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“When echoes refuse to fade and truth gnaws at its chains,

the harmony will shatter—

not with fury, but with revelation.”

— From the Forbidden Scrolls of House Evercall
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The air carried weight tonight.

Not the kind that stirred wind or clung to the skin like mist. This was something else. Heavier. Hollow. Like the city was waiting for something epic.

Lyrien felt it before the others of course. Not a sound 

exactly, not a sensation, but a pressure. A deep chord buried 

beneath concrete and steel, playing a discordant note only he could hear.

“This is the spot,” Aelaryth said, gesturing toward the crumbling alley between two brick buildings, both long abandoned  

and tagged with layers of graffiti. “Third anomaly in less than a 

week. The ley lines here intersect beneath an obsolete platform, not connected to the main subway grid. Not on any city blueprint.”

“Of course,” Vaelion muttered, his boots scuffing over the cracked pavement. “It couldn’t be somewhere public. Somewhere lit. With doors. No, it has to be something buried, broken, and probably illegal.”

Aelaryth glanced over his shoulder. “You’re welcome to stay topside.”

“And let you walk into a trap?” Vaelion folded his arms across his chest. “Hard pass.”

Lyrien barely heard them. He stood at the edge of the alley, head tilted slightly, eyes closed. The pressure hadn’t stopped, it was building. A hum inside his bones. Not music. Not yet. Just the threat of it.

Zionael hovered just behind him, silent, her expression unreadable. She hadn’t said much on the way over. But she hadn’t left his side either.

“You said it’s sealed?” Lyrien asked, opening his eyes.

“It is,” Aelaryth confirmed. “The access point is behind that service gate.”

Lyrien nodded once. “Then let’s open it.”

Vaelion moved to block him. “Do you know what’s behind that door? Because I don’t. Neither does Aelaryth. Or Zionael. But

you’re just going to pry it open because something inside you is itching again?”

Lyrien didn’t answer.

Vaelion stared at him, jaw tight. 

“We’re not a Council squad anymore, Lyrien. We don’t have backup. And I don’t care about human laws, but I do care when my team gets dragged into the shadows without knowing what’s waiting for them there.”

“Then don’t come,” Lyrien said, his voice low. “No one’s forcing you to.”

Silence fell. The alley seemed to tighten around them.

Zionael stepped forward placing a hand lightly on Lyrien's arm. “He’s not wrong to be cautious.”

With a disgruntled sigh, Lyrien looked toward Vaelion, his voice calm and flat. “I understand you still see us as a team in the Elysian sense. But I’m not forcing you to come. I’ll go alone if I have to. I don't want to see anyone get hurt any more than you do.”

Aelaryth had already moved to the gate, pulling a small device from his coat. “We can bypass the lock. It’s analog, ancient by modern standards. Thirty seconds.”

“Make it twenty,” Vaelion bit out, still eyeing Lyrien cautiously. “We’re exposed out here.”

Lyrien exhaled slowly, the pressure inside his chest still humming. It hadn’t stopped since they left the apartment. If anything, it was stronger now. Sharper. Whatever was waiting beneath the city, it definitely sensed his presence.

Aelaryth finished bypassing the analog lock, the device in his hand giving a soft mechanical click. The rusted gate groaned as it swung open, revealing a narrow stairwell spiraling down into darkness.

Lyrien didn’t hesitate.

The others followed, Zionael close behind him, her footsteps nearly silent. The old concrete steps curved downward farther than they should have. Every footfall echoed strangely, the delay just a fraction too long. Zionael glanced back once and caught Vaelion pausing mid-step, his eyes narrowed, his frame tense.

“This place isn’t right,” he muttered.

“No,” Aelaryth agreed. “It’s not.”

The stairwell opened into the remains of an unfinished platform, bare concrete pillars, exposed rebar, and forgotten machinery rusting in the corners. The space still wore strips of caution tape and construction warning signs.

Lyrien stepped off the last stair and slowed. The hum that had been pressing at the edges of his senses since they'd left the apartment wasn’t background anymore.

It was layered now. Warmer. Sharper. Like recognition.

Zionael walked beside him and drew in a breath she didn’t quite finish. “I feel it,” she said, voice barely audible. “Something’s... off rhythm. It’s like the air’s stuttering.”

Aelaryth moved in a slow arc, sweeping his scanner toward the platform’s far edge. The beam flickered. The readout scrambled. Then it caught, pulsing. “There’s a ley seam beneath us. It shouldn’t be active, but it is. Shallow fracture, maybe thirty meters down.”

