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As they tread along in silence, Eli wrestled with his thoughts. The memories of the lab flooded his mind—the glaring light, the odd sensation in the air when they activated the machine, and the panic that had echoed in everyone’s voices. There was that strange draw he had felt from the machine and the overwhelming intensity of the light, mixed with the heat that brushed against his skin.

Eli inhaled deeply, shaking his head as if to physically dispel the despair clawing at him. He couldn’t allow himself to spiral back into that grief; it was debilitating. Looking up, he caught sight of Alira, steadfastly guiding him through the unfamiliar landscape. Who was she? What motives drove her actions? He still had no answers, but she had not abandoned him in his time of need. He was determined to accept whatever help came his way.

"You called me by my name," he said, the words firm and assertive, not seeking clarification but affirming the statement.

"I did," she acknowledged, her tone steady. "Let’s find a place to rest, and I’ll explain why."

Eli didn’t press her for details; his mind felt scrambled, akin to a chaotic mix of scrambled eggs and fruit juice. Following Alira, he began absorbing the details of the otherworldly environment surrounding him. 

The trees bore a resemblance to the ones he had known, but the strange green lines pulsating along their roots were a glaring indication that this was far from normal. Each color appeared more vibrant, as if plucked from a fluorescent palette, while the ground underfoot felt soft, almost sponge-like, inviting yet eerie.

His gaze dropped to his shirt—torn and stained with blood. His jeans were marginally better, lacking holes but marred by splotches of red. The Nike Air Force Ones he wore were similarly stained, blood having splattered onto them and some visibly soaking into the laces.

Reaching into his pockets instinctively, he sought his phone, only to remember that he had left it on his cart. It could either have traversed the wormhole with him or landed in an alternate universe, granting some random kid a brand-new iPhone 15.

He was about to inquire how much longer they would walk when a flicker caught his attention—a faint green glow shimmering at the periphery of his vision. His steps faltered.

Concentrating, he realized he could see it in greater detail, and his stomach twisted.

That familiar green bar—it was back, and it appeared to be full now. Beside it pulsed a purple star, slow and rhythmic. 

_Eli might be losing his mind. I am definitely losing my mind._

He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head, desperately trying to eliminate the image. But when he opened them again, the floating phenomena remained, teasing his sanity. He attempted to blink it away, rubbing his eyes, yet it persisted.

As his heart raced, he observed another light blink into existence in the far-right corner of his vision—a small, pulsing purple light. Squinting, he strained to focus on it.

It materialized suddenly—a translucent interface hovering in midair, as if he had slipped on some virtual reality headset.

“What the hell?” Shock overtook him, making him stumble backward instinctively. His hands swung wildly, passing right through the floating interface.

He stepped back again, seeking to distance himself from the bizarre sight. Unfortunately, his boot caught on a root, sending him crashing hard against a nearby tree.

Alira halted, her attention shifting back to him with an unreadable expression. She offered no immediate questions; instead, her gaze flitted around him, as though searching for something concealed in the chaos he couldn’t see.

To her, the mana swirling around him must have seemed more frantic than usual.

Eli was too engrossed in the impossible screen suspended before him to take notice.

“What in the ‘Ready Player One’—?” he exclaimed, eyes widening as he waved his hand through the display, only to feel it pass through without resistance.

“Is… is this real?” His voice emerged breathless and disoriented.

His mind scrambled for logic, for anything that could render sense to the inexplicable. Nothing aligned. Panic swelled as his eyes darted across the glowing interface, absorbing the strange symbols and flickering lines of text. His name rested prominently at the top.

_I am genuinely losing my mind._

Below it, unfamiliar words and numbers shifted in kaleidoscopic motion. His worry deepened.

_Am I… is this…?_

“What is this? Why is there… this… thing in front of me?” he gestured animatedly at the empty air, which was anything but empty from his perspective. “Does everyone in this magic world get this?”

Alira’s brow furrowed, confusion bleeding into her expression. “I don’t see anything, Eli. You’ll have to explain it to me.”

