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“When the field fractures and the hum turns to fire,

one voice will rise—tuned not to obey, but to remember.”

—From the Forbidden Scrolls of House Evercall
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Applause crashed around Lyrien like a relentless wave, bright and deafening, yet it barely touched him. He stood at the edge of the stage, guitar strapped comfortably across his body. With a weary gesture, he pushed the guitar behind him, letting it rest against his back as he took a shaky breath. His heart hammered painfully against his ribs, club lights swirling and pulsing, colors bleeding into each other, magnifying his disorientation. His chest felt tight from the performance—and from the hum that surged beneath the city, stronger tonight than ever.

The resonance had always been there, a quiet vibration threading beneath Earth's surface, but tonight it twisted violently, nearly overwhelming him mid-song. Only years of practiced control had carried him through his set. Sharp jolts coursed through him now with each breath, warning him something was wrong, something had shifted irreparably.

Sweat trickled down his temple as he forced a tight smile, offering the audience a brief nod before retreating backstage. He stumbled into the shadows, grateful for the muffled cheers behind him. Leaning heavily against the wall, he steadied himself, waiting for the spinning world to right itself. The walls seemed to pulse in time with the resonance beneath his feet, an uneasy reminder of what he couldn't ignore. His fingers trembled slightly, betraying a fragility he worked hard to conceal.

"Incredible set, man!" a stagehand praised, fist outstretched.

Lyrien mechanically returned the gesture, murmuring, "Thanks," though the words tasted hollow.

Carefully placing his guitar into its case, he lingered a moment, his fingers brushing gently across the polished wood as if seeking comfort in its familiarity. Then he slipped through the back corridor toward the bar, head bowed slightly to avoid drawing attention. Despite his desire for anonymity, heads turned as he passed, whispers trailing in his wake, drawn by the magnetic aura he struggled to suppress. Every gaze seemed heavy, carrying silent expectations he knew he could never fulfill, amplifying the isolation shadowing him constantly.

"Amazing show tonight," the bartender greeted warmly, sliding Lyrien's usual whiskey across the polished surface.

Lyrien nodded politely, savoring the fiery burn as it steadied him. Leaning against the bar, he felt eyes linger, particularly from a group of women nearby, their smiles hopeful, inviting. But their expectations only deepened his emptiness, intensifying a profound loneliness he'd never quite escaped. He turned slightly away, quietly signaling his disinterest, relieved when they eventually drifted back to their table.

"You okay?" the bartender asked quietly, noticing the shadows in his eyes, a genuine concern softening his voice.

"Just tired," Lyrien offered with practiced ease, though both knew the truth was deeper.

Before he could retreat further into solitude, a voice sliced through the noise, sharp and painfully familiar, puncturing his carefully maintained indifference.

"You always did know how to captivate an audience."

The glass nearly slipped from his hand. Slowly, reluctantly, he turned toward the source.

Zionael stood in the crowd, untouched by the surrounding chaos. Lilac hair gleamed softly beneath the shifting lights, eyes piercing into his with painful clarity. For a heartbeat, the world fell away, years of exile collapsing into a single, aching moment.

She opened her mouth to speak, but emotion tightened her throat as she absorbed the truth of him—the weariness etched deeply into his features, the lonely shadows behind his gaze, the bitter lines carved by a decade she'd never experienced. Tears sprang suddenly, blurring her vision, sharp and unbidden. She blinked rapidly, desperately trying to reign them in. This was supposed to be a mission, not a reunion, yet her heart refused to comply.

Lyrien saw the tears before she could hide them, and a tempest erupted within him—pain, longing, anger, and something deeper, something he'd stubbornly refused to acknowledge for years. But outwardly, he steadied himself, forcing calmness into his voice.

"To what do I owe this unexpected visit?" His voice was smooth, practiced—hiding wounds so raw he half-expected the humans nearby to flinch.

Her jaw tensed, eyes scanning the room before returning to him. “I thought you’d be somewhere less exposed.”

He gave a dry laugh. “You show up unannounced, and your first concern is my discretion?”

“It’s not concern,” she said evenly, though the lie trembled just beneath the surface. “It’s habit.”

He took a slow step forward, folding his arms. “So is evasion. Try again.”

A pause. Then, tightly, she admitted, “I’m here because I had orders.”

His mouth curled into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Of course you are.”

She held his gaze. “There’s been a breach. The resonance is leaking into Elysia—from Earth.”

That landed. The air between them shifted.

“They don’t know why, not yet,” she continued. “But your connection to resonance—your House—makes you valuable now.”

Bitterness rose fast and sharp. “So I’ve been promoted from exile to asset. How generous—suddenly I’m useful again.”

She didn’t look away. “When I heard what was happening, I pushed to be assigned. I thought maybe I could help. Or at least make sure you didn’t face it alone.”

He scoffed, voice tightening. “What is this—parole with a chaperone?”

She hesitated, carefully choosing her words. "You're still exiled. That hasn't changed. But this goes beyond exile—this is about survival. We need your sensitivity to resonance."

"Why should I care?" he demanded sharply, bitterness erupting like a sudden flame. "Fuck them. They cast me aside, exiled me here—let them figure it out."

