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THE BELL TOLLS


Jiran was gently roused by softly chirping birds as they frolicked in the early morning light. An instant later, he was overwhelmed by a rush of conflicting emotions as adrenaline jolted him fully awake. 
Today is the day!
Combating a surge of nervous excitement, he coaxed his rapid breaths and thumping heart to return to their normal cadence. 
The celebration isn’t until tonight. It may be my first birthing day, but work still needs to be done.
He stretched lightly, extending his small, wiry limbs to their full length and released a breath of steam into the frigid air. He rose to his feet and carefully stepped around his parents, smiling at their contented snoring. A fire pit dominated the center of their cozy home. Jiran stoked the coals and placed a new log on the dying embers.
At least their morning will be a little warmer than mine.
He pulled on his day clothes, made sure he had his satchel with meals prepared from the night before, then stepped into the cool dawn. First Father’s blazing red light had just begun to peak above the Murinth Ocean’s horizon.
“Perfect, I'm not late,” Jiran moved quickly, enjoying the fresh coastal air and the buzz of other villagers beginning their day alongside him.
I wonder if I’ll get there before Uncle today.
Jiran passed through the familiar sights of his village. Small huts and sturdy, stone houses lined the narrow streets. The thirty homes and shops that made up their village rested far above the ocean, separated from it by a rocky cove and sheltered pier.
“Jiran! Come here,” Elder Mireg’s waving hand moved so quickly, he saw afterimages as she motioned him to her side. 
She never slows down for anyone.
“Good morning, Elder Mireg, are you expecting any deliveries today?”
“Only if that good-for-nothing Skandor gets off his lazy backside and brings in some decent meat. I swear he only hunts the weakest beasts at the edge of the forest as if he were still a child with his first bow!”
Her words blurred together into a chain of syllables that were hard to decipher. Luckily, Jiran had plenty of practice as he often encountered the tier three elder on his way to work. She continued speaking, not giving him a moment to respond.
"Well, my old bones are telling me we’re going to see a real beast soon. After all, Madra abhors stagnation. It’s been far too long since Skandor was pushed,” She gesticulated wildly, with a voice loud enough to make the people on the other side of the street uncomfortable.
Jiran flinched at both the volume of her speech as well as the implication that they may soon face a village-ending attack.
“Please don’t say that, Mother. Look at the poor boy, you’re putting the fright right in him!” came a gentle chiding from Mireg’s daughter as she organized her vegetable stand.
Mireg snorted, “Well, if he’s lucky, that’s exactly what will happen,” She pointed her finger right at Jiran’s nose and continued with a frown. “Jiran needs to claim his imperial tithe from Skandor, and the influx of density will boost the entire village. Fathers know we could use it, scraps from low tier beasts will only take a village so far.” 
She wasn't wrong, but a tier four beast could easily spell doom for everyone in the village, and they all knew it. Jiran gulped, taking a nervous step away from her too-close finger. “I really must be going ma'am. Is there anything I can do for you this morning? A message for Uncle perhaps?”
Mireg, still frowning, saw his discomfort and shot him a toothy smile. “No, child. I just wanted to give you a gift for your celebration today,” She quickly handed him a small, freshly baked bun. “Take it and get along now.” 
Jiran’s fingers tingled as they came into contact with the treat. He backed away from the elder with wide eyes and bowed fully to show his gratitude. The smell wafting off the bread invaded his nostrils, sending a jolt of pleasure through his whole body. 
“Just remember this old lady when you get around to being a hunter, then you can bring me something nice to return the favor,” She chuckled while tussling his hair.
Jiran had to swallow the suddenly-abundant saliva in his mouth before he could speak. “Yes ma’am, of course. Thank you so much!” Afraid she might change her mind about the extravagant gift, Jiran pocketed the treat and rushed off.
I can’t believe she gave me such high-tier food. I’ve never eaten anything above first tier before. I can’t wait to find out what it tastes like.
