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  Chapter 1

  
  




Echo of the Beginning




The first thing Kyle registered was the color. An impossible, shimmering violet bled across the sky, fractured by the crystalline towers of Neo-Alexandria that pierced the clouds like shards of glass. The air, thick with the scent of ozone and synthetic cherry blossoms, felt heavy, charged with a static that made the hairs on his arms stand on end. He stood on a chrome-plated balcony, the metal cool and unforgiving beneath his bare feet. Below, mag-lev vehicles zipped through canyons of light and steel, their humming a dissonant symphony in the perpetual twilight.




*Where am I?* The thought was a splinter in his mind, sharp and insistent. He squeezed his eyes shut, and an image flashed against the darkness of his eyelids: a girl’s laughter, the taste of salt on his lips, the feeling of warm sand slipping through his fingers. The memory was vivid, real, yet it felt like a scene from a movie he’d watched a lifetime ago. When he opened his eyes, the violet sky was still there, mocking him with its alien beauty.




“It’s quite a view, isn’t it?”




The voice, smooth as spun silk, startled him. A young woman leaned against the balcony railing, her silhouette framed by the pulsating glow of the city. Her hair was the color of liquid silver, cascading down her back in a shimmering wave. She wore a simple, white tunic that seemed to absorb the city’s light, and her eyes, the color of a twilight sky, held a depth that made Kyle feel like he was falling.




“I… I guess,” he stammered, his own voice sounding foreign, distant. “Do I know you?”




A faint, enigmatic smile played on her lips. “You’ve asked me that before. And you will again.” She pushed herself off the railing and took a step towards him, her movements fluid, graceful. “I’m Elyana.”




The name resonated within him, an echo in a vast, empty chamber. He knew her. Or, at least, a part of him did. A confused, fragmented part that was currently at war with the rest of his mind. “Kyle,” he said, more to himself than to her.




“I know,” she replied softly, her smile widening slightly. “All of you.”




His head throbbed. *All of me? What does that even mean?* He ran a hand through his dark, unruly hair, the gesture a desperate attempt to ground himself. “I don’t understand. I was just… on the beach.” The memory was there again, a fleeting mirage of sun and sea. “With you.”




Elyana’s expression softened, a flicker of something that looked like pity in her eyes. “That was one of you. A different then. A different now.”




Before he could process her cryptic words, the world stuttered. The humming of the mag-levs skipped a beat, the violet sky flickered to a jarring, crimson red, and for a terrifying, heart-stopping second, he saw another figure standing where Elyana was. A version of her, but colder, her eyes burning with an icy fire, a cruel smirk on her lips. Then, just as quickly, the world snapped back into place. The sky was violet again, the city’s symphony resumed its rhythm, and the warm, enigmatic Elyana was back, her brow furrowed with concern.




“What was that?” he gasped, stumbling back, his heart hammering against his ribs.




“An echo,” she said, her voice laced with an urgency that hadn’t been there before. “They’re getting stronger. Bleeding through.”




In the reflective surface of the balcony’s glass railing, he caught a glimpse of himself. But it wasn’t just him. For a fleeting moment, another face stared back from beside his own reflection. A harder face, with eyes that were cold and calculating, a scar tracing a thin, white line above his right eyebrow. The reflection was gone in an instant, but the image was seared into his mind.




“Did you see that?” he whispered, his voice trembling.




“See what?” Elyana asked, but her eyes darted to the glass, a subtle, almost imperceptible shift that told him she had seen it too.




“Another me. In the reflection.” He felt a wave of nausea, the dizzying sensation of his own identity splintering. He was here, on this balcony, in this impossible city. But he was also on a beach, with a different Elyana. And he was somewhere else entirely, a colder, harder version of himself.




“The echoes are becoming more frequent,” a new voice said, startling them both. A young man with bright, lime-green hair and a mischievous grin bounced onto the balcony from inside the apartment. He was wiry and energetic, a stark contrast to Elyana’s serene presence. He wore a jacket covered in blinking, holographic patches and was fiddling with a device on his wrist. “Jax, at your service. Temporal distortion specialist and your friendly neighborhood reality-bender.”




“Jax, not now,” Elyana said, her tone sharp.




“Hey, I’m just trying to help,” Jax said, holding up his hands in surrender. “But you’ve got to admit, this is getting interesting. The temporal bleed is off the charts. We’ve never seen anything like it.”




“What are you talking about?” Kyle demanded, his confusion mounting. “What is this place? Who are you people?”




“We’re the ones trying to keep you in one piece,” Jax said, his grin fading slightly. “Or, at least, this version of you.”




Elyana placed a hand on Kyle’s arm, her touch surprisingly warm, grounding. “We don’t have much time. They’re coming.”




“Who’s coming?” Kyle asked, his voice barely a whisper.




