Part Two

Chapter 5

The low hum of the capital-class airship’s mana engines was a monotonous drone, a sound of sterile efficiency that did little to soothe Alira’s restless thoughts. For five days, they had been guests—or perhaps more accurately, high-value persons of interest—in Stormspire. The city’s travel ban, a knee-jerk reaction to the synchronized attacks by the zealots calling themselves the True Will, had finally been lifted, but only for official transport. A carefully worded request to Lady Veyna Lysara had secured them passage to Caelshold, with the convenient political cover of a Stormspire diplomat who had been asked to join them to brief the Monarch’s Council.

Alira gazed out the reinforced viewport at the endless sea of clouds below. Her mind was not on the political games awaiting her in the capital, but on a dusty, desolate patch of the Draegonreach desert. She knew, with a certainty that was both logical and instinctual, what had likely happened to Eli. The awakening of a second affinity via a Celestial Artifact often resulted in a powerful, uncontrolled spatial displacement. The Nexus Star, an artifact of pure Energy, would have defaulted to the place of his first awakening: the Heart Spring.

He was most likely somewhere in Arindral by now. The thought was a small comfort, but it was frayed at the edges with uncertainty. He had come and gone from the Heart Spring days ago. Where would he go? The most logical destination was Hollow's Run. It was the nearest settlement he knew, and he had a contact there in Varek. But that was a long shot. She could fly there herself in little more than a day, but there was no guarantee he would still be there, or that he had even gone there at all. And what of the two priests? She could only hope they had survived the chaotic transport from the Cave of Stars.

“You’ve been staring at those clouds for an hour.”

Dainen’s voice, low and steady, pulled her from her thoughts. He sat across from her in the spartan diplomat’s cabin, his massive frame looking out of place against the polished, impersonal metal.

“I was just tracing the path,” Alira replied, not turning to meet his gaze. “Calculating the odds.”

“And?”

“The odds are poor,” she admitted, finally looking at him. “He could be anywhere. My best guess is he’ll seek out Varek, but Eli is… unpredictable. He might just as easily have decided to walk straight to the Homestead on his own.”

Dainen grunted, a sound of grim agreement. “The boy has more courage than sense sometimes.” He leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees. “Which is why I can’t go with you.”

Alira’s expression didn’t change, but she nodded slowly. She had known this was coming.

“You need to be in the capital,” Dainen continued, his voice firm. “You need to meet with Veyna, compare what you learned in Stormspire, and get a true sense of the damage. You can navigate that world of whispers and shadows. I can’t. Or rather,” he corrected himself, a flicker of old bitterness in his eyes, “I won’t. Not again.”

The unspoken history of his time as the Hand of the Monarch hung in the air between them. The Monarch and his council believed Dainen Kethral to be long dead or vanished, a relic of a bygone era. The political blowback from his reappearance would be a storm neither of them had time to weather.

“I’m going back to the homestead,” Dainen said. “It’s the one place Eli knows to find me. If he shows up there, I’ll know he’s safe. If not…” He reached into a pouch at his belt and produced a small, flat stone etched with a complex series of runes. “I’ll contact you.”

He slid the stone across the table. “The combination for my communicator. It’s shielded. Untraceable. Only you will be able to get through.”

Alira picked up the stone, its weight familiar and heavy in her palm. “And if he doesn’t show up at the homestead?”

“Then I’ll start my own search, and you and I will find him,” Dainen said, his voice leaving no room for doubt. “But you need to be in Caelshold, Alira. You need to get answers about this ‘True Will.’ You need to find out what the hell is really going on.”

She closed her fingers around the stone, the cool, smooth surface a small anchor in a sea of uncertainty. He was right. Her path led into the heart of the political storm, while his led back to the quiet hope of home. They were two parts of a single plan, moving in opposite directions to corner a truth that remained hidden in the shadows.

“Be safe, Dainen,” she said quietly.

He gave her a rare, small smile. “You too, Ally. Try not to start a war before I get there.”

The airship docked with a low, resonant hum, the sound of precision and power. Dainen hung back in the cabin, a shadow among the debarking officials, his plan simple: wait for the crowd to thin and slip away unnoticed. The plan lasted until the announcement crackled through the ship’s internal comms: a full security inspection by the Capital’s Guard. Dainen let out a low curse. There was no slipping away now.

Alira felt a familiar knot of frustration tighten in her gut. She descended the ramp, her eyes scanning the docking platform. The Stormspire diplomat, an elegant feline Beastfolk, walked beside her, but Alira’s focus was on the formidable welcoming party. Lady Veyna stood at the foot of the ramp, flanked by guards arranged in precise, watchful pairs. This was not a simple greeting; it was a statement.

Just keep her talking, Alira thought, forcing a placid smile.

"Alira, my Grace," Veyna said, her voice smooth as polished stone. She offered a hand, and Alira took it, her own touch light but firm. "A pleasure to welcome you back to the capital."

"Lady Veyna," Alira replied, inclining her head. "Thank you for arranging our passage." She gracefully turned to the diplomat. "May I present Kaelen of Stormspire's diplomatic corps. She is here to brief the Monarch's Council."