She moved even closer, eyes intense and pleading. "Because it's your home at stake now. If Elysia falls, exile won't matter. There’ll be nothing left to return to."

"Home?" he spat, his voice brittle with barely restrained fury. "Elysia is no longer my home. They made sure of that the moment they threw me away like garbage. I hoped, year after miserable year, they'd see their mistake, bring me back. But no—this place, Earth, it's my home now, whether I like it or not. And Elysia? It can burn for all I care."

Sadness clouded her expression, and beneath it, he saw genuine pain. "I know it doesn’t feel like home anymore," she said softly, her voice gentle but resolute. "But it's still part of you, even if you wish it weren't."

He laughed bitterly, the sound harsh and hollow. "Part of me? You think I still owe them something? After everything they did, after all these years alone, suddenly I'm supposed to drop everything and help? For what—so they can exile me all over again the moment they're done with me?"

Zionael shook her head gently, stepping closer, her expression earnest. "Lyrien, it’s not like that. They didn’t send me here lightly. There's a team assembled—a team carefully chosen to address this crisis. Elysia is fracturing. If the resonance shatters completely, it'll destroy both worlds. They need you."

"They need me now?" His voice cracked slightly, betraying a raw pain beneath the anger. "Where were they ten years ago? Or five? Or even one? You have no idea what it's been like, watching, waiting, hoping they'd call me back home. But the call never came. Because it was never going to come, was it?"

She looked away briefly, guilt flickering in her eyes before she met his gaze again. "No, it probably wasn't. But the circumstances have changed. Elysia’s survival—and Earth’s—is at stake. I'm here because I had to see you, and because you're needed more than ever. Please, Lyrien."

He stared at her, emotions warring visibly in his eyes, anger gradually yielding to reluctant acceptance. His voice came out tight, subdued. "This team—who else did they send?"

Zionael hesitated slightly, clearly choosing her words carefully. "Vaelion Stoneveil and Aelaryth Tenebryn. They're specialists, carefully chosen by the Council. They’re waiting uptown."

He exhaled sharply, frustration lingering beneath his tone. "Of course. Specialists. Another team sent to clean up their mess." His gaze hardened, bitterness still evident. "I suppose they expect me to lead them?"

"They're good men, Lyrien," she replied gently, sensing his defensive walls rising again. "We're all here because we believe you're the only one who can help us understand what's happening."

Lyrien stared at her, feeling the heavy weight of her expectation and the undeniable truth beneath her words. Finally, he nodded slowly, the sharp edges of his anger fading slightly. "Then let’s not keep them waiting."

The night air pressed heavily around them as they walked silently toward an abandoned park. Their footsteps echoed quietly through empty streets, tension thickening the air around them. Two figures stood near a cracked fountain—Vaelion Stoneveil, solid and watchful, and Aelaryth Tenebryn, shadowed and sharp.

They bowed slightly at his approach. "Your Highness," Vaelion began respectfully.

Lyrien immediately raised a hand, discomfort clear. "None of that. Humans notice. We're not in Elysia anymore."

The men exchanged brief glances before nodding. Aelaryth spoke calmly. "The resonance disruptions are worsening. You’re essential."

He studied them briefly, jaw tight as he reluctantly accepted their presence. “We shouldn’t discuss it here. Come—I have a place.”

They slipped into the night, keeping to the edges of the city as Lyrien led them through cracked sidewalks and faded neon.

“So this is Earth,” Aelaryth said quietly as they moved. “Smells like rust and fried oil.”

“It’s not the scent,” Vaelion muttered. “It’s the noise. Everything’s humming.”

Zionael said nothing, but her gaze moved constantly— taking in the graffiti, the tangled wires overhead, the distant sirens. Her expression was unreadable.

“Keep your voices down,” Lyrien said, not unkindly. “You draw more attention here with your eyes than with your mouths. No one’s looking for us, but don’t tempt fate.”

“Noted,” Aelaryth murmured, falling into step beside Vaelion.

“It’s a wonder anyone survives this long in it,” Vaelion muttered. “The pressure here’s all wrong.”

“You get used to it,” Lyrien replied, tone flat. “Or you break.”

The warehouse loomed ahead, an old shipping building tucked behind rows of derelict storage units. The outer walls were faded brick, the steel door scraped raw by decades of use.

Lyrien paused, his hand on the latch. “Try not to break anything. Some of it matters to me.”

He pulled the door open, and the space exhaled around them—cool, quiet, cavernous.

Inside, the air felt different. Not cleaner, but reverent. The entire space was filled with light and shadow, where dozens—no, hundreds—of works of art leaned against walls and filled makeshift shelves: oil paintings, sketches, statues, broken stained glass fragments set in wooden frames. Some pieces were ancient, others much newer. All of them had one thing in common.

Angels.

Ethereal, terrifying, winged or wingless. Painted in suffering, cast in worship, blurred in myth.

The others stepped inside slowly, the door closing behind them like a breath held too long.

Aelaryth moved first, drawn to a cracked mosaic in shades of gold and crimson. “These aren’t just human imaginings,” he said in quiet awe. “Some of these... they feel close.”

