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Prologue: Before It Was Noticed
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There was nothing unusual about the day it began.

That was the part no one would have remembered, even if they had tried. The light came through the windows the same way it always did. The house held its quiet in the same steady rhythm. The world outside moved without hesitation, without pause, without anything to suggest that something had already started to shift.

Lena did not notice it.

Not at first.

She moved through the morning without thinking about anything beyond what was directly in front of her. The small routines that filled her time felt automatic, familiar in a way that required no attention. Everything aligned the way it should, each moment following the last without interruption.

There was nothing to question.

Nothing to stop and look at more closely.

That was what made it possible.

Because whatever had begun—

Had not needed to be seen.

It had not needed to move or change or call attention to itself. It existed in a way that blended into everything else, quiet enough to go unnoticed, steady enough to remain.

If there had been a sign, it would not have looked like one.

It would have been something small. A moment where the light seemed to linger a fraction longer than expected. A reflection that felt slightly delayed before settling back into place. A pause that did not quite belong, but passed too quickly to hold onto.

Something easy to dismiss.

Something impossible to prove.

Lena might have noticed one of those moments.

Or she might not have.

It would not have mattered either way.

Because the beginning was not a moment.

It was a presence.

Not something that entered.

Something that had always been there—

Waiting to be understood.

The house did not change.

The hallway did not shift.

The room where everything would eventually take shape remained exactly as it had always been.

Still.

Ordinary.

Unremarkable.

And inside that room—

Nothing moved.

Nothing spoke.

Nothing asked to be noticed.

The notebook was not there yet.

The words had not been written.

The connection had not been formed.

But something existed in the space where it would.

Not as an object.

Not as a thought.

Not as something that could be pointed to or named.

Just... something that remained.

Unseen.

Unquestioned.

Unchanged.

Until the moment it wasn’t.

Until something shifted just enough to be noticed.

Until a question was asked.

And something answered.

Not because it had arrived.

But because it had always been there—

Waiting for the moment it would no longer be ignored.
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Chapter 1: The Map
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Lena Cross had always avoided the far corners of the library, the places where the shelves grew taller, the lighting dimmer, and the air felt just a little too still. Those sections weren’t meant for people like her—or at least, that was how it felt. They were filled with books no one checked out anymore, books that seemed to exist only because no one had bothered to remove them. Forgotten things had a way of collecting there, and Lena had never liked the idea of being surrounded by anything that had been left behind.

That afternoon, though, she found herself drifting farther than usual. Rain tapped steadily against the tall windows, casting a dull gray light across the room, and the familiar parts of the library were more crowded than she wanted to deal with. Without really thinking about it, she kept walking, weaving past rows of shelves until the noise faded and the space opened into a quieter, emptier section she didn’t recognize.

She should have turned back.

Instead, she kept going.

The shelves here were older, their wood darkened with age, the labels worn to the point of uselessness. Dust clung to the edges of the books, and the faint smell of paper and time hung in the air. Lena ran her fingers lightly along the spines as she passed, not reading the titles so much as feeling them, grounding herself in something real.

That was when the book slipped.

It wasn’t a dramatic fall—just a quiet shift, the spine tipping forward before dropping to the floor at her feet with a soft, hollow sound. Lena froze, glancing around instinctively, half-expecting a librarian to appear out of nowhere and scold her for being where she didn’t belong. But no one came. The silence held.

She looked down.

The book was plain—strangely plain. No title, no markings, just a worn cover that looked like it had been handled too many times and remembered none of it. For a moment, she considered leaving it there. That would have been the smarter choice.

Instead, she bent down and picked it up.

The cover felt warmer than it should have, like it had been sitting in sunlight instead of a shadowed corner. That alone should have been enough to make her put it back, but curiosity had already taken hold. Before she could second-guess herself, she opened it.

A folded piece of paper slipped out and drifted to the floor.

Lena frowned, crouching again to pick it up. At first glance, it looked like a simple map—hand-drawn lines, uneven edges, the kind of thing someone might sketch without expecting anyone else to see it. But as she stared at it, something felt off.

The lines moved.

Not all at once. Not in a way she could immediately point to. But enough that when she blinked and looked again, she was certain it wasn’t the same as before.

Her breath caught.

“Okay,” she whispered to herself, her voice barely audible in the stillness. “That’s... not normal.”

She tilted the paper slightly, studying it more closely. The ink seemed darker now, the shapes more defined, as if the map were settling into itself. Then, slowly, almost hesitantly, a small dot appeared near the center.

Lena froze.

The dot pulsed once, faint but unmistakable, and then steadied. A thin line stretched outward from it, tracing a path across the page. Lena followed it with her eyes, her pulse beginning to quicken as the line twisted and curved through unfamiliar shapes.

Then, beside the dot, letters began to form.

Not written. Not drawn.

Appearing.

Lena.

Her hand jerked, and the map slipped slightly in her grip. “No,” she said under her breath, shaking her head. “No, that’s not—”

The letters didn’t fade.

