Chapter 19

The first rays of dawn streaked across the sky, splashing gold and crimson against the backdrop of Caelum's two moons, which hung low on the horizon. Eli stretched his muscles, feeling a newfound flexibility that eclipsed anything he had known before. As he awoke, the enticing aromas of Alira’s cooking wafted to him, pulling him from slumber.

Swinging his legs over the side of the cot, Eli cast a glance at the small makeshift stove where Alira was diligently stirring something in a pot. 

"Did you ever sleep?" he asked, rubbing the back of his head, curiosity etched on his face.

Alira let out a soft laugh, her focus still on the pot. "Sleep hasn’t been necessary for quite some time. I meditate, and that suffices. You’ll come to find the same, eventually."

Eli stood, arching his back and stretching until his fingertips grazed the ceiling. "And what about food? I swear, you don’t ever eat."

Finally shifting her gaze to him, Alira offered a playful smirk. "I eat when it’s fitting. But on Caelum, mana feeds me more than any meal could. Those of us who are Emerald or higher can go for months without food, and even longer without the need to breathe."

Eli halted mid-stretch, confusion flickering across his features. "I’m sorry, what?"

With a nonchalant shrug, Alira continued, "I could likely last even longer, but it never feels quite right. It's a sensation your mind struggles to release, I suppose."

Eli stared at her for a beat, processing her words. "Alright, well, I'm still trying to wrap my head around the concept of poop mana, so give me a moment before I tackle ‘not breathing’ as an idea."

Alira burst into laughter, the sound light and genuine. "Just eat. Dainen will be ready soon."

Eli took a seat, picking up his plate just as his HUD chimed softly.

☰ Meal Identified  
🔹 Item: Hearty Grains & Smoked Beast Strips  
🔹 Quality: High  
🔹 Nutritional Value: Balanced meal. Sustains stamina regeneration for up to four hours.  
🔹 Effect: Slow-release energy boost. Slight resistance to fatigue.  

He took a bite, nodding appreciatively. "Okay, this is solid."

Alira settled across from him, sipping a cup of what looked like tea but surely was something more peculiar. "About Dainen," she began, "he has his own unique way of training. Over the years, I’ve seen him work with countless individuals, and he never employs the same methods twice."

Eli, still chewing, raised an eyebrow, intrigued.

"When he read your past yesterday," she continued, "it was not merely a test. It provided him with a foundation to maximize your potential." She took another sip. "This will not be easy."

Eli swallowed, setting his fork down, determination lining his features. "I can handle it. Honestly? Compared to learning how to walk again, this will be a cakewalk."

His mind flicked back to that time—the sterile scent of the hospital still vivid in his memory. The cold tiles beneath his feet as he took hesitant steps, nearly collapsing more times than he could count. Miles had been there, catching him as he faltered.

Jolting back to the present, he noticed Alira watching him with a steady gaze. She didn’t inquire or pry, but her expression was unwavering.

Exhaling slowly, Eli said, "I know I've thanked you before, but seriously—thank you, Alira."

Her head tilted slightly, but before she could reply, he declared, "I mean, for everything." He pushed himself up from the table, and before she could react, he enveloped her in a brief but sincere hug.

The embrace was fleeting, yet it felt genuine.

Alira stiffened for a moment.

As he released her and turned toward the door, Eli reached out and gave her a light pat on the head. "I couldn’t have done any of this without you," he remarked casually, walking out.

Alira remained seated, caught in a swirl of emotions. Two hugs in as many days—more than she had experienced in over a century, perhaps even longer.

Just then, Eli poked his head back through the doorway. "Oh, and by the way, I've been waiting since last night for this—thanks, Ally!"

He bolted.

Or at least, he attempted to. Before Eli had even fully turned, Alira had seized him by the collar of his shirt, her voice soft yet laced with a hint of danger. 

"... What did you say?"

Clearing his throat, Eli responded, "Uh, thank you?"

Alira tightened her grip, an imperceptible challenge written across her face. 

Feigning innocence, Eli sighed dramatically. "Sheesh. We need to work on your ability to accept positive feedback. You should consider seeing someone about that."

Alira’s eyes narrowed.

"Uh-huh," she murmured. "The last person, besides Dainen, who called me 'Ally' is still buried somewhere."

Eli grinned wide, mischief glinting in his eyes. "You know, Lit Fuse is making more sense by the minute."

"And why would anyone want to dig up a dead person?" 

With an oddly chilling grin, she tilted her head. "Who said anything about them being dead?"

Eli quickly clarified, "Just to ensure we’re on the same page—this last person, aside from Dainen and now me, who called you Ally; they are indeed buried somewhere but not dead, correct?"

Alira released him, rolling her eyes, but as she turned to clear the table, a sly smile danced across her lips. That kid was certainly going to be the death of her.

Off in the training grounds, Taren stood solid, a presence of raw strength just a half-foot shorter than Eli but boasting broader shoulders and sturdy arms. His tousled dark blonde hair caught the light, while deep brown eyes sparkled with an insightful glint.

