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One Day Earlier
Something tore.
Not fabric. Not wood.
Reality.
Alira stopped mid-conversation, the corridor lights flickered above her like they, too, sensed the shift. The mana around her twisted suddenly, an invisible cyclone spiraling through the ship's structure, vibrating in her chest and behind her eyes.
"You feel that?" Dainen asked, his voice low but urgent.
She nodded once. "A portal. Below decks. Close."
Alira was already on her feet and moving. Dainen followed without hesitation.
In a blink, the hallway blurred around them. They almost seemed to appear at the top of the steps leading down, where screams and the howl of rushing wind vibrated through the deck.
They leapt the stairs in a single bound—and then they saw it.
The world was tearing.
A jagged oval of swirling light, silver at its edges, revealed a deep hole onto rocky terrain. And then it vanished, leaving behind a gaping rupture in the airship and priests plummeting through the opening.
The rushing air pulling from the ship sounded like a train roaring through the corridor.
Alira was momentarily at a loss.
How did they lose him?
Why?
A scream pulled her from her trance.
A robed priest, face bloodied and leg twisted, tumbled from the ceiling and landed hard near the jagged breach. Another figure screamed as he vanished into the sky beyond the hull. A third managed to grab the edge, just before Alira reached out—her mana forming a cushion that gently lowered him to the floor.
Dainen stepped forward, anchoring the fractured hull with a burst of kinetic energy. The metal groaned but held. More priests staggered into view, pale-faced and trembling.
Alira took charge.
"All of you. Up. Now," she commanded. Her voice was calm, no louder than normal, but her Ruby-Tier aura pressed over them like a weighted blanket. The priests flinched under its force. No one hesitated.
The ship lurched as emergency runes activated. Stabilizers hummed to life, and the Stormchaser dipped heavily, limping toward the distant spires of Stormspire’s docks.
Alira and Dainen moved quickly, guiding the survivors back to the upper deck.
Rythen met them in the corridor, eyes wide. "Eli?"
Dainen only shook his head.
Alira didn’t answer. She guided the priests back into the compartment where they had originally sat.
Erynn looked at the priests—some bleeding, some in shock—and turned to her three children.
“Stay here. Don’t move until I come back for you. Do you understand?”
The children nodded quickly. Erynn turned to help the wounded.
"We have ten, maybe twenty minutes before we dock—and you will be taken into custody by Stormspire’s enforcement," Alira told the priests. "I want to know what happened. Everything. Step by step."
She looked at the group. "Talk."
One of the younger survivors stepped forward, robe torn and stained. His voice trembled. "It was one of the new pilgrims. I didn’t know his name. He... stood up during the meal. Said something strange. Then everything…" He trailed off.
"What did he say?" Alira asked, voice calm but cutting.
"'For the Spire.' That’s what he called out. Then the portal opened. It ripped the air apart. He was pulled through. I didn’t see him fall, but others did. I didn’t know what to do."
Alira exchanged a look with Dainen. Her voice dropped. "Did you see a young man—tall, light brown skin?"
The priest nodded. "Yes. He was one of the ones that fell through the portal. Did you know him?"
Alira didn’t answer. "Did he use a relic? Or did he conjure the portal with his own mana?"
"I don’t know," the priest admitted. "I didn’t see anything. He just... spoke. 'For the Spire.'"
"What is the Spire?" another priest asked, clutching a broken arm.
"Zealots," Alira whispered. "But ones that haven’t been present in a long time."
Silence followed.
Over the next several minutes, Alira, Dainen, Rythen, and Erynn tended to the injured. Alira moved mechanically, healing wounds, setting bones. Her thoughts were elsewhere.
Dainen leaned in. "He can take care of himself. We’ll find him."
The airship docked with a screech of mana coils and sparking engines. Steam hissed from below as repair crews rushed forward. A crowd had already gathered, murmuring as the battered vessel touched down.
Rythen led the way. The doors opened—and a squad of uniformed draconids stormed onboard.
“Commander Rythen,” one greeted. "Are you or anyone with you hurt?"
He glanced at Alira and Dainen. "These priests were injured. They were there when the portal opened. They need to be taken to a facility."
