Chapter 10

Eli's consciousness gingerly clawed its way back to the surface of reality, each of his senses flickering on one by one like a damaged light fixture. The cool embrace of water lapped against his skin, seeping through his clothes and invigorating him in a peculiar way. A throb pulsed in his mind, not quite pain but like an overclocked processor struggling to catch up. 

"Eli!" Alira’s voice sliced through the haze, pulling him the rest of the way back. He cracked his eyes open, meeting her gaze as she crouched beside him at the edge of the Heart Spring, her typical stoicism marred by evident concern. "You're alive."
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He groaned, feeling both buoyant and heavy, as if his body existed in two conflicting states at once. “What in the world just happened? Did I drown? Am I dead? Because if I am, this afterlife is surprisingly wet.”

Alira leaned back, relief flooding her features. “Not dead. I was beginning to doubt you’d drown in just two inches of water.” Eli groaned again, pushing himself up on his elbows. “Thanks for the confidence boost. So, what really happened?”

“Whatever Lilly did, it...” She hesitated, her gaze sweeping over him. “It was intense."

“It did feel intense,” Eli replied, finally pushing himself upright and marveling at the ease with which he moved. The familiar stiffness in his legs was gone; he twisted his back, surprised to find no pain lingering. Experimentally, he flexed his muscles, then froze as a memory crashed into him—a sensation of surgical hardware—the metal plates and screws that had once anchored themselves within him, now forcibly expelled.

He instinctively turned to where he had stood a moment before. A gleam of metal caught his eye on the ground, but before he could spiral into panic, a soft chime echoed in his mind, accompanied by a calm, unfamiliar voice. 

"Welcome, Eli. The Celestial Mana Interface is online."

“What—who—what the hell was that?” Eli scrambled back, his eyes darting around the clearing as if expecting the intruder to materialize.

Alira tilted her head, confusion etched across her features. “What was what?”

“That voice! You didn’t hear it?” He pressed his hands to his temples, anxiety beginning to rise. “Oh, god. I’m hearing voices now.”

The voice returned, unfazed by his apprehension. "Your Celestial Mana Interface has been activated as a result of your awakening your first affinity. This system will assist you in navigating Caelum, managing abilities, and optimizing your affinity progression."

Eli blinked. “Celestial Mana Interface? You’re in my head?”

“Correct. Think of me as your personal guide.”

His gaze flicked nervously to Alira. “You seriously don’t hear this?”

“I think my HUD is talking to me now,” he muttered, half embarrassed.

“Incorrect. I cannot talk. I am synthesizing words that you can understand.”

“Oh god, it’s like a video game tutorial guide but very literal.” Eli rubbed his temples and glanced at Alira, who wore a half grin. “Yeah, yeah, new reference material.”

Eli stood from the pond, water dripping from his clothes. “Great, any chance you have the ability to dry them quickly?”

Alira shook her head, a playful glint in her eyes. “I can start a fire to help dry you off, but no, I have no such abilities. There’s waterproof clothing you can purchase, however.”

“Oh, cool,” Eli retorted dryly. “I’ll put that on my Caelum credit card.” As Alira started the small fire and summoned the two chairs from before, she narrowed her eyes.

“I’m sure you are about to make a gaming reference,” she predicted. “But, regardless, I can purchase you some new clothes when we reach the nearest town.”

As Eli settled into the chair in front of the crackling fire, his HUD flashed purple, revealing a list of five affinities, with Physical highlighted:

**Affinity Selection:**
1. Elemental: Fire, Water, Earth, Wind. Control the natural forces of the world.
2. Energy: Electric, Arcane, Space-Time. Harness the raw power of the universe.
3. Life: Healing, Nature, Balance. Restore and protect life’s essence.
4. Spiritual: Light, Shadow, Psychic. Manipulate the intangible and unseen forces.
5. **Physical: Strength, Metal. Enhance the body and manipulate the material world.**

"You have awakened your Physical Affinity. You will need to select your abilities so they can integrate into your Mana and Body."

"Okay," Eli muttered, and the HUD pulsed purple again. Three columns materialized before him: PASSIVES – ACTIVES – POWERS. 

