you change it from within.”

Another beat. The woman stepped closer, holding out a bone-carved shard.

“Find the Hollow Grove,” she said. “The Rift bleeds truth there. If it hasn’t swallowed it whole.”

“And if I do?”

“Then we’ll speak again. Or perhaps you’ll finally see what it is you truly are.”

A final pulse rippled through the Rift. The Unbound dissolved—not into nothing, but into the shadows themselves, as if memory had simply grown tired of holding their shape.

Abby was alone again. Alone—but not.

Because somewhere, nestled deep within the Veil, a whisper slithered beneath her skin.

Not cruel. Not loud.

Just intimate.

"I’m waiting, Abby.”

And this time, she didn’t know if the voice was the Rift—or herself.
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Chapter 6 – Shatterpoint
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The fracture groaned long before Abby reached it.

It wasn’t sound in the conventional sense—it was pressure. A sensation behind her eyes and at the base of her spine, as if her body already knew what her mind refused to name. The air around the rupture rippled like heat above asphalt, but there was no warmth—only a biting chill that made the Riftlight bend in unnatural ways. Everything here felt wrong. Raw. Hungry.

This was no ordinary instability. This was a wound.

Abby dropped to one knee on the edge of the fissure, inhaling slow, steadying breaths. She placed her hand on the cracked surface—fever-hot and trembling like it was alive beneath her fingers. Threads of black Riftlight surged through the split earth like veins, spiraling outward in broken geometry. The core pulsed. Sickly. Erratic.

Her tools hovered in the air beside her—anchor glyphs, ethereal tethers, and a tethered resonance rod bound to her own aura. She reached for them automatically, grounding herself in the familiar motions. This was what she was trained for. This was what Guardians did.

But even as she aligned the first stabilizer node and whispered the initiation sigil, doubt scratched behind her ribcage.

Something was off.

She closed her eyes and reached into the Rift with her senses—not her sight, not even her thoughts, but her being. She allowed the memory-threads of the Veil to brush against her, searching for alignment points.

And then it screamed.

A violent pulse surged from the fracture like a heartbeat gone mad. Her stabilizers shattered mid-air. The glyphs sparked violently and evaporated in puffs of ash. The tether rod recoiled and cracked across her palm with a force that sent her sprawling backward.

Pain bloomed. Her shoulder slammed against jagged stone as the Rift convulsed again, vomiting out a stream of volatile memories—half-formed people, screaming places, fragment echoes of unlived lives. They surged upward like drowning spirits clawing for breath.

Abby clutched her head. The air was thick with wailing. Her body seized. The Rift knew her.

“You came to fix what you do not understand.”

The voice split across her mind—not a whisper, not a thought, but a chorus of all the things she feared most. Her mother’s disappointment. Vale’s disdain. Her own voice, screaming in that final moment before Jessica was lost.

“You think stitching wounds makes you worthy?”

“No!” she gasped aloud, voice cracking. “I’m trying to help—”

“You are trying to control. And that is not the same.”

She felt it then—not just in her skin, but her soul. A rift within the Rift. Her own guilt, her unresolved grief, the fragmented pieces of Jessica that still haunted her—all of it had been summoned, exposed, made raw by the fracture’s presence. She wasn’t just standing near it.

She was part of it.

And it was rejecting her.

Her knees buckled. She collapsed fully now, curling inward as the emotional weight of the Rift crushed down. Regret. Loss. Fury at herself. Fury at those who had lied to her. Fury at the Rift for forcing her to feel it all.

And beneath it all, shame.

She had failed.

Failed to seal the wound. Failed to understand its depth. Failed to remain detached as she was trained.

A whisper ghosted over her ear, closer than before:

“You cannot heal what you still fear becoming.”

She screamed.

Not from pain. From the overwhelming truth of it.

And then—just as suddenly—it stopped.

The air cleared. The Rift retreated, like a beast deciding she wasn’t worth the kill.

Abby lay on the broken stone floor for a long time, heaving for breath. Her skin was coated in sweat, her body aching, but it was her heart that hurt most. Not from physical strain—but from the shattering realization that she wasn’t ready. That despite all her strength, all her training, she had no idea how to truly face what the Rift was becoming.

She sat up slowly, fingers trembling as she touched the splintered stabilizer rod. It was beyond repair.

So was the fracture. It pulsed quietly now. Watching. Waiting.

She hadn’t closed it. She hadn’t even touched it.

All she had done was open herself to its pain—and felt the flood of her own come rushing to meet it.

For the first time since stepping foot into the Veil, Abby felt completely alone. Not isolated.

Unmoored.

A sharp, quiet tear slid down her cheek. She didn’t wipe it away.

This failure wasn’t a scar—it was a mirror.

And the reflection staring back?

Still learning who she was.

Still breaking.

Still becoming.
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Chapter 7 – The Edge of What Hunts
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The Rift had always whispered, but now it murmured warnings.
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