Unable to help himself, he reached into his satchel and tore off a small piece before greedily shoving it in his mouth. Flavors burst across his tongue as the powerful food crumbled. He swallowed and the mana-rich crumbs writhed as they slid down his throat. The moment it reached his stomach, it exploded into new strength that washed through his entire body, reinforcing his muscles, bones, and organs.
Weeks of effort were instantly rewarded as his body finally had enough density to grow.
So this is what Mother was talking about. High tier foods really are so much more potent. She’s exactly right, this feeling is impossible to describe.
After turning a corner, Jiran stopped running and moved to the side of the small street. Eagerly, he closed his eyes and a flush of excitement coursed through him as he saw the golden text of the Voice printed on the inside of his eyelids. He scanned through his newest notifications before checking his status.


Strength: + .4
Agility: + .6
Endurance: + .5
Durability: + .3
Wisdom: + .4
Intelligence: + .3


All requirements for tiering achieved
WARNING: Tiering will render unconsciousness


NAME: Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 7
WEIGHT: 21.31 kg
STATUS: Healthy


TIER: 0
GROWTH: 96% > 100%


MANA: [Locked]
CONCENTRATION: [Locked]


STRENGTH: 9.6 > 10
AGILITY: 9.4 > 10
ENDURANCE: 9.5 > 10
DURABILITY:	9.7 > 10
WISDOM: 9.6 > 10
INTELLIGENCE: 9.7 > 10


I did it! I finally reached 100% growth and capped my attributes! I can tier up whenever I want! Though Mother would kill me if I didn’t wait for tonight.
Jiran did his best to calm his racing heart, but months of anticipation could not be denied so easily. His toes curled and he pumped his little fists as his body vibrated.
I can’t wait for tonight. I even get to be capped all day. This is going to be so much fun. Half a point in each attribute from a single bite. I’ll definitely repay you when I come back to the village and become a hunter, Elder Mireg.
A pushing sensation swelled inside him, like being deep underwater with lungs full of air. The ever-present pressure beneath his skin intensified into a tangible feeling as his body swelled in preparation to become something more: An ascender. 
Suddenly, his exuberance was replaced by a sense of intense dread. The racing of his heart turned from a joyous celebration to the harrowing thrum of impending death. His eyes flew open and he cast his gaze around the street, searching for the beast whose jaws were surely about to close around his throat. When he found nothing, his fear eased slightly, yet an uneasy trepidation remained.
Did I eat too much density? Father warned me about the pressure of having full growth but he didn’t say anything about it being so scary. Jiran latched his satchel, mentally distancing himself from the treat within.
It was really delicious though. I’ll finish it after my tiering tonight.
He ran the rest of the way at full speed, legs pumping from a mixture of lingering fear and newfound strength from his freshly boosted attributes. His muscles were brimming with energy, and he quickly arrived at his uncle’s shop. Micah was already hard at work lining up empty barrels beside their only cart.
His uncle moved so quickly with his much higher attributes, that Jiran only caught a few glimpses of his muscular frame. As often happened upon seeing his formidable appearance, Jiran stopped and watched with awe and envy in his heart. Micah was easily one of the strongest people in the village at tier three. His time in the army had left him with impeccable posture and with naturally tall stature, wide shoulders, and piercing green eyes, he always stood out no matter where he went.
Fathers above, please let me grow up big and strong like uncle and not short like Father.
After his daily prayer, Jiran bade a quick and informal, “Morning Uncle!'' then made his way into the shop. He dropped his satchel in the corner, then moved to Micah’s side and began stacking barrels on the rapidly growing pile.
Soon, First Mother’s pale light crested the horizon, marking the start of the day for most of the village. As her cerulean grace mingled with First Father’s scarlet, the sky turned a light shade of purple. 
The streets gradually filled with villagers going about their business. Some made their way to the pier while a few brave souls prepared to forage the outermost edges of the forest. The vast majority hefted tools to fields inside the imposing walls—which had been constructed by imperial engineers back when the village was founded.