They stayed exactly where they were, clear and solid.

Lena stared at them, her heart beating faster now, louder in her ears. She glanced around again, as if someone might be watching, might step out and explain what was happening. But the library remained silent, unchanged, as though nothing out of the ordinary was happening at all.

Her attention snapped back to the map as the line extended further.

It moved with purpose now, stretching toward the edge of the paper, toward a darker section where the ink seemed almost burned into the surface. As it reached that space, the line stopped.

More letters formed.

At first, they were unclear, shifting slightly as if trying to decide what they should be. Then they settled.

Harrison.

Everything inside Lena went still.

For a moment, she couldn’t breathe. The name seemed to pull the air from the room, from her lungs, from her thoughts. She stared at it, willing it to change, to disappear, to be anything else.

It didn’t.

Her brother’s name remained, steady and undeniable.

“That’s not possible,” she whispered, her voice trembling despite her attempt to steady it. “That’s not funny. That’s not okay.”

Harrison had been gone for two years. Not moved away, not lost touch—gone. No explanation, no answers, just an absence that had slowly settled into something permanent. People had stopped asking about him after a while. They had stopped saying his name.

But here it was.

On a map that shouldn’t exist.

Connected to her.

The paper pulsed faintly in her hands, as though responding to her thoughts, to her doubt.

Lena swallowed hard, her grip tightening.

“This isn’t real,” she said, though the words felt hollow. “It can’t be.”

The map shifted again.

The line connecting her name to his grew brighter, more defined, as if urging her to follow it.

Her chest tightened.

Because no matter how impossible it seemed, no matter how wrong it felt—

There was a part of her that believed it.

That wanted to believe it.

Slowly, carefully, Lena folded the map, her hands no longer steady. She held it for a moment, feeling its warmth through the paper, feeling the weight of what it might mean.

Then she slid it into her jacket pocket.

“If this is some kind of joke,” she murmured, her voice quiet but firm, “it’s a really bad one.”

The map didn’t respond.

But the warmth lingered.

Lena turned toward the exit, her steps slow at first, then more certain. The rain outside had picked up, the steady rhythm against the windows growing louder, more insistent.

She didn’t hesitate this time.

Because whether it made sense or not—

Whether it was real or not—

She had something she hadn’t had in two years.

A direction.

And she wasn’t going to ignore it.
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Chapter 2: The Door in the Alley
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By the time Lena stepped outside, the rain had turned from a steady drizzle into a cold, needling downpour that soaked through her hoodie almost immediately. She should have gone home. She should have stuffed the strange map into the bottom of her backpack, pretended she had never found it, and waited for the feeling in her chest to settle into something sensible. Instead, she stood beneath the library awning with one hand pressed against her jacket pocket, feeling the folded paper radiate a gentle warmth against her palm.

The street beyond the library was familiar in every ordinary way. Cars hissed past on wet pavement. Streetlights reflected in long, trembling lines across puddles near the curb. A woman hurried by with a red umbrella tilted low over her face, and two little kids laughed as they splashed through the shallow water near the crosswalk. Nothing about the world looked different, and somehow that made the map feel even more impossible.

Lena pulled it from her pocket before she could talk herself out of it. The paper unfolded easily in her hands, though she was certain she had creased it tightly. The ink had changed again. Her name still glowed near the center, and Harrison’s still waited near the dark edge, but the line between them no longer lay flat across the page. It stretched forward, brightening as Lena turned toward the street.

She frowned and shifted to face the opposite direction.

The line moved.

Lena went very still.

Slowly, she turned in a circle beneath the awning, watching as the path on the map adjusted each time she changed direction. It was not just showing her where Harrison was. It was guiding her.

“That’s not possible,” she whispered, though she was beginning to hate how often she had said those words today.

The map pulsed once, warm and steady, as though it had grown tired of waiting.

Lena looked down the street in the direction it wanted her to go. The path led away from the brighter part of town, away from the coffee shop where students usually gathered after school and away from the rows of small stores with glowing windows. It pointed toward the older streets, the ones people passed through quickly and rarely talked about, where buildings stood empty and signs faded in windows no one cleaned anymore.

Of course it did.

She folded the map and shoved it back into her pocket, but she did not turn around. Her brother’s name hovered in her thoughts with painful clarity. Harrison. Two years of silence, two years of missing posters and unanswered questions, two years of watching her parents become careful with every word they said around her. Two years of wondering whether she should have noticed something before he disappeared.

The rain struck her face as she stepped out from under the awning.

She walked quickly, at first because of the weather and then because stopping felt dangerous. The town changed around her by degrees. The library and the clean sidewalks gave way to cracked pavement, shuttered storefronts, and narrow side streets where weeds pushed through seams in the concrete. The farther Lena went, the quieter everything became. Even the cars seemed to thin out, until the only sounds were rain, her footsteps, and the faint rustle of the map inside her pocket.

