Chapter 9

[bookmark: _GoBack]As they closed in on the spot marked on Eli's map, the atmosphere around them seemed to shimmer and dance, reminiscent of water disturbed by a floating pebble. It felt as if they had traversed through an unseen threshold, transforming the landscape from a dense thicket of trees to an expansive, open glade. 

In the heart of the clearing rose a small temple, encircled by five towering stone pillars, each adorned with intricate carvings of the five affinities: Elemental, Energy, Life, Spiritual, and Physical. These symbols glowed subtly, their luminescence pulsating rhythmically, as if they were alive. 

Alira was quick to realize the importance of their discovery. She silently pointed to Eli, her eyes wide in a blend of awe and veneration. Alira had traversed many wonders throughout Caelum, yet experiencing this spectacle firsthand was unlike anything she had known. Outside the barrier, the flow of Mana was unperturbed, but upon breaching its threshold, her senses ignited. She could see the Mana currents uniquely defined by each pillar, all converging towards the temple at the center. 

“This place... it’s concealed by the very mana it generates,” she murmured, her voice barely breaking the tranquility of their surroundings. 

Eli furrowed his brow as he surveyed the area. “Concealed by mana? Is an invisible barrier typical in Caelum?”

“No, invisible barriers are indeed quite common in Caelum. However, they usually leave traces, and the Mana flow serves as an indicator,” she explained, looking intently at her surroundings. “This place should resonate with every mana-sensitive being within a hundred leagues. The Mana here flows freely and powerfully—it ought to stand out like a flamehorn beetle at a frostmoot.” 

Eli regarded her in confusion. “What—what’s a flamehorn beetle?”

Alira offered a faint smile. “It’s more than just the mana. It’s ancient and deliberate. It’s a sanctuary for something far greater.”

As Eli absorbed her reverence, a twinge of foreboding wafted through him. “Sanctuary or not, I’d prefer to know exactly what we’re stepping into before we get any closer,” he countered cautiously.

Alira steadied her gaze on him. “Sometimes, Eli, the answers follow trust—not the other way around.”

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Oh great… blind faith. My favorite.” Yet despite his skepticism, he found himself following her lead, curiosity edging out caution.

Approaching the temple cautiously, Eli and Alira navigated a slow orbit around its base. Despite its ornate engravings and the glow of the pillars, no visible entrance graced their sight. They scrutinized the structure with meticulous attention, tracing the edges of the stonework and scanning for hidden doors or mechanisms. 

“Nothing,” Eli muttered after several minutes. “I don’t understand. Why construct a temple here without a way in?” 

Alira tilted her head, studying the glowing symbols etched onto the pillars. “It’s not intended to be stumbled upon easily. The Mana here reacts to those it recognizes. Perhaps it’s awaiting your arrival.”

Eli lifted an eyebrow. “Awaiting me? I mean, I did get a magic compass with my name on it.” 

She nodded, contemplative. “The map guided us here, didn’t it? Besides, your connection to the Mana flowing through this realm is… unique.”

“Unique,” Eli echoed to himself, making exaggerated air quotes. He opened his mouth to counter her assertion but halted as his HUD pulsed faintly. A small indicator caught his eye, flashing in the center of the circle formed by the pillars. Like a moth to a flame, he stepped into the glowing circle.

The moment his foot crossed into the sacred space, a low, resonant hum filled the air. The light from the pillars surged brighter, and with a glimmering ripple, a doorway materialized on the side of the temple.

“Uh, Alira, my unique mana appears to be working,” Eli called out, excitement and apprehension lacing his voice.

She rushed to his side, her eyes widening in astonishment at the doorway that had manifested before them. Together, they peered into the space beyond. A stairwell spiraled downward into shadow, the stone steps worn silky-smooth by the passage of time.

Eli hesitated, his instincts warning him to stay back. “Stay close,” Alira advised, her voice gentle, conjuring a small orb of light that floated just above her shoulder.

Her tranquil demeanor was soothing, though it offered him little comfort. “Right behind you,” Eli muttered, inclining his head for her to lead the way. As she advanced, his thoughts spiraled in panic. *This feels like the plot twist in a horror film. I could still bolt for it now…*

His inner mutterings were interrupted as the doorway behind them slammed shut with a deep, echoing sound, plunging them into near darkness, illuminated solely by Alira’s light. The air immediately cooled.

The walls mirrored the symbols of the pillars outside, their luminescence flickering as they brushed past them. 