“Well, kiddo, I suppose congratulations are in order. You survived all seven seasons. Tonight, you’ll officially be a year old. I hope you’re ready for your tiering. I know I’ll certainly enjoy putting more work on your shoulders,” Micah’s smile was gentle and his eyes twinkled with shared excitement.
Affection and gratitude bloomed in Jiran’s heart that Micah always took the time to slow his speech down just for him. 
“Have you thought about your vow of service?”
“Yes Uncle, I decided I want to serve the full year. Then, when I come back, I’ll be able to contribute more.” Jiran paused to gather his thoughts. “I know that’s what everyone says before they join the army, but I really mean it! I feel like I owe so much to the village. I want to be strong enough when I return to bring us all up a tier. I want to help everyone, especially you, Mother, and Father.”
Micah let out a long sigh, then fondly rested his hand on Jiran’s shoulder. “Coming back isn’t that easy, though I respect your decision. Once you’re out of here, you’ll see that there are many opportunities in the Empire. If you change your mind, nobody here would blame you. Just don’t give up on whatever you decide to do once the time comes.”
“I won’t! I’ve already made up my mind, so that’s what I’m going to do,” Jiran spoke with the conviction only a child could have toward the uncertainty of the distant future.
“Enough lazing about, we’ve got a full day ahead of us,” Micah’s gentle chiding was met with Jiran’s bobbing head as they got back to work. 
Soon, Second Father’s yellow light joined First Father and First Mother in the heavens. The three suns’ rays blended beautifully and filled the cloudless sky with shimmering waves of violet and emerald. Jiran helped Micah with the barrels, meticulously cataloging and stacking them neatly in the wagon before they set out towards the village’s growing fields.
Jiran pulled the wagon by himself, excited at how much easier the task was after his sudden increase in attributes. He imagined how strong he would be after tonight, his dream of becoming as big as Uncle Micah felt closer with every step. His steady march brought the fields into view where more than half the village was working diligently under the brilliant sky.
A single planter placed a seed into the ground while two stood behind providing water. Groups of five then held out their hands, eyes focused, mumbling the words to their growth castings. The plants grew quickly, turning from seedling, to stalk, to budding, and finally to harvestable within the span of a few seconds under their mana-fueled ministrations.
As the growers moved to the next seedling, the harvesters came and collected the crop to be carted off to a pile near the road. All the while, members from each group swapped out to give others a break from the strenuous casting. 
Jiran stopped the wagon near the processed goods, his eyes locked on the growers' glowing hands. Micah gave him a moment to daydream before a gentle clearing of the throat snapped Jiran back to the work at hand—a slight flush heating his cheeks. He jumped to action, stuffing barrels as Micah slowly ran his fingers along the seam of the wooden lids. As his finger passed over the small gap between lid and barrel, the gap vanished, leaving a fully sealed cask ready for transport.
Jiran watched Micah work out of the corner of his eye. As he thought about what tomorrow would bring, his nervous excitement bubbled to the surface and his feet danced a jittery beat.
I can't wait to know what it's like to control my mana. Just a few more hours then I'll finally take the first step. I wonder if I’ll ever get an advanced technique like Uncle. Well, if he doesn’t teach me, I’m sure I’ll learn in the army like he did.
Despite Jiran’s lack of focus, they worked efficiently and were soon on their way to the granaries. There, the produce would be stored for the coming densoon season. Jiran was too young to remember last year’s densoons. The stories about it were nothing but death and sadness and Jiran was dreading it.
After they stored the produce, they made their way back to the shop. By the time they returned, First Mother was at her zenith. Her eternal hunt to catch First Father in the sky was no closer than Jiran had ever seen.
Despite the hard morning’s work, Jiran was still brimming with energy, ready to take on his midday tasks. Just as he was about to dig through the daily deliveries, the sound of a horn blasted through the village. The long keening note was followed by a second, then a third. As he was about to breathe a sigh of relief, a fourth horn sounded.