At the edge of a narrow intersection, the warmth against her hand sharpened. Lena stopped and pulled the map out again. The glowing line now pointed directly toward an alley between two old buildings, both of them dark, their windows boarded over from the inside.

She stared at the alley for a long moment.

It was exactly the kind of place she had been taught to avoid. It was narrow, shadowed, and half-hidden behind a rusted metal trash bin. Rainwater ran along the cracked ground in thin streams, disappearing into the darkness between the buildings.

“You want me to go in there,” Lena said, her voice flat.

The map did not change.

She let out a slow breath and glanced back over her shoulder. The street behind her was empty. No one was watching. No one was going to stop her. That should have been comforting, but it only made her feel more alone.

“This is a terrible idea,” she muttered.

Then she stepped into the alley.

The change was immediate.

The sound of the rain faded behind her as if someone had closed a door. The air grew still and heavy, and the gray daylight from the street dimmed unnaturally quickly, leaving the alley washed in a strange, colorless gloom. Lena stopped after only a few steps, every nerve in her body warning her that she had crossed into somewhere she should not be.

She looked back.

The street was still there, but it seemed farther away than it should have been, blurry through the curtain of rain.

Lena swallowed and forced herself forward.

The map grew hotter with every step.

At the end of the alley stood a brick wall. It was plain, uneven, and stained dark from years of weather. There was nowhere else to go. No door, no opening, no hidden passage. Just a dead end.

Lena unfolded the map again, frowning as the glowing line ended exactly where she stood. For a moment, she felt a flare of anger so strong it almost pushed aside her fear.

“No,” she said. “You do not get to drag me all the way here and stop at a wall.”

The map shifted in her hands. A new symbol appeared at the end of the path, small and bright.

A door.

Lena stared at it, then looked back up at the wall.

“There is no door.”

But as soon as she said it, she noticed the difference. One section of the brick looked smoother than the rest, the lines between the stones too neat, too deliberate. It was subtle enough that she might never have seen it if the map had not brought her here.

Her mouth went dry.

She stepped closer and lifted one hand.

The brick should have been cold and rough beneath her palm. Instead, when her fingers touched it, the wall rippled.

Lena jerked back with a gasp.

Golden light spread outward from the place she had touched, tracing invisible seams through the brick. The wall trembled, not collapsing, but rearranging itself. Lines opened where there had been none. The bricks folded inward like pages turning, and the shape of a doorway emerged from the solid wall.

Beyond it was not another alley.

Beyond it was a sky filled with floating islands, drifting pieces of land suspended in pale blue light. Bridges stretched between them in impossible arcs. Far away, a city rose from the air itself, built from towers, broken rooftops, and glowing windows that seemed to have been gathered from a hundred different places and stitched together into one impossible thing.

Lena could not move.

The map in her hand pulsed once, steady and certain.

For two years, she had imagined finding Harrison in a thousand ways. She had imagined phone calls in the middle of the night, police officers at the door, a stranger recognizing him from an old flyer. She had imagined him walking home like nothing had happened. She had imagined being angry, crying, screaming, forgiving him all at once.

She had never imagined this.

A cold wind drifted through the doorway and brushed against her face. It smelled faintly of dust, rain, and something older than either.

Lena looked back one last time at the narrow alley, at the gray world she understood, at the distant streetlights blurred by rain.

Then she looked at the map.

Harrison’s name still glowed.

Waiting.

Lena folded the map carefully and held it against her chest.

“You better be there,” she whispered.

Before fear could talk her out of it, she stepped through the doorway.

The alley vanished behind her.
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Chapter 3: Elsewhere
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The ground beneath Lena’s feet felt solid for exactly one step.

On the second, it shifted.

Not enough to throw her off balance completely, but enough that she instinctively reached out, her hand catching empty air where she expected something to steady herself. The world around her snapped into focus all at once, the strange brightness of the sky settling into something softer, stranger, like daylight filtered through memory instead of clouds.

She stood still, forcing herself to breathe.

The air was cooler here, thinner, carrying a faint scent she couldn’t place—something like rain, but older, as if it had fallen long ago and never fully left. The silence was the first thing she noticed after that. Not the comfortable quiet of an empty room, but something deeper, heavier. It pressed against her ears, dulling every sound, even her own breathing.

Lena turned slowly.

The doorway was gone.

Where the alley should have been, there was only more of this place—rolling stretches of uneven ground, patches of grass that gave way to cracked pavement, fragments of buildings leaning at impossible angles as if they had been dropped from the sky and left wherever they landed.

“No,” she said under her breath, the word barely more than air. “No, that’s not how that works.”

She took a few quick steps backward, searching for the wall, for the alley, for anything familiar. There was nothing. Just the strange, shifting terrain and the distant outline of structures that did not belong together.

Her chest tightened.

“You don’t just disappear,” she insisted, as if saying it out loud might make it true. “That’s not how doors work.”

But this hadn’t been a door.

