# Chapter 7

The Ash Forest was not what Eli had envisioned. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]At the mere mention of its name, he had conjured images from a post-apocalyptic video game—twisted trees, barren earth, perhaps even the skeletons of long-fought battles cluttering the underbrush. Yet, as he trailed Alira along the serpentine pathway, the forest proved to be vibrant with life.

Sunlight filtered through a thick tapestry of emerald leaves, while faint blue pulses flickered beneath the bark of certain trees, as if veins of mana wove their way just beneath the surface. Clusters of delicate flowers, glowing softly in shades of violet and gold, nestled against the bases of the towering trunks. The air was crisp and rich, imbued with the essence of a land reawakening, as if the forest itself was nurturing a revival.

Birds flitted through the branches, and small creatures scuttled through the underbrush. They bore a striking resemblance to those Eli knew—only enough altered to make him question whether he was hallucinating or had somehow slipped away from Earth altogether.

“So... where's the ash?” he queried, nudging a patch of velvety moss with his shoe. “This place feels pretty alive to me.”

Alira glanced back at him, her expression enigmatic. “The forest has healed—but scars remain. This place remembers more than it shows.”

His brow creased in confusion. “That's cryptic.”

She didn’t respond immediately, her gaze drifting upwards to where silver light brushed the highest leaves, as if dipped in moonlight. Nearby, a gnarled trunk bore a deep, jagged scar, with bark twisted into uneven ridges. After a moment's hesitation, she turned and resumed her stride.

“They call this the Ash Forest because of the war,” she finally explained. “Zorathia burned it to the ground, hoping to starve Arindral of the mana that once flourished here.”

Eli peered around, grappling with the contrast between her tale and the thriving woodland. “It seems to have bounced back pretty well.”

“Yes,” Alira affirmed, resting her hand against one of the trees. A faint shimmer of mana glowed beneath her fingertips as she traced the bark. “But it took the efforts of countless healers from Lirienvale and Arindral. Mana can restore the land—but only if it allows itself to heal. You cannot force it.”

His frown deepened. “What does that even mean?”

Alira turned to meet his gaze, offering a soft, knowing smile. “Some wounds resist healing. Even mana cannot compel the land to forget. Just as some memories refuse to fade.”

Eli understood immediately that she wasn’t speaking solely of the forest.

Silence wrapped around them as they walked, the only sounds the whisper of leaves and the low hum of unseen creatures nestled within the trees. For all the strange experiences Eli had encountered in Caelum, here felt... peaceful. Almost sacred.

But the calmness wouldn’t allow his thoughts to quiet down. They kept circling back to the students, the screams, the blood.

“So,” he broke the silence, “who’s Zorathia? Or should I brace myself for yet another round of your ‘cryptic mentor wait-and-see’ game?”

Alira arched a brow but held her ground. “I’m not being evasive. Some truths become clearer with time. The pieces fall into place more readily once you comprehend the shape of the board.”

“Ahh, ‘Much to learn, you still have,’” Eli quipped, offering his best Yoda impersonation.

Alira regarded him with a long look. “Yes. Something like that.”

“So, Zorathia,” he pressed. “What or who is that?”

She gestured to the world around them. “You genuinely want to know the history of this land?”

“I mean, if I’m going to be stuck here, I might as well get the lore straight,” he shrugged. “Better than trudging along in silence while I spiral down into despair.”

Alira chuckled softly. “Very well. Zorathia believed that mana’s power should reside only with those strong enough to seize it. Their warlords unified under a single banner to claim what they deemed rightfully theirs. The war ignited over who controlled the mana wells—natural sources of raw power. Arindral possessed the most.”

Eli shook his head. “Classic villain move.”

“It was more intricate than that,” Alira countered. "To Zorathia, strength is a virtue. Weakness is something to overcome—or eliminate.”

“Still sounds pretty villainous to me,” he retorted.

Alira smiled faintly. “Perhaps. But many who fought on their side believed they were safeguarding their homes and way of life. Not all conflicts are a simple dichotomy of good and evil. Sometimes… it’s two sides striving to protect their people, doing what they believe is right for their world.”

Eli sighed. “Yeah... I get it. Like in the _Avengers_ films. Thanos thinks he’s acting for the greater good, but erasing half the universe doesn’t sit well with those being turned into dust.”