Jiran’s breath caught, his heart froze, and every muscle in his body contracted. Stress rolled through him in waves that raised the hairs on his arms as he met Micah’s wide eyes. 
Their thoughts were one: Four horns, fourth tier!
They had both stopped, momentarily frozen with indecision. A scream ripped through the air, and the spell was broken. Uncle and nephew broke into a sprint, though heading in opposite directions. Jiran ran toward the scream, which had come from the nearest segment of the wall. In the opposite direction, Micah’s form turned to a blur that stretched between his shop and his nearby home.
Anticipation built in Jiran with each pump of his legs. His lungs burned from the effort of his headlong sprint as the nearby sentry tower blossomed before him. He knew it would offer the best view of the upcoming battle.
His heart was full of dread at the thought that his entire village might die in mere moments, though his feet never faltered. Currently, Skandor was the only tier four hunter in the village. If he lost, there wouldn’t be a single person who could stand up to the beast. Jiran would witness what was to come. If these were his last moments on Madra’s soil, he refused to spend them hiding in fear.
He sent a silent prayer to the Fathers that his family would have a quick and painless end if the worst came to pass. Then he pushed the thoughts down with a snarl as the sound of explosions reached his ears. He wasted no time climbing up the scaffolding of the tower to peek over the earthen rampart. 
When his eyes landed on the beast, he knew they were all going to die.
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THE IMPERIAL TITHE


The sight froze Jiran’s blood in his veins. It was by far the most terrifying thing he had ever seen. 
Three meters tall at the shoulder, with powerfully-muscled, reverse-jointed legs. Sharp spikes and horns covered its body, gleaming menacingly in the midday light. Its head was covered with dozens of red, beady eyes. Each one tracked a different target. For an instant, one even looked directly at Jiran, petrifying his entire existence with the surety of death. 
The beast's mouth opened wide in a haunting scream. It was the same one he heard earlier, exactly like a woman in distress. Jiran’s hackles rose at the sound, which struck a primal chord of wrongness deep within his psyche. The nightmare-made-flesh’s maw slammed shut. It was easily large enough to swallow him whole and coated in hundreds of teeth—there wasn’t even a tongue, just rows and rows of teeth like two beds of nails.

[image: image-placeholder]
Jiran couldn't stop his imagination from running wild. He could see those teeth closing on him, a single bite turning him into an easily swallowed stew. Enthralled by the horrible visage before him, Jiran didn’t notice Skandor until another explosion blasted the monster in the side and sent it stumbling. The creature regained its footing quickly, its muscles rippled as it leaped into the air so quickly Jiran could barely follow the movement.
Skandor flew ten meters off the ground on green gusts of wind that shimmered around his lower body, propelling him to the side long before the beast reached him. Jiran refused to blink as he watched Skandor loose another arrow coated in red flames. It exploded upon contact with the monster's flank, leaving a small scorch on its hairy hide. 
Their deadly game of catch continued for what felt like hours. He was so absorbed by the beast and hunter that he almost failed to notice when Micah arrived at the top of the wall. Jiran had never seen his uncle fight, though he had heard stories from his parents and some of the villagers. Anticipation and fear warred within him as he realized he would finally get to see his idol in action.
What can he do though? Micah is only tier three. Maybe he can distract it so Skandor can attack more freely. Will that be enough? Please be careful, Uncle!
Micah didn’t jump down from the wall right away. He crouched low in his leather armor—spear held before him in a steady grip, its point never straying from the beast's heart. A crackling sheen of blue light slowly spread from Micah’s chest, soon coating his entire body. Then, all at once, the coating was absorbed into his spear which then shone as bright as First Mother in the sky.
With a deep bellow, Micah leaped from the wall, spearhead glowing brighter and brighter with each passing second. Just as the beast landed from another failed lunge at Skandor, Micah thrust the point of his spear toward the far-off monster. A blast of lightning spanned the distance between them in the blink of an eye.