“There's a 100% chance this is a trap and we’re about to be served as a light lunch to some giant spider and its countless offspring,” Eli whispered, desperately trying to maintain distance from Alira.

Without replying, Alira descended into the depths, undeterred. The staircase cascaded away endlessly, spiraling down an unbroken path. The air turned chilling, carrying with it the subtle scent of damp earth and moisture.

Their footsteps echoed persistently, a stark contrast to the gentle hum reverberating from the mana-infused walls. Time slipped by, stretching their minutes into an agonizingly long continuum. 

*What did we always say? If we found ourselves trapped in a horror film, there’d be no way I’d dare walk into a doorway that just appeared out of nowhere. Turns out, I am exactly that fool.*

Eli checked his HUD, which displayed no imminent danger, yet pulsed faintly as if responding to the mana coursing around them. “At what point do we opt to turn around, because right now, I’m convinced the obvious destination leads to hell’s gate,” he said nervously, casting a glance up the staircase.

As Alira’s light orb danced across the walls, it created shadows that appeared to stalk just outside his peripheral vision. His attention shifted back upwards, and as he glanced away, he stumbled and collided into Alira from behind. 

“Uh, sorry! You work out?” Eli joked, attempting to lighten his atmosphere.

Alira met his gaze, a wry smile curling her lips. “Would you feel more at ease if you hopped on my back instead?”

A myriad of thoughts crossed Eli’s mind. “I feel like you’re jesting, and I’m obligated to say no, but I’m genuinely considering it,” he muttered, half-heartedly resting a hand against her shoulder for stability.

Calmly, she shook her head. “We’re almost there. I can sense the ground floor just a bit further.”

*What does it mean that she can sense the ground floor? Is she some kind of seismic predictor?*

After what felt like an eternity—a duration probably closer to 10 or 15 minutes—they arrived at a small stone platform. The area brimmed with glowing runes on the walls, and across the platform, an arched gateway opened into a dimly illuminated chamber.

“Look, I know you’re the expert here, but do you think stepping into a room that appears to lack other exits is a brilliant idea?” Eli stood on the last step, a mix of disbelief and apprehension consuming him.

“We’ll be safe. You’ve come this far; we’re only a few steps away,” Alira reassured him, taking a step toward the archway.

As Alira moved further away, Eli glanced back up the staircase, realizing darkness was closing in around him. He jumped off the stairs, hastily adhering to her side. 

Passing through the archway felt ethereal, yet familiar; they entered an astonishing vista: a verdant garden sprawling before them, drenched in sunlight, despite its subterranean location. The vibrant sky above was a perfect azure, wisps of dreamy clouds lapping at its edges.

The air, thick with warmth and the fragrant scent of blossoms and ripe fruits, enveloped them. At the heart of the garden lay a tranquil pond, its surface shimmering as if crafted from glass.

Eli’s gaze darted in every direction, lost in the splendor that seemed boundless. *How could this be real? Did we walk through a portal into another world? A different realm?*

Before Alira could reply, his HUD pulsed a vivid purple hue. The surface of the pond rippled, and a luminescent figure arose, seemingly sculpted from the water itself—a humanoid shape radiating soft purple light, devoid of discernible features.

Eli froze in place, his disbelief overwhelming. Alira, however, immediately sank to one knee, bowing her head in homage. 

The figure glided forward, not walking but effortlessly floating across the water's surface. Eli felt a prickling sensation run down his spine, the atmosphere vibrating with reverence, resonating through Alira’s gesture of humility.

As it reached the pond’s edge, the figure paused, its radiance softly rippling. Then, with a graceful motion, it stepped onto solid ground. As its foot met the earth, the brilliance diminished, revealing a womanly form draped in an ethereal robe that billowed like mist in the gentle breeze.

The robe shimmered and swirled like a living cloud, and her hairless head, devoid of eyebrows, accentuated her otherworldly presence. Two orbs of tranquil purple light made up her eyes, resonating with a calm aura. She smiled at Eli before shifting her gaze to Alira. Her voice, an enchanting melody, echoed with the wisdom of ages. “Rise, child. You need not bow to me. If anything, I should bow to you, Alira of Caelum.”

Alira raised her gaze but remained kneeling, bewilderment evident on her features. “You know me?” she asked tentatively.

The woman nodded, warmth dancing in her expression. “I have witnessed your journey. You have given abundantly to those in need, never anticipating a reward. You embody the essence of peace and vitality, and your mana reflects that truth. Come, let us sit and talk.”