Alira shot him a bemused look, her lips twitching upwards. “I’m unfamiliar with this ‘Avenger,’ but it sounds... intense.”

He smirked. “Oh, it definitely was.”

As he scuffed his shoe against a loose stone on the path, his fingers brushed against something cold—Sam’s glasses.

🔹 _Item: Seeing Glasses_
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Eli closed his eyes briefly, attempting to steady himself.

Exhaling, he turned to Alira. “Okay, picture this. The Avengers are heroes—superpowers, tech suits, all that jazz. And Thanos? Picture a big purple guy, convinced that the universe is overpopulated, so his solution is to wipe out half of everyone. More resources, less suffering. That kind of twisted logic.”

Alira's brow furrowed slightly in contemplation. “He believed this would foster peace?”

“Exactly. Real peace-through-destruction vibes,” Eli replied, his tone wavering between sarcasm and sincerity. “He’s committed to his ideals, willing to do what no one else will, even if it’s monstrous.”

As his words spilled forth, he gestured animatedly. “The buildup? Oh man, it spanned like ten years of movies. And then—snap. Half the universe is gone.”

Alira blinked, her interest piqued. “He obliterated half of existence... with a snap?”

“Well, magic space rocks helped,” he admitted with a grin, “but yeah. For a time, it was brutal. Friends vanish—family gone—everyone’s just… gone. Then, the Avengers fight back. Time travel gets thrown into the mix. There’s this massive, ridiculous battle…”

He animatedly illustrated the scene, his hands slicing through the air. “Iron Man—one of the main heroes—sacrifices himself to turn it all back. He had a wife. A daughter. He knew what he’d lose…but still did it.”

Alira’s brow furrowed in thought. “And this Iron Man… ended the conflict?”

Eli nodded slowly. “Yeah. But it felt different afterward. The story lingered on, but without him... it just wasn’t the same. It’s like some of the magic vanished. Some heroes, once they’re gone, simply can’t be replaced.”

Alira examined him with a thoughtful gaze, as if connecting dots left unsaid. He inhaled deeply, attempting to shake off the weight creeping in. “None of this really matters now,” he remarked, casting a sidelong glance at her. “I doubt that explaining superhero films is going to keep me from being devoured by a glowing forest bear.”

Alira offered a faint smile. “Perhaps not. But stories reveal much about those who tell them.”

“Yeah, well,” Eli muttered, rubbing the back of his neck, “I suspect Thanos would’ve thrived in Zorathia.”

Her smile lingered. “He might have.”

They continued in silence for a stretch, the trees whispering their secrets around them.

Then, softly, Alira asked, “And what about you? Your lost heroes?”

Eli’s pace slowed, the question striking deeper than he anticipated.

He focused on the ground, his voice caught between a whisper and a confession.

For the first time, Alira stopped walking, turning to him, her eyes gentle yet probing. “What happened to you, Eli?” she inquired.

His first instinct urged him to deflect—crack a joke or toss out another movie reference. But in this serene forest, surrounded by the quiet presence of mana, there was something about her demeanor, the way she waited patiently without pushing that eased the words from his lips.

“My parents,” he said, his voice quieter than he'd intended. “There was an accident. A car crash. They didn’t survive.”

Alira remained silent, her stillness creating space for him to speak.

“Basketball was our thing,” he continued, nudging another stone down the path as he recalled. “It wasn’t about pressure or expectations. They just… loved the game. So, I loved it too. After the accident, having neither of them felt... disorienting. Everything lost its sense.”

For a moment, Eli was far away—light years away and two years back.

He could feel the familiar weight of the ball in his hands. His mom defending him, playful with a razor-sharp focus. His dad talking smack from the sidelines, pretending not to coach while guiding every step he took.

Alira watched him, her expression soft. Then, gently, she said, “Sometimes we cling to the past because we’re frightened to release it.”

He exhaled sharply, the memory dissipating like smoke in the breeze. His focus returned to her. “Yeah. I’ve heard that before. Still doesn’t make it simpler.”

“It seldom does,” Alira agreed quietly.

An enveloping silence shielded them, punctuated only by the soft rustling of the wind among the leaves above. The path narrowed as gnarled branches knitted together overhead, casting shadows that deepened.