Lena pressed her lips together and reached into her pocket with shaking fingers, pulling the map back out. For a single, terrifying second, it was blank.

Her heart dropped.

Then the lines returned, faint at first, then brightening as if they had only been waiting for her to look again. Her name reappeared near the center, steady and unchanged. The path stretched outward from it, winding through the broken landscape ahead.

And there, still waiting at the far end—

Harrison.

Relief hit her so suddenly it made her dizzy.

“Okay,” she said, her voice unsteady but determined. “Okay. That’s still there.”

If the map was still working, then this place—whatever it was—had rules. And if it had rules, it could be understood.

At least, that was what she told herself.

She lifted her gaze and followed the direction of the path. It led toward the distant cluster of structures she had seen from the doorway, though “structures” felt like too simple a word. The closer she looked, the more impossible they became—buildings stacked on top of each other at angles that should not have held, bridges stretching between them without support, pieces of architecture that looked as though they had been taken from entirely different places and forced to exist together.

A city, she realized.

Or something pretending to be one.

Lena let out a slow breath. “Alright,” she murmured. “You wanted weird, you got weird.”

She started walking.

The ground shifted beneath her with each step, but not unpredictably. It was more like walking across a surface that could not quite decide what it was supposed to be. Grass turned to stone beneath her feet, then to cracked tile, then back again. None of it felt entirely stable, but none of it gave way either.

She kept her eyes forward, refusing to look down for too long.

After a few minutes, the silence began to change.

At first, she thought she imagined it—a faint rustling, a shift in the air. But the feeling grew stronger, like something moving just beyond her line of sight. Lena slowed, her grip tightening on the map.

“Hello?” she called, her voice sounding smaller than she expected.

The sound didn’t echo.

It just... stopped.

Lena swallowed.

“Okay,” she muttered. “Not creepy at all.”

Something moved to her right.

She turned sharply, her breath catching as a shape flickered between the thin line of trees that bordered part of the uneven terrain. It wasn’t solid. It shimmered, its edges blurring and reforming like heat rising from pavement.

Lena took a step back.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “That’s definitely something.”

The shape shifted again, stepping forward into clearer view.

It was almost human.

Almost.

It had arms, legs, a head—but none of it stayed the same for long. Its form flickered constantly, pieces of it fading in and out as if it couldn’t hold itself together. Where its face should have been, there was only a shifting blur, expressions forming and dissolving too quickly to recognize.

Lena’s pulse spiked.

“Okay,” she said, raising one hand instinctively. “You stay there, and I stay here, and we’ll just—”

The thing took a step toward her.

Lena’s breath hitched.

“—not do that,” she finished weakly.

The map in her hand flared with sudden heat.

She gasped, nearly dropping it as the paper glowed brighter than it had before. The light spread outward, wrapping faintly around her fingers, her wrist, like something alive.

The creature stopped.

For a moment, it simply stared at her—or at least, it seemed to. Its shifting form slowed, the flickering less chaotic, as if the light had forced it into something more stable.

Then it recoiled.

A sound escaped it—not quite a voice, more like a whisper layered over itself again and again. The shape shuddered, breaking apart for a fraction of a second before snapping back together.

Lena blinked.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Okay. That’s... new.”

The creature lunged.

“Okay, not good!”

Lena turned and ran.

The ground shifted beneath her as she moved, forcing her to adjust with every step. Her shoes slipped slightly on a patch of loose stone, then caught again as the surface changed. Behind her, the whispering sound grew louder, wrapping around her like a storm of voices she couldn’t quite understand.

She didn’t look back.

“Think, Lena,” she muttered breathlessly. “Think, think—”

A shout cut through the silence.

“Hey! Over here!”

Lena’s head snapped up.

Ahead, on a raised platform made from mismatched wood and metal, a boy stood watching her. He looked about her age, maybe a little older, with dark hair pushed back from his face and an expression that suggested he was equal parts annoyed and impressed.

“If you want to keep running in a straight line, that’s your choice,” he called. “But I wouldn’t recommend it!”

“I’m open to suggestions!” Lena shot back, veering toward him.

“Good,” he said. “Because you’re about to run out of ground!”

Lena didn’t question that. She pushed harder, her breath burning in her lungs as she closed the distance. The platform rose just ahead, its edge uneven but solid enough to reach.

The boy moved quickly, grabbing something from his belt.

“Duck!” he shouted.

Lena dropped without hesitation.

A flash of light exploded behind her, bright and sharp, like lightning trapped in a single instant. The whispering shrieked, the sound fracturing as the creature recoiled violently.

Lena scrambled up onto the platform, her hands slipping slightly before she caught the edge. The boy grabbed her arm and pulled her the rest of the way up with surprising strength.

“Come on,” he said, already moving. “That won’t hold it for long.”

“What was that thing?” Lena demanded, stumbling after him.

He glanced back briefly, his expression tightening as the creature struggled to reform below.