“They are,” Lyrien said from the far side of the room. “Dreams aren’t made from nothing.”

Zionael paused before a sculpture carved from pale wood, its wings arched high in agony and reverence. Her fingers hovered just above the surface. “You’ve surrounded yourself with humanity’s memories of us.”

“Memories they were never supposed to keep,” he said bitterly.

“No,” she said softly, meeting his gaze. “Reminders of home.”

He didn’t answer.

Vaelion stepped into the center of the space, glancing up at the metal platform above—what had once been the foreman’s office. A bed sat there now, spartan but lived-in. “You built this alone?”

“I had time,” Lyrien said, walking past shelves stacked with weathered books and charcoaled sketches. “Exile gives you plenty of that.”

Aelaryth crouched beside a wall of framed portraits, each one styled differently—classical, surreal, modern. “They see us as gods,” he murmured. “Or monsters.”

“Depends on the century,” Lyrien muttered.

“Doesn’t it weigh on you?” Vaelion asked. “All this... longing?”

Lyrien finally turned to face them, exhaustion bleeding through the brittle calm. “It reminds me that we mattered. That we left an echo behind, even if the Council wants to pretend we didn’t.”

“You don’t believe in the veil anymore,” Zionael said, not accusing—just stating.

“I believe in the noise,” he replied. “And how easily truth gets drowned in it.”

Silence settled for a moment as the others wandered— Zionael tracing faded scripture on the frame of an icon, Aelaryth lost in the details of brushstroke wings, Vaelion standing like a sentinel among ghosts.

Then Vaelion broke the stillness, his voice level. “The resonance is intensifying. It’s not just chaotic—it’s unpredictable. Timelines are slipping. There are tremors in the fabric of reality itself.”

“We don’t know what’s causing it,” Aelaryth added. “Only that it’s coming from here. Somewhere beneath the surface.”

Lyrien walked to the wide windows, his hand resting against the glass, eyes scanning the cityscape beyond. He could feel it, just beneath the concrete and steel—a humming that didn’t match Earth’s natural rhythm. A disharmony. A warning.

“It’s not just unstable,” he said quietly. “It’s accelerating. Like the planet’s trying to shake something loose.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Zionael said, stepping forward. Her voice held calm conviction, though her gaze still lingered on him. “You hear it clearer than anyone. That’s what makes you dangerous. And that’s what makes you needed.”

Lyrien turned slowly, her words cutting sharper than she intended. He met her gaze, and for a flicker of a moment, there was no mask left to wear. Just the ache of being needed too late.

For the first time in years, he wasn’t alone. But that didn’t mean he was safe.

And somewhere beneath them, in the fracture of silence between frequencies—something had already begun.
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Chapter Two
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Zionael studied Lyrien from across the room, her hands gently folded in her lap as she watched him with concern. His palm was pressed to the glass of the window, his profile shadowed in the faint glow of the city lights. 

It wasn’t like him to hesitate. Lyrien Vaelcrest, prince of House Evercall, had always been decisive. Even in their training days, his confidence had bordered on arrogance, but she’d learned to trust it because beyond the arrogance was a quick mind. He had a knack for turning even the direst situations to his favor. Yet now he hesitated, and that disturbed her.

Her gaze flickered to his hand on the window. She almost imagined she could see the faint tremor in his fingers, the tension in his posture. He needed his space, so she looked away and then stood and moved quietly near one of the larger canvases. Her eyes traced the strokes—not casual admiration, not polite interest. She was studying it.

Lyrien glanced over, already knowing what was coming.

"You never told me you kept all of this," she said softly.

He didn’t answer at first. Instead, he turned back to the window, the familiar city lights washing across his face. "Didn’t think it mattered."

Zionael turned, eyes lingering on a sculpture to her left—fractured marble, a single wing split clean down the center. It wasn’t just beauty. It was memory. Grief. Identity carved in silence.

"It matters to me," she said.

Lyrien exhaled. Slow. “They’re just pieces.”

She stepped closer. “No, they weren’t. You collected fragments of Elysia. Old myths. Lost kingdoms. Pieces of the world that shaped us. But you didn’t bring them here to gloat. You brought them to remember.”

A beat.

Then—softly—

“But why would you want to remember a place that wants to forget you?”

That landed harder than she intended, but she didn’t take it back.

Lyrien’s jaw clenched slightly, his gaze still distant. “Because I never wanted to forget it.”

Zionael studied him. The way his shoulders tensed. The way his fingers curled, then relaxed, as if letting go of something invisible.

He finally looked at her.

“I spent so long trying to be what they wanted. When they threw me out, I thought it would erase who I was. What I was. But this—” he gestured around them, to the brushstrokes and stone and etched glass “—this is what’s left. These are the pieces they can’t take from me. The pieces I get to choose.”

Zionael’s voice was quiet. “It’s beautiful.”

Lyrien’s lips quirked into something like a smile. “It’s mine.”

She nodded. “I think that’s what scared them most.”

A long silence passed between them—comfortable, heavy with unspoken things.