Then, Alira’s voice, barely above a whisper, broke through the stillness, “What is... basketball?”

Eli blinked, surprised. “Oh, man. It’s... a sport. A game?”

She shook her head slowly, confusion etching across her features. “I’ve never encountered it. You speak of it as if it were sacred. Perhaps a ritual of some sort?”

He let out a small laugh. “Honestly? Some people _do_ treat it like one.” A smirk danced on his lips. “But no, it’s just a sport. Two teams, one ball. You score by getting it through a hoop. Simple... yet people get _really_ into it.”

His smirk faded as he turned his gaze to the trail beneath his feet. 

“For me, though… it went beyond just a game. My parents met playing. My mom, Emma—she was a point guard. Played for UNC. She led the Tar Heels to a national title her senior year. Made everything look effortless—calm, sharp, always two steps ahead.”

Alira furrowed her brow, considering. “She commanded the game?”

“Exactly. She controlled the pace, set plays, always knew where the ball _should_ flow—even before anyone else did.”

He paused, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “And my dad? Arthur Thompson. He attended a tiny Division II school—Calderwood University. A separate world, but he was unstoppable. Led them to their own national title, shattered just about every record they held. They even retired his number.”

Alira’s smile was sincere. “They sound like champions.”

“They were.” Eli’s voice softened, thick with nostalgia. “And I’ve carried pieces of both of them. My dad’s athleticism—dunks, blocks, highlight reels. My mom’s vision. The ability to slow things down, to see the floor like it was a chessboard.”

He let his hand sweep through his hair, a familiar nervous gesture. “They shaped me into the player I was. The person I became.”

Alira regarded him, her expression inscrutable yet warm. Then, barely above a whisper, she asked, “And what kind of player were you?”

Eli hesitated, his foot absently tapping against a root on the path. “I was... pretty decent, I guess. The number one high school recruit in the country. Had offers pouring in from everywhere. People called me the next big thing.” His voice dimmed slightly. “But that doesn’t matter now.”

Alira caught the shift in his tone. “Why not?”

He swallowed, his gaze pinned to the trail ahead. “Because I don’t play anymore. Can’t play anymore.”

She didn’t press for the answer, though he sensed her inquiry lingering. They continued in silence, the soft hum of mana thrumming gently beneath their steps.

Eventually, Eli spoke again, quieter now. “My parents died during a college visit. A school—kind of like your academies—was offering to pay for me to play basketball. I was supposed to choose between a few, but I kept putting it off. Thought I had time.”

He released a long breath, guilt pooling in his chest. “We were headed back when the accident happened. I was the only one who survived. If you call crushed legs and a broken back ‘surviving.’”

Alira glanced over, her eyes reflecting a subtle sorrow. “You believe that if you’d decided sooner, they would still be alive?”

Eli nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t want to disappoint anyone. Everyone wanted me to go here or there, but I was terrified. Terrified of making the wrong choice. Terrified of not becoming what people expected of me.”

They moved forward, the sound of leaves crunching underfoot greeting them.

“And now you carry their memories,” Alira remarked gently.

“Every day,” Eli forced a smile. “Basketball was our thing. After the accident… I felt broken too. I spent two years just learning to walk again. And that was that.”

Alira slowed her pace, allowing the silence to linger. “You mentioned basketball was something you could control.”

He nodded. “I was never good at making friends. I was smart, sure, but I wasn’t the kind to invent a wormhole to whisk people away to magical worlds.” A faint smile tugged at his lips, tinged with self-deprecation. 

“Basketball made sense. It was my outlet, something I could pour all my energy into and see results. I improved, it was mine to command.”

Alira’s expression softened. “Mana can serve that purpose for some—a force that sculpts the world while providing solace when everything else falls apart.”

Eli raised an eyebrow. “So mana’s your version of basketball?”

She smiled, her eyes sparkling slightly. “In a way.”

A weight lifted from his chest. He hadn’t spoken about this—not in this manner—since his last therapist over a year ago.

“Okay,” he said with a lopsided grin, “I definitely took us off track from your explanation of the Great War. I’ll try to stay on topic. No promises, though.”

Alira chuckled softly. “Before we dive into the war, let me elucidate the regions of Caelum. Each one stands distinct—fashioned by mana and the inhabitants who call it home.”