“Are you sure it’s a seam?” Vaelion asked.

“I’m sure it’s moving,” Aelaryth said.

“Moving toward us?” Zionael asked.

“More like... shifting beneath itself. Like the field’s folding in.”

Lyrien turned toward the platform’s center. The space tightened around him, not physically, not exactly. But the air felt stretched, and the suffocating stillness hung between them.

A pulse swept across the platform then. A wave. No sound. No light. Just pressure.

Vaelion reacted first, shifting forward instinctively, planting himself between Lyrien and the emptiness ahead. His left hand snapped toward the resonance band clipped at his forearm, the defensive trigger already humming. He didn’t activate it, but his posture said enough.

“Something touched me,” he said.

“It’s the field shifting,” Aelaryth replied. “Not sentient. Just resonance recoil.”

“That wasn’t recoil.” Lyrien mused.

Then the lights above them flickered.

Just once.

The air dipped. Everything dimmed, not like a power failure, but like the space around them forgot how to hold shape for a second.

Shadows stretched against the wrong walls.

Zionael flinched hard, her breath catching in her throat. “That was a memory,” she said. “That was... that was someone else’s memory”

“Lyrien—” Aelaryth started, but Lyrien had already dropped to one knee.

His breathing stalled. His hands trembled as he splayed them on the ground at his feet, his head bowed.

Zionael moved fast, crouching beside him, steadying him with one hand on his back. “It’s too loud, right?”

“It’s not sound,” he murmured. “It’s pull. It’s trying to... align.”

“With what?”

He didn’t answer.

Aelaryth’s scanner buzzed again, symbols scattered, distorted, then froze on something new....

A ring. Concentric. Not leyline geometry. Not a resonance fracture. Something else entirely. Something older.

Another pulse followed, this one deeper, closer. It didn’t hit the air. It hit them.

Lyrien’s head snapped up, pupils blown wide.

“It knows I’m here,” he said.

And deep below the concrete, something answered. Not with a voice. Not with language. With pressure.

Like the first moments before a scream.
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No ground. No sky. No breath.

Just pressure.

It came like sound, but it wasn’t. A low note stretched beyond comprehension, vibrating through something deeper than his body. It pulled at his marrow. Sank into the architecture of his soul. Not a hum this time, this was layered. Ancient. Mourning. Craving.

He didn’t remember falling, but he wasn’t standing. There was no weight. No surface. Just a sense of down...

Colors bled without edges. Red tasted like metal. Blue pressed behind his eyes. Gold in stuttering flashes. Then... a voice.

Not in language. Not even thought. Just... tone. It struck him like a memory passing through a sieve, fractured, distorted, familiar in a way that made his stomach clench and shudder.

You were never meant to know me—

Lyrien flinched.

Not because of the words. Because he knew what they meant even before they formed. Like he’d heard them once in a dream he wasn’t supposed to remember.

Another pulse surged through the space, thicker than sound, tighter than gravity. It pushed through him, around him, until he wasn’t sure where he ended.

Then silence.

Not peace. Not quiet.

The kind of silence that follows an explosion, when your ears ring and your brain can’t catch up. He didn’t know if he was breathing. He didn’t know if he still had lungs.

The resonance is not stable—

Lyrien’s body jerked, but there was no body to move.

He wasn’t hearing this. He was absorbing it. He couldn’t block it. Couldn’t filter it. He was a conduit now, open, raw, and cracking at the seams.

Then the tone changed.

Lower. Deeper. So deep it made him nauseous. A sound like something trying to crawl through a crack in the world, claws dragging through stone. Not hostile. Not yet.

Just present.

Watching.

Remembering...

The pitch that bends—

The one that opens—

You were always part of the core—

Lyrien screamed.

Or maybe he didn’t.

Maybe that was just the sound of him breaking.

He floated.

Or maybe he fell.

There was motion without movement. The sensation of being drawn, not pulled, not yanked, but coaxed. A thread unspooling from the center of him, tugged through layers of time like silk through water.

still open—  

still fractured—  

still able to hear—

A shadow moved across the colorless space. No shape. Just weight. Its presence shifted the entire field like a gravity well, dragging sensation into orbit.

Lyrien tried to reach for it. Tried to anchor to something.

And for a moment, only a moment, he felt the shape of himself being reflected. Not mirrored. Not copied. Reflected like sound echoing across a distance, warping through terrain. Not his name. Not his face. But a version of his resonance that had been there before.

The space vibrated.

Not from rage. Not from welcome.

From recognition.