“That,” he said, “is what happens when something stays here too long.”

Lena’s stomach twisted. “You mean it used to be—”

“Don’t,” he cut in. “You don’t want to finish that sentence.”

She fell silent.

They moved quickly across the platform, weaving through narrow paths that connected to other pieces of ground. The boy navigated them without hesitation, clearly used to the shifting terrain.

After a few moments, he slowed, glancing over his shoulder to make sure she was still there.

“You alright?” he asked.

Lena let out a shaky breath. “Yeah. I mean—no. But I’m still moving, so that counts, right?”

He smirked faintly. “That counts.”

She straightened, trying to steady herself. “So... thanks. For not letting that thing catch me.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said. “Seriously. I don’t need the reputation.”

Lena blinked. “That’s... oddly specific.”

“You’ll understand later.”

She frowned, then shook her head. “Okay. New question. Where am I?”

The boy studied her for a moment, his expression shifting slightly.

“Elsewhere,” he said finally.

Lena let out a short, humorless laugh. “That’s not a real answer.”

“It’s the only one you’re getting,” he replied.

She opened her mouth to argue, then stopped.

Because the map in her hand pulsed again.

Bright.

Steady.

Still pointing forward.

Still leading to Harrison.

Lena looked back up at the boy, her expression sharpening.

“My brother is here,” she said.

His smirk faded.

“That’s...” he started, then stopped. “That’s not good.”

Her chest tightened. “Why does everyone keep saying that?”

He hesitated, then sighed.

“Because if he’s here,” the boy said, “it means he’s lost.”

Lena’s grip on the map tightened.

“Then I’ll find him,” she said.

The boy studied her for a long moment, something unreadable flickering in his eyes.

Then he nodded once.

“Yeah,” he said. “Looks like you might try.”

He shifted his stance slightly, extending a hand.

“Name’s Jax,” he added.

Lena hesitated for only a second before shaking it.

“Lena,” she said.

Jax glanced at the map again, then back at her.

“Well, Lena,” he said, his tone somewhere between warning and curiosity, “if you’re following that thing...”

He gestured toward the distant, impossible city.

“...you’re going to want help.”

Lena followed his gaze, her chest tightening as the path stretched onward.

“Good,” she said. “Because I’m not stopping.”

Jax let out a quiet breath, almost a laugh.

“Yeah,” he said. “I figured that.”
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Chapter 4: The Rules of Elsewhere
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They didn’t head straight for the city.

Lena noticed that almost immediately. The map pointed forward, its glowing line stretching toward the towering, impossible structures in the distance, but Jax angled slightly to the right, guiding them along a narrower path that curved away from the most direct route.

“Shouldn’t we be going that way?” she asked, nodding toward the city.

Jax didn’t slow. “Eventually.”

“That doesn’t sound like a yes.”

“It’s not a no either,” he replied. “It’s a ‘you’re not ready for that yet.’”

Lena frowned, glancing down at the map. The line didn’t change, didn’t argue with his direction, but something about it felt more insistent than before, like it was aware she wasn’t following it exactly.

“My brother is that way,” she said.

“I know,” Jax said. “And if we walk straight toward him right now, you won’t make it halfway.”

She stopped.

He took a few more steps before realizing she wasn’t beside him anymore. When he turned back, his expression tightened slightly.

“That’s not helpful,” Lena said. “You’re going to have to explain that part.”

Jax sighed and stepped back toward her. “Alright. Fine. But you’re not going to like it.”

“I already don’t like any of this,” she said. “So go ahead.”

He studied her for a moment, like he was deciding how much to say.

“This place doesn’t work like yours,” he said finally. “It looks like it does, sometimes. It pretends. But it doesn’t follow the same rules.”

“I’ve noticed,” Lena muttered.

“Then you’ve noticed that things don’t stay still,” he continued. “Ground shifts. Buildings change. Paths disappear. And that’s just the surface.”

Lena crossed her arms. “Okay. So what’s under the surface?”

Jax didn’t answer right away.

“Time,” he said eventually. “Memory. People.”

Her stomach tightened slightly. “That’s vague.”

“It’s supposed to be,” he said. “Because if I try to explain it all at once, you’ll either think I’m making it up or you’ll panic.”

She gave him a flat look. “Try me.”

He almost smiled.

“Alright,” he said. “Rule one, then. Don’t trust what you see.”

Lena blinked. “That’s it? That’s your first rule?”

“It’s the most important one,” he said. “Things here can look real. Feel real. Sound real. That doesn’t mean they are.”

Her mind flashed back to the creature that had chased her—the way its face had almost settled into something familiar before breaking apart again. A chill ran down her spine.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “So I question everything.”

“Exactly.”

“That’s... exhausting.”

“Yeah,” Jax said. “You get used to it.”

“I don’t want to get used to it.”

He shrugged. “Then don’t stay long.”

Lena didn’t respond to that.

Jax turned and started walking again, clearly expecting her to follow.

After a second, she did.