His frown deepened as he rubbed his forehead, attempting to formulate a description that wouldn’t paint him as a madman. “How does one explain this without sounding like a lunatic… There’s a screen… like… a TV screen. Does this place have TVs?” He waved his hand around ambiguously.

She tilted her head slightly, puzzled. “I am unsure what a ‘TV’ is, Eli.”

“A TV,” he restated, his exasperation rising.

“Never mind. It’s like a floating window, with bars and icons or symbols, like a video game…” His voice trailed off as he searched her face for any sign of recognition. Nothing.

_Definitely wouldn’t have video games if she didn’t have TVs, idiot._

He clenched his eyes shut again, attempting to will the images away, but they remained, an ever-present darkness against his consciousness.

_I am absolutely losing my mind._

Alira’s expression hadn’t shifted. 

"You’re saying you see… messages in front of you?" Her voice remained composed, but he could discern the tension coiling beneath. "What do the bars mean?"

"I’m not entirely sure, and please don’t phrase it like that—‘I see messages’ makes me sound utterly insane. Which, let’s be honest, is a fair concern at present."

“Up in the air?” she asked, glancing skyward with a confused look.

“No, that was just a figure of speech,” he mumbled absentmindedly.

“Back home, in my world, you’d probably call this a HUD—a heads-up display,” Eli explained, his focus riveted on the impossible screen floating before him.

Alira frowned, clearly puzzled. “Heads… up? Like a warning? Is this also a figure of speech?”

He sighed, exasperated. "No, it’s… never mind. Attempting to explain this feels like teaching my mom how to use Venmo." Her brow creased before she asked, “What’s a ‘Venmo’?”

Eli groaned slightly. "It’s a thing you’d find in a video game or those VR headsets..."

He trailed off, shaking his head in frustration as he glanced up at her. 

"Uh, forget it. It’s like health and… maybe magic? Or I suppose mana? But…” His voice faltered as uncertainty crept in. 

“This isn’t a game, at least I don’t think it is.”

His mind was racing with possibilities. _Am I in a game?_

She considered him carefully. "Is Venmo a game?”

“No, the HUD—heads-up display—Venmo is an app where you can pay people. It doesn’t even matter anymore.”

Eli raked a hand through his hair, attempting to articulate any coherent thought without sounding delusional. To her credit, Alira listened with intent. She wasn’t dismissing him; she was absorbing every word he spoke.

“Does it tell you anything?” she asked earnestly. "Or show you something?"

_Good God, that sounds insane._

He blinked rapidly, trying to concentrate on the floating screen. It didn’t merely float—it felt integrated within him, a peculiar extension of his thoughts, an overlay in his mind rather than an external object. His attention fixated on the blinking icon at the periphery of his sight.

“So, you believe me, that I can see this?” he asked, swiping his hands through the display. It pulsed faintly in response. 

Eli’s breath hitched as he hesitated, squinting while directing his focus on the icon. It flared brighter before dimming again, reacting to him. His pulse quickened.

“It’s mostly just bars,” he explained with a shrug despite the unease creeping beneath his skin. “Health and… a purple star thing. And there’s this blinking icon. It looks like it’s filling up as it blinks. Oh God, is it downloading into my brain? Does your mana get uploaded into people’s brains?”

He stared at the flashing icon before shifting his eyes back to Alira.

“No, I have never heard of anyone getting a mana upload into their brain,” she replied cautiously.

Eli barely registered her words after the “No.”

“Come, it’s not much further, and we can discuss this there,” Alira suggested as she turned, retracing their steps down the path.

They walked in silence for a moment, and Eli could feel her studying him.

Finally, her voice broke the stillness, calm yet edged with something akin to amusement. “This world shapes itself to those who enter it.”

He shot her a sharp glance.

“Perhaps it is giving you something familiar—a means to adapt.” Her eyes subtly flicked toward the empty space where the interface hovered. “It senses you are… different.”

A tightness gripped Eli’s stomach, a dawning realization that this world was not merely strange; it was conscious, reacting to his presence. He exhaled slowly, a weight settling into his chest. It felt ominous, yet strangely empowering.

