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The first thing Elias lost was direction.

Not north or south—those only had meaning within worlds. This was something deeper. Here, quiet certainty. The awareness that one step precedes another. That falling requires landing.

Here, there is no landing.

The space between worlds did not welcome him. And he had no choice but to resist it. It simply existed, vast and indifferent, like a ruptured fissure not meant to be seen. Elias hovered in it like trapped breaths, his body present but uncertain, as if reality had not yet decided whether to keep him.

First, sound disappeared. Then color. Then the idea of ​​edges.

For a moment—a moment he could never measure—Elias wondered if this was death.

Then the coin ignited. Elias clenched his jaw as a sharp, steady heat spread across his chest. At least pain had rules. He was still himself, even in pain. He was still passing through.

He whispered, but there was no air to carry his words. "Not yet." Space rippled.

Something tore—not fabric, not flesh, but intention. There was a soft, violent crack in Elias's mind, like a thread being pulled away. The memory vanished. He instinctively reached for it, but grasped nothing.

Space released him.

He staggered forward, and the world suddenly returned.

Glass. Ash. Light bending in the wrong direction.

Elias fell to one knee in a street that reflected a sky to which he didn't belong. Above him, clouds drifted slowly across a pale blue expanse—but behind them, stars burned like an afterimage, slow and cautious, moving outside the rhythm of daylight.

Verilin.

He pressed his hand to the ground, regaining his balance. The warmth of the stone suggested that the city had once existed, hadn't entirely abandoned the idea. "That makes three hundred and seven," Elias muttered. He wasn't sure what he was counting.

He stood, brushing the ash off his coat. The buildings around him rose with graceful curves, their translucent roofs reflecting people who hadn't been there—ghostly echoes of other passers-by, other newcomers. The city had always done this to newcomers. It showed them parts of themselves they hadn't brought with them. Elias avoided looking at his own reflection.

The coin cooled slowly against his chest, its heat fading into a slight ache. He slipped two fingers through the fabric of his coat. Solid. Complete.

Still dependent on him. Good.

He was surrounded by a turbulent place. Footsteps echoed—not quite in sync with the bodies that made them. Voices whispered in languages ​​composed of half-familiar sounds. Here, merchants, refugees, messengers, and lost objects moved freely. Elias moved among them like a man who knew the ebb and flow of the tide.

He had learned Verilian's rules the hard way. Under its double sky, don't linger. Never ask about a building's past. Never follow a reflection that smiles before you do.

And above all, never cross over without knowing what you're prepared to lose.

A sharp pain pulsed behind his eyes. Elias slowed his steps, pressing his fingers to his temples.

"What was I thinking?" he asked himself.

The thought mattered. He was sure of it. Something warm. Something that made his chest tighten before crossing over.

The thought vanished as he tried to recall it.

Elias straightened, trying to suppress his anxiety. Amnesia was common among crossovers. A high price, like any other. Names were erased first. Then faces. And eventually, entire years faded like sunburnt mist. He convinced himself it didn't matter.

The Axis Tower rose before him, spiraling upwards in a way that defied perspective. It seemed closer than it actually was, and farther away than he had ever been near—an architectural lie firmly rooted in truth. Someone had summoned him there. Someone with enough power to reach other worlds, and enough confidence to believe that Elias would respond.

Perhaps they were right.

As he walked on, a laughing child darted past him. The sound hit him like a thunderbolt. He stopped abruptly, his breath caught in his throat.

For a moment, he saw another place. Green grass. A single sky. Tiny fingers tightly wrapped around his own.

"Hey!" he called out before he could stop himself.

The child disappeared.

The pain returned, more intense this time. Elias swallowed and continued walking.

He didn't look back.

High above, the skies of Verilian drifted slightly apart.

And somewhere, far beyond the reserved space, a world split open—quietly, invisibly—

as if expecting to remember why.
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By the time Elias reached the lower ring of Verelin, the pain in his eyes had become something familiar. Not pain in the literal sense, but more like a pressure, as if an inner thought were pressing him, demanding permission to exist. He hadn't granted it. Verelin unfolded in layers with every step one took through it. Its outer streets were wide and bright, designed to attract newcomers and soothe the displaced. Light glided over glass facades and curved passageways, curved just enough to appear intentional. There was nothing accidental here. Even the cracks were planned. Like a long-time resident, Elias walked with his hands in his coat pockets and his head slightly lowered. He passed a vendor at his stall selling bottled echoes—small glass bottles that emitted a faint whir of sounds picked up from other worlds. Laughter. Rain. The roar of distant oceans. Elias didn't slow down.

The city grew quieter the deeper we ventured. The buildings drew closer, their reflective surfaces losing their luster. The two skies were no longer parallel, and the stars seemed to have lost their momentum, like an ancient memory refusing to keep pace with time. The pale daylight faded. Elias felt this every time he came here—a lightness in his chest, as if a part of him didn't belong to either sky.

This, at least, was true.

Two guards, their robes embroidered with faint, glowing lines, stood before a crossed arch. They glanced at Elias's chest, where the coin lay, as they watched him approach with a hint of interest. "What is its origin?" they asked.

Elias gave a faint smile. "I'm still deciding."

The guard snorted and gestured for him to pass. No one was pressing the wanderer between worlds. You had no idea what they carried or what they had lost. The true nature of the protected place was revealed beyond the arch. Here, the city ceased its pretense of stability. The streets rearranged themselves with subtle skill when you weren't paying attention. Rooms that hadn't existed before were ushered in through doors. Thoughts lingered too long, sometimes moving of their own accord. Elias instinctively adjusted his steps to avoid a staircase that ascended and descended simultaneously. He had made that mistake once before. He woke up three days later with blood on his hands, but he didn't remember deserving it. He would never repeat it.

He passed a woman sitting on the edge of a fountain whose waters cascaded upwards in slow, deliberate arcs. She was weeping silently, her tears streaming down her face and vanishing before they touched the air.

"First time?" Elias asked gently.

She looked up in surprise. "Is it that obvious?"

He nodded. "You're holding on too tightly."

She frowned. "To what?"

"To everything," he said, and continued on his way.

The Axis Tower dominated the inner ring, its spiral shape almost imperceptible. Wherever Elias stood, it seemed to veer slightly off course, as if maintaining a special angle. He had traversed dozens of worlds for clients who claimed to understand interstellar space.

None of them understood this place.

As he drew closer, the pressure in his head intensified. Elias stumbled, leaning against a low wall. His breathing became shallow.

"Don't," he warned himself. "Not here."

A word hovered on the edge of his mind. A name. It pulsed once, painfully, then faded before he could register it. Elias squeezed his eyes shut, clenching his teeth until the sensation subsided.

When he opened them, he saw a reflection in the glass beside him.

It was his face—but younger. Less worn. His eyes were brighter, shadowless.

The reflection looked happy. Elias turned his head immediately.

"This isn't funny," Elias muttered to the city, though Verelyn wasn't one for humor.

He entered the tower after straightening his coat. Inside, the air seemed thicker, as if gravity itself were paying more attention. The walls curved inward, adorned with deeply carved, interlocking inscriptions that seemed older than language itself. Elias ran his hand, almost inadvertently, over one of them. The letters moved quickly. He withdrew his hand swiftly.

Someone was watching him.

He felt it then—that unmistakable call, precise and deliberate. Not a request. Not a threat. Certainty. Whoever had called him knew exactly where he would be.

And that frightened him more than the dying worlds.

Elias took a deep breath and followed the call upward, into the heart of the fortified place.

Behind him, out of sight, something was reflected in the glass.
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