Chapter 5
Eli and Alira moved forward in tense silence. With every step, memories of the lab slammed into him—the machine’s hum, the blinding flash, the heat searing his skin. He could still hear the students’ terrified screams, feel the machine’s tug at his core.
He closed his eyes, forcing down the wave of panic. Falling apart wouldn’t help anyone—least of all him.
When he opened them, Alira strode ahead, her expression unreadable. He didn’t trust her yet—not fully—but she hadn’t abandoned him. He’d take any ally he could.
“You called me by name,” he said, voice flat.
She paused and turned. “I did. Find somewhere to rest, and I’ll explain.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]He swallowed. His thoughts were scrambled—like stale cereal and overheated juice. As he followed, he finally noticed the world around him. Trees that should have been familiar stood alien: bark traced with pulsing green veins, leaves glowing in neon hues like someone had raided a highlighter bin. Underfoot, the ground gave slightly, spongy as if it were alive.
He glanced down. His shirt was torn and crusted with dark blood. His jeans were stained but intact. His once-pristine black Air Force Ones were splattered, the laces sodden.
He patted his pockets. No phone. He’d left it on the cart—either it passed through the portal or some kid on another Earth was enjoying a surprise upgrade.
Ahead, Alira vanished around a curve. He squared his shoulders—then froze. At the edge of his vision, a bright green bar materialized, then filled. Next to it, a violet star pulsed gently.
He blinked. The colors stayed. He blinked again. Rubbing his eyes. Nothing changed.
His pulse spiked as another icon—a tiny, pulsing purple orb—blinked into place. Then, like a ghostly window, a translucent panel floated before him.
He staggered back. “What the hell?” He slashed a hand through the air. His fingers passed clean through the glowing shapes. He tripped on a root and caught himself against a tree.
Alira halted, turning to study him. She watched the air around him as if expecting something physical to appear.
“Do you—see this?” he gasped.
She frowned. “See what, Eli?”
He waved at the empty air. “Some kind of… screen. A HUD? Like in a video game.”
She cocked her head. “I don’t know what a ‘HUD’ is.”
He grit his teeth. “Heads-up display. It’s… never mind. It’s like a TV overlay, with bars and symbols. Health, maybe? And… magic energy?”
She ran a hand through her braids. “No. I see nothing.”
He grimaced. “Right, of course not. I’m losing it.”
She gave him a slow nod, eyes thoughtful. “Come on. We’ll talk somewhere quieter.”
They continued in silence. Moments later, the trees thinned, revealing a gaping cave mouth. Murky light spilled from within.
Alira stepped inside. Soft light bloomed, revealing floating motes that drifted near her shoulder—tiny orbs of golden glow.
He remembered himself. “That—do you see that orb?”
She glanced sideways. “Yes.”
He let exhale. He followed her into the chamber.
The walls glimmered with iridescent carvings—ancient symbols that pulsed like a heartbeat. Alira raised a hand, and two chairs coalesced from silvery strands of light and matter, solid and strange.
He eyed them warily. “Magic furniture now, too?”
She sat gracefully and patted the empty chair. “Sit.”
He lowered himself slowly into the shimmering seat. “Alright. I suppose I’m in a magic world.”
She folded her hands in her lap. “This realm is called Caelum. Mana flows through everything—living or not—binding it together.”
He raised an eyebrow. “So… magic glue. Got it. And I’m the—what? Chosen one?”
Her lips twitched. “Maybe. Mana never does something without purpose.”
His stomach tightened. “I shouldn’t be here. Sam and Kelly…the others… they died. I wasn’t even supposed to be in that lab.”
Her gaze softened. “Loss shapes us. I carry my own.”
He swallowed. “Then why me?”
She leaned forward, sincere. “I don’t know yet. But Caelum adapts to you as you do to it. That screen you see—it’s mana’s way of speaking in your language.”
He frowned. “Great. A world that treats me like a personalized video game.”
She allowed a small smile. “It tests you, but it teaches too. Control takes time.”
He tapped the armrest. “Are there… schools for this? Mana classes?”
Her eyes shadowed. “Yes. Academies of every kind. Some teach well; others are mired in politics, hoarding knowledge for power.”
He chuckled bitterly. “Corrupt schools. Just what I wanted.”
She shrugged. “Let’s skip that for now. Discovery often happens outside classrooms.”
He stared at his floating HUD. “So, what if I don’t want this? I want to go home.”
Her voice was gentle but firm. “I’m not sure return is possible. Realms connect through mana; without it, you may be stranded.”
He closed his eyes, anger and grief flickering in his chest. “So… I build a hut and live here?”
She stood, gathering a smooth stone circle from her satchel. “If you stay, I’ll help you learn. But the path is yours.”
A distant howl echoed through the cave’s entrance. Alira placed the circle on the ground. “I’ll light a fire. Mana will do the work.”
He exhaled. “Thanks for the heads-up.”
She knelt to touch the stone. It glowed, and a small flame leapt to life.
Eli watched the dancing light, the carvings’ pulse matching his heartbeat. Frustrating—and oddly comforting—all at once.