She gestured to the trees surrounding them. “This is Arindral. The Heartland of Mana. With rolling plains, luminescent forests, and expansive rivers. Mana flows freely here—that’s why the plants shimmer, and storms of raw energy sometimes sweep across the land. It’s a realm of balance and tradition, governed by a monarchy advised by a Council of Mana Scholars. Emerald-tier users serve as generals or researchers, exploring mana’s deeper mysteries.”

Eli raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like a peaceful existence—though you’re painting it like a magical Disneyland.”

Alira gazed at him, puzzled. “I’m unfamiliar with that term. But yes… peaceful, for the most part. Though its history is anything but tranquil. The Rift Plains remain unstable from ancient battles, echoes of which are palpable.”

As they strolled along, her tone shifted. 

“But like anywhere or anyone grappling with power, politics infiltrate everything.”

She sighed.

“Zorathia is an entirely different story. Harsh and rugged. A terrain of mountains, volcanic cliffs, and canyons. Its mana is raw and violent. Their society revolves around strength, with feudal warlords dominating the regions, and Ruby-tier warriors settling disputes in sacred battle arenas.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Let me guess—diplomacy isn’t their strong suit?”

“Not typically,” Alira replied with a wry smile.

“Then there’s Lirienvale—the Enchanted Lowlands. A land of wetlands, mist-laden rivers, and gentle mana currents tied to water and healing. They are governed by a democratic Senate, with healers and water-mana users held in high esteem. Harmony is central to their rituals.”

“So… the peaceful ones?” Eli concluded.

“Peaceful,” she reiterated, “but certainly not defenseless. Their mastery of water mana is formidable. When provoked, they defend with precision.”

She turned her gaze forward, her expression somber. “Draegonreach is bolder, wilder. With soaring peaks and floating islands, they exist in clan coalitions. Sacred wind and flight mana dictate their way of life, and aerial combat is an issue of honor.”

Eli whistled, impressed. “Sky warriors on floating islands? That’s... epic.”

Alira gave a small nod. “It is.”

Her tone shifted again, adopting a mock-formal flair as she pronounced, “Meridraen. The Sands of Eternity.”

She rolled her eyes slightly at the name.

“Here, endless deserts sprawl, crumbling ruins dotted with relics of ancient power. A sultan oversees the land, guided by seers who interpret mana patterns to predict weather or routes for survival. Treasure traders and relic hunters thrive in this harsh but prosperous environment. Their reverence for ancient mana runs deep.”

“A desert full of treasure hunters,” he remarked. “Sounds like a fusion of _Indiana Jones_ and _Mad Max_.”

Alira tilted her head slightly. “I’m unaware of those names, but I interpret that as a positive affirmation.”

Finally, she continued. “And then there’s Caeloria. The Frostbound Expanse. A land of ice, wind, and tundra. The people there are resilient, surviving through unity under the guidance of a Council of Elders. Ice mana shapes their culture and survival.”

Eli nodded slowly, absorbing this knowledge. “So every region’s foundation is built around a distinct type of mana.”

“Precisely,” Alira confirmed. “That diversity... that abundance... is what eventually culminated in the Great War.”

She came to a stop, her expression darkening as she braced to recount a profoundly grim chapter in the history of Caelum.

“The war ignited over the mana wells,” Alira laid out. "Arindral possessed the majority, yet Zorathia was convinced that mana’s power should be embraced solely by those strong enough to acquire it. The warlords, together, sought to reclaim what they believed rightfully belonged to them.”

“So... a massive land grab?” Eli guessed.

“It was far more nuanced than that,” she replied, her voice steady. “It was a collision of ideals. Arindral advocated for balance and stewardship, believing the mana wells to be sacred, intended to nourish all of Caelum. Zorathia, however, perceived them as weapons—tools for domination.”

As they continued walking, Alira gestured toward the forest. “The Great War fundamentally altered Caelum. Entire regions suffered destruction or corruption. Take Arindral—its fields and forests still display the scars. The Rift Plains, where unstable mana now wreaks havoc, used to be a flourishing valley.”

Eli's tone turned acerbic. “So the good guys triumphed, I take it?”