He didn’t respond immediately. His violet eyes flicked toward her for the briefest moment before returning to the city below. She suppressed a shiver. That look—whatever he’d seen or felt—wasn’t something she wanted to name.

Behind her, Vaelion’s footsteps were a quiet but deliberate reminder of his presence.

“What do we do?” he asked, his tone low, practical, and edged with impatience. “Are we just going to stand here and wait?”

Zionael turned toward him, aware of the tension radiating from him. She offered a gentle yet firm rebuke. “First, we trust Lyrien. If he says something’s wrong, then it is.”

Vaelion's jaw tightened, his blue eyes narrowing slightly. "Respectfully, he's been here alone for years. Who's to say he's still reliable?"

The room stilled, a heavy silence settling over them like a sudden frost. Lyrien's shoulders visibly tensed, but he did not turn from the window.

Zionael rose slowly from her seat, the cushions whispering beneath her. "Vaelion," she said quietly, the warning clear. "Now isn't the time—"

"No," Lyrien interrupted, turning slowly. His expression was carefully neutral, but his eyes burned with quiet intensity as they fixed on Vaelion. "Let him speak."

Vaelion stepped forward, folding his powerful arms across his chest. "I mean no disrespect. But we've trained endlessly for this, and I fail to see how someone who's spent years separated from our world could possibly understand the current stakes."

The muscles in Lyrien’s jaw tightened. "And I suppose you've already figured out the resonance shifts? You've felt the way the frequencies warp and fracture each day?"

Vaelion hesitated, his confidence faltering slightly. "I haven’t felt what you’re describing, but—"

"Then perhaps," Lyrien said coolly, cutting him off with quiet authority, "you should refrain from questioning my understanding until you know what you're talking about."

Zionael exhaled softly, the tension in her chest easing at Lyrien’s familiar confidence, but Vaelion’s pride bristled openly, his shoulders squaring. He didn’t back down, though he said nothing.

Aelaryth, calm as ever from his perch on the couch, spoke into the taut silence. “Perhaps before we question each other’s abilities, we should clearly define what we know—and what we don’t. We’re here to solve a problem. Not create more.”

Lyrien didn’t look at him. His gaze stayed fixed on the window, the glass humming faintly under his fingertips.

“You want to define what we know?” he said, voice low, almost too even. “Fine. I’ve felt it building for months—this pressure in the resonance. It’s not just background noise anymore. It’s pain. Constant. Like the planet itself is screaming through my spine.”

He turned then, slowly, eyes landing on each of them in turn.

“I told no one. Because I knew no one would listen. And I was right—until it started spilling into your realm. Now suddenly I’m no longer a liability. I’m an asset.”

He let that word hang, bitter and cold.

“So let’s not pretend this is about trust, or teamwork, or redemption. The Council didn’t send you to save me. They sent you because they’re scared and I’m their last resort.”

Vaelion’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t speak.

Zionael stepped forward slightly, her voice careful. “That doesn’t mean what’s happening isn’t real. That lives aren’t at stake.”

Lyrien met her eyes, and for a moment, something in him wavered. Not softened—just cracked.

“You think I don’t know that?” he said, quieter now. “You think I haven’t wondered if it’s already too late?”

He looked away again, swallowing down whatever emotion had almost surfaced.

“I’ll help. But don’t ask me to pretend this is anything more than what it is.”

Lyrien’s gaze held Vaelion’s a moment longer, then softened as he gave a subtle nod of acknowledgement toward Aelaryth. "Agreed."

Vaelion remained unmoving for a beat longer before he inclined his head slightly in reluctant agreement. "Fine."

Lyrien stepped into the circle of light cast by the lamps, his presence drawing them instantly back to the issue at hand.

“The resonance,” he began, carefully choosing his words, “is not just a vague disturbance anymore. It’s like a living pulse beneath the city. It twists, breathes, moves—and tonight, during my performance, it nearly overwhelmed me. Whatever’s beneath us... it’s becoming aware.”

Aelaryth’s head tilted slightly. “Performance?”

Lyrien shot him a glance—measured, flat. “Not the point.”

“What kind of performance?” he added, voice light but probing. “You juggling now? Magician? Cabaret dancer?”

“Aelaryth.” Zionael’s tone was soft but edged, cutting clean through his amusement.

He glanced at her, eyebrows raised, then offered a small shrug. “Just narrowing it down.”

Lyrien didn’t respond, but the flicker in his eyes said enough—grateful for the interruption, even if he’d never admit it.

Zionael turned back to him, her voice more hushed now. The certainty in his tone lingered in her bones. “It’s becoming aware of what exactly?”

His gaze met hers, dark and unflinching. “Of us.”

Vaelion shifted, his stance sharpening. “How could something beneath Earth’s surface possibly be aware of us?”

Lyrien rubbed a weary hand over his face, frustration flashing briefly across his expression. "I don't know exactly how—yet. But I know what I feel, and it's growing stronger by the hour. We aren't dealing with mere disruptions. This is something deliberate, sentient, and dangerous."

Vaelion shook his head, his doubt resurfacing. "That sounds a little—"

"Impossible?" Lyrien finished sharply, eyes narrowing. "You've spent your entire life on Elysia, surrounded by its certainties. Earth doesn't play by our rules. Whatever this is, it doesn't care if you believe in it. It’s here regardless."