Veyna exchanged the briefest of pleasantries with the Beastfolk, her sharp eyes already scanning the remaining passengers. Alira began a question about the recent attacks, a calculated distraction, but it was too late. Veyna’s gaze froze, locking onto a figure attempting to blend in with the ship's crew.

A broad-shouldered man in a traveler's cloak, trying very hard to look like he belonged.

"Dainen?" Veyna’s voice was a soft, dangerous whisper. "Dainen Kethral?"

Alira closed her eyes for a single, sharp moment and cursed under her breath.

Caught, Dainen stopped. He took a slow, deliberate two-count before turning, a lazy, disarming grin spreading across his face. "Ahh, Lady Veyna. A pleasure, as always. You've clearly done well for yourself." He gestured with a sweep of his hand at the impressive capital air-dock around them.

"I suppose I have," Veyna said, her eyes never leaving his. Her gaze flicked to Alira, who was now feigning a deep interest in a nearby cargo hauler. "My Grace, you neglected to mention you were traveling with the legendary Sir Kethral."

"Oh, yes, imagine my surprise," Alira answered, her tone dripping with practiced nonchalance. "To find him boarding the very same airship. A remarkable coincidence." She glanced at Dainen, who was now inspecting his fingernails with great interest.

Veyna’s eyes narrowed, darting between the two of them. The air crackled with unspoken history. "Hmm. Sir Kethral. I am certain the Monarch would be overjoyed to see you again."

"Yeah, probably. I have aged quite well," Dainen said, striking a brief, ridiculous model's pose. "But unfortunately, I have a prior engagement. A meeting. With... some people. About that one thing. You know how it is."

Alira had to physically restrain herself from rolling her eyes. He has less sense than the boy, she thought.

"I think it would be for the best if you accompanied us to the Council's chambers," Veyna insisted, her voice losing its silky quality, replaced now by a blade of steel. Her eyes glared at him. "Surely your... meeting... can be postponed."

Dainen just shrugged, a picture of casual indifference. Then he moved.

In a blur of motion too fast for the guards to track, he took three running steps and leapt over the platform's railing into the open air.

A collective gasp went through the crowd. Everyone except Alira rushed to the edge.

"What the hell?" one of the guards shouted.

"That has to be more than three hundred meters!" another cried out, pointing into the abyss between the towering spires.

They watched as Dainen’s form plummeted, then twisted in mid-air, landing with impossible grace in a silent, rolling crouch on the rooftop of a building far below. He stood, gave a jaunty two-fingered salute back up at the platform, and vanished over the other side of the roof.

The lead guard, a mountain of a man in polished armor, turned to Veyna, his face a mask of disbelief. "Lady Veyna, shall I dispatch a tracker team after him?"

Veyna didn’t take her eyes off Alira. "No," she said, her voice tight with frustration. "It would be a complete waste of time."

She finally turned to Alira, who was shaking her head slowly.

"He has always been dramatic," Alira said with a weary sigh. "It's good to see some things never change."

With that, Lady Veyna composed herself, her political mask firmly back in place, and started towards the Council's Chambers.

A stunned silence hung over the docking platform, broken only by the distant city hum. Lady Veyna stared at the empty rooftop where Dainen had vanished, her face a mask of pure fury. Her knuckles were white where she gripped the railing.

She spun on Alira, her voice a low, dangerous hiss. “That man has been a thorn in the side of this capital for decades. What was he doing on your ship?”

Alira met her glare with an infuriatingly placid expression. “As I said, a coincidence. Though I must admit,” she added, her eyes twinkling with faint amusement, “his methods of departure have grown more… theatrical over the years.”

“This is not a game, Alira!” Veyna snapped, taking a step closer, her voice dropping so only they and the ever-present guards could hear. “He is a rogue element, a Ruby-Tier user unaccounted for. His presence here, on an official transport, is a major security breach.”

“Is it?” Alira asked calmly. “Or is it merely an inconvenience to your carefully laid plans? A Lady of your station, losing her composure so publicly over a single man… it is unbecoming.”

Veyna flinched as if struck. The barb hit its mark. A flush of red crept up her neck, a mixture of anger and embarrassment. She took a breath, visibly forcing her political mask back into place.

“My apologies, my Grace,” Veyna said, her tone now clipped and formal. “The recent attacks have frayed everyone’s nerves.” She turned away sharply. “The Council awaits.”

The Council’s auxiliary chamber was a place of sterile power. A massive, circular table of polished obsidian dominated the room, reflecting the cold, mana-lit sconces on the stone walls. In each corner of the room stood a member of the Hand of the Monarch, silent and motionless in their dark, rune-etched armor, their presence a suffocating weight.

High Chamberlain Ressan Mirth met them at the entrance, his pale face offering a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Lady Veyna. My Grace. Diplomat Kaelen. Please, be seated.”

He gestured them to their places, and the initial briefing began. Ressan and Kaelen exchanged information with the practiced ease of political operators. They spoke of damages in Stormspire, casualty numbers that were carefully downplayed, and the lack of any clear leadership within the True Will.

