Part 2 – Chapter 4

Polished gravel fused with shimmering Earth-mana formed the road under their boots, its veins of green crystal catching the late-morning sun. Eli led the way while Priest Eldrin and Priest Seraphis studied everything, necks craned like tourists. A boxy transport skimmer, wheels half-buried in levitating plates of stone, roared past without slowing. Its draft tugged at Eli’s cloak and left the priests coughing on dust.

Eldrin cleared his throat. “Your world forges these roads without mana, correct? What do you use instead?”

“Concrete and asphalt,” Eli replied. “We mix rock, tar, rebar, that sort of thing. Pure chemistry, no spells.”

“And machines pour it?” Eldrin asked, eyes wide.

“Big trucks, spinning drums, steel rollers. Loud, smells awful, but it holds up.”

Eli marveled at his ability to recall information. His brain seeming to make connections to things he didn’t ever remember knowing. But now, he can think back to the his high school chemistry class and see teacher talk about the chemistry of concert. 

His attention pulled back to the present when Seraphis, who hadn’t said much up to this point, asked, “Your people—what gods guide them across such wonders?”

Eli shrugged. “Billions of folks, hundreds of faiths, some with no faith at all. Freedom to choose is kind of the point.”

“So no single truth?” Seraphis frowned.

“No single truth,” Eli said, then added gently, “but a lot of folks looking for one.”

As they crested the final hill, Hollow’s Run came into view. The last time Eli had seen it, the town had been a collection of tense shadows and watchful eyes under the cloak of night. Now, under the full light of day, it was alive. The quiet suspicion was replaced by a low, steady hum of activity. A hulking Draconid blacksmith hammered away at a piece of glowing metal, his scaled arm glistening with sweat. A pair of fox-like Beastkin haggled with a human merchant over a crate of vibrant, otherworldly vegetables. No one paid their small group much attention, their arrival just another ripple in the town’s daily flow.

It had been nearly five months since Eli's last visit, and while the sturdy stone buildings and wooden market stalls seemed unchanged, Eli felt entirely different. He was no longer the bewildered Copper-tier mana user who had stumbled into this world, but a Gold-tier warrior, his newfound mana thrumming with power. Eldrin and Seraphis followed closely, their expressions a mix of apprehension and slight unease in this unfamiliar environment.

“Well, this is different,” Eli muttered. He spotted the tavern he’d noticed on his first visit, its wooden sign creaking gently in the breeze. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

He left the two priests standing awkwardly near the town well and pushed through the tavern’s swinging doors. The inside was dim, smelling of stale ale and roasted meat. A few patrons were scattered at tables, but the place was mostly empty. Eli walked straight to the bar, where a stout man with a magnificent, braided beard was wiping down a mug.

“Can I help you?” the bartender grunted, not looking up.

“I’m looking for Varek,” Eli said calmly. “Just wanted to let him know I was in town.”

The bartender finally stopped wiping and met Eli’s gaze. His eyes narrowed. “Varek’s a busy man. He doesn’t take meetings with just anyone.”

“I’m not just anyone,” Eli replied, his voice even. “Tell him Eli is here. I was traveling with Alira the Grace about 5 months ago.”

That got a reaction. The bartender’s posture stiffened. He placed the mug down with a soft thud and walked to the end of the bar, leaning in to whisper to a massive Draconid who had been quietly nursing a drink in the corner.

Eli didn’t need to strain to hear. His senses, now honed to a razor's edge, picked up the hushed conversation as if it were spoken directly into his ear.

“Do you remember the boy that was with The Grace?” the bartender hissed, his voice a low rumble.
The draconid looked over, silted eyes looking Eli up and down. “That’s him, the one who was with The Grace five months back.”

The Draconid’s deep voice was gravelly “I’ll get Varek, is The Grace with him?”

The barkeep just shook his head, “I didn’t see her.”

The Draconid stood, his immense frame blocking the light for a moment, and disappeared through a door at the back of the tavern.

Eli simply leaned against the bar, waiting. 

The bartender made his way back, cleaning a mug. “You want to order a drink?”

“No thanks.” Eli’s eyes were scanning every person in the tavern. He could feel the mana flowing but nothing seemed higher than gold tier. 

A few minutes later, the front doors of the tavern swung open with force. Varek strode in, flanked by two grim-faced men, his eyes immediately locking onto Eli.

“I could have sworn I said that I didn’t want to see your faces here again,” Varek said, stopping a few feet away.

Eli met his gaze without flinching. “Varek. Good to see you too. Technically you just said you ‘hoped.’” He offered a hand.

Varek ignored it. Eli just shrugged and let his hand drop.

“I’m just passing through,” Eli said, his tone direct and respectful. “My companions and I need a place to stay for a couple of days. I could have just found a room, but I figured it was better you heard I was in town from me, not from someone else.”

Varek’s hard expression softened, just a fraction. He studied Eli for a long moment, he wasn’t sure but he could have sworn he say a flicker of surprise in Varek’s face. He then gave a slow nod.

“Where is The Grace?” Varek asked. 

Eli just smiled, “She sends her best, but got caught up in Stromspire. You know, Grace business.”

“Right. Well, the Gilded Mug, two doors down. They have rooms. Tell them I sent you,” Varek said. He then gestured with his head toward the door. “Don’t cause any problems while you’re here.”

His gaze flicked past Eli to where the two priests were now peering nervously through the entrance. Varek’s eyes narrowed.

“And that goes for your robed friends, too,” he added, his voice dropping into a low growl. “No religious nonsense in my town. Oh and Eli, thanks for helping Zethis.”

Eli just nodded and strolled past the priests, “Let’s go get checked in.”