“Orion,” she said, and the name sent a shiver down his spine, a name he somehow knew and feared.




Suddenly, a blaring alarm echoed through the city, a piercing, relentless sound that vibrated in his bones. The violet sky began to pixelate, breaking apart into geometric patterns of light and color. The crystalline towers flickered, their solid forms dissolving into shimmering, translucent outlines.




“He’s found us,” Elyana breathed, her eyes wide with alarm. She grabbed his hand, her grip surprisingly strong. “We have to go. Now.”




“Go where?” Kyle yelled over the deafening alarm.




But Elyana didn’t answer. She pulled him towards the edge of the balcony, towards the dizzying drop and the disintegrating city below. He looked into her eyes, searching for an answer, for a sliver of sense in the swirling chaos of his mind. And in their twilight depths, he saw a reflection. Not of himself, but of another Kyle, older, his face etched with regret, mouthing a single, silent word.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The Shifting City


There was no time for questions, no moment for doubt. Elyana’s hand was a vice around his wrist as she pulled him over the chrome railing. The drop was a stomach-lurching void, and a scream tore from Kyle’s throat, swallowed by the blaring alarm and the roar of a world coming undone. He squeezed his eyes shut, bracing for an impact that never came. Instead, he felt a strange, buoyant sensation, as if they were falling through water, not air. The harsh scent of ozone was replaced by the damp, earthy smell of petrichor and wet stone.


When he dared to open his eyes, they were gliding down the side of a skyscraper made not of glass and steel, but of polished, black obsidian that reflected a distorted, nightmarish version of the disintegrating city. The violet sky had shattered into a million floating, geometric shards of light that rained down around them like silent, glittering snowflakes. Below, the city was in flux. Streets buckled and folded in on themselves, buildings twisted into impossible, Escher-like structures, and entire blocks pixelated out of existence only to be replaced by patches of dense, bioluminescent forest or churning, grey ocean.


*This isn’t real. It can’t be real,* Kyle’s mind screamed, a frantic mantra against the rising tide of panic. His inner voice was a cacophony of conflicting thoughts—the memory of the beach, the warning from his older self, the cold eyes of the other Kyle in the reflection. He felt like a passenger in his own body, a ghost watching a hallucination unfold.


They landed, not with a jarring thud, but with a soft, cushioned impact on a street paved with what looked like rippling, solidified mercury. The ground undulated gently beneath his feet. “Welcome to the Shunt,” Jax’s voice crackled from a comm-link in Elyana’s ear, loud enough for Kyle to hear. “Reality’s grand central station during a system-wide crash. Try not to step on any temporal paradoxes; they’re a pain to clean off your shoes.”


“Jax, find us a stable path,” Elyana commanded, her eyes scanning the chaotic landscape. Her calm was an anchor in the storm, but Kyle couldn’t shake the image of her colder, smirking double.


“Working on it!” Jax’s voice was tinny. “Orion’s brute-forcing the core-code. He’s not just chasing you; he’s tearing the whole layer apart to find you.”


As if on cue, a nearby clock tower, its hands spinning wildly, melted like wax. In its place, a colossal, shadowy figure began to form from the swirling debris and pixelated light. It had Kyle’s silhouette, but it was immense, monstrous, its form shifting and unstable. Orion.


“This way!” Elyana yelled, pulling him into a narrow alleyway that hadn’t existed a second before. The walls of the alley were lined with mirrors, and in their fractured surfaces, Kyle saw dozens of his own reflections. Some looked as terrified as he felt. Others were grim, determined. One, for a terrifying split-second, grinned back with the cold, calculating eyes of the scarred version of himself before the mirror shimmered and changed. Scattered amidst the reflections, half-formed, floating letters in a glowing, digital font appeared and vanished: C… R… A… D… L… E.


They burst out of the alley onto a plaza where the ground was a chessboard of black and white tiles that lit up and went dark in random sequences. In the center, Jax was waiting for them, his lime-green hair a beacon in the gloom. He was frantically manipulating the holographic interface on his wrist projector. “Okay, got it! A stable anchor point. Just gotta bridge the gap.” A beam of solid, blue light shot from his device, creating a narrow bridge over a chasm that had just opened up in the plaza, revealing a swirling vortex of stars below.


As they started across, the bridge flickered. Jax cursed, smacking his wrist device. “Gah, temporal interference!” The projection wavered violently, and for a single, jarring moment, the entire chaotic cityscape was replaced by a sterile, white room. Kyle saw himself strapped to a chair, wires connected to his temples. He saw Elyana, not in a tunic, but in a pristine lab coat, her expression unreadable as she monitored a series of screens. And beside her, another Jax, with the same green hair but without the grin, his face grim, adjusted a dial on a complex machine. The vision lasted only a heartbeat




























