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“Who are you?” Priest Seraphis asked, his gaze sharp. “You’re far too fast for a Silver-Tier user. But your aura reads as Silver… albeit an odd one.”
Eli looked at him, then at the other Priests. “I’m Eli,” he said with a shrug.
Priest Eldrin glanced at Eli, then at his previously gore-covered clothing. “What did you do after you killed them?” he asked.
“One of my abilities lets me loot things I kill. I’m not the only one who can do it,” Eli answered. “Everyone okay? Did anyone take any injuries we need to worry about?”
But the Priests were still trying to process the situation.
“Yes, I mean, no. We are fine. Not fine, I mean, not injured.” Priest Eldrin stumbled over his words, clearly still trying to comprehend everything.
“So, do we still need to rest, or can we continue?” Eli asked, glancing at his map.
“I’ve seen looting abilities before, and that was not something that has ever happened,” Priest Seraphis observed, his tone wary. “The creatures are gone, no blood, no remains, no trace they ever existed. That isn’t looting; that’s something else. Something… unnatural.” His eyes narrowed. “What exactly are you?”
Eli shrugged, not really sure what to say. He knew his looting was different, he was something else entirely on this planet.
“Did your loot give you mana cores?” the older priest asked.
“Uh, yeah,” Eli replied.
“Where are they?” Priest Seraphis pressed.
Eli’s patience wore thin. “Look, I’m not going to get into my abilities. I don’t know you, and I don’t owe you any answers,” he snapped, shaking his head. “At the very least, you could say thanks for saving your asses. I remember telling you that if we got into any situation, I expected you to help.”
His irritation flared. “Instead, you screamed like a banshee and froze. Well, not like a girl—Alira’s a girl, and she wouldn’t scream like that. So you screamed like... I don’t even know what. That’s irrelevant. Everyone just stood around watching me kill them.”
“Eli,” Priest Eldrin spoke up gently, “we could barely see you. It all happened so fast.” He glanced around at the others. “We’ve seen fighting before, but what you did with your sword, which is a whole other topic, you moved with a speed and efficiency that no normal Silver-Tier user could hope to match.”
“Right, well, I am… different,” Eli admitted, shrugging again. “That’s all you’re getting. Sorry, Eldrin, but my trust for anyone outside of… outside of my family is pretty limited.” His thoughts drifted to Alira and Dainen back on the airship.
Without waiting for a response, Eli turned and began walking. He wasn’t moving quickly, but he made it clear it was time to go.
As they continued, Eli thought back to the fight. It had felt longer, but when he checked his history information, it told him 78 seconds.
He replayed the battle step-by-step in his mind. Everything had flowed effortlessly from creature to creature. His footwork, the angles he had taken, nothing felt wasted or incorrect.
He knew he was stronger and faster since defeating the Gold-Tier Raiken, but looking back at that fight, he had felt slow, even clumsy.
Now, comparing the two battles, the difference was staggering. This wasn’t just improvement—it was as if he had skipped weeks, maybe even months of training. The Raiken fight had been desperate. This fight? It had almost been too easy.
For the first time since leaving the Heart Spring, he felt genuinely different. He recalled the strangeness of walking and moving without pain or limitation. But this? This was something beyond that.
Eli led the group northwest, feeling out of his depth. Since arriving on Caelum, he had always had Alira or Dainen to rely on. He had never fully navigated this world alone.
He should feel more confident after dismantling the Sky-Wolves.
Seriously, who comes up with these names?
But he didn’t. He felt exposed. And with the priests questioning him, alone.
He needed to get the Nexus Star and get back to Alira.
After another hour or so of walking, Priest Eldrin moved up beside him.
“Thank you, Eli,” he offered. “I don’t feel like we’ve treated you with the respect that someone in our profession should.”
Eli scoffed. “Well, I don’t think you need to be priests to be respectful, but yeah, it definitely should be a personality trait of priests to give everyone the benefit of the doubt.”
“You are correct,” Eldrin answered. “I believe we are placed in different situations in life to learn from them. And it’s a good reminder that just because you are older doesn’t mean you can’t learn from someone younger.”
“You sound like someone I know,” Eli said, glancing down at Eldrin. “She always has a quote or saying ready for any situation, always ready to teach, to guide.”
After a few moments of silence, Eldrin asked, “Where are we headed, Eli?”
Eli didn’t answer right away. He looked at his map, focusing on the pulsing dot of the Nexus Star.
“I need to get something. Something that’s supposed to help me,” Eli finally offered, glancing at Eldrin. “I’m not even sure what it is or how to get it. But I do know where it is.”
“And what exactly is it you’re supposed to get?” Eldrin asked.
“Sorry, Priest, but that’s all I’m willing to tell you,” Eli replied. “I know you’ve been pretty forthright with me since the start, but I don’t trust them.” He gestured behind him toward the other priests. “And unfortunately for you, you’re tied to them.”
Eldrin nodded, unfazed. “Well, when we get there, I will do what I can to help you get what you’re after. I can’t speak for the others, but I can say with confidence that I will help in whatever way I can.”
Eli studied him for a long moment, then nodded. “Thanks.”
As night fell, they found a small cave nestled along the mountains to stay in overnight.
Eli told the others to go to sleep, he’d keep watch.