“Their methods are chaotic but their targets are strategic,” Kaelen, the feline Beastfolk, reported, her voice steady. “They strike at mana relays, trade hubs, and diplomatic missions. They seek to cripple our infrastructure and sow distrust.”

“Their motives remain theological, according to the few zealots we’ve captured,” Ressan added smoothly. “They speak of ‘false gods’ and a ‘stolen legacy.’ Standard cult rhetoric, but executed with unprecedented precision and resources.”

Alira taking everything in with the precision of a Ruby-Tier but her feelings mudding her judgement. She hadn’t expected to be sitting around a table with the Monarch’s council ever again. Her years of political games, too many years and too many games, feel trivial now with the weight of what the Journal of the First Five laid atop Caelum. 

The discussion continued, a sterile dance of facts and figures, until the grand doors at the far end of the chamber swung open.

Everyone immediately rose to their feet.

Sovereign Elarion Vaedros entered, flanked by four of his personal Hand guards. He was a man who looked younger than his seventy-five years, his scholarly face now etched with the weary lines of a king. He moved with a quiet authority, his gaze sweeping over the room before settling on the head of the table. He sat, and only then did the others follow suit.

“High Chamberlain,” the Monarch began, his voice calm. “Summarize.”

Ressan did so, recounting the briefing with flawless, insipid detail. When he finished, Elarion’s gaze moved around the table, deliberately passing over Alira. He addressed a stern-faced general. “Your assessment of the military threat?”

“High, Your Majesty. Their coordination suggests a central command we cannot locate.”

He turned to Veyna. “The political threat?”

“Severe. Trust between the regions is fracturing. They are exploiting old wounds.”

The Monarch continued this pattern, asking each council member for their opinion, his path around the table a slow, deliberate spiral, closing in on Alira. Finally, his eyes met hers. “My Grace. You have been traveling. You have seen the state of our lands firsthand. Your thoughts?”

Alira leaned forward slightly, her voice cutting through the tense silence. “You are asking the wrong questions,” she said simply. “You ask about motives and threats, but you are treating this as a political problem. The True Will does not want a seat at this table. They want to burn the table, the room, and the very foundations this palace is built on.” She paused, letting her words hang in the air. “You are fighting a war of logistics and borders. They are fighting a war of faith. And in a war of faith, the side with the truer story always wins.”

A heavy silence fell over the room. Elarion studied her, his expression unreadable.

“The meeting is concluded,” he announced abruptly. “Dismissed. Lady Veyna, High Chamberlain, my Grace… you will remain.”

The chamber doors closed, leaving the four of them in a much more intimate, and far more dangerous, silence.

Alira knew what was coming.

“Dainen Kethral,” the Monarch said, his voice losing its formal edge. “He looks well. I hope his years of… retirement… have been peaceful.”

It was not a question. It was an accusation.

“I cannot speak to his state of mind, Your Majesty,” Alira replied smoothly. “Our encounter was, as I said, a coincidence.”

Ressan Mirth stepped forward, his smug smile in place. “A coincidence that saw him arrive in the capital on an official, high-priority transport you requested, my Grace? My agents in Stormspire reported that Sir Kethral was present at the Command Center with Commander Rythen in the days following the attack.”

Alira met the spymaster’s gaze without flinching. “Indeed. I was there myself, conducting research in the archives. I believe Dainen was offering his military expertise to Commander Rythen. A private citizen offering aid in a time of crisis. Is that a crime now, High Chamberlain?”

She inclined her head respectfully toward the Monarch. “My own time has been spent trying to find anything that might help us understand the silence from the Preserver and the Reformer. That, I believe, is the true heart of this crisis.”

She had skillfully danced around the questions, offering just enough truth to make her story plausible. She had been at the Command Center. She was researching the silent gods. She let them fill in the blanks.

Elarion stared at her, a long, calculating look in his eyes. He knew she was withholding information, but he also knew he could not force it from her.

“Very well,” he said finally, a note of weary resignation in his voice. “Your counsel, as always, is valued, Alira. You are free to go.”
***
[bookmark: _GoBack]Lady Venya watched as Alira walked out the door and the Guards closed the door behind her. She turned towards The Monarch, “She clearly knows more about everything going on.” 

Ressan huffed, “Alira always know more. She has been playing the political game longer than Brightvale has been a city.” 

The Monarch nodded. “What do we think about Dainen Kethral? Is he a threat to us? What is his end game and what is his connection to Alira?” 

Ressan opened his mouth to speak but before he could get a word out, Elarion cut him off. “I don’t want a history lesson Ressan. I am quite clear on their past relationship. I am needing information on now.”

The monarch slammed his hand down on the table, it cracked and then resealed itself. “I am tired of being led by a carrot. WE ARE CAELSHOLD… WE ARE THE HEART OF CAELUM.” After his outburst, his voice lowered, barely above a whisper. “I want answers, and if the next person tells me something I already know, they won’t be around to hear my response.”

The Monarch had closed his eyes for a brief moment. Then when he opened them, he in his normal tone asked, “What do we think of the Dainen problem?”