“Please select five abilities from Passive and Active categories, and select one ability from Power.”

Eli focused on the Passives, which expanded into a sprawling list of options. “This is a bit overwhelming,” he confessed, staring at the sheer number of choices laid before him.

The AI's voice chimed in again. “Select five abilities and one Power Ability. You will have ten points to allocate across those abilities. Points may be allocated freely, with a maximum of four points per ability at Copper tier. Would you like to view descriptions?”

“[Yes / No]”

“For more information on how point allocation works for each Mana-Tier, please refer to the help guide.”

He sighed. “Okay, yes.”

The HUD swelled into a table format, displaying the Ability names, their Descriptions, and Progression Overview from Copper to Diamond. Eli’s gaze was drawn to the extensive list of abilities shimmering on the screen, its glow making his head spin. “How in the world am I supposed to pick five? There are, like, over a hundred on here!”

Alira, sitting cross-legged across the fire, gave him a pointed look. “If you don’t narrow it down, you’ll be staring at that list all night. Start with what you need most.”

“That’s the issue,” he groaned. “I don’t even know what I need! This is all…” He waved vaguely at the glowing display. “It’s too much. Every option sounds useful, and I can’t tell if I’m picking the right ones or setting myself up to get squashed like a bug later.”

The HUD chimed again. “I can narrow down the choices if you provide an overall focus—strength, metal manipulation, or speed.”

“Strength and speed. That’s the direction I want to take.” Alira raised an eyebrow, intrigued.

Eli shook his head. “No, sorry, I forgot you can’t hear this thing. It’s narrowing the choices based on my suggested focus.”

Alira looked impressed. “This HUD of yours is quite the gift.”

“Let’s hold off on calling it a gift, but it is definitely handy.” 

After an hour of deliberation, Eli articulated his choices aloud, the words flowing easier with Alira’s steady presence.

His HUD processed each selection:
**Power Ability Selected:**
🔹 Titan Form - Temporarily enhances size, strength, and durability, granting a 50% increase to physical power and damage resistance for the duration.  

**Passive Abilities Selected:**
🔹 Herculean Strength - Enhances raw strength, increasing physical attack power by 20%. Stacks with other strength-based abilities.
🔹 Reinforced Ligaments - Strengthens tendons and joints, increasing movement efficiency and reducing the risk of self-inflicted damage from high-impact strikes. Grants 10% increased agility. 
🔹 Adamant Heart - Increases stamina regeneration and reduces damage taken to vital areas by 10%. Allows sustained combat for longer periods.

**Active Abilities Selected:**
🔹 Meteor Dash - High-speed burst movement in a straight line, enabling Eli to reposition, evade attacks, or close the distance instantly. If used during an attack, impact force is amplified.
🔹 Fusion Punch - Channels mana into a punch, causing it to explode on impact for additional force. Stacks with Herculean Strength for amplified damage. 

“Please confirm choices. [Yes / No]”

Eli inhaled deeply and chose “Yes,” closing his eyes as he thought of the encounter with Lilly.

When his eyes flicked open again, Alira regarded him with a curious expression. “So, what’s next?”

“Now, I need to assign points to these abilities,” he said, steeling himself for the task ahead.

With Alira’s help, they sifted back through his abilities, discussing approaches and strategies. Finally, he felt ready to finalize their decisions.

“Alright. Herculean Strength. This boosts raw strength. So, 3 points.” He nodded at Alira for confirmation.

“Next, Reinforced Ligaments. This increases mobility and prevents injury. So, 2 points.” 

“Adamant Heart—for crucial areas. 1 point.” 

“For my active abilities,” he continued, “Meteor Dash is a must for high-speed movement. 1 point.”

“Fusion Punch, to infuse mana into my strikes. 1 point.” 

“And lastly, for my power: Titan Form for an overall boost. 2 points.” 

His HUD prompted again, “Confirm point allocation. [Yes / No]”

“Yes.” Eli closed his eyes, but nothing seemed to change initially. He tried to focus on the flow of mana within him, seeking to distance himself from the chaos surrounding him. 

