Chapter 11

“An old friend, very old,” Alira replied, tucking her belongings away with deliberate care. “He utilizes Physical Affinity and should be able to help train you… if all goes well. It's been ages since I’ve seen him, but he's one of the few individuals on Caelum I trust to guide you.”
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Eli stood at the boundary of the Heart Spring, the damp earth welcoming his weight, though Alira’s words barely reached him. 

_My legs don’t ache. In fact, they feel powerful._ When was the last time he’d been able to stretch without the pain of nerves shooting through him? 

His body was different now—infused with strength, buoyant like air, quick as a flash—but it was a nascent power, one yet untested. The water lay still, glimmering like polished glass, an utter contrast to the tumultuous chaos of his earlier awakening. 

The HUD projected its light softly across his vision, the purple glow dimming as his initial choices were solidified. _Can this truly be reality?_

Alira tightened the straps on her satchel, an ease evident in her movements as if she had perfected this routine a thousand times over. She looked up, her gaze searching his face. 

“Still pondering?” 

“Pondering what?” Eli answered, rolling his shoulder as if surprised by the freedom of movement.

“Your body,” she gestured vaguely with her hand, her expression knowing. “It feels different, doesn’t it?”

“Yes. It’s... difficult to explain. I should be aching, but I’m not. I should feel exhausted, yet I’m filled with a vitality I haven’t experienced in years. It’s like I am me, but also completely transformed.” 

Alira nodded as though she had anticipated this reaction. “That’s the result of mana integrating with your body. It rewrites your foundations, irrespective of your readiness.”

Eli released a measured breath. He hadn’t had the opportunity to process everything fully. Here he stood—whole again—able to walk without pain for the first time in years. His hands flexed at his sides in disbelief. This wasn’t a fleeting vision; this was his new reality.

Alira hoisted her bag onto her shoulder. “Come along. We need to continue our journey.”

“Right. And where exactly are we headed?” 

“A small village to the west.” She turned, stepping through the archway that framed the garden. As she did, Eli found himself staring at the arch, astonished that he had gone from pushing a cleaning cart to embarking on a quest to save a world. Dwelling on that thought too long might just plunge him into despair.

He followed her through the arch and into the dimly lit passage that led to the winding stairs. To his surprise, he arrived at the top in a matter of mere minutes, anticipation of a lengthy climb vanishing as the distance was quickly covered.

Upon exiting the temple, he spotted Alira already on the dirt path that led away from the Heart Spring. “Did you notice how quickly we went back up those stairs?” he asked, casting a conspiratorial glance toward the temple.

“It did feel a bit shorter going up than it did coming down,” Alira replied, casting a sideways glance back at him. 

Eli shook his head as he caught up with her. “You speak of the absurd like it’s commonplace, which I suppose it is around here.” 

Alira simply smiled, beginning to walk again, and Eli fell into step beside her. 

“So, what’s the deal with this town we’re heading to?” 

“It’s independent. No oversight from the Capitals or the Coin Guild, though they do use Mana Coins for trade. They’ll at least listen to us. However, they’re wary of outsiders.” She glanced at him, her gaze intent. “Plus, they have their own Electric-Mana user. That’s crucial.”

Eli matched her pace. “Why does that matter? Is that how they power everything?” 

Alira nodded slightly, approval lighting her features. “Precisely. You’re picking up quickly.” 

“I’ve always considered myself clever,” Eli remarked with mock pride.

“What’s the relationship between the Coin Guild and the Capitals?” As they stepped beyond the Heart Spring’s protective veil, the world around them shifted. The shimmering air behind them sealed, leaving no trace of the sanctuary they had just left. They found themselves beneath the dense canopy of the Ash Forest once more.

Alira clasped her hands behind her back, glancing at him as they walked. “The relationship is intricate, but let’s break it down simply,” she said, her voice steady. 

Eli nodded, aligning himself with her stride.

“The Capitals govern the world and most major mana resources. They create the laws, maintain order, and either guide or impose control over their citizens, depending on the region. Each Capital manages its territory differently, but they all share one fundamental thing: power.” 

He frowned at the thought that twisted in his mind. “And the Coin Guild? They’re in charge of the economy?”

Alira laughed dryly, a hint of amusement flaring in her eyes. “In charge? They’re the economy. Every coin that changes hands, all trade, every tax—it ultimately funnels back to them. The Coin Guild isn’t tethered to any single Capital; they operate outside the political framework, which makes them virtually untouchable. They dictate the balance of wealth and commerce throughout Caelum. A village that doesn’t engage with the Guild? That’s a village the Guild doesn’t protect.”

Eli furrowed his brow. “So, this means... the village we’re approaching?”

Alira affirmed with a nod. “It’s self-sufficient. They have no Coin Guild banks, no capital-funded military. Their survival hinges on their own resources—which is why their Electric mana user is vital. Without mana-powered trade routes, they struggle for supplies. If he dies or leaves? Darkness envelops the village.” 

