Chapter 11
“An old friend, very old. He's a Physical Affinity user and can help train you…hopefully. I haven’t seen him in quite a while but he is one of the only people on Caelum that I would trust training you.” Alira answered as she started putting her belongings away. 
Eli stood at the edge of the Heart Spring, his feet sinking slightly into the damp soil barely hearing Alira. 
My legs don’t hurt, not only that they feel strong. When was the last time he could stretch his legs and not grimace with nerve pain shooting up his legs? 
His body felt different—stronger, lighter, faster—but it was an unfamiliar power, one he hadn’t yet tested.
The water had settled back into its quiet, glass-like stillness, a stark contrast to the chaos of his awakening. 
The HUD flickered softly in his vision, the purple light dimming now that his initial selections had been made.
Can this even be possible?
Alira was securing her satchel, adjusting the straps with an ease that suggested she had done this a thousand times before. She looked up at him, scanning his expression.
“You’re still thinking about it?” 
“Thinking about what?” Eli asked, rolling his shoulder, surprised by the effortless movement.
“Your body.” She gestured vaguely at him. “It doesn’t feel the same, does it?”
“No. It’s… I don’t know how to describe it. I feel like I should be sore, but I’m not. I feel like I should be tired, but I have more energy than I’ve had in years. It’s like—I’m me, but I’m not.”
Alira nodded, as if this was expected. “That’s what happens when mana actively integrates with your body. It rewrites everything, whether you’re ready for it or not.”
Eli let out a slow breath. He hadn’t had time to truly process what had happened. 
He was standing here, whole again, walking without pain for the first time in years. His hands flexed at his sides. This wasn’t a dream. This was real.
Alira slung her bag over her shoulder. “Come on. We need to get moving.”
“Right. And where exactly are we going?”
“A small village west of here.” She turned, walking through the archway at the edge of the garden, she vanished and Eli just stared at the archway, really wondering how he went from pushing a cleaning cart to having to save a world. He couldn’t dwell to long on that thought or he would spiral into a mental breakdown. 
He turned and walked through the arch and into the dimly lit room that led to the winding stairs. As he climbed the stairs anticipating a long winding walk up them, he was at the top in only a few minutes.
As Eli was walking out of the temple, Alira was already stepping onto the dirt path that led away from the Heart Spring. “Umm, did you notice the difference in the time it took to get back up the stairs?” He said as he was looking at the temple in a conspiratorial way. 
“It did seem strangely shorter on the way up then the way down.” Alira said, glancing over her shoulder at him.
Eli shook his head and headed towards Alira. “You say things that are absurd as they are just normal, which I guess the absurd is normal here.” 
Alira just smiled at him and began walking as Eli made his way to her. 
“So this town we are headed to.” Eli said. 
“It’s a small village, it’s independent—no control from the Capitals, no oversight from the Coin Guild, but they do business in Mana Coins so they will at least hear us out. They are not the biggest fan of random people wandering into their village.” She glanced over her shoulder at Eli, “But they have their own Electric mana user. That’s important.”
Eli fell into step beside her. “Why? Because that’s how they power everything?”
Alira slightly nodded her head. “Yes. You are catching on quick.”
“I am quite cleaver.” Eli said with a note of mock arrogance. 
“What’s the deal with the Coin Guild and the Capital?” They stepped beyond the Heart Spring’s protective barrier, and the world shifted subtly. The glimmering air behind them sealed shut, leaving no trace of the hidden sanctuary they had just left. Before them, they were once again under a dense canopy in the Ash Forest. 
Alira put her hands behind her back, glancing at him as they walked. “The Coin Guild and the Capitals,” she said. “It’s complicated, but let’s start with the basics.”
Eli nodded, falling into stride beside her.
“The Capitals control the world’s governance, and most of the major mana resources. They set the laws, they maintain order, and—depending on the region—they either guide or outright rule over their people. Each Capital governs its territory differently, but they all share one thing: power.”
He frowned. “And the Coin Guild? They run the economy?”
Alira let out a dry chuckle. “Run it? They are the economy. Every coin that changes hands, every trade, every tax—it all funnels back to them. The Coin Guild isn’t tied to any one Capital. They exist outside the political systems, which makes them untouchable. They control the balance of wealth and commerce across Caelum. A town that doesn’t use their system? That’s a town the Guild doesn’t protect.”
He tilted his head. “So that means… this village we’re heading to?”
Alira nodded. “It’s self-sufficient. No Coin Guild banks, no Capital-funded military. They have to rely on their own strength—which means their Electric mana user is their lifeline. No mana-powered trade routes, no Capital-supplies. If they want lights, heating, or machinery, someone has to generate it. If he dies? Or leaves? The village goes dark.”
Eli exhaled sharply. “That’s insane.”
Alira shrugged. “That’s independence. Some people would rather struggle on their own than be another piece in someone else’s system.”