The pressure grew louder again, folding inward, closing like a fist.

too much—

he’s not ready—

pull him back—

A pulse hit. Hard. Not from within, but outside. A sudden, foreign frequency... cool, steady, human.

A voice.

“Lyrien.”

He turned toward it, but there was no direction. Just light cracking through the walls of the noise.

“Lyrien, come back. Now.”

A jolt fired through his chest.

The space tore.

Light didn’t flood it. It cracked through in splinters, too sharp, too narrow, like trying to breathe through a pinhole.

And then—

Pain.

Physical. Brutal. Real.

Lyrien’s body slammed back into itself with a violent gasp. His spine arched off the cold concrete as air flooded his lungs all at once. His hands clawed at the ground, not for stability, but to prove it was there.

Zionael’s hands were on him instantly, one at his shoulder, the other braced against his chest.

“Breathe,” she said, low and firm. “You’re back. You’re here.”

He coughed, the sound jagged. His pulse roared in his ears. He wasn’t entirely sure what here meant anymore.

Aelaryth’s voice echoed from somewhere to his left. “His vitals were fluctuating. Whatever that field did, it wasn’t just harmonic. His nervous system was in feedback.”

“I told you we shouldn’t have come down here,” Vaelion snapped. “We walked into something blind, and now we’re lucky he’s even—”

“Shut up,” Zionael barked without looking at him.

Lyrien blinked hard. The station lights flickered above him like they couldn’t decide which reality to follow.

“It saw me,” he whispered.

Zionael leaned closer. “What did?”

“I don’t know.” His voice was hoarse. “But it knew me. Like I’d been there before.”

No one spoke.

Aelaryth finally exhaled and turned his scanner off. “We need to leave.”

“Agreed,” Vaelion said, already moving toward the stairwell.

Lyrien stayed on the floor a second longer, his heart still hammering. Beneath everything else, the hum remained.

Quieter now.

But still there.

Waiting.

He didn’t remember walking.

His feet moved, but the rhythm was wrong. Too many lights. Too much air. Every sound was stretched, smeared like wet paint, horns in the distance, a dog barking blocks away, the hum of the city shifting under his skin like a second pulse. He felt like he was wearing the world wrong.

The team was around him, guiding more than walking with him. Aelaryth’s hand hovered near his shoulder. Zionael hadn’t left his side. Vaelion paced several feet ahead like he needed to fight gravity to stay grounded.

“We’re not putting him on a train like this,” Zionael said, her voice taut.

“Then we call a car,” Vaelion replied. “Something with shielding. Quiet. Sealed.”

“He needs to lie down. He needs...” Zionael’s voice was raw.

“He needs stability,” Aelaryth cut in. “And we’re not getting that out here in the open.”

Lyrien winced. The words were too sharp. Not the content, the sound. It scraped behind his eyes like a fork against a dry plate. Like it was the hangover of the century.

“Just—stop,” he whispered, his voice gravelly.

They didn’t hear him.

“We can’t carry him through three boroughs. We either call in a static shield from Viridian’s contact or...”

“Stop.”  Louder this time. A thread of heat wound through his spine.

“No more plans,” Vaelion snapped. “Pick a direction.”

The city buzzed around them, too bright, too real, too loud...

Lyrien roared then and punched the air in front of him. Not hard. Just instinct. A simple, frustrated motion.

The space in front of his hand cracked.

Like fabric under stress. A vertical ripple spread outward with a sound like a tuning fork buried in thunder. Light bent. Air stilled. The shadows shifted direction.

In the middle of the alley they stood in, a rift appeared. On the other side: Lyrien's apartment. The living room, precisely as they left it. Lights low. No sound. No build-up. Just, there.

The team froze.

Aelaryth’s mouth opened but no sound came out.

Vaelion stepped back, eyes wide.

Zionael didn’t move.

Lyrien stared at what he’d just done. His hand trembled in the air where it had passed through the field.

“I didn’t mean to,” he said, voice thin. “I just wanted...”

“That’s not a portal gate,” Aelaryth said slowly. “That’s not like anything I’ve ever seen before...”

“You just tore open a pocket in realspace,” Vaelion muttered. “Without a sigil. Without a field anchor.”

Lyrien’s knees buckled. Vaelion caught him before he hit the ground.

The others didn’t move and yet the doorway shimmered, soft around the edges, like it wasn’t sure how long it was allowed to exist.

“Is it safe?” Aelaryth asked quietly, eyes still fixed on the tear in space.

“Does it look stable?” Vaelion muttered.

“It looks... wrong,” Zionael said.

“It looks like a way out,” Aelaryth replied.