The thunderous roar hurt Jiran’s ears and the bright blue light burned his eyes, yet he refused to blink or look away. Micah’s attack pierced straight through the beast before colliding with the ground a short distance away amidst a storm of dirt and rock. 
Steam rose from the gaping hole torn straight through its body. The huge beast howled in pain and rage as its head swiveled toward Micah who stood in front of the rampart wall. His uncle was panting and heaving as if he’d just run for a week straight. The butt of his spear was planted in the ground as he used it to support his exhausted weight. The tip was red-hot and wafts of smoke curled into the air.
Jiran knew in his gut that his uncle was about to die. There was no way he could dodge the incredibly fast lunge that was surely coming. Micah wasn’t like Skandor in the fourth tier, who had far more mana available to throw himself through the air on currents of wind. 
True to Jiran’s fears, the beast dove, closing the distance in the time it took his galloping heart to beat twice. Time slowed as Jiran’s adrenaline spiked. He could see everything happen in slow motion, the beast closing in with maw wide, hundreds of teeth leading the charge. Yet just as the mouth slammed shut, Micah simply vanished.
The beast shot forward with all its considerable momentum, slamming into the wall with a terrifying crash that shook the entire foundation. Jiran lost his grip as the ground heaved and he fell for one terrifying instant before managing to wrap his legs around one of the protruding wooden beams. He clutched it with sheer desperation, shaking like a leaf. His breathing was ragged as he frantically scanned the field for signs of Micah. 
The beast had been stunned by its head-on collision. Its rear was planted in the dirt while it shook its head from side to side. A barrage of elemental attacks came from above as every tier three villager with a weapon threw their worst at it. Not one was anywhere near a match for what Micah had done. Only a few even scratched the beast, the rest of the attacks bouncing off its thick hide.
Skandor had not been idle. His body shone with a pale, fiery light as he landed next to the stunned beast. The glow shifted from his body to his bow, then from bow to nocked arrow, and finally, just the arrowhead shone with a blazing light. The arrow was loosed directly into the hole in its side. It flew into the center of the beast's chest where it disappeared from sight.
A moment of stillness followed the vanishing arrow before a loud, dull thump preceded a fountain of blood and gore gushing out both sides of the beast’s torso. The severe wound caused by Micah had been rapidly closing before Skandor’s attack. Now, the flesh was completely devastated, sending the beast into a thrashing panic.
Yet somehow, even with its life force gushing out like two sanguine waterfalls, the nightmare fought on, refusing to die. It kicked off from its squatting position and shoulder-slammed into the recovering Skandor. A scuffle too fast for Jiran to follow ensued as the impossibly quick creature tried to pin him to the ground with its spikes.
If that beast gets its teeth around Skandor, we're all dead.
Through luck or skill, Skandor came out on top. He once more flew into the air surrounded by green winds. He was not unscathed, one of the spikes had pierced his chest, destroying his light armor and leaving a nasty-looking wound.
Skandor ignored the damage and resumed his barrage of exploding arrows. With the beast so wounded, it was unable to keep up with him. Several minutes of frantic dodging later, it collapsed to the ground, wheezing pitifully, before finally lying still.
Jiran’s head felt fuzzy and he realized he had stopped breathing some time ago. Instinct kicked in, filling his lungs with sweet air. The influx of oxygen returned colors and sounds to his world. 
Suddenly, he could hear the screaming. Looking around, a full third of the village was present atop the wall cheering for Skandor. Tears flowed freely as fear and dread turned to relief and fervent joy, all aimed at the village’s savior. The man stood near his kill, hands on knees, chest heaving and dripping blood. Standing tall, he threw a fist into the air and yelled right back, matching their display of raw emotion. Jiran returned his call, screaming right along with everyone else as his arm pumped the air for victory, for the gift of living another day. 
He had been told time and again that beasts of a higher tier were something you ran from, never fought, and now he knew why. The difference in speed, endurance, and deadliness of a higher tier beast was not a gap that could be bridged. Death was the only outcome for those who tried. Even a dozen Micahs would have died to that monster as it certainly would have dodged any more of those attacks after experiencing the first one.