Vaelion bristled again, his jaw set stubbornly, but before he could retort, Aelaryth interjected calmly. "What do you suggest we do then?"

Lyrien drew a breath, forcing his agitation back under control. "We rest. Recharge our energies. The resonance drains us faster than you realize. At dawn, we'll need to move quickly, blend in, and investigate further."

Zionael took advantage of the momentary calm to step closer to Lyrien, lowering her voice to a murmur meant only for him. “What makes you think it’s aware of us?”

His eyes met hers, the pain behind them subtle but unmistakable. “Because it felt me.”

He looked away, his voice tightening. “My singing—my resonance—it might be acting like a beacon. Maybe it always has.”

He paused. “I don’t know if it’s drawn to me out of curiosity... or hunger. But it’s listening now.”

She studied him for a beat, brows drawing slightly. “You’re speaking about it like it’s sentient. Like it wants something.”

Lyrien’s gaze returned to hers, steady this time. “I don’t think it’s sentient the way we are. But it’s reacting. It’s changing. And whatever’s buried beneath this city isn’t just leaking resonance anymore—it’s responding to it.”

A chill crept through her at his words. She nodded slowly, the weight of his revelation settling heavily in her chest. "Then we must be careful."

Behind them, Vaelion muttered under his breath, clearly still irritated but wise enough to keep his voice low. Lyrien shot him a brief, measured look, but didn't pursue the argument. Instead, he turned back to the window, as if pulled once more by whatever lay hidden beneath the city's dark heart.

The group slowly began to move again, tensions fading into quiet exhaustion. Aelaryth was drawn to the crystals that Lyrien had collected, carefully examining their resonance frequencies. Vaelion settled stiffly onto the worn leather sofa, eyes watchful and wary, still unwilling to fully let his guard down. Zionael returned to the stack of lounge pillows in one corner of the room, closing her eyes and allowing herself to relax slightly, despite the turmoil she still felt swirling around her.

Minutes passed quietly, filled only by the soft sounds of their breathing and the city's distant murmur. Yet the fragile peace was fractured once more as Lyrien’s voice quietly sliced through the quiet.

"We're already behind," he murmured, mostly to himself, the frustration evident. "The Council should have sent you months ago."

Zionael opened her eyes, watching the way his shoulders sagged slightly, a vulnerability that was rare for him. "They didn’t realize until recently," she offered gently, trying to ease his obvious frustration.

He laughed bitterly, shaking his head. "No, they simply didn’t want to believe it until it reached Elysia. And by then it was already here—strong, awake, and aware. We're reacting instead of acting, and that will cost us."

"Then we won't waste another moment," Vaelion said evenly from the couch, surprising them all by rising to his feet with sudden resolve. "We’ll do as you said—rest and prepare. Tomorrow, we move swiftly."

Lyrien met his eyes, wary but respectful of his decisiveness. He gave a single, approving nod. "Agreed."

The moment hung there, suspended in fragile unity, before the team dispersed quietly. Zionael felt herself drifting slowly into sleep, her mind lingering on Lyrien's troubled eyes and the undercurrent of unease in the room. The sense of something watching, waiting beneath the city was undeniable now, and her instincts told her Lyrien was right—they were already behind.

Lyrien remained at the window long after the others had settled. He stared at the faint outline of the sleeping city, feeling the resonance pulse beneath his palm as it pressed against the cool glass. A quiet dread coiled around his heart, knowing they stood on the edge of something he still couldn't fully name.

Something beneath their feet was awakening, and no matter how much they rested or prepared, he feared they would never truly be ready.  And that, more than anything, terrified him.
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Chapter Three
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Lyrien didn’t move through the city unseen—he never had, never could. He was the kind of presence that turned heads without trying, a gravity that pulled attention even from those who didn’t understand why.

It wasn’t just his face, though that alone was enough to make people hesitate, their thoughts slipping out of sync for a fraction of a second. It was something else. His own resonance beneath the surface, a hum that people felt more than they heard. Like a song just at the edge of memory, one they had forgotten but suddenly wanted to remember.

Even here in New York City, a place where beauty came in a thousand curated forms, Lyrien stood apart.

He kept his stride purposeful, his expression neutral, ignoring the glances that flicked toward him as he stepped off the curb. The city breathed in exhaust and billboard glare, its pulse erratic, restless. He understood the feeling.

Morning had arrived without fanfare—just a gray haze settling over the city like a held breath. A damp wind curled through the streets, carrying the scent of roasted sugar and something fried. He barely registered it. His mind was already on the task ahead.

He had done this before. More times than he cared to count. Creating identities, selecting the right armor for the world he’d been forced to inhabit. But this time, it wasn’t for him.

Three Elysians now depended on him to help them disappear into a world they didn’t understand. And Lyrien hated that the Council had left them so unprepared—had left him with the responsibility of making them blend into a place that had already broken him once.