"Sir, you are needed at command. I was told to come and wait for your arrival. Something has happened. I don’t have details."
Rythen turned to Erynn. "Take the children home. I’ll contact you when I know more. Dainen, Alira—will you come with me? Your counsel will likely be needed."
Alira shook her head. "I need to visit Stormspire’s Archive Temple. That is my priority."
Rythen nodded. "We’ll be within a few kilometers. Once we understand what’s going on, I’ll send clergy to guide you."
From the transport window, Stormspire hung defiantly in the sky, tethered only by wind mana, it’s usually pristine spireglass towers now marred by dark plumes of smoke curling upward from scattered attacks. Alira felt her chest tighten—beauty and pride humbled by chaos. As the transport angled towards the Command Center, she exchanged a tense glance with Dainen, their silent uncertainty clear.
Scene: Stormspire Command Hall
The command center was carved into the heart of one of Stormspire’s inner spires, built not for grandeur but efficiency. Thick wind-forged stone reinforced with mana veins pulsed dimly along the walls. The room was filled with layered tension, the kind that could only follow a coordinated attack.
Alira and Dainen stepped through the reinforced doors, flanked by a pair of silent Draconid sentries. Inside, a half-circle of high-ranking officials turned to greet them—Beastfolk making up the majority, towering lupine figures with silver-streaked fur, sharp-eyed feline tacticians, and a stoic horned bull covered in ceremonial armor. Interspersed were battle-scarred Draconids, younger and broad-shouldered, most in combat leathers, their expressions tight with barely restrained energy. Only one Dwarf stood among them, short but barrel-chested, his armor engraved with ancient clan script.
As soon as Dainen entered, the tension softened. Several Beastfolk stood straighter, nodding with genuine warmth. Whispers passed among the Draconids—"Last Spear of Caelum," "Dainen." He gave a humble dip of the head, his usual grim expression twitching toward something like a smile.
Alira’s presence, however, brought a different kind of silence. Reverent. Heavy. Some bowed. Others simply stared. She was less a person to them than a legend with a pulse.
“Your Grace.” Many murmured. 
She hated it.
Dainen elbowed her lightly. “We should’ve taken the back door.”
They approached the center table, where Rythen, looking every bit the field-worn commander, gestured them forward. His expression was grave, lined with exhaustion.
“We’ve confirmed at least seven separate attacks within the last six hours,” One of the avian Beastfolk Generals shared with Rythen, his voice chirpy and crisp. “Not just here. Reports are coming in from other capitals, even across Regions. Lirienvale. Meridraen. Even parts of Caeloria. Coordinated. Simultaneous. And bloody.”
He paused. A heavy silence followed.
“Zorathia?” Dainen asked.
“Untouched,” a feline Beastfolk General growled, her tail twitching. “Too clean to be innocent.”
“There’s speculation they’ve been planning this,” Rythen added. “But what’s complicating things is that several attackers—those who survived long enough to speak—were heard shouting the same thing: ‘For the Spire.’”
Alira's eyes sharpened. She’d been half-listening until now, her thoughts clouded by Eli—by where he’d gone, why and who is responsible. The portal showed Draegonreach terrain before it vanished. He wasn’t to so far that she couldn’t reach him. 
She stepped forward. “You’re certain that’s what they said? ‘Spire?’”
Rythen looked to one of the Beastfolk intelligence officers, who shrugged. “That’s what we’re hearing. Fragmented reports. Screaming. Madness. But the phrase has been consistent.”
“That’s what the priest on the airship said,” Alira murmured, more to herself than to the room. “For the Spire.”
“What was used for the attacks?” Dainen asked. 
“From all reports, it has been varied and wide ranged. From mana attacks, to chemical reaction devices.” The same intelligence officer offered.
More speculation followed—some believing these were zealots, others dismissing the idea as wartime hysteria. A younger Draconid slammed a gauntleted fist against the table, declaring the need for retaliation. An older Beastfolk leader silenced him with a glance.
Rythen eventually turned to Alira. “While you are in the archives please see if you can find anything related to this Spire. The Archive Temples may hold something. Anything.”
