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As the path narrowed and the forest enveloped them, Alira continued recounting the tales of the Great War, her voice unwavering and strong. Overgrown branches draped overhead, creating a natural canopy that felt both protective and intimate among the towering trees.

Eli trailed slightly behind, an uneasy sensation creeping into his chest; the branches seemed to encroach upon their route, converging as if to hinder their progress. As Alira narrated the epic saga—decades of conflict that erupted into a global upheaval harrowing enough to alter the very fabric of their realm—the ground trembled beneath Eli’s feet, shaking him from his thoughts.

He stumbled back as brilliant roots erupted from the soil, intertwining across the path, effectively blocking their way. The air crackled with a residual mana, sharp sparks igniting in the leaves above.

“Uh… does this occur often? Because, to be honest, it feels a bit unsettling,” Eli said, attempting to inject some humor into the situation.

Yet Alira remained unfazed. She knelt beside the roots, pressing her hands gently against the twisted vines. “This is residual mana. The remnants of the war linger, surfacing now and then like this. It’s harmless, although it can be quite persistent.”

Eli crossed his arms, a blend of curiosity and skepticism flickering across his face. “Alright then. I wouldn’t exactly label it ‘persistent,’ but given that this is your forest, how do we get past it?”

“Just watch,” she replied with serene confidence.

Alira took a deep breath and pressed her palms into the roots. A soft green glow emanated from her hands, infusing the vines like a soothing balm. In response, the roots hesitated before gracefully retreating into the earth, clearing their path.

Eli’s eyes widened in sheer wonder. “So, would you say this qualifies as a regular day in Caelum?”

Ignoring his jest, Alira turned toward him with a gentle smile. “Would you like to give it a try?”

Feeling his confidence rekindle, Eli grinned. “Absolutely! I bet my purple mana can charm these trees into being good neighbors.”

He crouched down, imitating her actions and pressing his hands against the roots, closing his eyes in concentration.

Nothing happened.

Alira stifled a chuckle. “It helps if you breathe, Eli.”

When he withdrew his hands, Eli shot her an incredulous glare. “Is this your rendition of a first lesson? Pop quizzes on Day One feel a bit excessive.”

“Not a test—just observing if it could happen naturally. You healed yourself without any training, so I thought it was worth a try,” she replied, undeterred.

“Magic isn't exactly my forte,” Eli admitted, uncertainty lacing his tone.

“Not yet,” Alira smiled, infusing her words with encouragement.

As the vines slipped back into the ground, Eli rose and brushed off his hands. He noticed his HUD’s compass icon glowing once more, reassuring him of their direction. 

Alira resumed her stride along the winding path, and Eli followed, muttering under his breath, “Stupid magic trees.”

Their journey took them deeper into The Ash Forest, where the colossal trees loomed overhead, casting elongated, dark shadows that veiled the sunlight, creating an eerie and shifting luminosity. A profound stillness enveloped the forest, as if it were collectively holding its breath.

Eli couldn't shake the growing unease settling in his chest, his footsteps faltering as he cast anxious glances at the menacing trees bordering either side of the path. His HUD, now synced with the Traveler’s Stone, pulsed gently, revealing their destination: The Heart Spring.

The glowing map directed him like a luminous game interface, the path lines shifting fluidly with each twist and turn.

What if I’m trapped in some kind of video game, controlled by an unseen player? Would I even know? Get a grip, Eli; this isn’t a game. At least, I don’t think it is...

His thoughts shattered suddenly as the trees creaked ominously in the wind. “For an enchanted forest, this place exudes some serious horror vibes,” he quipped.

Alira glanced back, a soft smile gracing her lips, her tone steady and reassuring. “You’re fine. I can feel the creatures nearby, and aside from a few small ones, we’re relatively safe.”

“Relatively?” Eli raised an eyebrow, skepticism prickling at the edges of his mind.

“Well, I never like to make guarantees. Just yesterday, I would have considered a man from another realm, equipped with a mana guide inside his head, impossible. Yet here you are, Eli,” Alira remarked, gesturing toward him.

“Fair enough,” Eli conceded, falling back into step behind her as the path twisted again.

After a stretch, Alira slowed, pointing toward a clearing adorned with mossy rocks cradling a small brook that babbled gracefully through. “Let’s pause here for a moment. I’ll explain the essentials of mana to you.”

Dropping onto a log, Eli offered a playful grin. “Alright, Professor Alira. Is this lesson one or perhaps lesson six, depending on your counting method?”

With a warm smile, Alira knelt beside him, drawing intricate symbols in the soft earth. “Mana is the essence of Caelum, its lifeblood. It flows through all living things—every blade of grass, every creature. However, not everyone can wield it. Those who discover their affinities can tap into it and evolve into Mana Users.”