The bell above the door chimed as he stepped into the shop, the warmth inside pressing against his skin like a familiar weight. The interior was sleek, modern—wood-paneled walls, racks arranged with effortless precision. A quiet luxury clung to the air, the faintest trace of cashmere and fresh linen. He didn’t need to linger. He already knew what he was looking for.

Zionael was easy. She carried herself with a quiet grace, something effortless and unshakable. She wasn’t the type to draw attention unless she wanted to, which made dressing her simple. Soft earth tones, fabrics that moved easily but held their shape. The kind of style that blended rather than demanded. He ran his fingers along the hem of a brushed cotton shirt, noting the clean stitching before setting it aside.

Vaelion, on the other hand, was a challenge. He wasn’t built for blending in. His presence carried the weight of someone who had never fully shed the battlefield, no matter how far removed he was from it.

And then there was the fact that he was massive— broad-shouldered, densely muscled, with the kind of size that made people instinctively move out of the way. He didn’t just take up space, he commanded it.

Regular clothing wouldn’t fit him off the rack. Even the largest human sizes were too narrow in the chest, too short in the arms. Lyrien would have to dig for specialty cuts—extended sizing, tall lengths, athletic fits—pieces tailored more for bodybuilders than civilians.

Dark colors, clean lines. Nothing flashy. Something loose but not enough to look careless. Utilitarian layers that could soften his silhouette, if not quite conceal it.

But nothing would hide what he was. Not really.

And then there was Aelaryth.

Lyrien exhaled, scanning the racks with the patience of someone who knew this would be the most difficult task of the morning. Aelaryth was too sharp. Too refined in a way that unsettled people without them realizing why. He was sculpted, but not in the way humans understood beauty. It wasn’t softness, wasn’t charm. Not like how he carried his own magnetism. It was an edge honed to dangerous precision, something just barely restrained beneath his carefully measured expressions. Even standing still, he looked like he was waiting—for what, Lyrien didn’t know. A challenge. A confrontation. A reason to remind everyone why he should never be underestimated. All while looking like he should be strutting down a Milan runway.

A decade ago, his iridescent hair would have been a problem, something that made him too noticeable, too strange. Back then, humans would have stared, uncertain whether it was dyed or something unnatural. Now, in this era of neon undercuts and holographic trends, no one looked twice at a man with an unearthly sheen to his hair.

Lyrien had once tried to dye his own. When he’d first been sent here, he’d gone through the effort of concealing the deep, indigo waves of his hair, the way it caught the light with its faint purple sheen, unnatural even by Elysian standards. But the dye never held, the color always bled away after a few days, the strands resisting every attempt to make them ordinary. Eventually, he stopped bothering. Let people look. Let them wonder.

Dressing Aelaryth wasn’t about disguise. It was about control. About giving him something sleek enough to fit the sharp angles of his presence without letting it overpower. High collars, fitted coats, dark undertones. A presence that could shift between distant elegance and quiet threat with the right lighting.

When he moved toward the counter with his choices, the saleswoman glanced up—then froze.  Lyrien was used to it, but it never stopped amusing him.

She had been in the middle of some automatic greeting, a polished script meant for faceless customers, but the words never fully formed. Her lips parted slightly, breath catching, the faintest flicker of confusion crossing her face as her brain tried to reconcile what she was looking at.

It was the same reaction he saw over and over—the stunned, quiet awe of someone coming face to face with something that shouldn’t exist. Like recognizing a celebrity in an unexpected place, but deeper. Primal. A part of her wanted to say something. The other part wasn’t sure if she should.

Lyrien smiled, just enough to tilt the balance between charm and intimidation. He set the clothes down without a word, watching as she jolted back into motion, blinking rapidly as if forcing herself to reset.

The ringing of the register felt unusually loud in the brief silence that followed.

She didn’t ask if he needed anything else.

He paid in cash, took the bags without another glance, and stepped back out into the morning.

The city was still moving, restless and ceaseless. The sky above was a murky wash of light pollution, blotting out the sky in a dull, glowing haze. He had hated that once. The way the sky in this world never quite felt like his sky. He had learned to stop looking for familiar constellations, learned to stop expecting them to be there. 

A violinist played on the corner near the subway entrance, the sound slow and mournful, threading through the static hum of the city.  Lyrien felt it immediately—an ache beneath the melody, subtle but undeniable. Music always reached him more than it should. Not just the notes, but the resonance behind them—the human pulse layered into every bowed string and trembling breath.

He didn’t slow, but the sound stayed with him, brushing along the edge of his awareness like a memory trying to form. Then—

The note wavered.

Not from the wind. Not from the player. The resonance itself shifted, thinned.

His chest tightened. A ripple moved through him—too fast to name, too sharp to ignore.

A laugh whispered at the edge of his mind. Dry. Familiar. But not his own.

He blinked, jaw clenching as the sensation bloomed: sudden, wrong, and deeply personal.

Miss me?

His grip on the shopping bags tightened until the plastic strained in his fists.

No... It wasn’t possible.

He shoved the thought aside, forcing his pace to steady.

This city was full of echoes. And some of them didn’t know when to stay buried...

His apartment was warm when he stepped inside, but the heat didn’t reach him.  The whisper of that mysterious laughter still crawled up his neck as he entered the space and he worked quickly to remove the startled look from his face.

