Alira and Dainen had been in Stormspire for 5 days. Air travel had been restricted due to the coordinated terrorists’ attacks by the group ‘True Will.’ But after five days of tenuous silence devoid of further attacks, the air travel ban was rescinded and they secured tickets for Caelshold. Dainen remained conflicted, uncertain whether to accompany her or return to his homestead.

As dusk unfurled its warm embrace over the Stormspire guest house, soft amber light from mana-lit-lanterns illuminated the balcony. For five peaceful days, this place had been a sanctuary, echoing with laughter from the yard and what felt like every room in the main house. The gentle rustling of little feet scurrying across polished floorboards added to the comforting atmosphere.

Tonight, however, the lively sounds had faded into whispers. Dainen settled himself onto a low bench next to a lantern, his massive forearms resting upon his knees. Alira claimed the wicker chair opposite him, cradling a steaming mug, her back erect as if she were prepared to spring into action at a moment's notice. 

Rythen soon followed, his bronze-scaled shoulders filling the doorway, while Erynn entered last, balancing a plate of honeyed apricot pastries that wafted enticingly through the air.
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Suddenly, Alira stood, her resolve firm. “First things first. Thank you.” She inclined her head toward Erynn. “Five days of clean beds and gracious company are worth more than gold lately.”

Erynn's frills flushed a warm yellow. “Dainen is basically family, so by proxy that makes you family as well. Besides, having you around kept the little ones from retreating under their blankets. Liris is already bragging about the ward-patterns you taught her.”

Alira was always back to the Scaleguard Compound before the children went to bed. But during the first couple days after the True Will attacks, Alira had taken it upon herself to search for Eli. 

Alira thought back to three days ago.

***

Alira propelled herself over the shifting sands of the Draegonreach desert, riding the chaotic currents of mana and traversing vast distances with each powerful leap. Frustration gnawed at her. They had never strategized what to do in the event of separation, and she chided herself for neglecting to consider all potential scenarios. Perhaps she was reaching an age where such things slipped her mind.

Her search had begun the moment the Stormchaser docked. She had personally journeyed first to Hollow's Ascent and then to Cloudmere, seeking any trace of Eli. But no one had seen him, nor had they noticed a group of disoriented priests meandering into town. Regret washed over her; she should have gifted Eli a communicator. She hadn't used her own in so long that its mana battery had long since died. Irritation flared within her at her own carelessness.

The deserts were inhospitable, unwelcoming to even the most seasoned travelers. She surmised the priests would likely stick with Eli, trusting the boy who, for all his inexperience, seemed to have a path. Equipped with the HUD that mapped his surroundings, it was logical he would steer them toward the location of the Nexus Star.

Her investigation into the "True Will" had also hit a wall. The escalation of their coordinated violence had set the world on a tenuous edge, with each region poised for war but uncertain of whom to trust. The zealots hailed from no single location; they emerged from all corners of Caelum like a sickness. Without a clear sanctuary to track or a leader to hunt, she was left with nothing but shadows.

Her only remaining thread was Eli.

Upon arriving in Cloudmere, Alira made her way directly to the Stormspire Embassy. She rarely used her title to command influence, but time was a luxury she no longer possessed.

“I am Alira the Grace,” she announced to the startled receptionist, her voice calm but leaving no room for debate. “I require an audience with your highest-ranking official. Immediately.”

Within minutes, she was escorted into a private office. The official, a harried-looking beastfolk with feline features, listened intently as Alira described the priests from the airship.

“We had a report,” the official said, tapping frantically at a runic tablet. “A cargo transport picked up two priests in the desert earlier this morning. The captain’s report noted they were in a state of shock, possibly hallucinating. Their story was… absurd.”

“Where are they?” Alira demanded.

The official hesitated. “They are resting in the cleric’s wing. Their tale was dismissed as trauma-induced fantasy.”

“I will see them now,” Alira stated, her authority absolute.

She was led to a quiet infirmary where Priest Fennian and Priest Corin sat huddled on a cot, their faces pale and haunted. When they saw her, their eyes widened, first with fear, then with a dawning, desperate hope.

“You…” Fennian stammered. “You were on the airship.”

“Correct, my name is Alira the Grace. Please tell me everything,” Alira said, her voice softening as she pulled a chair close.

After a moment of shock of having Alira sitting in front of them they eventually spoke in a frantic, overlapping torrent of words. They told her of a young man named Eli, a Silver-Tier user who fought with the speed and power of a high Gold-Tier. They described how he had led them through the desert to a hidden place he called the "Cave of Stars," where the true Nexus Star rested on a pedestal. Their story tumbled out—the death of Priest Orwen, who turned to ash upon touching the artifact, and Eli being knocked unconscious.

“That’s when we left,” Corin finished, his voice trembling. “We didn’t know what else to do. It was a full day’s walk before we found the transport.”