As they approached the cave’s entrance, Alira slowed her pace and turned to him with an intensity that demanded his attention. 

"Whatever this… ‘screen’ is, it’s part of you." Her voice was gentle but imbued with conviction. "I don’t fully understand it, but I know one thing, Eli."

The sunlight caught the shimmering strands of silver in her braids. “Mana is adapting to you, and it has its reasons.”

His breath caught in his throat.

A reason.

She held his gaze firmly. "Whatever that reason is… however it’s adapting, it’s making it slightly easier for _YOU_ to adapt to it."

A flicker of warmth ignited in Eli’s chest—uninvited but impossible to ignore. The idea that this world was responding to him should have sent him spiraling into unease. Yet, incredibly, it felt… reassuring.

He hesitated, absorbing her words as they entered the cave. The space around them became narrower and darker, enveloping them in a profound silence.

Suddenly, a soft glow flickered to life.

He looked up just in time to notice a small orb of light floating above Alira’s right shoulder. It radiated a gentle golden glow, illuminating the walls of the cave, which shimmered precariously, with iridescent veins coursing through the stone like trapped stardust.

His eyebrows shot up. “Please tell me you can see the glowing orb over your shoulder?”

Smirking, she replied, “Yes, I can definitely see that.”

"And we both see what the cave walls are doing, right?"

Alira chuckled lightly, "Yes, I see that as well."

“I am still trying to determine if both of us having that sight means anything. I am not even sure you're real.” Eli complained as he trailed his fingers along the smooth cave wall.

The tunnel expanded into a vast chamber, the air cooler here, harboring a faint metallic tang. The floating orb of light above Alira’s shoulder illuminated the space softly, its glow dancing across the smooth stone walls.

His eyes began scanning the vast area when they fixated on carved symbols. They were etched into the stone, pulsating with discreet, rhythmic light. The designs were intricate and ancient, yet something about them felt active, as though they held a significance far deeper than mere etchings.

“Is this your secret lair?” Eli inquired half-jokingly, half-anxiously.

"No, Eli, this is just a cave. A cave that once housed a family, at least according to the carvings.”

Eli nodded, his thoughts racing as he processed her words. “Got it. Cave. Family. Glowing symbols.”

Without ceremony, she stepped forward and gestured with a swish of her hand.

Two chairs materialized before her. Eli froze. These were no ordinary chairs; they shimmered, fashioned from a silvery material that was neither entirely metal nor wood. Light and substance fused into something extraordinary.

He halted just inside the room, gazing at the chairs as if they might morph into mythical beasts at any moment.

“Alright, so you just conjured furniture out of thin air.” He glanced at her incredulously. “Look, every time you pull off something like that,” he pointed at the chairs, “it’s definitely not assisting my case regarding any semblance of sanity. Or maybe I’m already crazy; the transition has clearly occurred.”

Alira sat effortlessly in one of the chairs and gestured to the other one. “They’re just chairs, Eli. Sit down. You look like you're about to topple over.”

“I feel like this is definitely your secret lair.” Hesitating, he nudged a chair with his foot. It held firm; it didn’t ripple, dissolve, or turn into a nightmarish creature.

Letting out a slow breath, he finally lowered himself into the chair. It felt solid beneath him. Leaning back slightly, he muttered under his breath, “All right, I am sitting in a magic chair.”

His gaze drifted upward to the glowing symbols adorning the cave walls. They pulsed gently, but in sync with something—was it his own heartbeat? The energy coursing through the air?

While he looked around the cave, he couldn’t shake the presence of the HUD in his vision.

“So… what next?” He glanced sideways at Alira. “Is this the part where you reveal I’m the chosen one? Or that I must embark on a quest to find some mystical sword to save the world?”

Her expression remained composed, inscrutable.

She folded her hands in her lap, her gaze unwavering. “You’re in Caelum.”

Her words carried weight, settling over the chamber like a gentle hum blending into the silence.

“This land is ancient—one of the oldest known realms, perhaps the oldest. It’s bound together by a force we call mana.” 