They didn’t wait much longer.

Vaelion stepped through first, tense, bracing, like he expected the air to collapse around him and cut him in half. But it didn’t. He passed through the doorway and landed solidly on the apartment floor still guiding Lyrien, who could barely lift his head.

Aelaryth followed, then Zionael.

The room on the other side was quiet. Not silent, just hushed in the way a sanctuary goes quiet when someone is about to break.

Lyrien’s legs gave out two steps into the space and Vaelion lowered him carefully to the floor. He was sweating through his shirt, pale and shaking.

“We need to get him in bed,” Zionael said.

“He opened that,” Vaelion said flatly, gesturing to the still-shimmering rift. “With no words. No tech. Just instinct.”

“And we’re all alive,” Aelaryth replied. “That counts for something.”

Lyrien didn’t hear the rest.

His ears were ringing again.

Not from stress.

From pressure.

The hum was still there. Behind his heartbeat. Under his bones. Like a second self humming in a key only the earth could sing.

Then, just for a breath, he felt it.

Not a message. Not a sentence.

A pull.

Like something below the city had just turned over in its sleep.

And whispered back.

Soon.

Then darkness took him.
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Lyrien lay prone on his bed, unmoving under the dull apartment lights. Someone had covered him with a blanket, but it did nothing to disguise the fact that he looked thinner, paler, as if something had been drawn out of him by force.

Zionael sat beside him, her knees pulled to her chest, her eyes locked on the slow, steady rise of his ribs.

She wasn’t listening to his breathing.

She was listening to everything underneath it.

His resonance, once so distinct, layered like harmony over stone, was now barely recognizable. The pattern kept slipping, catching in places it never used to. There were moments when it surged, too strong for a resting body, and others when it dipped so low it felt like he might vanish if she looked away too long.

Whatever had touched him under that platform hadn’t passed through. It had left something behind.

“You’re sinking into him again,” Vaelion said from behind her, voice low.

She didn’t look at him. “I can’t leave him defenseless”

He stepped closer, arms crossed. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Zionael turned to look at Vaelion. He looked exhausted. Not from the mission, but from this. From her. His worry came dressed as irritation, but she saw it for what it was.

“I’m not going to break,” she said.

“I’m not afraid of you breaking,” Vaelion replied. “I’m afraid you’ll shut yourself off again. Like before. When we lost you, we didn’t know if we were getting you back.”

The silence between them had shape now, dense, bitter, heavy with memory.

“I came back,” she said.

“Barely...”

She looked down at Lyrien’s face still pale from the strain. Still motionless.

“You didn’t see what Kaelith did to me,” she said. “Not really. You saw what was left.”

Vaelion didn’t respond.

“He didn’t just use pain. He twisted things. Made me question what was mine. My thoughts. My memories. He pushed into my mind like a blade under my skin, slow, cold, until I couldn’t tell what belonged to me anymore.”

Her voice trembled at the edges, but she didn’t stop.

“It wasn’t anger. It wasn’t rage. It was quiet. Measured. Like he was unraveling me thread by thread.”

She closed her eyes tightly then.

“And now I feel it again. In him. Not the same. But close enough.”

Vaelion lowered into a crouch beside the bed,  resting his forearms on his knees. He didn’t look at Lyrien.

“Then why aren’t you backing away?”

“Because he needs my support,” she whispered. “Kaelith made my mind a prison. Whatever’s in Lyrien... it’s a door. I don’t think he even knows he’s standing on the threshold.”

“And if he walks through it?”

She shook her head. “Then I’ll go with him.”

“You can’t afford to, Z. None of us can.”

“You think I don’t know that?” she snapped, looking back to Vaelion. “You think I want to be pulled under again? You think I don’t feel how close I am to breaking open all over again?”

She drew a breath through her teeth. Her hand drifted toward Lyrien’s chest but stopped just short of touching.

“Lyrien’s not the one who did this to me,” she said, quieter now. “And he’s the only one I’ve ever known who made it stop. Even for a moment, so I owe him this much.”

Vaelion didn’t answer. His silence felt like the last defensive wall in a war already lost.

Somewhere deep inside Lyrien, his pulse shifted. Not physically. Resonantly. Zionael felt it like a ripple against her ribs.

It wasn’t pain.

It was recognition.

Zionael bowed her head. She had to be ready for the fight ahead.

Whatever came next, she’d feel it first.

​
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Numbers don’t lie. That was the problem.