Alira listened without interruption, her expression unreadable. When they were finished, she withdrew a map from her satchel. “Show me where.”

With shaking fingers, they pointed to a remote, uncharted location deep within the most volatile sector of the desert. Relief washed over their faces, so profound it was almost painful.

“You believe us?” Fennian whispered.

“I do,” Alira said, her gaze firm. She pulled out two Emerald Mana coins and gave them each one. And then she pulled out two bottles of a thick turquoise color. “Drink these,” she handed them to the Priests. “They will calm your nervous and help you regain your strength. I made them myself.” 

The journey to the cave was a battle in itself. The chaotic mana of the Draegonreach desert fought her at every turn, the unstable currents threatening to throw her off course. She flew when she could, gliding on the turbulent winds, but the effort was draining. She had to balance speed with direction, constantly recalibrating her senses against the distorted landscape.

Finally, she saw it—a series of jagged cliffs rising from the desert floor, exactly where the priests had indicated. As she landed, she found a lone figure huddled by a small, sputtering campfire just outside a narrow cave entrance. It was the older priest, Theron.

He looked up as she approached, his eyes widening with a mixture of fear and relief. “They made it?”

The Priest, Priest Theron introduced himself to Alira. Looking around her, expectantly. “Are the others close behind?” He asked

“I am the only one that came. But, I promise you that you and I will be fine. I will get us back to Cloudsmere within the next couple hours.”

She gave him a reassuring smile, and sat next to him. 

“But first,” she said.  “Tell me what happened after the others left.”

Priest Theron’s story mirrored the others, but he provided the final, crucial details. “Eli woke up. He said something about being on an Earth, or something like that. That he lived a whole life. But he was only unconscious for 3 hours. He said he needed to touch the artifact.” Theron shook his head, still in disbelief. 

“Priest Seraphis and I were going to leave, thinking Priest Eldrin was the only one foolish enough to stay. But as I stepped through the archway, I turned back. Seraphis hadn’t followed. And then… the entrance sealed itself. It became as solid as the mountain.”

Alira nodded slowly, her gaze fixed on the cave entrance. She rose, “I will be right back.” Handing the priest a potion bottle and some dried meat. With that she stepped through the shadowy threshold, entering the long corridor illuminated by the flickering golden light. It hummed with a strange, ancient energy. At the end of the passage, where the archway to the chamber should have been, there was only a seamless wall of stone.

It was closed off. A faint flicker of Energy mana pulsed from its surface, a final, fading echo.

Alira placed her palm against the cool rock, closing her eyes and extending her senses. She pushed her perception through the stone, using her deep connection to the earth to see what lay beyond.

She could sense the chamber—the five pillars, the central pedestal. It was empty. Devoid of any life. But she could also sense the faint, lingering signature of death… a fine layer of dust that held the last vestiges of Priest Orwen’s mana. The story was true.

And Eli was gone.


***

A light chuckle spread through the group pulled her back to the present. The children, curled up just beyond the doorway with a picture book, peeked in, waving with vibrant smiles. The fear that had once gripped them during True Will's attacks had faded into the backdrop of the evening’s friendly chatter and stories.

Rythen's tail punctuated the floor, capturing everyone's attention. He unrolled a strip of vellum stamped with Command's seal. “My latest dispatch,” he said, his tone lowering conspiratorially. “No new strikes and Command is getting the same reports from across Caelum.”

He laid the vellum on the table; blue mana flickered around the seal before fading away into the air.

Dainen whistled softly. “Quiet streets feel almost wrong at this point.”

“Take the quiet and peace when you can take them.” Alira stated. 

“With the travel ban lifted we are to depart for Caelshold in the morning.” She told everyone. 
 
Erynn slid the plate of pastries between them, her smile bright. “Eat. Traveling on an empty stomach leads to disastrous choices.” She turned to Alira, lowering her voice. “Come back safe, all of you. The little ones have finally started sleeping without their nightmares.”

Alira’s expression softened, gratitude flowing from her. “We will. And thank you, once again.” She raised a pastry in pledge. “For roof, for warmth, for hope.”

Dainen echoed the gesture, his brow lifting in mirth. “To good hosts and even better friends.”
In perfect unison, they took a bite, the sweetness of cinnamon and apricot sweeping through the quiet.

Outside, harbor fog rolled in from the cliffs, drowning out distant cries of gulls. The lantern’s flame danced between them, casting flickering shadows that hinted at the uncertainty of tomorrow—an unknown path that awaited them, starting with the whir of airship engines and a world sprawled beneath the skies of Arendral. And only then, ensconced far from the kindness of familiar eyes and curious children, would Alira permit her doubts to surface. For tonight, she donned certainty like a protective shield, allowing the tranquility to linger just a little longer.