She began sketching detailed lines and symbols, each movement steeped in purpose. “There are five core affinities: Elemental, Energy, Life, Physical, and Spiritual. Each governs certain subtypes. Elemental aligns with the forces of nature—fire, water, earth, and wind. Energy is volatile, controlling electricity and even manipulating the fabric of space-time. Life revolves around healing, growth, and equilibrium. Spiritual pertains to the intangible—light, shadow, and the mind. Lastly, Physical enhances the body, fortifying it or shaping the material world.”

Eli leaned closer, curiosity overpowering the remnants of his earlier bravado. “And people just… happen to have one of these affinities?”

“Everyone is born with an affinity,” Alira clarified. “But not everyone experiences its manifestation. When it does appear, that marks the beginning of the journey toward mastery. Most individuals remain tied to a single affinity throughout their lives. Though occasionally, Emerald-tier users might unlock a secondary affinity, but that is ominously rare and fraught with danger. Balancing two affinities requires extraordinary discipline, and failure can shatter the user.”

She paused, her gaze thoughtful before continuing. “I’ve only heard of two individuals with three affinities: The Preserver and the Reformer. The Preserver wields Life, Elemental, and Spiritual, while the Reformer commands Physical, Energy, and Life. No one has ever mastered four affinities, much less all five.”

“And they can maintain balance over their mana?” Eli asked, his intrigue further deepening.

Alira nodded solemnly in response.

Eli frowned, feeling the gentle pulsation of his HUD as if it were resonating with her words. “And what about me? Where do I fit in this grand tapestry?”

Alira studied him closely, her green eyes soft yet inquisitive. “I don’t know yet, Eli. Your mana doesn’t settle like most. It resonates with all five affinities, cycling through them as if unsure of its own identity. I’ve never encountered anything like it before.”

She sighed lightly, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “It might suggest that once we reach the Heart Spring, you’ll unlock a specific affinity and begin to focus. Or…” she hesitated, “it could imply something entirely different.”

Eli exhaled sharply, grappling with her revelations. “So, am I broken? Because what an impressive way to kick off my life in an alien world.”

Alira’s smile returned, warm and reassuring. “What you possess within you is unlike anything I’ve ever encountered or read about in all my years. That makes you unique, not broken.”

“I’m not sure that makes me feel any better. I might need a special education teacher,” Eli quipped, his gaze fixed on Alira as she continued her intricate drawings in the dirt.

Disregarding his comment, Alira continued the lesson, tracing a series of tiered lines while incorporating new symbols into her diagram. 

“There’s something else you need to understand—mana tiers. Every user progresses through levels of mastery. Copper marks the beginning. At this tier, people first tap into their mana—creating a flicker of flame, minor healing, or a brief surge of strength. It’s raw and instinctive.”

“Like baby steps?” Eli suggested, feeling his cockiness begin to recede.

“Exactly,” Alira affirmed with a smile.

“Next comes Silver. At this level, users gain control, shaping their mana into sustained effects: streams of water, protective barriers, or healing that transcends mere surface wounds.”

“Then there’s Gold, where true mastery takes form. Users specialize and often explore combinations of subtypes. A Gold-tier healer could seamlessly mend broken bones, while an Elemental user could command storms or sculpt walls of stone.”

Eli nodded slowly, digesting the wealth of knowledge she offered. “Okay, that makes sense.”

“Emerald,” Alira continued, her tone shifting to one of reverence, “is where a user harmonizes with mana beyond their primary affinity. It’s no longer just about mastery; it’s about synergy. Unlocking a secondary affinity at Emerald is rare and demands immense discipline to achieve safely.” 

“That sounds like an intimidating challenge,” Eli murmured quietly.

“Then there’s Ruby. Ruby-users wield immense power. A Ruby-tier user can reshape entire landscapes, summon storms, quell earthquakes, or even create life where none existed. Their abilities are formidable, but the risks are incredibly high. Few ever reach this level.”

After a brief pause, she added, “And finally, there’s Diamond. It’s said that at this tier, mana becomes an extension of the user’s will.”

Alira's gaze locked onto Eli’s as she pronounced the words. “At this level, they can bend reality to their whim, but such power often comes at a cost. Many believe that Diamond-tier users are called to the Celestials to fulfill their purpose. However, Diamond-tier users are more myth than reality. I have encountered only a handful in my lifetime, which is why many believe they are summoned to the Celestials.”

“Celestials?” Eli echoed, his curiosity piqued.

Before Alira could respond, her expression shifted, a shadow of concern crossing her features. “Eli, three Kash-Tar are about to attack us. I’ll take care of them, but I wanted to warn you before they arrive.”

Eli fell silent, his heart racing as he registered the guttural growl that abruptly shattered the forest’s tranquility. His HUD flared bright red as the three Kash-Tar emerged from the shadows, their malevolent eyes fixating on them.