Eli couldn't help but notice the resemblance, made even clearer when he recalled Taren’s HUD information from the night before:  

[bookmark: _GoBack]☰ Taren Kethral – Gold Tier User  
🔹 Affinity: Physical  
🔹 Passive: Titan’s Grip – Increased grip strength and weapon control.  
🔹 Active: Iron Rush – Short burst of enhanced speed and reaction time.  
🔹 Power: Avalanche Strike – A downward strike that amplifies force upon impact.  

Dainen wasted no time. "We start with flow," he called, his voice resonating across the open field. "Your mana and body must function in tandem. The most dangerous fighters I’ve faced—both in combat and side by side—have mastered the delicate art of blending martial techniques with mana-infused strikes."

Eli nodded, eager and attentive.

"If you master that," Dainen continued, a hint of excitement in his eyes, "there will be no one—not the faster or stronger—who can outmatch you."

Eli inhaled deeply, rolling his shoulders in anticipation of the challenge. That sounded incredible.

Dainen smirked. "First, let’s see exactly what you can do."

With that, he gestured toward Taren. "Spar with him."

Eli blinked, his heartbeat quickening. "Wait, what?"

Dainen motioned between them. "Taren is a Gold Tier Physical User. He’s been training in Tenrae since he was five. I want to see how you handle yourself."

Taren stepped forward, shifting his weight to one hip. His stance was balanced, a solid foundation from which he could launch an attack.

Feeling slightly awkward, Eli raised his hands, mimicking the defensive position of his opponent.

Taren nodded approvingly.

Eli returned the gesture.

Then Taren moved.

Fast. Too fast.

As Eli’s HUD flashed purple, the world around him slowed, revealing Taren in mid-step, hand edging forward to deliver a precise palm strike aimed at his chest. 

Instinct kicked in.

Meteor Dash activated.

Time turned to molasses.

Eli propelled himself forward, but Taren was already there. 

The blow connected first.

Eli’s momentum multiplied the impact as they collided.

Both of them went flying. 

Taren skidded back several meters, jaw clenched.

Eli soared through the air, landing—**face-first—**into a pile of dirt.

A heartbeat of silence suspended in the air before Taren laughed heartily.

Dainen merely sighed. "Well, that was a start."

Glaring up from where he lay, face buried in dirt, Eli groaned, "I regret everything."

Dainen led them to an expansive open field behind the house, where makeshift training equipment was ready for action. The ground was cleared for sparring, and dummies lined the perimeter, waiting for practice.

Taren leaned against one of the wooden posts, arms crossed. "So, what’s the plan?"

Dainen faced Eli directly. "You possess power—an impressive amount. But at this moment, it’s raw and unfocused. Attempting to fight someone skilled will only lead to you being outclassed before you land even a single hit."

Eli nodded, fully aware of this fact. He had the strength to break things, yet lacked the finesse to actually win against a seasoned opponent.

Dainen continued, "I’m going to introduce you to something that hasn’t graced practice in centuries. A martial art that merges physical combat with mana—an art specifically suited for those who share affinities like yours."

Intrigue washed over Eli. "So, like... what? Magic karate?"

Taren glanced at Eli, confusion flickering across his face. "Is this more Earth stuff?"

Before Eli could elaborate, Dainen sent him a look that demanded focus, prompting him to listen intently.

"Tenrae," Dainen stated, stepping into a low stance. His posture was fluid yet anchored. "The essence of Tenrae lies in balance. Every strike, every movement must flow seamlessly between physicality and mana. Overuse of power wastes energy; hesitation disrupts the flow."

Eli nodded, realizing that mastering this would be a significant journey.

Dainen, along with Taren, spent several hours teaching the foundational forms and basic movements of Tenrae. Eli absorbed every detail eagerly. This was physical, a realm where he could learn, repeat, and master mechanics through diligent practice.

He envisioned his time on the basketball court, shooting a thousand shots from varied locations, meticulously tracking makes and misses—a perfectionist determined to master technique.

Throughout the following days, Dainen split the training regimen into two halves—form and technique in the morning, followed by the intricacies of Eli's abilities in the afternoon. 

Together, they navigated through Eli’s existing skills, and Dainen would quiz him about the HUD details, keenly observing Eli’s powers and refining his plan accordingly. After a series of drills, Dainen timed Eli, steadily pushing him to improve.

Eli eventually mentioned that all the cooldown durations and mana impacts were readily available on his HUD. 

Dainen merely stared, incredulous. "Seriously? You have that info literally at your fingertips, and you didn’t share this two days ago?"

Eli shrugged nonchalantly. "You never specified what you were doing with the info. Besides, the whole mysterious trainer vibe? I didn’t want to ruin that for you."

Taren interjected, grinning. "You’ve definitely nailed the Mysterious All-Knowing trainer thing, Dad."

