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The attic had never been meant for staying.

It was a narrow space pressed beneath the slanted roof of Elric’s house, filled with the quiet breath of dust and the scent of old wood. The single window—small, circular, and clouded with age—let in a thin ribbon of afternoon light that shifted slowly as the sun moved. Most days, Elric avoided this place. It belonged to forgotten things, to memories that had decided to sleep instead of disappear.

But that afternoon, the ladder creaked beneath his weight as he climbed up anyway.

“Just five minutes,” he muttered to himself, fingers tightening around the rung. “I’ll grab the box and leave.”

Below him, the house was silent. His father had gone to the harbor before dawn, as he always did, and his mother was visiting her sister in the eastern quarter. Elric had the place to himself—an uncommon luxury in a house that usually echoed with footsteps and voices.

The attic welcomed him with stillness.

Dust motes danced in the narrow beam of light as he stepped off the ladder. Old chests lined the walls, their metal clasps rusted, their wood darkened by time. Some were labeled in faded ink—Winter Clothes, Books, Tools—while others bore no markings at all, as if even their names had been forgotten.

Elric wiped his hands against his trousers and moved toward the far corner, where a small, unmarked chest sat half-hidden beneath a folded tarp.

“That one,” he said quietly.

He had noticed it weeks ago while helping his mother search for lantern oil. Unlike the others, this chest was locked—not with a heavy iron lock, but with a simple clasp that looked more ceremonial than secure. At the time, his mother had brushed it off.

“Probably nothing important,” she’d said. “If it mattered, we’d remember.”

But Elric had not forgotten.

He knelt and pulled the tarp away, sending a small cloud of dust into the air. The chest was lighter than he expected when he dragged it into the light. Its surface was carved with faint lines—curves and angles that didn’t immediately form a picture. He traced them with his finger, feeling the shallow grooves beneath his skin.

The clasp gave way easily.

Inside, there were only three things.

A compass, its glass cracked but intact.

A leather-bound notebook, thin and worn.

And a folded piece of parchment, yellowed with age.

Elric stared at the parchment for a long moment before reaching for it. His pulse quickened—not with fear, but with a strange sense of recognition, as if his hands remembered this object even if his mind did not.

He unfolded it carefully.

It was a map.

At first glance, it seemed ordinary enough. Coastlines curved along the edges, mountain ranges rose in sharp, inked triangles, forests spread like green shadows across the land. Rivers cut through valleys, and towns were marked with small, precise dots. The handwriting was neat but unfamiliar.

He recognized some of the names.

Alerion.

The Western March.

The city of Brindleport.

“This is... real,” he whispered.

Or at least, it was supposed to be.

Alerion was the world as everyone knew it—charted, explored, bounded by seas and impassable terrain. Every child learned its shape in school. Every traveler knew where the roads ended.

And that was when Elric noticed the edge.

Most maps ended cleanly. A border. A frame. Sometimes a warning written in bold letters: Uncharted Lands Beyond This Point.

This map did not.

The ink continued past where the known world should have stopped.

A thin line extended beyond the western border, delicate but deliberate, like a road that refused to end. Beyond it, faint markings suggested more land—hills, paths, perhaps even settlements—but they were unfinished, half-formed, as if the map itself was unsure what came next.

Elric’s breath caught.

“That’s not possible.”

He leaned closer, squinting. The line was real. The ink was old but consistent with the rest of the map. This wasn’t a later addition. It had been drawn at the same time as everything else.

A soft creak sounded beneath his feet as he shifted his weight. The attic seemed to hold its breath with him.

He glanced back at the chest, then at the compass and the notebook. Slowly, he reached for the compass and flipped it open.

The needle spun wildly for a second before settling—not north, but slightly west of it.

Elric frowned.

“That’s... not right.”

He had used compasses before. He knew their behavior, their stubborn loyalty to direction. This one felt different, like it was listening to something he could not hear.

The notebook lay beneath his hand next. He opened it.

Most of the pages were blank. Toward the middle, however, a few entries had been written in a careful, steady hand.

The map does not show where you are.
It shows where you are willing to go.
Elric read the line twice.

“What does that even mean?”

He flipped the page.

Do not trust the edges. They move.

His fingers tightened around the notebook.

A sudden noise echoed from below—the front door opening, then closing. Elric froze.

“Mom?” he called.

No answer.

Footsteps crossed the lower floor, slow and deliberate. Elric’s heart thudded as he listened. The sound stopped beneath the attic door.

A shadow passed under it.

“Elric?” a familiar voice called.

He exhaled. “Dad. I’m up here.”

There was a pause, then the ladder creaked again as his father climbed. When he emerged into the attic, his broad shoulders nearly brushed the beams. His hair was still damp from the sea, and the smell of salt followed him in.

“What are you doing up here?” his father asked, smiling faintly. “I thought you hated this place.”

Elric hesitated, then held up the map. “Do you know what this is?”

The smile faded.

His father’s eyes fixed on the parchment, then shifted to the compass, then to the notebook. For a moment, he said nothing. The silence stretched, heavy and unfamiliar.

“Where did you find that?” he asked quietly.