Eli rubbed his temples, trying to wrap his head around it. In some ways, it reminded him of Earth’s power struggles—governments, corporations, monopolies—but here, mana wasn’t just a resource. It was survival.
“So, if these Capitals are so powerful, why not force every town to join their system?”
“They could,” Alira admitted. “Some already have. But there are too many places, too many people. Even with all their power, the Capitals don’t have the reach to control everything. Independent villages are tolerated as long as they don’t become a problem. The moment they do? The Capitals send in their enforcers, or worse—the Guild strangles them economically.”
Alira glanced at him, then smirked. “Not what you expected, was it?”
He huffed. “I don’t even know what I expected. I’ve been in this world for, what? Two days? And I’m already learning that everything is a power struggle.”
“That’s the way of the world,” Alira said simply.
Eli sighed. “Yeah. That sounds depressingly familiar.”
They walked in silence for a moment before Eli spoke again, glancing at her. “And you? Where do you stand in all this? You work for one of the Capitals?”
Alira’s expression shifted, her usual sharp confidence softening into something unreadable. For the first time, Eli caught the glimpse of someone who had seen too much.
“I stand where I need to,” she said. “No more, no less.”
Eli frowned at her answer, but she didn’t elaborate.
He was still turning over her words when the winding trail lead out of the forest and in front of them was a road that stretched wide, bathed in the golden hues of the late afternoon sun. 
“These are actual roads.” Eli stated. 
“What were you expecting?” She asked as she started following the road. 
Eli was silent for a long moment, watching the road ahead. As they walked, Eli couldn’t shake the feeling that he had stepped into the past and the future at the same time.
“So… this whole world runs on mana?” Eli asked.
Alira nodded. “Mostly. Not everyone has an awakened affinity, but mana saturates everything. It’s in the land, in the air, in the people. It’s used for energy, construction, medicine, agriculture, warfare—everything.”
Eli looked down at the road beneath his feet. “These roads, too?”
“Yes. Every region has earth mana users who specialize in construction. They pull stone from the ground, refine it, and lay it down seamlessly. No cracks, no need for repairs unless something big happens. Roads like this last centuries.”
Alira kicked a loose pebble off the smooth stone road, watching as it tumbled down the shallow incline ahead. “Roads like this are everywhere, connecting villages, towns, and cities,” she continued. “But for longer distances, people don’t just walk there, most cities are connected to Caelshold through the Grand Mana Rail.”
Eli frowned. “Wait—you have trains?”
“Caelum has a multitude of transportation.” Alira said glancing at Eli. 
“And all of it runs on Mana?” Eli asked.
“Different types of Mana depending on the type of technology being used, but yes. This world is flowing with Mana, so its as easy to get as air. The main problem comes when you need to control it. That is where power meets necessity. It doesn’t always work out for the less powerful. But, it is a system that works for most.” Alira said
Eli looked around, “I just figured you rode carriages or dragons or maybe those magic portals that tend to be staples of fantasy stories you find on Earth. Because, honestly, that seems like the go-to transport system for a world like this.”
Alira raised an eyebrow. “Carriages? No.”
“Portals?” Eli asked, hopeful.
She gave him a flat look. “Some can use portals, but most can’t even draw enough mana to open a portal for a single person until they are high gold or Emerald.” She turned her head back towards their direction and continued, 
“And even then, it is so mana intensive that it’s just not worth the risk you put yourself in. Don’t get me wrong, they are very useful, but I have been on this world a long time and I think I have been through a handful of portals in my lifetime.”
Eli nodded. “Right. No portals.”
Alira smirked slightly before nodding ahead. “The Grand Mana Rail runs through most of the major regions, cutting down travel time from months to days.”
“The Grand Mana Rail is one of the most advanced systems in Caelum. It’s built into the infrastructure of the Capital and major cities, but not every town has access to it.”
“This might be as shocking to me as the thought of dragons. Do you use coal powered tech?” Eli asked.
“Non-mana users do a little in some machines, but because of the smoke and the damage it causes to the surrounding mana and environment, coal is frowned upon, and highly regulated.”
Alira shrugged. “Every world needs a way to move people and goods. Ours just happens to run on pure mana. Does your world use just coal to fuel your transportation methods?” 
“No, we use oil, it's a fossil fuel, and I honestly don’t remember how we make it, I know we get it from deep underground and maybe it’s from dead dinosaurs or maybe not, I have no idea.” Eli said as he shrugged his shoulders.
Eli ran a hand through his hair, muttering to himself. “Man, every game I’ve played, every movie I’ve watched—it’s always medieval tech with magic sprinkled on top. But you guys just skipped straight to trains?”
Alira smirked. “Mana isn’t just for throwing fireballs, Eli. It builds civilizations.”