Aelaryth stared at the display, fingers hovering above the tablet without moving. Lines of data flickered in soft white against the dimmed blue light of the screen, and still he didn’t blink. Nearby, Zionael sat silently at Lyrien’s bedside in the loft, her expression unreadable. Below, Vaelion paced the open floor like a sentinel, his steps steady but tense. In the kitchen alcove, Beric was humming some outdated Elysian tune while prepping something that smelled vaguely of nut bread. And beneath it all, a frequency pulsed through the space. Off-tempo. Off-balance.

Something was seriously wrong with the Earth.

He tapped the screen, narrowing his parameters. The comparison logs from Elysia, data he’d pulled and stored manually before the final portal closed, should have aligned with the baseline Earth measurements he’d started collecting upon arrival. Instead, the projected thirty-four months Lyrien had spent here had somehow stretched into ten Earth years. Almost to the day.

That discrepancy wasn’t a drift.

It was a rupture.

Aelaryth sat back, thumb grazing his lower lip. The tension behind his sternum had been building since they arrived, a low thrum that logic failed to quiet. This was his method, his shield: gather the facts, build the framework, dissect the chaos. But even now, the numbers resisted symmetry.

Beric passed behind him with a tray, offering a brief glance but no interruption. That was Beric’s way. Quiet hands. Soft footsteps. The kind of presence Aelaryth barely needed to register.

Alone again, he pulled up the harmonic resonance logs he’d captured since they landed. He overlaid the arrival signatures against the ambient field recordings from the moment they crossed over. The ley resonance field should have remained neutral, a steady, breathable thread tethering Elysia and Earth. But now it stuttered in strange pulses, like a heart murmuring on the verge of arrest.

He adjusted the filters and found something he didn’t expect. Buried in the noise, layered beneath the erratic hums, was a sequence. Nearly lost in the static. Aelaryth enhanced it, scrubbed the distortions, and watched it resolve into something eerily familiar.

A signature.

“No,” he whispered. “That’s not possible.”

He accessed the encrypted archive stored in his device, mission records brought with him as reference. The data was redacted in places, corrupted in others. But the trace remained.

Identical.

The signature from the mission that never returned. The mission whose final transmissions had been swallowed by Council silence.

His breath caught, cold threading down his spine.

A movement to his right drew his attention. Vaelion stood near the edge of the loft stair, arms crossed, his jaw tight as he watched Zionael press trembling hands against Lyrien’s chest. Her aura shimmered faintly, but her expression was lost in some memory Aelaryth could only guess at.

“She’s slipping again,” Vaelion said quietly.

Aelaryth didn’t respond. What was there to say?

“You don’t feel it?” Vaelion asked. “This place. This whole mission. It feels cursed. It’s not just the time. It’s him.”

“Lyrien?”

“He’s changing. Like he already knows what we’re just starting to figure out.”

Aelaryth glanced back at the screen. An icon from Kaelith’s trace glowed faintly in the upper right corner.

“Maybe he has.”

Vaelion turned without another word and resumed pacing the open floor. The tension he carried didn’t lessen. If anything, it deepened.

Aelaryth tapped the display again. Downloaded the frequency trace to an isolated file. Then, after a pause, he deleted the local logs. Not because he wanted to hide it, not yet. But because some truths needed more time to ripen.

He opened a fresh report.

Title: Anomalous Drift – Unverified

Beneath it, he typed a single word.

Kaelith.

The screen dimmed as he sat back in the chair. Outside the high windows, the wind moved with a rhythm he didn’t recognize. Not natural. Not Elysian. Something in-between. Something corrupted.

But his fingers didn’t stay still for long.

He minimized the report and pulled up a different folder, one he hadn’t opened since this whole thing started. It was a dense, chaotic compilation: partial translations, excerpts, glyph scans. Viridian's archive. The old Archivist had handed it over with a cryptic warning that it might help them make sense of the fractures they would encounter on Earth, but to be careful of what they found. At the time, Aelaryth dismissed it as myth-touched rambling.

Now, he wasn’t so sure.

He sifted through digital reproductions of old texts, skimming the ones that mentioned resonance, field structures, and time dilation. A few lines were scratched out or were noted by Viridian’s own hand. Others were highlighted. Some were marked with dates.

He paused at one fragment:

"When the still thread begins to fray,

And echo walks where silence lay,

Beware the voice the stars betray.

A broken chord shall find its way."

Aelaryth read it twice.

It was vague. Flowery. But something about the phrasing tugged at him. He didn’t like prophecy or riddles. He liked causality. Reproducibility. But the line about a broken chord lingered.

“Subtle,” he murmured.

A shadow passed over his tablet. Beric.