“Rule two,” he said over his shoulder. “Don’t stay in one place too long.”

She quickened her pace to keep up. “Because of those things? The... whatever-you-called-them?”

“Frays,” he said. “And yeah, partly because of them. But mostly because the longer you stay still, the more this place starts to settle around you.”

Lena frowned. “Settle how?”

“You start forgetting things,” Jax said.

The words hit harder than she expected.

“What kind of things?” she asked.

He hesitated, just for a second.

“Small stuff first,” he said. “Names. Details. Why you came here.”

Lena’s grip tightened on the map. “And then?”

Jax didn’t look back. “Then bigger things.”

Silence stretched between them for a few steps.

“That’s not happening,” Lena said finally.

Jax didn’t argue.

“Rule three,” he continued, his tone a little quieter now. “Don’t lose your anchor.”

Lena blinked. “My what?”

“Your anchor,” he repeated. “Something that ties you to the world you came from. Something real enough that this place can’t mess with it easily.”

Her eyes dropped immediately to the map.

To Harrison’s name.

Jax noticed.

“Yeah,” he said. “That works.”

Lena exhaled slowly. “Good. Because that’s kind of all I’ve got right now.”

He nodded once. “Then don’t let it go.”

They walked in silence for a while after that, the path beneath them narrowing as the terrain shifted into something more structured. The random patches of grass and stone began to give way to fragments of roads, broken sidewalks, and pieces of buildings that looked like they had been torn apart and scattered across the landscape.

The city loomed closer now.

Up close, it was even stranger. What had looked like towers from a distance were actually layers of different structures stacked together—rooftops sitting sideways against walls, staircases leading into open air, windows glowing faintly even when there was nothing behind them.

Lena slowed, staring.

“There are people there,” she said.

Jax followed her gaze. “Yeah.”

“I thought you said things get lost here.”

“They do.”

“And those people are just... okay with that?”

Jax shrugged. “Some of them don’t remember enough to care.”

A cold feeling settled in Lena’s chest.

“And the others?” she asked.

“They figure out how to survive,” he said.

“That doesn’t sound better.”

“It’s not,” he admitted.

They reached the edge of what passed for a street, the ground here more stable than it had been before. A few figures moved through the space ahead, their shapes solid, their movements purposeful.

Lena hesitated.

“So this is the part where I pretend this is normal?” she asked.

Jax smirked faintly. “If it helps.”

“It doesn’t.”

“Then don’t pretend.”

She exhaled slowly and stepped forward.

The air felt different here. Heavier, somehow. Not unpleasant, but charged with something she couldn’t quite define, like the entire place was paying attention to her.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “I don’t like that.”

“Get used to it,” Jax replied. “Places here remember things.”

“Places don’t remember things.”

“They do here.”

Lena opened her mouth to argue, then stopped.

Because deep down, she already believed him.

They moved further into the city, weaving between uneven structures and narrow walkways. The noise here was different—not loud, but present. Voices, movement, the faint clatter of objects shifting.

“Rule four,” Jax said.

Lena glanced at him. “There’s more?”

“This one’s important,” he said. “Don’t follow voices.”

Her stomach tightened slightly. “Voices?”

“They’ll sound familiar,” he said. “Like someone you know. Someone you trust.”

Lena’s grip on the map tightened.

“They’re not real,” Jax continued. “They’re echoes. Pieces of memories that got left behind. And if you follow them...”

He trailed off.

“What happens?” she asked.

Jax met her gaze.

“You get lost,” he said simply.

The word settled heavily between them.

Lena nodded slowly. “Okay,” she said. “So I ignore anything that sounds like someone I know.”

“Exactly.”

They turned a corner, stepping into a wider space where the buildings opened up slightly. For a moment, it almost felt like a normal street—if she ignored the way the structures didn’t quite line up and the faint flicker at the edges of everything.

Then she heard it.

“Lena.”

Her heart stopped.

The voice was soft, distant—but unmistakable.

She turned without thinking.

“Harrison?” she said.

Jax’s hand shot out, grabbing her arm.

“Don’t,” he said sharply.

“But that’s—”

“It’s not him,” Jax said firmly.

“Lena.”

The voice came again, closer this time.

Her chest tightened painfully.

“It sounds like him,” she whispered.

“I know,” Jax said. “That’s the point.”

Lena hesitated.

Her eyes flicked to the map.

The path still led forward.

Harrison’s name hadn’t moved.

But the voice—

“Lena, I’m here.”

Her throat felt tight.

For a split second, she considered it.

Just one step.

Just to check.

Jax’s grip tightened. “If you go after that, I’m not coming with you.”

The words cut through the noise in her head.

Lena closed her eyes for a second, forcing herself to breathe.

Then she turned away.

“I’m not falling for it,” she said, her voice shaking slightly.

The voice stopped.

Just like that.

Silence rushed back in, heavier than before.

Lena exhaled slowly, her shoulders dropping slightly as the tension eased.