The other priests, aside from the young one who had nearly been the Sky-Wolves’ first victim, kept their distance from Eli, their wariness clear.
As they settled in, Eldrin approached him. “I’ll take watch if you want to get a couple of hours of sleep.”
Eli shook his head. Instead of resting, he chose to meditate. He had found that a good meditation session was just as, if not more, refreshing than a full night’s sleep.
They traveled through most of the next day, stopping occasionally for the priests to rest.
One of the priests, a water mana user, generated small bursts of fresh water for the group to drink.
Eli eyed it suspiciously, but his HUD confirmed it was just normal water.
When they finally arrived at the location The Traveler’s Stone had led them to… there was nothing there.
Or at least, nothing that looked like it was there.
Eli stopped, scanning the area. The others halted behind him.
Priest Orwen stepped past Eli, frowning. “Why are we stopping?”
Eli kept looking around. “This is where I’m supposed to go… but I’m not seeing anything.”
 Eli started walking toward the jagged rocky cliffs. As he got closer, his map icon pulsed, as if signaling that he was on the right path.
The mountainside looked no different from the surrounding terrain, rugged, uneven, and unremarkable.
But then Eli noticed a small nook, tucked away in the shadows.
At first glance, the cave appeared unremarkable, just another shadowed recess carved into the mountainside by time and erosion. A narrow, uneven entrance yawned between jagged rock formations, half-hidden by creeping ivy and wind-swept dust.
To a casual traveler, it was just another forgotten hollow in Draegonreach’s rugged landscape. Nothing about it suggested that it held anything of significance.
“I think this is the entrance,” Eli murmured, more to himself than to the priests.
He stopped just before stepping inside and turned back to face them.
“Look, I have no idea what we’re about to find in here. It could be dangerous, or it could be peaceful, I really don’t know.” He glanced over his shoulder at the entrance. “Just wanted to give you all a chance to stay out here. No telling what we’re about to walk into.”
“I’ve come this far,” Priest Seraphis retorted. “I’m not about to stand out here waiting to find out if you all die.”
Eli shrugged, then stepped forward, stepping through the threshold.
The entrance was strange, about three meters tall, but just wide enough for two people to walk through shoulder to shoulder.
Yet, the deeper he walked, the less he could see. It was as if the blackness itself formed a barrier between the outside world and whatever lay within.
Then, as soon as Eli passed through the darkness, the entire cave came alive, sparkling with flickering gold light.
But there was no source of illumination.
The priests followed behind Eli, stepping into the strange glow.
For a moment, they were speechless.
“Where are we?” one of the priests behind Eli whispered.
“What is the gold light coming from?” another asked.
Eli didn’t answer. He simply kept walking down the corridor. It felt like moving through space itself, everything around them was black, punctuated only by the golden flickering lights.
They walked for what felt like several kilometers before the walls began to curve outward.
Eli pressed forward, and just like when he had stepped through the arch in the Heart Spring, reality shifted around him. One step, he was in the corridor. The next, he was somewhere else entirely.
The moment Eli crossed the threshold, the air thickened, pressing against his skin with the weight of something ancient.
He looked around.
The walls stretched fifteen meters high, curving into a concave ceiling that resembled the night sky. The floor was smooth, perfectly smooth, its surface gleaming faintly, as though polished by centuries of time.
Five massive stone pillars loomed in the center of the chamber, each etched with intricate carvings, carvings that seemed impossibly old, yet somehow... alive.
To his left, two pillars stood tall: Elemental and Life.
Elemental rippled like flames trapped in stone.
Life pulsed with a slow, steady radiance, something living beneath its surface.
To his right, two more: Spiritual and Physical.
Physical flickered between black and red, its runes dark and unreadable.
Spiritual shimmered between white and silver, shifting back and forth in an unsettling rhythm.
And at the center, Energy.
This pillar was different. At its base, it was solid stone, but as it rose, it became fluid, a stone flowing like water.
And there, in the middle, almost as if the pillar itself was shifting around it, was the Nexus Star.
It wasn’t large, no bigger than Eli’s fist, but its presence dominated the room.
It pulsed faintly, as if asleep, its crystalline core shifting in colors that defied description, colors Eli didn’t have names. It was both there and not there, its glow reflecting in ways that didn’t make sense.
Behind him, the priests followed, their eyes locked onto the Nexus Star in silent awe.
Then, the pillars responded to Eli.
One by one, their runes began to glow… 
Physical, first, recognizing what already existed within him.
Elemental, Life, and Spiritual flickered next, as if sensing something beneath the surface, reacting to his presence, but not yet fully activating.
Energy remained silent.
Eli exhaled. Every instinct screamed that this was important.
That this moment was irreversible.
Then, a sudden movement broke his focus.
One of the priests stepped past him.
Priest Orwen.
His eyes were locked onto the Nexus Star. His fingers reached out.
Eli’s breath hitched.
Something felt wrong. Deeply wrong.
"Wait," Eli started, stepping forward.
Too late.
Eli grabbed Orwen’s shoulder just as, 
His HUD pinged.
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The moment Orwen’s fingers brushed the Nexus Star, 
Light exploded outward.
A brilliant pulse of energy, blinding and absolute, rushed through the chamber, swallowing everything in a flash of white.
Eli’s vision fractured.
And when he opened his eyes, 
He was in his bed.
On Earth.