Eli breathed out sharply, disbelief settling in. “That’s madness.”

Alira merely shrugged. “That’s the price of independence. Some prefer to fight through their hardships rather than become another cog in someone else’s machine.” 

Eli rubbed his temples, trying to reconcile the concept. In many ways, it echoed the power struggles he had known on Earth—governments and corporations, monopolies—but here, mana was more than just a resource; it was a matter of survival.

“So why don’t these Capitals force every town to join their system?” 

“They could,” Alira admitted, her expression thoughtful. “Some already do. But the world is vast, and there are too many villages and people to control. Even with all their power, the Capitals can't reach everywhere. They tolerate independent towns as long as they remain compliant. Should any village become a problem? The Capitals send in their enforcers, and worse—the Guild dismantles them economically.”

Alira glanced at him, an amused smirk playing on her lips. “Surprised by this?” 

He scoffed lightly. “I honestly have no idea what I was expecting. I’ve been here for, what? Two days? And I’m already knee-deep in power struggles.” 

“That’s the reality of the world,” she replied matter-of-factly.

Eli sighed. “Yeah. Sounds depressingly familiar.” 

They walked in silence, contemplating the weight of their conversation until Eli finally turned to her, curiosity flickering in his gaze. “And you? Where do you fit into all this? Are you in service to one of the Capitals?” 

Alira’s demeanor shifted, the usual sharpness in her façade softening into something harder to decipher. In that fleeting moment, Eli saw the shadow of someone burdened by experience too great to share. 

“I am where I need to be,” she replied, her tone curt. “Nothing more, nothing less.”

Eli frowned at her vague response, but she offered no further clarification. He mulled over her words, still grappling with their weight when the winding path spilled out of the dense forest into a broad road, glowing with the warm hues of the setting sun.

“Actual roads,” Eli mused aloud.

“What were you expecting?” she queried, following the path.

Eli fell into contemplative silence, his gaze fixed ahead as a sense of paradox enveloped him—the feeling of having slipped into both the past and the future simultaneously. 

“So... this world is primarily powered by mana?” he inquired after a brief pause.

Alira confirmed, “Mostly. While not everyone possesses an awakened affinity, mana permeates everything. It exists in the land, the air, the very heartbeat of its people. It fuels energy, construction, medicine, agriculture, warfare—everything.”

Eli focused on the road beneath his feet. “And these roads?”

“Indeed. Each region employs earth mana users skilled in construction. They draw stone from the ground, refine it, and lay it down flawlessly—no cracks, no necessary repairs unless something substantial occurs. Roads like this endure for centuries.” 

Alira kicked a loose pebble off the smooth stone road, her gaze following it as it rolled down the gentle slope. “These roads weave through the landscape, uniting villages, towns, and cities. However, for farther distances, most travel doesn’t require walking. Many cities connect to Caelshold via the Grand Mana Rail.” 

Eli’s brow furrowed. “Wait—you possess trains?”

“Caelum boasts a variety of transportation,” she replied, casting him a sidelong glance. 

“And they all operate on mana?” Eli pressed.

“Different varieties of mana are required based on the technology in use, but yes. This world is rich with mana; acquiring it is as simple as breathing. The main challenge arises when it comes to controlling it, where power intersects with necessity. It doesn’t always benefit the less powerful. Yet, overall, it serves most efficiently,” Alira explained.

Eli's eyes darted around their surroundings. “I honestly assumed you used carriages, dragons, or perhaps those magical portals one often reads about in fantasy stories. That seems to be a quintessential transport system for a world like this.” 

Alira arched an eyebrow. “Carriages? No.”

“Portals?” Eli asked, a glimmer of hope lacing his words.

Her expression turned flat. “Some can wield portals, but most can’t harness sufficient mana for even one person to activate a portal until they are of high gold or emerald tier.” She resumed walking, turning her thoughts back toward the path ahead. 

“And even then, it’s so mana-intensive that the risks often outweigh the benefits. Don’t misunderstand—they are effective, but I’ve been in this world for a long time, and I can count on one hand how many portals I’ve traversed in my lifetime.” 

Eli nodded slowly. “Right. So, no portals.” 

A smirk danced across Alira's face. “The Grand Mana Rail slices travel time from months to mere days.” 

“The Grand Mana Rail is among the most advanced systems in Caelum, intricately woven into the infrastructure of the Capitals and major cities. However, not every village has access to it.” 

Eli stared at her in astonishment. “That’s as mind-boggling to me as the idea of dragons. Do you still employ coal-powered technology?” 

“Non-mana users sometimes do, but because of the smoke and the environmental damage it causes to the surrounding mana, coal is heavily regulated and frowned upon.” 

Alira shrugged, the expression on her face exuding a sense of resignation. “Every world needs a method to transport people and goods; ours simply happens to rely on pure mana. How does yours function? Is it solely coal?” 

“No, we mainly use oil—a fossil fuel—but I can’t recall how we produce it. I know it comes from deep underground, possibly from the remains of extinct creatures. It eludes me,” Eli replied, shrugging once more.