Alira offered a rueful smile. “If only it were so straightforward. Arindral’s ‘victory’ came at an exorbitant cost. Their mana advisors summoned forces they barely understood—entire armies obliterated in an instant. It was not a triumph; it was a tragic calamity. But... balance was seemingly restored—for a time.”

“And what about the other regions? They just stood by?”

“Every region found themselves entwined in the conflict,” she explained. “Zorathia’s aggression fanned the flames of war. Lirienvale’s wetlands were tainted by corrupted mana. Brutal aerial battles claimed Draegonreach's floating islands. Even Meridraen’s deserts morphed into battlegrounds, their dunes concealing armies and ambushes.”

“What of Caeloria?” Eli inquired. “The Frosty place?”

“They attempted to maintain neutrality,” Alira said, her voice laced with quiet regret. “But neutrality amidst such turmoil… it's an illusion. Their tundras transformed into stages for retreat and final stands. The once tranquil mana-lit skies morphed into foreboding signs of death.”

Eli took a slow breath. “So no one escaped unscathed?”

“None did,” she affirmed. “Even the Preserver and Reformer—whose beliefs define much of our world—watched their ideals become warped into fuel for conflict. Balance. Change. Both corrupted by the seductive lure of power.”

Eli lapsed into silence, the heaviness of it permeating the air around them. 

“So... who are the Preserver and Reformer?” he asked finally.

Before Alira could respond, a faint, almost instinctual pulse beckoned at the edge of Eli’s awareness.

He blinked. The icons in his HUD—his inventory and compass—glowed with a soft purple light.

“I think my mana-brain is trying to notify me of something,” Eli muttered.

Alira halted, observing him with her typical calm curiosity.

Focusing on the inventory icon, it expanded with a shimmering burst, revealing the Traveler’s Stone. It pulsed rhythmically, synchronized with each of his steps.

He reached for it through the HUD. The stone materialized in his palm, its surface warm against his skin.

A new message appeared before him:

**[Traveler’s Stone]**  
🔹 _Mana Rank: Unknown_  
🔹 _Attuned to: Eli Thompson_  
🔹 _Current Status: Active_  
🔹 _Mode: Guidance_  
🔹 _Guidance Location: Heart Spring of Caelum_  
_The Traveler’s Stone is connected to the Heart Spring._  
_You may now activate this location within your internal map._  
_This will highlight a direct path._  
🔹 _Activation Effect:_  
_If accepted, the Traveler’s Stone will permanently integrate into your map, enhancing navigation and tracking features._  
▶ _Activate and Combine?_  
[ **Yes** ] / [ No ]  

He lifted the stone toward Alira, his brows raised. “So... my super mana-brain wants to merge this thing with my map to guide us to the Heart Spring. Should I do it?”

Alira considered for a moment before nodding. “The Traveler’s Stone exists to offer guidance. It seems... fitting.”

Eli shrugged. “Alright, why not?” He focused his intentions on _Yes_.

The HUD flashed a brilliant purple—as the stone began to dissolve within his palm.

“Wait, what the—nope, nope, nope!” he yelped, shaking his hand like it was on fire. “I didn’t mean literally!”

But it was too late. Within moments, the stone had been fully absorbed into his skin, leaving only a faint shimmer in its wake.

His HUD illuminated once more, the compass icon radiating brighter than before.

He directed his focus toward it. The map expanded, zooming in on his location. A glowing dot marked a point deeper into the mist—directly along the path they had begun to follow.

“Umm…” Eli cleared his throat, the sound echoing with a hint of disbelief. “I guess that worked. The map indicates we’re heading in the right direction. So... onward.”

His voice wavered, a little higher than he had intended.

Alira beamed. “For someone unfamiliar with mana, you’re adapting remarkably well.”

He frowned, partially joking. “Adapt? If panicking like a lunatic and flailing about counts, then sure, I’m totally adapting.”

“According to the magical GPS, our course remains,” he added with a half-shrug. “So, uh… let’s do that.”

Alira smiled and pivoted to continue walking. “Come then. We have a destiny to reach.”

Eli shot her a deadpan look. “Did you seriously just say, ‘We have a destiny to reach’?”

She winked at him, playful mirth in her eyes. “It felt appropriate.”

Eli groaned but followed her lead, shaking his head. “Unbelievable.”