She gestured toward three chairs that had seemingly materialized out of thin air, a small table set between them with a tray of vibrant fruits and a pitcher of refreshing, crystal-clear water. Every movement she made radiated fluid grace, exuding a calming authority.

Eli felt dwarfed by the moment, rendered speechless under her penetrating gaze. Lilly, as the woman had introduced herself, turned to him. “And you, Eli of Earth. I have a great deal to discuss with you.” For an instant, he remained paralyzed until Alira nudged him toward a chair.

As they settled into their seats, they watched as Lilly glided to her own, each motion a study in elegance, as though the very air parted to her will. Once seated, placing her hands gently in her lap, she began to speak. “It has been a long time since I embraced a mortal form,” she mused, her voice lilting like a gentle breeze.

“So many sensations intertwining. It’s a wonder mortals can navigate through it all,” she remarked while observing the vibrant garden before returning her focus to them. “Alira, let me first express my gratitude for leading Eli to this place. Time and again, you shoulder responsibilities without seeking reward in return. For that, we are deeply appreciative.”

Alira nodded, the humility of the acknowledgment rendering her momentarily speechless. “I was merely fulfilling my duty,” she murmured.

Lilly’s gaze reverted to Eli, who leaned forward slightly, his elbows on his knees as he gazed at her, wide-eyed with wonder. “Now, Eli, I imagine you harbor many queries. I will attempt to answer as best I can, though my time in this form is finite. Extending it would send ripples across the realms.”

“First, allow me to apologize,” Lilly continued. “Your entry into this realm was not meant to be accompanied by such trauma.” She bowed her head in a nod of remorse.

Eli gaped at her, his mind racing to assemble a coherent question. He opened his mouth, closed it again, and finally managed to inquire, “Are you... a god?”

She chuckled softly, shaking her head. “No, Eli. We are not named as you might comprehend. I am a Celestial, a being who aids in maintaining the delicate balance across many realms. My true name is beyond articulation in this physical existence, so you may refer to me as… Lilly.” She shared a knowing glance with Alira. “Like one of my favorite blooms.”

Eli’s incredulity was palpable.

Lilly continued in a patient, steady tone. “Celestials serve as guardians, not deities. We oversee the intricate threads of existence, ensuring balance remains intact.”

Eli raised an eyebrow, incredulously blurting, “So... you’re some cosmic janitor? A universal repair crew?”

“Eli…” Alira chided lightly.

Lilly erupted into laughter, the sound vibrant and carefree. “Something akin to that. Yet, our duties transcend mere maintenance. The magnitude of our work is beyond mortal comprehension, and while we may appear divine to you, we are far from omnipotent. Thus, to clarify, I am not a god—although I suspect many from Earth would argue differently. But that discussion can wait. What’s your next question?”

Eli leaned back, overwhelmed as a tidal wave of inquiries flooded out of him. “Why am I here? What became of the others who traversed that… whatever it was we just passed through? Can I return? And why do I have this magical mana guide imprinted in my mind?”

“Where are the rest of the group?” he pressed further. “And… why was I chosen?”

Lilly smiled gently, raising a hand to bring him to calmness. “Let’s commence with the straightforward inquiries. The ‘thing’ you passed through was a realm rift, an unstable and perilous tear in the fabric of reality.”

Eli’s gaze widened. “The students…”

“They are safe now,” Lilly interjected swiftly, the gentleness of her voice assuring. “I sent them back to Earth and healed them during the fleeting moment they grazed the Void between realms. To them, it will manifest as a peculiar dream.”

Lilly’s gaze softened, a veil of sorrow washing over her. “I regret the turmoil that accompanied your arrival. The Kash-Tar are inexorably drawn to Realm mana, and the Rift created by the students had lingered long enough to attract their attention.”

A small chuckle escaped Eli, his eyes glistening. The pressure that had long engulfed him finally released its grip. The realization washed over him like a fresh breeze.

He glanced down momentarily, wiping a tear that had betrayed him. His hands still quivered as he sought the right words, but they were lost on him. 

“Are they truly safe and alive?” he reiterated, needing the reassurance deeply.

“Yes, Eli, I assure you they are alive and well,” Lilly affirmed warmly.

Eli inhaled deeply, dabbing at his eyes once more.