The HUD chimed once more: “Point allocation complete. Abilities will initialize during the integration process. Estimated time: 3 hours. Please remain motionless during this period."

“I have to sit still for three hours?” Eli's disbelief glinted in his eyes as he stared at the glowing display.

Alira shrugged lightly. “It could take less. Or more. The manifesting process is unique to each person. Time varies from person to person. No one really knows; it’s not an exact science.” 

He frowned. “Wait—what do you mean, ‘no one knows’? Don’t people do this all the time?”

She shifted slightly, folding her hands in her lap. “Everyone in Caelum is born with an innate affinity. Like I told you before we got here,” Alira replied, her eyes meeting Eli's steadily. 

“It’s often tied to geography, linked to the mana that flows through their homeland. A child from Rivahlon will almost certainly have a water affinity. A child born in Ignithar will manifest fire. It’s as natural as breathing.” 

“So they’re just… born with it?” Eli pondered aloud. 

“Yes and no. The affinity is inherent, but it often doesn’t fully manifest until adolescence, usually during moments of strong emotion or extreme stress. A water affinity might emerge during a storm, or a fire-born affinity might surface when defending against danger. That’s where their mana abilities originate.”

Eli frowned. “And if it never manifests?”

“Then they’re classified as ‘Non-Mana Users,’” Alira explained gently. “About a third of the population never manifest their affinities. They’re ordinary people—not warriors or mages, but blacksmiths, merchants, leaders. They play an important role too.” 

Eli nodded slowly, absorbing the information. “So, everyone here has a predetermined path, and then there’s me—stuck with this…” He gestured to his head, indicating the HUD. “Weird system allowing me to choose.”

“Yes,” Alira confirmed with a soft smile.

“You’re unique, Eli. You weren’t born here; you don’t fit into the natural order of this world. The Celestials granted you this assistance to bridge the gap. It’s up to you to use it wisely.”

“Great,” Eli replied with mock enthusiasm. “No pressure there.” 

Alira gestured for him to sit cross-legged. “Now, you need to center yourself. Let your body and mana align.”

He followed her lead, closing his eyes to match her steady pace of breath. Minutes crawled by as his frustration festered; his mind refused to quiet down.

“Estimated time: Three hours. Please remain still to allow your abilities and body to sync,” his HUD chirped.

“Uhh,” Eli groaned. “This is going to take forever.” 

He shifted uncomfortably, his legs restless with the urge to move. “Three hours of this? I can’t even sit through a movie!” 

“Because you’re doing it wrong,” Alira retorted, her tone firm but not devoid of kindness. She had moved to sit cross-legged on the grass beside him, her posture erect and poised.

Eli shot her a dubious look. “I didn’t realize there was a right way to sit and do nothing.”

“It’s not about doing nothing,” Alira corrected, her eyes remaining closed. “It’s about centering yourself. Your body is integrating immense changes right now. Meditation will help align you with those changes and the flow of mana within you.”

Eli leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees in exasperation. “Great. So, uh… how do I do that? Because I don't think sitting here and ignoring the insanity unfolding around me is going to get me anywhere.”

Alira opened one eye and sighed. “I understand; this is a lot to digest. But you’re trying too hard.” She unfolded her legs and stood gracefully, walking over to him. “Let me guide you through it.”

“First,” Alira began, motioning for him to sit straight, “stop perceiving your body as separate from your mana. Everything—your muscles, your breath, your mind—is part of a single flow. Sit cross-legged, and keep your back straight.”

Eli grumbled but complied, contorting awkwardly into the requested position. “I feel like a pretzel.”

Alira regarded him. Eli noticed she opened her mouth to ask what a pretzel was, but decided against it, choosing not to derail the conversation for curiosities.

“You’ll get used to it,” she persisted, her tone blending patience with firmness. “Now, close your eyes.”

He obeyed her, though his jaw clenched in irritation.

“Breathe deeply,” she instructed. “In through your nose, out through your mouth. Focus on the rhythm. Let it guide you. Breathe in, breathe out. If you heed my words and follow my lead, I will guide you through this.”