Dainen turned to Alira, “I will be more help here, remember, Eli can take care of himself.” He said the last part in more of a whisper.
He pointed to two younger clergy—one a wide-eyed foxling, the other a quiet badger in heavy robes—bowed to her, nervous but honored. They led her from the room, heading toward the smallest of the temples, tucked beneath the spire’s inner sanctum and guarded more heavily than the others.
As the doors closed behind Alira, Dainen turned back to the gathered command.
“I’m no general,” he admitted plainly. “I’m not here to lead more to death. I’m here to stop it. If you’ll have me, I’ll work with Rythen’s forces. Liaison. Frontline recon. Whatever you need.”
A murmur swept through the room. Several Clan leaders exchanged looks—calculating, but not cold. Finally, the eldest of the Beastfolk council, a graying lion with a deep voice, spoke.
“You’ve earned that right, Dainen of Caelum. You have our trust.”

Alira had spent more time in the Archive Temple than she cared to admit. Hours passed in silence, broken only by the rustle of ancient pages and the soft hum of dormant mana. She scoured every shelf, every scroll, every fragment of knowledge she could access—and found nothing but old myths, technical treatises, and conflicting accounts.
It wasn’t until she wandered into a section labeled Children’s Tales and Fictional Works that something began to feel real.
The first find was a fragile document. Its pages were brittle, ink faded into strange, curling script. Most of it was unreadable—even to her. But one word stood out, clear and chilling:
“The Originals.”
She froze.
It had been years since she’d heard that term. Not since childhood, in her village of Willowstead, when a group of wandering priests came speaking of forbidden knowledge and half-remembered history. Her mother had called them madmen. The town ran them off before Alira could hear more.
Now, here it was. A ghost from her past. And scrawled near the bottom of the page, in a different hand:
“The First Five.”
She dug deeper, pulling more texts from the dusty shelves—some so old they cracked at her touch. Eventually, tucked beneath a warped wooden case, she found an old leather-bound book.
No gilding. No sigils.
Just a title, burned into the cover:
Journal of the First Five.
The moment her fingers brushed it, the mana in the room pulsed.
Everything stilled.
She unfastened the clasp. The pages were worn and uneven, written in a fevered, unsteady hand that shifted with the author’s unraveling thoughts. Ink smudged. Sentences overlapped. Ideas blurred. Yet the first entries were strangely focused.
“Mana is not a gift. It is a resource. It is matter, memory, motion. It is potential. It obeys rules. And anything that obeys rules—can be broken.”
Alira’s breath slowed. This wasn’t a record. It was a manual. A manifesto.
The author had found a way to break mana into five fundamental building blocks—Elemental, Energy, Life, Spiritual, Physical—and crafted artifacts to channel them. Not to heal the world.
To ascend beyond it.
“They scoff at me. They fear what they cannot control. The others call themselves ‘The Originals,’ but I see them for what they are—parasites clinging to borrowed wisdom.”
The tone turned sharper as she flipped the pages. The entries grew frenzied, erratic.
“The Primes whisper restraint while hoarding my work. The Celestials preach balance, but they hunger for control. None of them understand. This isn’t power—it’s freedom.”
Schematics followed. Theoretical blueprints. Notes on fragmenting mana’s will, binding it to relics. A crude prophecy scrawled between lines.
“I won’t see the end. But they will take it. They always take what they fear most.”
The script shifted again—more fragmented, more desperate.
“The Primes will stop the Celestials. Or the Celestials will silence the Primes. But none of them will undo what I’ve done. They think the artifacts will save them. But they are wrong. The artifacts do not save. They shift the burden.”
The final pages felt half prophecy, half curse:
“They used the artifacts. They broke the sky. They turned Caelum into a cage and called it salvation. The Primes will devour. The Celestials will calcify. They cannot unmake what I made. Not without cost.”
And finally, in sharp, deliberate script—five words:
Elemental.
Energy.
Life.
Spiritual.
Physical.
“The First Five will return. Not as weapons. As keys. When the world forgets what it was, they will remember. And someone will wake up.”
She stared at the last line, barely legible beneath a smear of ink:
“If they find this—if you find this—remember: I was the only one who didn’t lie to you.”