"Warm slice? It just came out of the oven."

Aelaryth blinked. The scent of cinnamon and roasted nuts drifted closer. Beric held out a napkin-wrapped wedge of fresh nut bread.

He took it.

"Thank you," he said quietly, almost surprised to hear his own voice.

Beric gave a slight nod and moved away.

Aelaryth took a slow bite. Warm, soft, slightly sweet. Familiar. Grounding.

He returned his attention to the screen, now cycling between logs, frequencies, and ancient verse. None of it aligned yet. But threads were starting to appear.

Something had gone terribly wrong.

And something, or someone, had known it would.

​
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He stood at the base of the loft stairs, unmoving.

To anyone watching, Vaelion Stoneveil was the image of stillness, arms folded, spine aligned, eyes angled just enough to track both the room and the shadows it threw. Nothing shifted. Nothing twitched. He might have been a statue, carved from some rare ore mined deep beneath House Bastion’s outer ridge.

But beneath the surface, everything was in motion.

He counted five shallow inhales from Aelaryth across the room, followed by a tighter exhale. The loft above creaked, Zionael shifting her weight just slightly, a soft hitch in her breath betraying the tension she tried to mask. Lyrien hadn’t stirred since collapsing hours ago, but Vaelion still marked the seconds between floorboard groans, trained to measure movement, even in silence.

Twelve hours. Eight minutes. Forty-nine seconds. That’s how long they’d been back. He’d run the numbers four times. He knew every angle of the perimeter. Knew the weak spots in the stairwell. The hairline crack in the wall near the radiator that would grow worse in the coming cold.

And still, something felt off.

He shifted, just a subtle weight adjustment from left foot to right. It must’ve been enough to draw attention.

“Stop pacing,” Aelaryth said without looking up from his screen. “It’s hard for me to concentrate with you vibrating like that.”

Vaelion didn’t answer at first. He hadn’t moved a step in over an hour, but this wasn’t about pacing. It was about presence.

“Fine,” he muttered, dry. “I’ll go check on the miscreant on the roof. At least his madness makes sense.”

He took the stairs with deliberate calm. Quiet, heavy steps. Not because he needed to, but because control mattered. Because he refused to let irritation take the reins.

Halfway up, he caught the scent of the city through a cracked window, faint ozone, hot brick, metal dust. New York was still unfamiliar, a living thing that hadn't yet revealed its moods. It pulsed, it growled. It layered noise over noise until it became something else entirely. Not chaos. Not quite harmony either. Something in between. Like white noise. 

He stepped out onto the rooftop and paused, letting the cool air hit him full in the chest. There was no peace in him, but he knew how to mimic it.

He stretched, arms rolling back, head tilting toward the skyline. Lights shimmered like constellations scattered far too close. Somewhere below, someone shouted. A siren wailed. A train rumbled far in the distance like a tectonic warning.

The closet door behind him creaked. Just slightly.

Vaelion exhaled. Low. Measured.

“I know you’re awake.”

No reply. Just the soft thud of something, forehead or fist, bumping against the inside wall.

Then Kaelith’s voice slithered through the narrow gap in the door.

“Vaelion,” he rasped. “The last shield of the last house, built so tall and proud, but hollow inside, aren’t you?”

Vaelion’s jaw tensed. He didn’t move.

Kaelith chuckled. “Do they know? That the quiet ones are always the ones with blood under their nails?”

“If you’re trying to sound ominous, you’ll need to do better,” Vaelion bit out, unmoved.

Another laugh, this one thinner. “You think I care? You locked me in my own head. You let him sing me into stillness. Do you know what it’s like to drown in your own name?”

Vaelion’s pulse ticked faster. He took a step closer to the door, then stopped. Measured his breath again.

“You’re not drowning. You’re sulking.”

Kaelith went quiet. Then: “He’s not what you think.”

Vaelion’s gaze narrowed. “No. He’s more.”

A sharp laugh this time, more breath than sound. “No, he’s far less, Vaelion. He’s made of pieces pretending to be a whole. You can hear it, can’t you? The cracks in his voice. That hum under his skin that won’t settle.”

Vaelion’s fists clenched, and this time he did step forward, just enough to let his shadow stretch across the closet door.

“You’re grasping. Trying to make your madness feel prophetic. It's not working.”

But Kaelith had already gone still. Too still.

“Tick, tock,” he whispered. “You’ll see. It’s not him you should be shielding against anyway.”

Vaelion stood there, staring at the door for what felt like an hour. The city moved behind him, uncaring. Time stretched and stuttered. And deep inside that trained, silent mind, his feet began to paddle faster.