“And there was no skipping, Caelum went through the hard times to get to this point.” She said. 
Eli exhaled slowly, absorbing the information. This world ran on mana, but it also ran on power—who had it, who controlled it, and who fought to keep it.
The landscape around them shifted as they walked. The lush greenery of the Heart Spring faded into rolling hills, the trees growing denser in some areas, thinning in others. Stone roads—crafted seamlessly by Earth mana users—cut through the terrain, smooth and unwavering.
After a few minutes of silence, Eli said quickly, “Can I use my abilities?” 
Alira smirked, “I figured you would have already tried to rip a tree out of the ground.” 
“You think I can do that?” Eli said with a sense of awe and a little trepidation. 
Alira laughed, “Probably not on just your strength alone yet, but with your Titan Form Power, yes for sure. Let’s move out into those trees and you can use it.” 
“This will be a good way for you to see what it does to you after the ability wears off.”
They walked for a bit, finally reaching the tree line, Eli was nervous. The thought was amazing, but also the unknown of it freaked him out. “Wait, if I use my Titan Form will my clothes rip off, like I am the Incredible Hulk?” 
Alira tilted her head, “Incredible what?” Eli was looking at his clothes, “Hulk, he is teammates with Ironman, the dude that beat Thanos. But that is not important right now, we can go over Marval lore later, what about my clothes?” 
Alira looked at his clothes, “I am not sure, the shirt I gave you will adjust, but the rest are not from here, so I doubt they can form to your growth, so we might need to wait to use that until we can get you clothes that can form to your changes.” 
“Right, don’t need to walk into my first village in nothing but a flower shirt.” 
Eli looked dejected, “Fine, let me punch this tree then with Fusion Punch.” Alira waved him ahead, “Go for it.”
Eli looked at the tree, planted his feet, took a deep breath and then thought Fusion Punch, he felt the Mana building in him. It felt like he was a battery getting over charged. He braced himself, fist curled, he brought his right fist back and uncurled with all the power he had at the tree. As he started his punch, time seemed to slow. As he zeroed in on the spot he was aiming at, his brain started going through all the reasons this wouldn’t work.
He was just a normal human.
He was a custodian. 
He was trying to punch a tree. 
HE WAS TRYING TO PUNCH A TREE.
I am going to break my hand! 
As this last thought went through his mind in the last second before his fist made impact, he pulled his punch just left of the spot. 
Unfortunately for Eli, he didn’t consider the speed his fist was going. 
He went spinning by the tree and into the nearby shrub…
Eli laid in the shrub, sticks digging into his back and sides, he could hear Alira laughing. Not just a small chuckle. But she couldn’t breath she was laughing so hard. 
His HUD chimed in with its neutral voice:
🔹 [HUD Scan Activated]
→ Object Identified: Thornshade Bramble
Classification: Flora – Common
Durability: 3/10 (Highly Fragile)
Special Properties:
· Thorned Growth: Small, hooked thorns designed to latch onto flesh and fabric.
· Mana Absorption: Very low-level mana-draining properties, harmless to most creatures.
· Ecological Role: Provides shelter for small wildlife; leaves are mildly toxic if ingested.
[Status Effect Applied]
⚠️ Minor Irritation – Duration: 2 minutes
· Your Cognitive Processing (Reflexes) is reduced by 5% due to lingering discomfort.
· It really, really itches.
Eli groaned, peeling a thorn-studded branch off his arm. “Great. My first epic training move, and I get nerfed by a shrub.”
Looking at Alira as he started to remove himself, “This did not go as planned. Also, this stays between me and you. Got it?” He was pulling himself out of the bush, it clinging to his clothes ripping a few holes in his shirt. 
Alira was laughing so hard, she bent over. 
“Alright, alright, it wasn’t that funny.” Eli said pulling off thorns and branches. 
Alira tried to straighten up and compose herself, but had another bout of laughter. 
Eli just stood with his arms crossed looking at her. “You done? Don’t we need to be somewhere? Also you need to look back through the wise guide handbook, I don’t think you are supposed to be laughing.”
Alira finally getting herself together just looked at Eli, “I am not sure I have laughed that hard in a long time, so for that, thank you. Also,” she said looking serious, “I won’t tell anyone about you missing the tree and hitting the bush.” 
Eli just turned, “Stupid bush.” 
[bookmark: _GoBack]They got back up on the road and continued to the small village. As they walked, Alira would chuckle every few minutes, which prompted a glare from Eli. 
They spent the next couple hours going through Eli’s help guide. They discovered how the points work from tier to tier. How long his cooldowns were and the most important thing, how to mute the annoying AI voice. 
The sun was lowering on the horizon when they finally saw the first signs of civilization. The village was small but sturdy, built into the natural landscape instead of over it. Stone buildings with wooden accents sat nestled between towering trees, and small lanterns flickered to life as dusk approached.