She paused, her expression shifting to one of contemplation. “As for what comes next—”

“Just give me a moment,” Eli implored, burying his face in his hands, yearning to regain composure. 

Alira, ever supportive, poured him a glass of water and placed it before him, gently resting a hand upon his back. “Take a sip, Eli,” she encouraged softly.

As he grasped the glass, his HUD flickered to life with new information.

[Glass Cup - Unknown]  
🔹 Description: Unknown  
🔹 Durability: Unknown  
🔹 Enchantment: Unknown  
[Liquid]  
🔹 Description: Water – From the Heart Spring.  
🔹 Enchantment: Unknown  

Brow furrowed, Eli surveyed the strange details, shrugging it off before taking a sip. Instantly, he felt rejuvenated.

“Alright, I’m good. Or perhaps not good, but acceptable. No, definitely not fine,” he gently rubbed his face in deliberation. “I’m ready for the what, when, why, and how?”

A knowing smile adorned Lilly’s features. “You are remarkable. As I was stating, the students unwittingly facilitated the creation of another realm rift. They may catch glimpses of the Void, yet without an anchor, they cannot tether themselves to another realm. The anchor that permitted your passage was mana from Caelum, which I infused into their machine. This provoked the instabilities you experienced.”

Eli’s frown deepened. “So, you were powering their machine when Kelly announced it was drawing energy from somewhere else—that was mana?”

“Indeed, I needed to anchor the rift to Caelum to ensure your safe arrival,” she clarified.

“So, am I stuck here?” Eli queried tentatively.

“Not indefinitely,” Lilly replied gently. “There is a route for you to return, yet it demands that you grow stronger, harnessing and sustaining immense mana. Once you attain that level, the decision will rest with you.”

Skepticism laced Eli’s voice. “Why me? What distinguishes me from everyone else?”

Her gaze softened further. “We required someone capable of wielding formidable power without falling prey to corruption or vanity. Numerous users of mana in this realm are beguiled by power, losing their humanity to its influence. You, Eli, possess a unique foundation shaped by your history and the values instilled by your parents. You are the closest we have encountered to someone who can preserve balance.”

Eli felt a tightening in his jaw. “So, I am a suitable choice merely because my parents were good people who perished? Thanks for that.”

A sudden realization struck him. “Wait, did you play a role in the car accident?” he asked, irritation rising in his throat.

“No, Eli. We cannot alter singular events,” Lilly insisted. “If that were the extent of our influence, I would have resolved this matter long ago.” 

Her expression turned troubled. “Your pain serves as a grounding force. You question everything, including the gifts bestowed upon you, and that humility inspires us.”

Alira finally broke her silence, her voice steady. “What do you need Eli to do?”

Lilly shifted her gaze towards Alira. “We require him to confront the Preserver and the Reformer. Once tasked with nurturing the growth of this realm, these beings have become increasingly at odds over the last 20,000 cycles. Their conflict has engendered an imbalance in the mana, its effects rippling across all connected realms—including Earth.” Her gaze directed at Eli.

Alira’s eyes widened. “The imbalance… the Great War…”

Lilly nodded affirmatively. “Precisely. The Zorathians pursued the Mana Wells, instigated by the discord sown by the Preserver and Reformer. This realm was once a source of harmony, its mana birthing countless other realms into existence. Now, that equilibrium has collapsed.”

Eli crossed his arms, skepticism etched into his features. “Wait, are you saying I need to challenge the two most powerful entities in this realm? Why can’t you just fix it yourself or appoint someone else?”

“Alira would excel in that role,” Eli asserted, pointing at her while still keeping his gaze on Lilly.

Her smile carried a trace of bittersweetness. “We cannot directly interfere; as mentioned, our involvement in a singular level leads to catastrophic repercussions.”

She shifted her gaze between Alira and Eli. “The last time we intervened—65 million years ago,” nodding at Eli, “resulted in the extinction of numerous species. You might understand it as the asteroid that heralded the end of what you refer to as the age of dinosaurs.”

Eli blinked in disbelief. “Wait! You’re saying you were responsible for wiping out the dinosaurs?”

“Not intentionally,” Lilly explained. “Even seemingly insignificant actions can foster immense consequences. That’s why we rely on individuals such as you—loopholes amid our constraints.”

Alira broke in with a gentle tone. “So, the Great Dragon Age… did it truly exist?”

Lilly inclined her head slightly. “Indeed. Dragons once reigned over Caelum long before their numbers dwindled. Their legacy lingers on, though often misunderstood.”