Vaelion exhaled through his nose and reached for the latch.

He checked the lock on the closet, tested the hinges, and the tension of the seal. Still tight. Reinforced after the last incident. Kaelith might have been confined, but the danger didn’t lie in his limbs. It was in the words. The weight behind them. The way they hung in the air afterward like soot.

Satisfied, he stepped away. Each footfall deliberate, shifting him farther from that maddening whisper.

He walked to the far edge of the roof, the hum of the city rising to meet him. Neon flickered. Engines idled below. Glass towers reflected fractured versions of themselves across the skyline like some metaphor the poets back home would wring dry.

None of it made sense. Not yet.

The soft sound of the door behind him creaking open didn’t surprise him.

“Didn’t think you’d come up here,” Berric said, voice low and casual. There was a crinkle of paper, then a warm scent, spice.

“You either,” Vaelion murmured, not turning.

A quiet chuckle. “Brought you something. It’s not Bastion fare, but it’s close. Nut bread. The real kind, not the protein-bar abomination Lyrien tries to pass off as food.”

He didn’t take it right away. Eventually, he reached back and accepted the slice without thanks.

They stood in silence for a moment. Berric leaned against the ledge, arms crossed. The man was looser in posture, but there was an alertness to him. Coiled and ready. He didn’t radiate the same kind of pressure Vaelion did, but it was there, under the surface.

“You remind me of someone,” Berric said eventually. “Galen Thorn.”

Vaelion’s gaze shifted. “You knew him?”

“Met him once,” Berric said. “He was at the palace, seeking an audience with the king. I don’t know what for, just that he carried himself like someone who expected to be ignored and was determined to speak anyway. I was there for something unrelated, waiting to be dismissed as usual. He saw me. Spoke to me.”

Vaelion's jaw tightened slightly. “That sounds like him.”

“Most of the court walk past me like I'm furniture,” Berric continued. “He didn’t. He stopped. Gave me more time than the court ever did.”

Vaelion looked back toward the skyline, his voice quieter now. “He was my uncle.”

“I figured,” Berric said gently.

The quiet between them shifted, denser now. Not uncomfortable, but marked by something shared.

“He died under suspicion,” Vaelion said. “There were whispers about his loyalty. That was all it took.”

“Loyalty to what?” Berric asked, not as a challenge, but as a genuine question.

Vaelion didn’t answer.

Berric exhaled. “The ones who care the most always end up branded.”

“Or silenced,” Vaelion added.

“That, too.”

The wind stirred. Lights blinked in the distance like stars trying to be seen through smog. Beneath their feet, the rooftop vibrated faintly with the city’s low, constant thrum.

“Do you still serve them?” Berric asked, quieter now. “The Crown?”

Vaelion didn’t answer right away. His hand found the pendant tucked beneath his shirt, a flattened shard of dark steel, etched with House Bastion’s sigil. He wore it like a memory. Not for others. For himself.

“I serve the team,” he said at last.

“Not the mission?”

That landed too cleanly. His breath caught, just for a beat.

“There is no mission,” he said, the words stripped down, almost bitter. “Not anymore.”

Berric didn’t speak. Didn’t smile. Just nodded once.

“Then maybe we figure out what comes next,” he said.

Vaelion didn’t respond. But he didn’t walk away either.  The silence that followed wasn’t peace, but it was understanding.

“You don’t have to trust me yet,” Berric said, eyes still forward. “But know that I wasn’t brought here to play politics.”

Vaelion looked at him, calm and unblinking. “Good. Because if you were, I’d throw you off the roof.”

Berric laughed, short and real. “Noted.”

And for a brief moment, something eased in Vaelion’s shoulders. 

Just barely.
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​Chapter Six
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Zionael sat with her back pressed to the wall of the loft, knees pulled in, one hand resting lightly on the blanket that covered Lyrien. The city’s light spilled through the high windows, pale and broken, the glow fractured by dust and shadow.

He hadn’t moved. Not in hours.

But she could still feel it, the hum beneath his skin, the resonance curled like tension in a bowstring. A storm held inside bone.

She’d stayed here too long. She knew it. Her spine ached. Her mind felt glassy. But her body refused to move.

She watched the slow rise and fall of his chest, listened for it like a tempo she didn’t know she’d been keeping.

When the door below opened, she barely registered it. Footsteps. Quiet voices. Then the sound of someone coming up the loft steps, soft, slow, careful.

“You’ve been up here a while,” Berric said gently.