His uncle walked up to the base of Jiran’s perch and motioned him down. Dropping the few meters to the ground, Jiran clumsily landed next to Micah and immediately leaped to hug the giant man. “I thought you were going to die, how did you escape? You were so fast, I couldn’t see!”
Micah chuckled, returning his hug. “I thought I was a goner too. I didn’t expect the beast to be so fast, or that bolt to wipe out my mana so thoroughly. Just as I gave up, the elders combined their castings and pulled me out.”
“That’s amazing! But not nearly as amazing as what you did with your spear. How did you do that? You shot lightning!”
“Just a trick I learned in the army, I’m sure you’ll be doing the same in no time. Enough about me, now is your turn, Jiran.”
“Um, what? My turn for what?”
Then it struck him, it was his birthing day and by imperial law, he was due the right of claiming a cut of the day's kill. Except, how could he possibly go out there in front of everyone who had just seen how close that fight was and claim the tithe?
A tier two he would be fine with, a tier three would be asking too much. Did Micah truly expect him to go up to the wounded Skandor and demand a cut? The anticipation made him shake in his boots.
“Oh no, you can’t be serious, Uncle.”
“Of course I’m serious, now c’mon, let’s go,” Not giving Jiran a chance to weasel out of the situation, Micah placed a steady hand on his shoulder and practically dragged him through the gate and out onto the field.
The smell of blood assaulted Jiran’s senses. There was so much of it. Everywhere he looked was a sea of red. Skandor stood proud in front of his kill, watching every step Jiran took, measuring his worth to claim a portion.
Every eye was on him. 
Jiran was so nervous that when he opened his mouth to speak, no sound came out. Embarrassment shot through him in a flash of heat as he blushed a dark crimson.
I-I can do this. This is what I chose to do!
Gathering courage from the hand on his shoulder, Jiran took a deep breath. He clenched his fists and met Skandor’s eyes before he screamed the words his father forced him to memorize over the last Moon.
“By imperial decree, I hereby declare my right to the Fifth, I swear to uphold my obligations to the emperors, the Finlest Empire, and my fellow imperialists. Let my pledge of two years be heard by all, under the five emperors' grace, may we all thrive!”
“May we all thrive!” Came the return salute from the villagers on the wall. Even Skandor mumbled along. Apparently content with Jiran’s performance, he moved to one of the beast's legs with a burst of speed no one else in the village could begin to match.
He drew a large serrated knife from his belt and used it to cut off a thick chunk of meat the size of Jiran’s head. Once removed, Skandor tossed the meat at Jiran who barely managed to catch it without falling. He then mumbled a sarcastic “May we thrive,” before going back to his grisly task.
“Thank you, sir, I won’t disappoint you,” Jiran spoke as bravely as he could before walking back toward the village with Micah. They passed Skandor’s apprentices, two of them glowering at him, baring their teeth. 
Jiran understood their anger. He was disgusted with himself as well. He had never heard a single story of a child claiming tithe on a fourth tier beast. He felt dirty, like a thief. Wouldn’t this meat be better used to empower the hunters or elders? Why did Micah make him do that? Would it really have been so bad to wait for tomorrow's kill? Looking up at the man as they walked, Jiran found no answers to the questions burning a hole in his gut.
Jiran had felt so guilty standing before Skandor and the village, he had even doubled his intended oath of service to two years. Barely a year old himself, and he was now sworn to serve two entire years in the army. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he trudged along behind Micah toward home.
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TIERING DAY


Within a few seconds of arriving, Jiran and Micah had strung the slab of tier four meat above the fire pit. In a daze, Jiran turned toward the door and his afternoon deliveries. Micah’s heavy hand on his shoulder stopped him in his tracks and startled his mind out of its heavy ruminations. 
“I want you to take the rest of the day off. Niya will run your deliveries and bring back your satchel. You’re going to want to prepare yourself for tonight. Focusing on your tiering is the most important thing you could do right now. Especially after what you just said,” Micah’s sigh was a gust of wind that swept through the small room and rustled Jiran’s hair.