The groceries he’d ordered earlier were spread across the counters of his kitchen, the team moving through his space like they belonged there, like they had always belonged there. 

Zionael was organizing produce into neat stacks, while Vaelion carried two full bags in each hand with ease, setting them down beside the others. 

Aelaryth, of course, was barely contributing, watching the process with something between amusement and disinterest.

“I got you clothes,” Lyrien said, more for the sake of saying something than anything else.

Zionael gave him a soft smile as he handed her a bag. “Thank you.”

Vaelion took his without hesitation, nodding once in approval.

Aelaryth unfolded the coat Lyrien had chosen for him with a slow, deliberate motion. His gaze flicked up, sharp as a blade. “Interesting choice.”

“Wear it or don’t.” Lyrien didn’t care. HIs mind was elsewhere.

Aelaryth smirked and slung the coat over one arm, not confirming either way.

Lyrien exhaled, raking a hand through his hair before turning toward the bar cart in the corner. Without thinking, he grabbed the whiskey bottle and poured a measure into a glass.

He didn’t usually drink this early, but for the past few weeks, the hum of the city’s resonance had been grating on him, the frequency shifting, distorting, becoming something that dug into the base of his skull and refused to leave. He had found that whiskey dulled it, if only slightly.

The team wouldn’t be concerned. Human alcohol had little effect on Elysians. He could drink more than any human and never feel its full impact. But it was enough to mute the gnawing sensation for a little while.

Lyrien took a slow sip, letting the burn coat his throat.

He stared into the glass, wishing it would do more than dull the edges. Wishing he didn’t feel the tremor under everything. Something was definitely shifting. 

In the city. In the resonance. And maybe in him.
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Chapter Four
 

[image: ]


Lyrien leaned back against the counter, arms still crossed as he surveyed the three figures before him. They had settled into his space too easily, moving like they belonged there. It grated on him in ways he couldn’t quite name—not just because he preferred solitude, but because it reminded him how much had changed.

They don’t know what they’re walking into.

He shifted his weight slightly against the counter, exhaling. "Alright," he said finally. "Let’s get to it."

Vaelion straightened immediately, ever the soldier. Aelaryth leaned forward, his green eyes sharp with curiosity. Zionael didn’t move at all—just watched him. Always watching. And it was that look, that quiet knowing, that made something tighten in his chest.

He ignored it.

"We’re going to start simple. I know what you’ve trained for. What I need to hear from you—strengths, weaknesses, what you actually excel at, not just what the Council thinks I need to know." He let his gaze flick over them, expression unreadable. "We don’t have the luxury of time."

A beat of silence. Then, Vaelion spoke, his voice even. “Just curious, but how much time has passed for you?”

Lyrien exhaled through his nose, rolling one shoulder as if shrugging off the weight of the question. “A little more than a decade.”

Aelaryth blinked. “That’s not—”

“Possible?” Lyrien’s lips curled into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Yeah, I’ve spent years trying to convince myself otherwise.”

Zionael’s head snapped toward him, her expression shifting in an instant—shock first, then something deeper. Her voice came quiet, disbelieving. “Ten years?”

He didn’t meet her eyes.

“They told us time moved differently,” she murmured. “But they didn’t say it had been that long.”

The silence stretched, thick and heavy. Lyrien said nothing. He didn’t need to.

Vaelion shifted, his brow furrowing. “That’s going to be a problem.”

She nodded slowly, now steady again. “Everything we were briefed on... it’s way out of date.”

Lyrien pushed off the counter and began to pace, running a hand through his hair. “Exactly. The world’s changed. You’re walking into this blind.”

Vaelion didn’t so much as flinch. “Then we adapt.”

Lyrien stopped cold, turning to face him. “Do you even know what that means here?” His voice sharpened. “Adaptation isn’t strategy drills and controlled simulations. It’s instinct under pressure. It’s making the right call without waiting for orders. You can’t hesitate.”

Vaelion’s expression didn’t shift. “Neither can you.”

Lyrien’s jaw clenched. The words hit like a blade—too accurate, too close.

“Don’t presume to know what I can or can’t do,” he snapped. “You just got here.”

The air thickened between them. Vaelion held his ground, silent now, unreadable.

Aelaryth cleared his throat, cutting through the tension before it could harden further. “Well, seeing as how we don’t have much choice, we should at least get started. You asked about strengths?”

Lyrien exhaled and nodded once, gesturing for him to continue.

Aelaryth leaned forward with an awkward smirk. “You already know I handle logistics and strategy. Combat-wise, I’m trained, but my strengths are in precision, analysis, and adaptation. I can read a field faster than most and calculate outcomes accordingly.”

Lyrien gave a slight nod. “And?”

Aelaryth smirked. "And I prefer not to get shot.”

Lyrien rolled his eyes and almost snorted. Almost. “OK...”

“My ability’s temporal,” Aelaryth said. “I can slow the perception of time in localized bursts—just enough to create openings or correct trajectories. It’s not flashy like yours, but it buys us seconds when we need them. And sometimes, seconds are everything.”

“Fine.” Lyrien’s gaze shifted. “Vaelion?”