Eli’s breathing slowed, though the tension in his shoulders persisted like a stubborn echo of his anxiety. 

“You’re still holding onto something,” Alira observed. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” Eli sighed. “Maybe the fact that I’m sitting in a forest on an alien planet with magic powers unexpectedly thrust upon me?”

Alira smirked faintly. “That’s quite understandable. But for now, let go of it. Focus on the present. Feel the air surrounding you, the ground beneath you. Allow your thoughts to drift. Concentrate on your breathing.”

After what felt like an eternity of silence, Eli gradually began to relax. His breaths evened, his shoulders lowered, and finally, for the first time, his mind quieted.

Then it happened: a faint warmth spread through his chest, as if sunlight was broken free from clouds, illuminating everything around him.

“What the…” Eli's eyes flew open, but instead of the familiar garden, an entirely unexpected landscape met his gaze.

The world glimmered with soft, shimmering light. Threads of energy interwove through the air like liquid gold, pulsing with life. He glanced down at his hands and gasped. His body glowed with a faint, ethereal aura, shifting and swirling in time with his breathing.

“Alira,” he whispered, wonder spilling from his lips. “I can see it.”

As he spoke, his concentration faltered, and the shimmering aura began to dim. Desperately, he tried to close his eyes again, yearning to return to the intoxicating sight, but it had vanished. He blinked, and suddenly the vibrant garden was once again in view.

“What was that?” he breathed, his voice barely above a whisper.

“That’s your aura—the flow of mana within you. Every living being on Caelum possesses one, whether they use mana or not. Yours appears to be particularly strong.”

“Realizing that I have all five affinities flowing within me certainly explains the distinctiveness of my aura,” she added, her tone carrying a layer of praise.

Eli closed his eyes once more, aiming to recapture the sensation of witnessing his aura. It didn’t come right away, but he felt steadier, finding himself caught in a current of calm rather than battling against a storm.

“Three hours feels like an eternity,” he murmured, breaking the stillness.

“It does,” Alira replied, a hint of amusement dancing in her voice. “But if you concentrate, the time will slip away.”

“Easy for you to say,” Eli grumbled. “You’ve been doing this your whole life.”

Alira cracked one eye open, smirking. “And now so are you.”

As the hours passed, Eli felt the warmth in his chest amplifying. When the HUD chimed again, announcing its readiness, he sat upright, energy thrumming through his body.

“Integration Complete. Abilities Initialized at Copper Tier.”

Eli flexed his hands, testing the newfound strength coursing through him. His legs felt empowered, his breath steady and deep. For the first time in years, he didn’t feel broken.

Alira rose, extending her hand to assist him. “How do you feel?”

Eli flexed, grinning. "Like I could punch a mountain." He paused, considering. "Or at least a really sturdy tree."

As Eli rose, aided by Alira's hand, he felt a thrill of energy coursing through him, leaving his body tingling with potential.

The HUD pulsed again, announcing, "Physical Affinity unlocked. To awaken additional affinities, seek out the Celestial Artifacts. Quests have been updated."

“Okay, I have a new batch of quests—four in total. Each leads to awakening an affinity, all tied to artifacts I need to uncover.” Eli flexed his hands as he shared the news with Alira.

Leaning back on her heels, still seated in her meditative pose, Alira offered a curious nod. “Does it at least mention where we can find these?”

Eli focused on his quest icon, revealing fresh entries listing their targets. “For Elemental, we need to locate ‘The Anvil of Aeons.’ For Energy, it’s ‘The Nexus Star,’ sounds ominous. Life leads to ‘The Wellspring Veil.’ And finally, Spiritual pulls us to something called ‘The Astral Crown.’” He glanced over at Alira after reading through them. “Have you heard of these?”

Alira nodded. “Yes. Does it give a location?”

Eli rubbed the back of his head. “Um, it does, but it also mentions that the Travelers Stone will guide us once we choose which artifact to pursue. So, I guess we need to decide where to go from here? "

Alira grinned. “We can figure that out later. For now, you need to hone your new abilities. I think I know just the person to assist us with that.” 

Eli raised an eyebrow, skepticism creeping into his posture. “Who?”