Once training concluded each day, Taren would review their progress. Eli found genuine enjoyment in these moments—a time when they could relax, discuss, and bond.

Often, their conversations took detours, Eli referencing some Earth concept or tech, leading to Taren being engrossed in explanations that would last thirty minutes as Eli unraveled the details.

Taren developed an evident passion for all things tech—whether from Earth or the strange Mana-tech of Caelum.

By the second week, their focus shifted from honing techniques to practical application. 

Taren and Eli would spar, and without fail, Taren bested him every single time. Eli utilized everything Taren demonstrated, lying in bed afterward, replaying the encounters. He analyzed how he could adjust his stance or balance to evade a hit, seeking leverage for enhanced power in his strikes.

Days flowed in a familiar rhythm. Each afternoon, they would spar, and although Taren always had a counter for Eli's maneuvers, progress was undeniable—each day Eli pushed Taren to use more effort and mana to maintain his edge. Progress felt tangible, invigorating.

Despite the rigorous nature of their training sessions, evenings at the homestead gradually transformed into a warm atmosphere Eli hadn’t anticipated.

Dinner consistently became a delightful gathering—Alira, Dainen, Taren, Mirelle, and their two kids, Rion and Liah. The children had initially been shy on the first night, but by the fourth evening, they gleefully clamored onto Eli’s back, eager for his “Dash of Rocks.”

Taren would inevitably correct their terminology with a smile. "It’s Meteor Dash, and leave him be."

Yet, the children didn’t heed him, and Eli, unable to resist their excitement, would oblige. He took each child in turn, zooming around with his ‘Dash of Rocks’ while laughter filled the air.

One evening, following a demanding training session, Alira and Dainen sat beside the crackling fire, the atmosphere laden with unspoken thoughts.

Dainen gazed out at the fields, his expression inscrutable. "You’ve noticed it, haven’t you?"

Alira nodded knowingly. "The fluctuations?"

"Exactly," Dainen exhaled. "Monsters are not merely evolving into Emerald-tier any longer; some are manifesting as Emerald from the outset."

Alira leaned forward, curiosity sparking in her gaze. "The Preserver and Reformer?"

Dainen frowned, contemplating the ramifications. "Do you believe they’re involved?"

"I think they’re meditating—connected," Alira mused. "Time distorts in a joint meditation. Sometimes, an hour feels like months. Other times, weeks vanish in a single heartbeat."

"I suspect Venya can sense that I’m aware of something," Alira continued, both gazes locked on the flickering fire.

"I’m convinced she wasn’t aware that Eli is destined to confront them one day, tasked with defeating them to aid the flow of Mana through this world."

Dainen let out a heavy sigh. "I’m pretty sure no one in Caelum believes anyone could stand against them. I truly believe Eli will reach new heights none of us have witnessed before, but harnessing that power to challenge two beings—Diamond Tier individuals who have mastered their affinities to the point of being almost Celestial? It feels insurmountable."

Meanwhile, Eli sat alone on a weathered log just outside the hut, his gaze fixed on the night sky. The cool breeze kissed his skin, and the remnants of a long meditation session left his muscles relaxed yet his mind acutely aware. 

Three months had passed since he first set foot in Caelum. Three fleeting months. With every moment of contemplation, the sheer magnitude of his journey threatened to overwhelm him.

He thought back on his training. From where he started to now. Dainen pushed him in ways he never thought possible. After the first month of sparing with Taren, Dainen had him fighting Copper-Tier monsters. Fighting a person was quite different than fighting a monster. He had made strides and was close to getting his abilities close to max level Copper-Tier. 

He exhaled slowly, watching his breath dance in the crisp night air. Miles had to be worried sick. What would the students think as they returned? Did their memories bear any trace? Would anyone believe their accounts?

But more than anything, his thoughts drifted to his parents. His dad would love this realm—the allure of adventure, the magic, the hurdles to overcome. And his mom? She would instantly adore Alira; the two of them would likely bond effortlessly, both keenly aware of his tendencies.

A small smile tugged at Eli’s lips as the stars twinkled brighter above him. Despite Arindral's futuristic cities, this world held a charm akin to a timeless medieval fantasy.

The chaos of that such an initial week felt almost surreal now. If it weren’t for his enhanced memory, he might have doubted those experiences altogether.

Yet he had traveled far from that point. Not a master—not even nearby. Still, each day brought him closer to bridging the gap between himself and Taren. His movements became more precise, his instincts sharper. The training was relentless, but he adapted.

He closed his eyes, the image of his dad winking flickering behind his eyelids.

"You got this, kid."

Eli inhaled deeply, nodding resolutely. “I’m trying, Dad. I’m trying.”

When he blinked open his eyes again, the stars lingered, steadfast and unyielding. No matter the circumstances, the sky remained a constant.

With a final stretch, he stood and made his way back inside. Another day awaited him tomorrow—another opportunity to grow stronger.