Eli leaned back, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts. “So, I'm tasked with salvaging this world, ceasing the conflict between these two entities, what—half-celestials—while somehow growing powerful enough to return home? That's… quite a load.”

Lilly smiled, her demeanor reassuring. “It is. But you shan’t be alone, Eli. You have Alira, and the strength resides within you. Remember, even the tiniest ripples can unleash monumental waves.”

“Is there some kind of book handed out for these inspirational quotes once you ascend to a certain power level? I wouldn’t mind some guidelines to study,” Eli quipped, glancing back and forth between Alira and Lilly.

Both women shared a light chuckle. “I’m sure I can jot some down for you if you require,” Alira teased with a playful smirk.

Eli remained skeptical, crossing his arms. “So… what’s up with this video game HUD embedded in my head? I didn’t exactly opt into a tutorial for superhero life, nor did I click ‘yes’ to any downloads."

Lilly sighed, her expression a blend of regret and understanding. “I owe you an apology for that. When we selected you, we questioned how someone from Earth could acclimate to the intricate dynamics of Caelum. The mana and its flows—these concepts are alien to someone from your world. Absent a guide, you’d be overwhelmed.”

She paused, her gaze locking onto Eli's, her tone softening. “Thus, we scoured your history for something familiar, a bridge. The ‘video game HUD,’ as you dubbed it, became the most suitable solution. It’s designed to aid you in comprehending and harnessing the mana already within you. When you activate your affinities, this HUD will evolve. You will even possess the power to customize it to fit your needs.”

Eli stared in disbelief. “So, you’re implying that you hacked my brain… with a game mechanic? I never authorized any download!"

“It wasn’t a decision taken lightly,” Lilly clarified, her voice firm yet compassionate. “But our engagement with mortals is constrained. This was the best method to equip you for the challenges lying ahead. However, my time here is rapidly coming to a close. To activate your first affinity, you shall need to grasp my hand. This is the last step.”

Confusion clouded Eli’s expression.

Turning her attention to Alira, Lilly’s tone became serious. “Eli will require your guidance. No mortal has ever mastered all five affinities. The journey ahead will not be easy for either of you, but if anyone possesses the capacity, it’s him.”

Alira’s eyes widened slightly, yet she nodded in agreement.

Eli’s jaw dropped, astonished. “Wait, wait, wait—am I supposed to master all five affinities? I thought three was the limit—that’s what you stated,” pointing at Alira, “and those are the formidable beings I’m meant to confront! Doesn’t this seem a bit… reckless? A terrible idea?”

Exasperated, he glanced at Lilly, then back at Alira, frustration bubbling to the surface. “Look, I trust you as well as one can after just two days, but this? I am humbled that you believe I’m capable of… whatever this is. But let’s be realistic—this plan reeks of absurdity.” 

Eli stood, his hands raking through his hair in frustration. “You’re summoning five superpowers and expecting me to train like I’m some kind of Karate Kid to face off against literal gods? This isn’t a movie but rather my life! Have you given this much thought? Alira, right?”

Alira opened her mouth to respond when Lilly raised her hand to stop her.

Lilly met Eli’s gaze, her eyes reflecting the sorrow of a mother grieving a child’s departure to war. “Eli, you already possess all five affinities within yourself. You received them the moment you crossed into this realm. Had you been incapable of managing them, we would have known instantly. And know this—I’ve deliberated on every possibility.”

“Among the seven who traversed the rift—only Kelly, Liam, and you could contain the five affinities without succumbing to ruin from within,” Lilly continued.

A contemplative pause filled the air.

“Think about what you’ve just said,” Eli exclaimed, his fingers pressed against his temples. “Only three out of eight people can manage all of them. Why is that?”

“It’s challenging to articulate on this level.” Lilly took a breath, choosing her words carefully. “However, due to the alignment of your soul and body, you can bear the power of the five affinities while maintaining a stable connection to the mana,” she explained, her focus shifting between Eli and Alira. “It’s far more complex than this simplified explanation suggests, but that’s the crux of it. I’m sorry, Eli.”

Eli shook his head, processing Lilly’s words, unable to reconcile the revelations washing over him. 

“The very capacity to bear the mana you will draw upon is only the beginning. We needed a vessel who could wield the powers without succumbing to distortion of their own moral compass. And I assure you, Eli, we have previously attempted to use others, but they were never you.”