She allowed that word to linger, observing him with an intent look. “Consider mana as Caelum’s lifeblood; it flows through everything and connects us all.”

“Do you frequently give this speech?” he asked, arching an eyebrow. “Because that sounded as though you’re lecturing a bunch of fresh recruits about the company’s greatness, and you’re utterly miserable.”

“No, I don’t typically deliver such speeches. I believe I have given variations of it three times in my life, including this instance.”

“I’ll make a mental note to deliver the next person from another realm a more enthusiastic introduction.”

He raised an eyebrow, a smirk ghosting his lips. “I’m sure they’ll appreciate that. So, Mana. Got it. The magic glue that holds the world together. That makes about as much sense as anything else today.”

He lightly drummed his fingers against the chair’s armrest, the rhythmic tap helping to ground him in the bizarre reality.

“Look, Alira, I can call you Alira, right? I am on the verge of flipping out. I arrived here through a portal or wormhole, or whatever you want to call it, and I nearly died. What's more, the people I _KNOW_ came with me vanished somehow."

Eli leaned forward in the chair as he addressed her directly. 

“I don’t expect you to have all the answers, but you’re the fortunate one here with me when I opened my eyes.”

“So, did this ‘mana’ personally send us here—or perhaps just me—or did I win some kind of interdimensional sweepstakes?”

Alira’s mouth twitched slightly, though her voice remained steady. “It’s possible.” She held his gaze, considering him closely as she continued, “Mana is… complex. It reacts to everything in its vicinity and forms bonds between realms. If you were brought here, there is a reason, even if it isn’t clear yet.”

“May not?” Eli’s voice sharpened, a tinge of irritation leaking through.

“I MAY NOT have tacos tomorrow night, but it’s undeniably CLEAR we don’t know why I’m currently sitting on a magic chair.”

A low chuckle escaped him, yet there was little humor behind it. “I’m sorry; I'm not trying to appear brusque. Everything here is just incredibly overwhelming.”

Alira shifted in her seat. “Eli, you have nothing to apologize for. This is a lot to process, regardless of your origins. I don’t possess all the answers, but I will assist you in finding some, however I can.”

“I genuinely appreciate that. I do. I just want answers now, and nothing seems to align.” He confided, pressing his head into his hands.

_Okay Eli, you are in a magic realm with a downloading magic HUD in your head. You are perfectly fine; you’re supposed to be here—at least that’s what the mystical mana lady says. It’s all for a purpose. You just can’t know what that purpose is yet because the super-secret world mana boss needs you to unravel the enigma of Disney World._

Alira watched him, allowing him to navigate through his thoughts. After a few moments of silence, Eli straightened, taking a fortifying breath.

“Okay. Mana. Chosen one. Magic chairs. Downloading Mana HUD.” He paused, inhaling deeply.

Lowering his voice, he continued, “But here’s the thing—" His throat constricted as the words clung stubbornly. “I don’t feel like a chosen one.”

The flickering glow of the mana-etched walls reflected in his deep brown eyes, but he didn’t see them anymore. 

“I feel as if… as if I shouldn’t even be here.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Sam, Kelly… the others—they should still be alive. Not me. It wasn’t even my experiment; I wasn’t supposed to be there. And now they are…”

He faltered, unable to utter the words. He refused to spiral back into that pit of grief. “Not here,” he finished softly.

Alira’s gaze softened, an unspoken understanding flickering in her eyes. “I’ve carried that weight, too.” Her voice was low and steady, yet a quiet ache lurked beneath.

“It never truly leaves.” She exhaled slowly, letting the moment settle. “But sometimes… sometimes it grants us strength to carry others.”

Eli scrutinized her carefully. There was something in her tone—not just sympathy, but a deeper understanding. She seemed to know those words intimately, as if having lived them. Leaning slightly forward, her expression became gentle.

“I don’t possess all the answers,” Alira continued. “But this world… Caelum seldom acts without intention.”

She let those words linger between them, a flicker of hope at the heart of their conversation.

“Although it may feel chaotic, there’s a pattern to its workings. If you’re here, it’s because something greater believes you’re meant to be part of it.”