He raked his fingers through his hair, bewilderment swirling within him. “Every game I’ve played, every movie I’ve watched—it’s always low-tech medieval societies with magic sprinkled on top. Yet you folks jumped straight to trains?”

Alira chuckled, an amused light glinting in her eyes. “Mana isn’t just about casting fireballs, Eli. It’s a foundation for civilization.”

“And there was no skipping involved. Caelum endured hardships to reach this stage,” she added, a somber edge giving weight to her words.

Eli let out a slow breath, processing the depth of their conversation. This world thrived on mana, yet it also thrived on power—who wielded it, who commanded it, and who fought to hold on.

The landscape gradually morphed as they continued; the verdant splendor of the Heart Spring gave way to rolling hills, with trees fanning out in dense patches before becoming sparse once more. Stone roads crafted with precision by Earth mana users sliced through the terrain, unwavering and smooth.

After a stretch of silence, Eli broke the stillness with a sudden thought. “Can I use my abilities?” 

A mischievous glint sparked in Alira’s eyes. “I guessed you would be itching to attempt to uproot a tree by now.” 

“You really think I can do that?” Eli asked, marvel mingling with a hint of apprehension. 

“Probably not, at least not solely from your strength right now,” she teased, “but yes, with your Titan Form Power, you absolutely can. Let’s move ahead into those trees, and you can give it a go. This will serve as a solid demonstration of what happens once the ability wears off.”

As they ventured toward the treeline, Eli felt the weight of anticipation swirl within him. The prospect thrilled him, yet the uncertainty also doused him in trepidation. “Wait, if I activate my Titan Form, will my clothes tear apart, like the Hulk?” 

Alira tilted her head. “Incredible what?” 

Eli’s brow furrowed. “The Hulk—teammates with Iron Man, the one who won against Thanos. Not important right now. But what about my clothes?” 

Her gaze grazed across his attire. “I can’t say for sure; the shirt I gave you will likely adapt, but the rest of your clothes aren’t from here, and I doubt they’ll adjust to your change. We may need to put that on hold until we procure garments that can respond to your transformations.”

“Right, I’d prefer not to stride into my first village clad in nothing but a flower shirt.” 

Eli’s expression became dejected. “Fine, then. I guess I'll punch this tree with Fusion Punch.” Alira waved him onward. “Go for it.”

Eli squared his shoulders, focusing on the tree. He grounded himself, taking a deep breath and envisioning Fusion Punch. Mana swirled within him, building like an overcharged battery. He braced himself and tightened his fist, drawing it back before unleashing all the power packed into it. As he committed the punch, time appeared to stretch, and doubts flooded his mind. 

He was merely an ordinary human.

A custodian at that.

He was attempting to strike a tree.

HE WAS ABOUT TO PUNCH A TREE.

What if he shattered his hand?

As the thought rolled through his mind in the fleeting moments before his fist connected, he instinctively pulled his punch ever so slightly. 

Unfortunately, Eli had failed to consider the velocity of his strike. 

He spun past the tree, barreling into the nearby shrub, landing roughly. 

Eli lay amidst the foliage, twigs digging into his back and sides. Laughter erupted from Alira, waves of mirth that made her unable to breathe. 

His HUD chimed in with a neutral cadence:  
🔹 [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, a thorn-studded branch clinging to his arm. “Great. My heroic training attempt, and I get sidelined by a bush!”

He glanced back at Alira as he struggled to extricate himself, frustration lacing his voice. “This did not go according to plan. And you must keep this between us. Understood?” He tugged himself free, thorns and branches catching on his clothing and tearing small holes into his shirt.

Alira was lost in laughter, doubled over. 

“Alright, alright, it wasn’t that entertaining,” Eli grumbled, swiping at the offending branches.

Alira attempted to straighten up, only to burst into a renewed fit of laughter. 

Eli crossed his arms, glaring playfully at her. “Are we done? Don’t we have somewhere to be? And you really should consult the wise guide handbook; I don’t think laughter is part of your training protocols.” 

Finally gaining her composure, Alira looked at Eli with sincerity. “I haven’t laughed that hard in forever, so thank you for that. And,” her expression turned serious again, “I promise not to breathe a word about your little mishap with the bush.”

Eli shot a pointed glare in the direction of the shrub. “Stupid bush.” 

They rejoined the road, continuing their journey toward the village. Occasionally a chuckle from Alira would resonate through the air, igniting Eli's glare once more.

The next couple of hours ensued in the duo’s exploration of Eli’s help guide. They uncovered how the points functioned between tiers, the length of his cooldowns, and perhaps most importantly, how to mute the incessant AI voice.

As the sun dipped toward the horizon, they finally spotted the first signs of civilization. The village lay before them—small yet sturdy—harmoniously integrated into its natural surroundings rather than imposed atop it. Thick stone buildings with wooden accents were tucked between towering trees, and as dusk approached, flickering lanterns came to life, illuminating the encroaching twilight.