She didn’t look at him. “I’m fine.”

He didn’t answer. Just crouched beside her, holding something wrapped in a folded napkin. The scent was warm... cinnamon, spice, crushed nuts.

“I saved you a slice,” he said. “Don’t make me insult you by calling it comfort food.”

Zionael turned, finally, eyes narrowed. “You think nut bread will fix this?”

“No,” Berric said easily. “But it might fix the fact that you haven’t eaten in fourteen hours.”

She hesitated. Looked down at Lyrien again.

“He’ll still be here,” Berric said. “And you won’t do him any good if you collapse.”

Her jaw tightened. The fight was there, reflexive. Familiar. But before she could speak, another figure appeared at the top of the stairs.

Vaelion. Silent, arms folded, gaze steady.

He didn’t say a word. Didn’t have to.

Zionael exhaled and rose to her feet slowly, her knees stiff, head light. She brushed her hand along Lyrien’s blanket one last time, then followed them both down the stairs.

The kitchen was warmer than the loft, filled with the soft scent of bread and the faint buzz of city life muted behind tall windows. Aelaryth sat at the table, his datapad off for once, mug in hand, sleeves pushed up. He looked tired but focused, like his mind hadn’t stopped moving in hours.

Berric passed her the napkin-wrapped bread and poured something into a mismatched ceramic mug.

“It’s not tea, exactly,” he said. “It’s... something vaguely herbal that came in a foil bag with half the label missing.”

Zionael arched a brow. “Reassuring.”

“Hey, you’re the one who trusted Lyrien to stock the kitchen.”

Vaelion sat across from her without a word, breaking off a piece of his bread and staring into the distance. His presence was grounding in a way she hadn’t noticed before. Heavy, solid, unflinching.

She took a bite. The nut bread was warm, dense, and slightly sweet. Ridiculous how good it tasted.

“So,” Berric said after a beat. “Does anyone else feel like we got dropped into a different timeline and forgot to bring the manual?”

Aelaryth didn’t look up. “I have several manuals. None of them help.”

Berric gestured broadly. “See? That’s optimism.”

Zionael surprised herself with a soft laugh. Just a breath. But real.

“You okay?” Berric asked her, quieter now.

She nodded slowly. “I will be.”

They didn’t say anything more for a while. The silence was easier this time. Not heavy. Not brittle.

Just human.

That was until the floor creaked above them and every head turned.

Another shift. A low groan. Then... a breath. Audible. Distinct.

Zionael was already on her feet.

She took the stairs two at a time, heart in her throat. The others weren’t far behind, Vaelion fast and silent, Aelaryth more reluctant, datapad forgotten, and Berric moving like he expected something to explode.

Lyrien was sitting up.

His eyes were open, deep indigo and sharp even as he blinked hard, expression caught somewhere between focus and dream. His hair was mussed, his shirt twisted. He looked like someone woken from a long sleep, not like someone shattered.

Zionael dropped onto the bed beside him, hands hovering over his thigh but not yet touching.

“Lyrien,” she whispered. “Can you hear me?”

He turned his head toward her slowly. Took her in. Then the others behind her. Then the room.

His voice, when it came, was low and rough but steady.

“Why are you all staring at me like I grew a second head?”

Berric let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “You didn’t, thankfully. ”

Lyrien frowned slightly. “I didn’t think so.”

Zionael exhaled, a sound caught between relief and disbelief.

He looked at her again, something softer breaking through his confusion. “You stayed.”

She nodded once. “Of course I did.”

He pressed his hands to his eyes for a long second, then dragged them down his face and dropped them to his lap. “Feels like I slept for a week.”

“You didn’t,” Vaelion said behind her. “Less than twelve hours.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Lyrien muttered. “Everything feels... louder.”

Aelaryth, still standing a cautious distance back, narrowed his eyes. “Do you remember anything?”

Lyrien blinked. Then slowly looked toward the ceiling, as if searching for something that wasn’t quite there.

“Not clearly. Just... sound. Like I was floating inside a song too large to hold.” He tilted his head. “And someone... someone tried to break the rhythm.”

Zionael’s hand finally settled on his arm. “But you’re here.”

He turned his palm over to grasp hers. “Yeah,” he said softly. “I am.”

The silence that followed was thick with something unspoken. A tension. A readiness.

Aelaryth stepped forward, datapad forgotten downstairs but his mind clearly not. “Lyrien, listen, when you collapsed, something happened to the field. There was a shift. Do you remember what you were doing at the moment it fractured? Anything at all, words, sounds, movements, timing?”

Lyrien
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