Her fingers traced an unseen shape on the armrest of her chair, grounding both of them in that moment. “Loss is never easy, and this world can be… unforgiving.” She paused, letting the silence linger. “I’m sorry, Eli. For what you’ve lost.”

Eli’s eyes flicked to her, feelings of skepticism and so much more competing within him—reluctant gratitude, perhaps, or just sheer exhaustion.

His fingers curled slightly against the chair's armrest. “Thank you.”

As he shifted in his seat, rolling his shoulders as though attempting to shake off lingering anxieties, he said, “So… if mana connects everything, does that mean it’s within me as well?”

He paused, hesitating for a moment. “Is that why I’m seeing… screens? Bars? It’s like living inside a video game.”

Alira tilted her head slightly, intrigued. “It’s possible. Mana is intuitive; it adapts to the soul it touches.” She scrutinized him carefully, her expression thoughtful. “What you’re witnessing may be Caelum’s attempt to help you make sense of things.”

He leaned back in his chair, allowing that thought to soak in. “Huh.” His fingers began drumming lightly against his leg. “So, it’s custom-tailored for me? That's… uncommonly generous for a world that tosses rat-tigers at you right out of the gate.”

She allowed herself a soft, knowing laugh. “Caelum tests, but it also teaches. It rewards those who listen.”

Eli pondered that, glancing at his hands. There was a subtle sensation within him, an instinctive curling of his fingers, as if he were grasping something just below the surface of his skin.

Not like clutching a basketball—no, it was something else. He could feel it there, elusive yet present—a quiet hum at the edge of his awareness, a sound just beyond his reach.

“Alright,” he began slowly. “So, I’ve got mana coursing through me.” Eli sighed heavily, “Fantastic. But what am I meant to do with it? I’m no sorcerer or anything; I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

Alira’s gaze grew contemplative, her eyes lingering on his clenched fists. 

For a brief moment, she remained silent.

Then, with quiet conviction, she spoke, “Control develops over time.” Her voice was calm yet resolute. “Mana is not something to forcibly wield; it’s meant to be understood, to grow alongside you.”

She leaned forward slightly, her expression sharpening. “Think of it like a river: push too hard, and you’ll disrupt the flow; surrender to it entirely, and it may whisk you away.”

He frowned, refocusing on his hands.

A spike of frustration swelled in his chest. “That’s fantastic and all, but it doesn’t exactly come with an instruction manual.”

Her lips curved into a faint smile. “No, it doesn’t.” 

“That’s why understanding it will take both time and patience,” she continued, considering something before adding, “For many, the academies across Caelum provide a foundation to begin.”

Eli lifted his gaze at that. “Academies?”

Alira nodded. “These schools teach the principles of affinities and mana—how to channel them, how to cultivate them. However, they aren’t without their deficiencies.” Her tone shifted—no longer dismissive, but measured, as if she’d witnessed both the virtues and faults firsthand.

He raised an eyebrow. “Deficiencies? Like what?”

Her smile faded, replaced by a more serious demeanor. “Some academies have strayed from their purpose.”

She glanced at the symbols lining the cave walls, their soft luminosity reflecting in her eyes. “They focus more on advancing their own influence than genuinely guiding their students. For some, the lessons prove invaluable; for others… they become ensnared in politics and power struggles.”

Her fingers lightly tapped against the armrest—a subtle, almost unconscious gesture.

“Not all knowledge is freely shared.”

Eli squeezed his eyes shut. “So I’m expected to enroll in one of these institutions and just hope I avoid the wrong crowd?”

She regarded him closely before responding. “The right academy could aid you—if you’re willing to navigate its challenges, but exercise caution, Eli. Some of the most crucial lessons aren’t taught in classrooms.”

She leaned toward him earnestly. “They must be learned through experience.”

Leaning back, Eli exhaled slowly as he raked a hand through his hair. “You’re supposed to be instilling some confidence in me. Corrupt schools and political agendas on top of feeling like I’ve been tossed into a realm that may or may not want me doesn’t really convey help.”