Jax released her arm.

“Good,” he said.

She nodded, though her chest still felt tight.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I’m learning.”

She looked down at the map again, grounding herself in the steady glow of Harrison’s name.

Then she lifted her head.

“Come on,” she said.

Because if this place was going to try to trick her—

It was going to have to do better than that.
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Chapter 5: The Market of Forgotten Things

[image: ]


They did not go much farther before the city changed again.

At first, Lena only noticed the sound. It started as a faint murmur beneath the silence, like distant conversation carried through walls. Then it grew clearer—voices overlapping, footsteps, the soft clatter of objects being handled and moved. The stillness that had defined Elsewhere up to that point gave way to something more active, more crowded.

“Stay close,” Jax said, glancing back at her. “This part gets... complicated.”

“That’s comforting,” Lena muttered, but she moved closer anyway.

They turned through a narrow passage between two leaning structures, and the space beyond opened into something larger. Lena stopped without meaning to, her eyes widening slightly as she took it in.

It looked like a market.

Not a normal one—nothing here ever was—but the shape of it was familiar. Stalls had been built from whatever materials people could find: broken doors laid across crates, pieces of metal balanced on uneven supports, shelves stacked with objects that didn’t seem to belong together. People moved between them, talking in low voices, trading items back and forth.

For the first time since she had stepped into Elsewhere, Lena was surrounded by others.

“That’s... a lot,” she said quietly.

Jax nodded. “Yeah. It usually is.”

Lena’s gaze moved from one stall to another, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. A girl not much older than her stood behind a table covered in small glass bottles, each one glowing faintly with a different color. A man nearby argued with someone over a stack of photographs, flipping through them rapidly as if trying to prove a point. Another person held what looked like a cracked mirror, turning it carefully in their hands, studying something Lena couldn’t see.

“What are they selling?” she asked.

Jax followed her gaze. “Depends.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one that fits,” he said. “Some people trade objects. Things they found. Things that ended up here. Others trade... pieces of things.”

Lena frowned. “What does that mean?”

Jax hesitated, then shrugged slightly. “Memories. Time. Sometimes even names.”

She stared at him. “You’re joking.”

“I wish I was.”

Her stomach tightened. “And people just... agree to that?”

“They don’t always realize what they’re agreeing to,” he said. “Or they think they can afford it.”

Lena glanced around again, the uneasy feeling in her chest growing stronger.

“This place is insane,” she said.

“Yeah,” Jax replied. “You’re catching on.”

They moved deeper into the market, weaving between the stalls. Lena stayed close, not liking how easy it felt to lose track of where she had come from. The map in her hand flickered faintly, its glow less steady here, as if the space itself was interfering with it.

“Why are we here?” she asked.

Jax slowed slightly, scanning the stalls ahead. “Because if we’re going after your brother, we’re not doing it unprepared.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Prepared for what, exactly?”

“For whatever’s holding him there,” he said. “And trust me, it’s not going to let you just walk in and take him back.”

Lena’s grip tightened on the map.

“Then we make it let me,” she said.

Jax gave her a quick look, something like approval flickering across his face.

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s kind of the idea.”

They stopped at a stall near the edge of the market, where an older woman sat behind a table covered in an assortment of strange items. Unlike the others, her setup was orderly. Everything had a place, arranged with careful precision that stood out against the chaos around it.

She looked up as they approached, her gaze sharp and assessing.

“Well,” she said, her voice calm but carrying easily over the surrounding noise. “I was wondering when you’d show up again.”

Jax leaned lightly against the edge of the table. “Miss me?”

“Not particularly,” she replied. “You tend to bring problems with you.”

Her eyes shifted to Lena, lingering there a moment longer than was comfortable.

“And it seems you’ve brought another one,” she added.

Lena crossed her arms. “I’m standing right here, you know.”

“I’m aware,” the woman said. “That’s why I’m concerned.”

Jax let out a quiet breath. “We don’t have time for this, Mara.”

Mara.

The name settled in Lena’s mind, though it didn’t feel important enough to focus on yet.

“What do you need?” Mara asked.

Jax nodded toward the table. “Something to keep Frays off us. And something to stabilize a path.”

Mara raised an eyebrow. “You’re heading out past the edge.”

“That’s the plan.”

Her expression shifted slightly, though Lena couldn’t quite read it.

“Of course it is,” Mara said.

She reached beneath the table and brought out a small object, placing it in front of them. It looked like a shard of glass, but it held a faint glow, soft and steady.

“This will keep Frays at a distance,” she said. “For a while.”

Jax picked it up, turning it in his hand. “And when it stops working?”

Mara met his gaze evenly. “Then you run.”

“Good to know.”

She set a second item on the table—a narrow strip of dark fabric, marked with faint symbols that seemed to shift slightly when Lena looked at them too closely.

“This will help you keep your path,” Mara continued. “As long as you tie it to something that matters.”

Lena frowned. “What does that mean?”