Frantically, Eli scanned the area for a defense, grasping a fragile stick, tightening his grip as adrenaline pooled in his veins.

Panic consumed him, rendering him mute, the weight of fear imposed by these predatory creatures curling around him like a suffocating shroud.

Alira rose, remarkably composed, her expression sharp as she assessed the impending threat. “Stay behind me,” she instructed, her voice unwavering.

The lead Kash-Tar lunged. In a flash, Alira’s motions were nearly too swift for Eli to grasp.

Her hands shimmered with a captivating green-blue hue as she advanced.

With an elegant slash, she drew a slender blade from her side and sliced through the air with finesse. No resistance met her strike; the creature sailed past, crashing unceremoniously a meter away, prompting Eli to stumble backward onto the log he had just vacated. The lifeless form of the Kash-Tar lay sprawled at his feet.

Alira spun effortlessly, sidestepping the second Kash-Tar attempting to outmaneuver her. With one clean motion, her blade cleaved through it, the creature severing before it ever had the chance to emit a sound. The remaining Kash-Tar hesitated, a flicker of doubt sealing its fate. Alira summoned her mana, and thick vines erupted from the ground, ensnaring the creature. With a flick of her wrist, the vines constricted fiercely, silencing the Kash-Tar entirely.

The entire confrontation unfolded within mere seconds. Eli sat frozen, his grip on the stick loosening as he stared at the three lifeless bodies, the forest’s tranquility gradually returning, save for the soft rustle of leaves bowing to the wind.

Alira turned back to him, her demeanor calm and collected. “Do you understand now?” she asked softly.

She narrowed her eyes at the log where Eli sat, and he swallowed hard, his voice barely a whisper. “Yeah, I definitely see.”

The anxiety that clouded his mind wasn't solely about the Kash-Tar; it stemmed from the realization of his own limitations, the daunting expanse of knowledge that lay ahead of him, waiting to be explored.

His usual quips faded, replaced by a steady determination. She reached for his hand to help him up, and he grasped it firmly. The moment their palms connected, his HUD flickered to life:

☰ Entity: Alira Sylvanra  
🔹 Species: Human  
🔹 Affinity: Elemental / Life  
🔹 Mana: Unknown  
🔹 Tier: Ruby  
🔹 Titles: Unknown  
🔹 Status: Unknown  

Eli blinked in disbelief, staring at the text that lingered briefly in front of his vision. “Holy shit, you’re Ruby-Tier?” he exclaimed, awe etched into his voice.

“Did your HUD reveal this upon contact?” Alira inquired, releasing his hand and fixing her gaze exclusively on him. “What else does it show you?”

“Um, yeah. It mentioned your name: Alira Sylvanra, noted that you're a human—which honestly might be the most concerning detail we should consider... and that your affinities are Elemental and Life,” Eli’s voice wavered slightly, still grappling with the truth of what he had just witnessed. 

“Which is incredibly rare, according to my insightful teacher, making you a Ruby-tier mana user, almost godlike.” He shrugged, watching Alira as she processed his words.

“This HUD of yours is fascinating, Eli—again, please don’t disclose this ability to anyone,” she implored, shaking her head in disbelief.

Still reeling from the earlier confrontation, Eli attempted to mask his apprehension with humor. “So, you're saying you can reshape landscapes, summon storms, and all those wild abilities you mentioned earlier?”

Alira tilted her head thoughtfully. “I possess those capabilities, but I only use them when absolutely necessary. Power serves merely as a tool, Eli, not a spectacle. What truly matters are the choices you make with it.”

Her expression softened as she added, “And knowing when to refrain from utilizing it is equally critical.”

Eli scratched the back of his head, the earlier amusement starting to fade. “I don’t think I’ll ever reach that level. Witnessing what you just did, I feel like I’m still in beginner mode.”

She smiled warmly, radiating patience. “Every master begins as a novice. What is essential is your eagerness to learn, adapt, and grow.”

“I believe the Heart Spring will offer you the chance to take those initial steps. Beyond that, the path will be yours to navigate,” she concluded.

Eli nodded, the weight of her insight sinking in. “No pressure, right?” he muttered, attempting to revive some levity into the conversation.

Alira chuckled lightly, continuing her walk along the path, encouraging Eli to follow. “None at all.”

“You possess potential, you know,” Alira assured, her tone a blend of gentle support and earnestness as she moved ahead. “However, potential without discipline is volatile. That’s why learning is crucial.”

Eli nodded, humbled, as he quickened his pace to catch up with her. “Thanks. For saving my skin. Again.”

A faint smile crept onto her lips. “I trust you will find a way to repay me one day.”

As they pressed onward, the map within Eli’s HUD pulsed gently, guiding them ever forward. This time, a renewed sense of determination accompanied him, the weight of what he had witnessed and the lessons he had absorbed settling deeply in his mind.
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