Alira chuckled quietly, her gaze softening with understanding. “That’s a valid point; let’s avoid schools and political agendas for the moment.”

She held his gaze for a few lingering seconds. “Mana reflects the individual who wields it. It will demand as much from you as you demand from it.”

Her tone was quiet yet resolute. “I can guide you—assist you in finding your footing—but much of this journey will ultimately be yours to traverse.”

Eli stared at the flickering symbols against the cave walls. Her words lingered between them, settling over him like the cool weight of the surrounding stone.

His fingers absently tapped against his leg. “So, you’re willing to help me find whatever I’m meant to do here?”

Alira nodded. “Yes, I’m here to assist you, Eli, if you desire it.”

“And no shortcuts to becoming the most powerful sorcerer or some magic ring that will transform me into a superhero?” he asked.

“Not the kind worth pursuing,” she replied, her tone holding gentle finality. “But I believe the answers you seek will surface if you’re prepared to walk the path laid out before you.”

Eli fell silent for a moment, lacing his fingers together as he stared at them. When he spoke again, his voice had softened. 

“So, what happens if I choose not to walk it?” He swallowed hard. “What if I merely wish to go home?”

Alira’s demeanor shifted into something serious, though she wasn’t unkind. “I can’t say if that’s possible, Eli.”

Her words fell heavily in his chest.

“Realms are interconnected through mana, but if your world is void of it… returning might be difficult. Perhaps even impossible.”

Eli exhaled sharply, his confidence wavering.

His fingers curled into fists before relaxing as he rubbed his palms together restlessly. “So, what? I’m expected to just exist here? Start a farm, build a hut in the woods?”

He could feel the anger and desperation rising again.

She watched him cautiously, her tone gentle yet firm. “If you’re here, this world believes you hold a place within it.”

She allowed the silence to stretch for a moment before adding, “I understand that’s not the response you desire, but the answers you seek may only emerge if you’re willing to recognize them.”

Eli’s jaw tightened. He regarded her, eyes narrowing. “You speak as though this world possesses a personality. As if it’s alive.”

Alira’s gaze was unyielding. “It is, and it’s observing you, Eli. Just as I am.”

“Well, that’s not creepy at all,” he muttered quietly to himself.

He exhaled, leaning back, allowing his head to find rest against the cool stone. “And thank you.” He managed a forced smirk. “But if dragons show up, I’m out.”

She smiled back at him. “That’s a reasonable boundary to set.”

Eli released a shaky breath, his gaze roving across the cave as if the walls themselves might provide answers. “So… where exactly are we? In Caelum, right?”

Alira nodded affirmatively. “Yes, we are situated in Caelum.”

She gestured expansively around them, as if the world itself were listening intently. “Specifically, this region is known as Arindral.”

She stood, retrieving her satchel, and reached inside to extract a stone circle.

Outside, the wind shifted, carrying a distant, low howl through the trees. Some ancient entity seemed to stir.

“It’s a land filled with dense forests, rugged mountains, and truly astonishing creatures. Well, let’s say ‘astonishing’ might not be quite appropriate for the current context.”

Her voice was steady, but there existed a near reverence in the way she described it. “We’re at the edge of the forest, near the heart of Arindral.”

Eli inhaled deeply, the cool air of the cave filling his lungs. It carried scents of stone, moist earth… and something else—something ancient.

He leaned back, tightening his grip on the chair’s arms as an unshakeable weight settled within him.

"Arindral… Caelum… Mana..."

The words felt substantial on his tongue, as though expressing them brought them closer to reality. He exhaled slowly, a weary hand raking through his hair.

Alira placed the stone circle at the center of the cave and glanced back up at Eli. "I’m about to start a fire. Just a heads-up that I’ll be using mana for it.”

“Ah, I appreciate that heads-up; magic fire at this moment might very well have pushed me over the edge,” he admitted.

A knowing smile played at her lips. “I believe you’ll find that in time, this world will prove to be just as intriguing as it is perplexing.”

She regarded him thoughtfully. “You might even come to enjoy it.”

A flicker of purple light pulsed gently across the symbols, a brief, almost imperceptible response to their words.
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