Mara’s gaze flicked briefly to the map in Lena’s hand.

“It means you’ll understand when you need to,” she said.

Jax nodded, reaching for the items. “What’s the cost?”

Mara didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, she looked at Lena again.

“Not from you,” she said.

Lena blinked. “Wait—what?”

“You brought her,” Mara said to Jax. “That makes her part of the exchange.”

Jax’s expression tightened slightly. “Mara—”

Lena stepped forward. “No. Hold on. I didn’t agree to anything.”

Mara tilted her head, studying her.

“Everyone agrees eventually,” she said.

“I’m not everyone.”

“Not yet.”

Lena’s jaw tightened. “What do you want?”

Mara’s expression softened slightly, though it wasn’t kindness so much as curiosity.

“A memory,” she said.

Lena stared at her. “No.”

“It doesn’t have to be a significant one,” Mara continued. “Just something small. Something you won’t miss.”

“That’s not how that works,” Lena said.

“It is here.”

Jax stepped in slightly, his voice lower. “Pick something else.”

Mara didn’t look at him.

“No,” she said. “This is the price.”

Silence settled between them, heavier than the noise of the market around them.

Lena felt her heart pounding, her mind racing. A memory. Just one. Something small, Mara had said.

But what if it wasn’t small?

What if she lost something she needed?

Her fingers tightened around the map.

“I’m not giving up anything about my brother,” she said firmly.

Mara nodded. “I didn’t ask for that.”

“Or my family.”

“Of course not.”

“Then I’m not doing it,” Lena said.

Jax glanced at her. “Lena—”

“No,” she cut in. “You said I need something to hold onto, right? Something that keeps me from getting lost?”

“That’s different,” he said.

“It doesn’t feel different,” she replied.

Mara watched her carefully, something thoughtful settling into her expression.

“Interesting,” she murmured.

Lena didn’t like the sound of that.

After a moment, Mara reached beneath the table again and pulled out something smaller—a thin, worn silver ring. She placed it down with deliberate care.

“No memory,” she said. “But this comes with a different cost.”

Lena narrowed her eyes. “Which is?”

Mara met her gaze.

“You don’t get to choose what you lose,” she said.

The words settled heavily between them.

Lena’s stomach tightened.

“That’s worse,” she said.

“Yes,” Mara agreed.

Jax looked between them. “We don’t have time to argue this.”

Lena didn’t respond right away.

Her eyes dropped to the map.

To Harrison’s name.

Still glowing.

Still waiting.

She exhaled slowly.

“Fine,” she said.

Jax’s head turned sharply. “Are you sure—”

“No,” Lena said. “But I’m not turning back either.”

She reached forward and picked up the ring.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then a sharp pressure hit her chest, sudden and disorienting. Lena gasped, her fingers tightening around the metal as something shifted inside her—something small, but real.

A flicker of memory crossed her mind.

A laugh.

A moment.

Gone before she could hold onto it.

The pressure vanished.

Lena staggered slightly, catching herself on the edge of the table.

“What—what did I just lose?” she asked.

Mara’s expression was unreadable.

“That,” she said softly, “is the nature of the trade.”

Lena tried to reach for the memory, to pull it back, but there was nothing there. Just an empty space where something had been.

Her chest felt lighter.

Wrong.

Jax stepped closer. “You okay?”

Lena swallowed hard and nodded, even though she wasn’t sure it was true.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I’m fine.”

She slipped the ring into her pocket, her hand lingering there for a moment.

“Let’s go,” she added.

Jax hesitated, then nodded.

As they turned away from the stall, Lena didn’t look back.

But the absence followed her.

And for the first time since entering Elsewhere, she realized something that unsettled her more than anything else she had seen so far.

This place did not just take what you lost.

It made you forget you had ever had it at all.
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Chapter 6: The Edge of Safe
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They left the market behind quickly, and the noise faded faster than Lena expected. Within a few minutes, the low hum of voices and movement disappeared entirely, replaced once again by the heavy quiet that seemed to define most of Elsewhere. The shift was so sudden it made her uneasy, as though the market had existed in a separate layer of the world, one that did not fully connect to the rest.

Lena walked beside Jax now instead of trailing behind him. She kept one hand near her pocket, her fingers brushing the edge of the ring as if checking that it was still there. She could not remember what she had lost, and that absence pressed at her thoughts in a way that was difficult to ignore. It was not pain exactly. It was more like a gap—something that should have been present but was not.

“Don’t try to force it,” Jax said after a while.

Lena glanced at him. “Force what?”

“The memory,” he replied. “Whatever you lost back there. If you keep trying to grab it, it just makes things worse.”

She frowned. “You sound like you’ve done this before.”

Jax gave a small, humorless smile. “More than once.”

Lena looked away, letting that settle without asking anything else. She was not sure she wanted to know what he had lost.

The ground beneath them began to change again as they moved farther from the city. The structures thinned out, becoming less stable, more
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