The big man spoke simply, efficiently. “Hand-to-hand combat, tactical defense, and close-quarters neutralization. I can operate in both offensive and defensive roles, depending on the situation.”

“Yeah, I figured. You move like a tank.” Lyrien crossed his arms again, tilting his head slightly. “Weakness?”

Vaelion’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t hesitate. “I’m noticeable. My shielding abilities allow me to absorb and deflect attacks, but they make subtlety difficult. I can withstand direct assaults, but blending in is another matter.”

Lyrien huffed. “Understatement of the century. You don’t blend, Val. You're like a billboard screaming I’m here to fuck you up.”

Vaelion didn’t argue. He simply nodded, accepting the truth of it.

Lyrien turned last to Zionael.

She met his gaze without hesitation. Unflinching. Too steady. Too damn familiar.

The moment stretched, unspoken things caught between them like dust in the air.

She smiled faintly. "Empath. Healer. My aura harmonization lets me stabilize energy disruptions, calming aggression or amplifying pain where needed. Combat training in evasive maneuvers, pressure points, and short-blade work. I don’t overpower—I redirect."

Lyrien tilted his head, eyes narrowing slightly. “Weakness?”

Her expression didn’t change. “You tell me.”

That threw him. Just for a second and she saw it.

Lyrien rolled his eyes and looked away, suddenly feeling restless. Moving to the bar, he poured himself another drink—whiskey, again. Habit, routine, something to keep his hands busy. The amber liquid swirled in the glass, and he stared at it longer than he should have.

"Fine," he muttered. "We’ll go deeper into this later. For now, we need to focus on integration. You need to adjust—quickly. That means getting up to speed on technology, blending in, and making sure no one is questioning who you are."

He took a slow sip, his mind already churning through contingencies. But just then the hum deepened, growing louder, more distinct. The glasses on the counter vibrated, sending a shiver down Lyrien’s spine and Zionael tensed. Aelaryth stilled. Vaelion turned sharply, his posture rigid.

A pulse pushed through the air, like a distant bell reverberating beneath their skin. Lyrien clenched his jaw, every sense on edge.

Zionael looked at him first. Like she knew.

"Well," Lyrien muttered, breaking the silence. "That’s new."

“This isn’t just interference,” Zionael murmured, her voice low. “It’s something else.”

Vaelion’s hands curled into fists. 

Lyrien inhaled deeply, steadying himself. His instincts screamed at him to move, but to where? He knew better than to react without understanding.

Another pulse. Stronger this time.

Then, as if carried by the hum itself, a whisper ghosted through his mind...

“You’re not ready for what’s coming.”

The whiskey glass cracked in Lyrien’s hand.

For the first time in years, true fear coiled within him.
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Morning crept into the warehouse, casting long bars of gold across the concrete floor. The light felt too bright, too sharp—like the world was pretending it hadn’t whispered in his ear the night before.

Dust floated through the air in slow spirals, catching in the sunlight as the city outside murmured its usual chaos. Inside, the silence held a tension just beneath its skin.

In the loft above, Lyrien sat on the edge of the bed, bare feet pressed to the cool floor, a guitar balanced across his knee. His fingers moved automatically, strumming a melody he hadn’t meant to summon.

The tune wasn’t calming. It was old, half-forgotten, like something he’d buried a long time ago.

And still...

That voice echoed faintly in the back of his mind, coiled around the notes like a parasite.

You’re not ready for what’s coming.

He tightened his grip on the neck of the guitar, forcing his hands to move. A hum started in his throat, low and unshaped at first, before his voice formed the words.


Weight of the sky, pulling me under,
Chasing the echoes of something I lost...
Footsteps fade, drowned by the thunder,
Calling me home—but at what cost?

His voice was quiet, almost an afterthought, but as his fingers moved more deliberately over the strings, the words strengthened. The room carried the resonance, the melody latching onto the space, filling it with something raw, something real.


Time is a river, slipping between,
Washing away all the faces I’ve seen...
Tell me the stars still know my name,
Tell me the fire still burns the same.

Below, the team stirred. Aelaryth let out a sleepy groan, rolling onto his side. Vaelion shifted but didn’t rise, and Zionael remained still, her breathing even, but Lyrien could feel her attention.

Still, he played on. For a few precious moments, it wasn’t about missions, broken realities, or the hum gnawing at the edges of his mind. It was just him and the music. The one thing that had always been his.

He let himself get lost in the song, his voice carrying stronger now, filling the loft with something warm despite the weight of the words. The ache buried beneath them wasn’t meant to be noticed, wasn’t meant to be heard.

But when he glanced up, Zionael was watching him. Their eyes met, and in that instant, he knew. She had read every unspoken thought woven between the notes.

His fingers slipped, a chord breaking out of tune. He let the guitar hum on a final note, then chuckled lightly, as if it had all been nothing. As if she hadn’t caught him slipping.

“Guess I’m not awake yet,” he mused, setting the guitar aside as he stood.

Without missing a beat, he made his way down the stairs, stretching his arms overhead as he moved toward the kitchen. He pulled open the fridge, grabbed a juice
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