Her voice softened to a near plea. “Do you truly believe either Liam or Kelly would have fared better?”

Eli inwardly grappled with her statement and struggled to formulate a reply. “I… I don’t know,” he finally admitted. 

With resolve in her demeanor, Lilly reached out, extending her hand. “I understand your apprehensions, Eli. I genuinely do. Yet, this choice isn’t predicated upon perfection. It’s about trust—trust in yourself, trust in those who stand alongside you, and trust in the journey ahead.”

Doubt felt like an understatement. Just two days ago, he was merely a janitor, preoccupied with video games and mundane routines. How had he arrived at this juncture? Everything felt surreal yet profoundly real, more so than the prior two years combined.

In this extraordinary place, amid the chaos and uncertainty, he felt vibrantly alive. What would his parents say if they were here? 

His mother would give him a playful smack on the back of the head, urging him to rise to the occasion. His father would impart wisdom—suggesting that hard work laid the foundation for success, but effort was necessary.

He could dedicate himself to this. He knew how to put in the work, taking it one day at a time.

Drawing a deep breath, he closed his eyes. Inhaling again, he exhaled slowly. 

“Alright,” Eli finally uttered, “what do I need to do?”

Alira noticed the transformation, the moment he embraced acceptance. He straightened, his shoulders squared. The Mana around them seemed to resonate with his newfound determination, rippling outwards.

Lilly smiled warmly. “I can awaken one affinity, but after that, the rest will be on you—or with Alira’s support, I presume.” A glance shared with Alira confirmed their mutual understanding. “We can explore them briefly to help you choose your first affinity, but we must act quickly.”

Lilly hurriedly elaborated on the options, pausing between each to allow Eli to absorb their implications. After deliberating over the five affinities, Eli rubbed the back of his head thoughtfully.

Glancing at Alira, he quipped, “After this ordeal, we need to discuss my haircuts.”

Alira shook her head, marveling at how he was processing the immense weight of it all. Lilly beamed at him, pride apparent in her expression.

“The Elemental affinity is alluring—fire, water, earth, wind. It appears versatile, yet I remain uncertain about how any of it functions.”

“Energy sounds immensely powerful, yet equally perilous. I wouldn’t want to risk unweaving reality while attempting to unlock a simple door.”

“Life should be valuable, but I’m uncertain if it truly serves as a foundational affinity.”

“Spiritual? I have no inkling of where to even initiate that journey.”

“But Physical…”  

His gaze fell upon his body, a prison forged from injury. He remembered how running had once been effortless, the vitality coursing through him before the accident had robbed him of that freedom. Now, he had an opportunity to rebuild himself.

“Alright, I choose Physical. Do I need to sign any paperwork? What about a 30-day money-back guarantee or a lifetime warranty?” Eli sat a bit straighter as he regarded Lilly with determination.

Alira’s voice was low but affirming. “I believe that’s a prudent choice, Eli. It will allow us to cultivate your corporeal strength and speed while molding everything else around that.”

Eli shot a thumbs-up back at Alira while acknowledging her mentor-like wisdom. 

With a firm gaze on Lilly, he stated, “I expect the ability to fly to come with this deal.”

As Lilly smiled, the gravity of the moment mingled with Eli’s humor. “We’ll see,” she replied cryptically.

As he grasped her hand, an eruption of blinding light overwhelmed his senses. 

Time twisted in unexpected ways—seconds expanded into epochs, or perhaps time collapsed into mere instants. 

Power coursed through him, flooding every fiber of his being. He felt his body expelling the bolts and plates from his legs, forcing them outward with sheer intensity that left him gasping.

Every wound, every scar healed with an instant surge. His muscles swelled where they had been severed, bones thickened with newfound strength. His mind rewired itself, moments of clarity reforming his faded memories as if newly forged.

He could sense it—the connection to the Mana around him felt alive, breathing with vibrant energy.

Then, he glimpsed the Celestial’s authentic essence. The brilliance around Lilly wasn’t merely dazzling; it pulsed with their core vitality.

As the light began to dissipate, fleeting images of his parents flickered before him—just as they appeared the night he triumphed against Oak Hill Academy. His father’s applause mingled with his mother’s encouraging smile, her unwavering confidence ever buoyant.

For one brief, electrifying moment, Eli locked eyes with his father. A silent message flowed between them: *You’ve got this.*

And then it was gone. The light blinked into oblivion, his body surrendered, and he plunged face-first into the tranquil pond.