“In a chest,” Elric replied. “Up here. Dad... why have you never mentioned this?”

His father reached out, then stopped himself, his hand hovering in midair as if unsure whether he was allowed to touch the past.

“I hoped,” he said slowly, “that you never would.”

“That’s not an answer.”

A humorless breath escaped his father’s nose. “You’re right. It isn’t.”

He sank onto a nearby crate, suddenly looking older than Elric had ever seen him. “That map belonged to my father. Your grandfather.”

“I never met him.”

“No. You didn’t.” His father’s gaze drifted to the small window. “He was a traveler. Not the kind who followed roads, but the kind who wondered what lay beyond them.”

Elric swallowed. “Beyond the edge?”

“Yes.”

“That’s impossible,” Elric said. “Everyone knows the world ends where the maps stop.”

His father’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Everyone believes that. Belief and truth are not always the same.”

Elric unfolded the map fully and spread it between them. “Then explain this.”

His father leaned closer, studying the faint lines beyond the border. His expression tightened—not with fear, but with recognition.

“It’s changed,” he murmured.

Elric blinked. “Changed?”

“When I last saw it,” his father said, “that line wasn’t there.”

A chill ran through Elric.

“You mean the map... moved?”

“I mean,” his father replied carefully, “that the map does not behave like other maps.”

Silence settled again, thicker now.

Finally, Elric spoke. “Why keep it hidden?”

His father met his eyes. “Because curiosity is a dangerous thing.”

Elric felt a spark ignite in his chest—not anger, but something sharper.

“So is ignorance.”

For a long moment, they stared at each other, the map between them like a quiet challenge.

His father sighed. “I was younger than you when my father followed that map. He never came back.”

The words landed heavily.

Elric looked down at the parchment, at the line that refused to end. “And you think I’ll do the same.”

“I think,” his father said softly, “that you already have his eyes.”

The attic seemed to shrink around them, the air thick with unspoken things.

Elric folded the map slowly, deliberately. “I don’t plan on disappearing.”

“That’s what he said too.”

A beat.

Then Elric smiled—not recklessly, but with calm determination. “Then maybe I’ll be the one who comes back.”

His father studied him for a long time before standing. “Dinner will be ready soon,” he said. “Bring the map. We should talk with your mother.”

As he climbed back down, Elric remained in the attic, holding the map against his chest.

The compass in the chest clicked softly.

When he glanced down, he saw the needle had shifted again—pointing not west, but toward the folded parchment in his hands.

And somewhere beyond the edge of every known road, something waited.
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Dinner that night tasted different.

It wasn’t that the food had changed—stewed roots, bread still warm from the oven, and a thin slice of salted fish—but the air around the table felt heavier, as if every word carried weight before it was spoken.

Elric sat quietly, the folded map resting beside his plate. His mother noticed it immediately.

“What’s that?” she asked, reaching for her cup. “That doesn’t belong on the table.”

Elric glanced at his father.

His father cleared his throat. “We found something in the attic.”

Her hand paused midair. “Found what?”

Elric slid the map toward her. “This.”

She frowned, wiping her hands before unfolding it. At first, her expression was neutral—curious but unconcerned. Then her eyes traced the familiar shapes, the coastlines, the cities. And finally, they reached the edge.

Her breath caught.

“...That’s not right,” she said softly.

Elric leaned forward. “You see it too.”

She nodded slowly. “Maps don’t do that.”

“No,” his father agreed. “They don’t.”

She looked up at him sharply. “You said you got rid of it.”

“I said I hid it.”

“That’s not the same thing,” she snapped.

Silence fell again.

Elric watched them both, realizing for the first time that this wasn’t just an old relic—it was a wound. One that had never properly healed.

“Mom,” he said carefully, “did you know my grandfather?”

She closed the map and pressed her palm against it, as if grounding herself. “Enough to miss him,” she replied. “And enough to fear the things he chased.”

Elric hesitated. “Dad said he followed the map.”

“Yes,” she said. “And the map followed him.”

Elric frowned. “What does that mean?”

She met his gaze, eyes steady but tired. “It means your grandfather believed the world was larger than we were taught. And once he believed that, nothing could stop him from proving it.”

His father exhaled slowly. “We agreed never to speak of this again.”

“We agreed,” his mother said, “because we thought the map was gone.”

Elric folded his hands. “It’s not. And it’s changing.”

That caught her attention. “Changing how?”

“The line at the edge,” Elric said. “Dad said it wasn’t there before.”

Her fingers tightened. “Then it’s begun again.”

“Again?” Elric echoed.

She stood abruptly and began pacing the room. “This is exactly how it started last time. Subtle shifts. Small changes. As if the map was... waking up.”

Elric’s heart quickened. “So it’s real.”

His mother stopped. “Real enough to take someone from us.”

His father looked at Elric. “You don’t need to be part of this.”

Elric shook his head. “I already am.”

“No,” his father said firmly. “You’re a child.”

“I’m not,” Elric replied, his voice steady. “And you know it.”

His mother watched him closely, then sighed. “You have his stubbornness.”

“That’s not fair,” his father muttered.

“It’s accurate,” she replied.

She turned to Elric
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