The Gilded Mug was a step up from the tavern, cleaner and with a welcoming scent of fresh bread and herbs. The innkeeper, a plump woman with kind eyes, saw them enter and immediately brightened when Eli mentioned Varek’s name. They secured two rooms without hassle, one for the priests and one for Eli. The next two days in Hollow’s Run fell into a comfortable, if temporary, routine.

Eli’s looting ability came with mana coins as well as other goods. So Eli took to the market. He hadn’t really shopped since the first couple weeks of staying at Dainen’s Homestead. And even then, he didn’t have much coin to shop with. Instead, Alira purchased everything for him. He had the sneaking suspicion that she was quite rich, considering she has been alive for ten thousand years. 

Eli went through each shop and each vendor set up. One of the million great things about having a dimensional storage tied to his HUD is that if he stored food in there, it stayed fresh and even stayed warm. 

He found this out one day when Mirelle, Dainen’s daughter in law, had made him some fresh rolls and Eli was in a hurry to get to training, so he stuck the roll in his storage and forgot about it until later that night. Laying in bed and thrumming through his HUD, for the millionth time, and say the roll in his head. Sighing, he pulled it out and then dropped it because it was as hot as it was when he first put it in. 

Eli, not one to let a good baked good go to waste, picked the roll up and Alira looked at him with her eyes narrowed. 

“You are not going to eat that, right?” She had asked him.
Eli had a small grin on his face and shrugged, “Five second rule.”

Alira looked at him in disgust and went back to reading her journal. 

Eli smiled to himself remembering back on that moment. 

He spent the rest of the morning purchasing different baked goods and storing them away for later. He even went and bought new upgraded clothing. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The afternoons were for training. In a secluded clearing just outside of town, Eli worked with Eldrin and Seraphis. He drilled them on footwork, parries, and how balance mana with physical combat. For the priests, whose experience was in rites and scripture, the combat lessons were revelatory. They were clumsy at first, but their discipline as scholars translated into a focused, if academic, approach to fighting. Eli could see their confidence grow with each session.

For him, however, it was different. While he enjoyed teaching them, the sparring offered little challenge. His senses, his speed, the hum of Gold-tier mana under his skin—it was all leagues beyond what the priests could handle. He appreciated their help in honing his fundamentals, but he knew this wasn't enough. He needed a true test, a way to push his abilities to their absolute limit.

On their third and final evening, Eli saw Varek sitting alone at a corner table in the first tavern, nursing a dark ale. The usual guards were not with him. Seizing the opportunity, Eli walked over.

"Mind if I join you?" Eli asked.

Varek looked up, his expression unreadable, but gestured to the empty chair. Eli sat, flagging the bartender for an ale of his own. They sat in silence for a moment, the low din of the tavern filling the space between them.

"Hollow's Run seems to be doing well," Eli said, breaking the quiet.

A tired sigh escaped Varek’s lips, a crack in his hardened exterior. "The town stands," he said, staring into his mug. "But every crack in the wall, every bandit on the road, every merchant dispute... it all comes back to me. Being the only one who can keep the deep-wells charged and the wards powered... it's a heavy cloak." He took a long drink of ale, the vulnerability vanishing as quickly as it had appeared.

Eli nodded, understanding the burden of leadership, even on this small scale. "I need to find a way to get stronger," he stated, deciding a direct approach was best. "A real challenge. I need a place I can train, or fight. I don't suppose you have a UFC around here?"

Varek raised an eyebrow. "UFC? What is that?"

"It's a… sporting organization from my world," Eli explained. "They build a cage, put two skilled fighters in it, and they go at it until one gives up or gets knocked out. People bet, champions get rich and famous. It’s a way to prove you’re the best."

Varek considered this, a flicker of understanding in his eyes. "A formalized duel for coin and renown. Brutal, but practical." He swirled the remnants of his ale. "There are fighting pits in the larger cities. Small arenas where you can earn a purse and get your name known. They're a decent start." He leaned forward slightly, his voice dropping. "But if you're looking for a true test… in two months, the city-state of Zorathia holds their Grand Champion Tournament."

Eli’s attention sharpened.

"It's where Warlords go to prove themselves," Varek continued. "Brutal, high-stakes combat. A few outsiders have won it over the centuries, but it’s mostly Zorathian Warlords who claim the title. The clans of Meridraen have produced the most winners. The prize is substantial—a fortune in coin, and the champion gets their pick of one item from the Meridraen treasure vault." 

Varek leaned back, finishing his drink. "But you can't just walk in. You either need a formal invitation or the sponsorship of a recognized Warlord. Those small arenas… they're a good way to get noticed. To earn an invitation."

“I can give you a few names to throw around to get a fight or two. After that, its on you to make your way.”  He waved at the bartender and stuck the empty mug glass in the air. 

“Yeah, I would appreciate. You will have to give me a direction because I know Hollow’s Run and then nothing around here until Midland Hub.”

“Speaking of… How did you find yourself back here? Especially if you have no idea where here is.” 

“Well Varek, this is one of those topics that the more you know the more problems you have.” 

Varek nodded, “Yeah, I think I would rather not know. I take it, its along the same story of you walking into my town 5 months ago looking like a lost gladelin and then strolling in now with Gold-Tier mana shooting out your ass?”

“What is a gladelin?” Eli asked. 

The bartender came over and set down the mug full of ale and took the empty one away. Varek was just staring at Eli like he had just grown another head.

“You don’t know what a gladelin is? You know what… You are right, I don’t want to know more than I need to know about you or whatever The Grace is into. You and your priests’ friends are leaving tomorrow, correct?” 

Eli chuckling, “Yeah, Varek, we are getting on the road, first light. Where are the fighting arenas?” 