Micah took a second to collect his thoughts before he squared his shoulders and pierced Jiran with deadly-serious eyes. “Jiran, your father, and my father, both chose to build a home here. To raise a family and contribute to the village in their own way. There is nothing wrong with that life, they both found fulfillment in it, many do,” Jiran scrunched his nose as uncertainty welled up within him from the unusual turn in conversation.
Micah saw his confusion and pressed on. “I chose another path. I only served three seasons in the army. In that time, I learned my father's path was best for me as well. Today you threw away any chance to change your path. A single season in the army will turn a boy into a man. Four seasons will turn a man into a monster. An entire year—seven long seasons—will kill even a monster.”
The weight of Micah’s words and tone pressed down on Jiran’s body far more than the hand still resting on his shoulder. “Now, for some fool’s thrice-damned reason, you chose to serve fourteen seasons!” Micah turned from him, his hands balled into fists as seething rage built to a boiling point.
“Two years, Jiran. What were you thinking proclaiming that in front of the entire village? There is no way the Voice will let you back out now. I told you just last week that your oaths will bind you, to say only what you planned and no more. Why did you change it?” Jiran couldn’t answer, he looked up at his towering uncle, unable to muster a single word in self-defense. “I swear, talking to you is like squeezing water from a rock!” Micah threw his hands into the air.
Jiran felt the walls pressing in around him and something within him snapped, releasing the chokehold that had constricted his voice since his proclamation. “Then why did you make me take that cut?! It’s too much. I don’t deserve it. I’ve done nothing to contribute to the village.” He ran out of steam almost instantly, immediately feeling terrible for yelling at Micah who had done so much for him.
Micah paused, holding his tongue, as he gradually mastered his fury. After pacing back and forth a few times, he stopped, a new and unfamiliar expression dominating his features. “The tithe has nothing to do with repaying past deeds. It’s always been about uplifting the young so they may return the gift a hundredfold in the future. I made you take that cut because I know you’re worth it. I’m not the only one either. Did anyone mutter a single word of dissent? No, they didn’t, because they all know it too.”
Jiran felt heat rushing to his face. Micah ran his hands through his hair, though his steely gaze never wavered. “What I’m about to tell you will determine if you live or die, Jiran.” Seeing that he had the boy’s full and complete attention, Micah continued. “Don’t waste a single moment. Every chance you have to grow more powerful, grab it and tear into it like a dissipating beast. If you don’t find a way to rise to the top, the threats facing the Imperial Army will kill you within those two years. Learn your body, mana, and weapon. Learn to kill, learn everything you can, or you will not survive,” With those parting words, Micah quietly padded out of Jiran’s home.
Two years, two years, two years. What am I going to do? How am I going to survive? What do they see in me that makes me worth eating food from a beast that should have killed us all? Learn everything? How am I supposed to do that before my sixteenth season? He’s wrong. They’re all wrong. I’m going to die before I finish my service. Then I’ll be wasted meat, just like all the others that took the tithe and failed to live long enough to return the investment.
Jiran looked at the slab of beast meat swinging over the still-warm coals with entirely new eyes.
What a fool I am.
Time swiftly passed as Jiran became lost in his thoughts. He was so despondent, he didn’t notice his cousin dropping off his satchel, or his father returning from his day of work at the pier. Neither spoke a word as his father, with well-practiced motions, prepared and cooked the high-density meat. It wasn’t until the impossibly rich flavors wafted through the air—flooding his senses, that Jiran snapped out of his daze. 
Jiran looked up at his father for the first time that day and softly greeted the man. “Father, welcome home,” He bowed respectfully.
“Son, Micah told me what happened today. I can’t say I understand your choice, or that I agree with it, but you still have several seasons to prepare. It’s good to see you taking this seriously, that brings me a small measure of hope. Come, let’s not waste time moping about, the horizon’s mountain is not today’s slope. Your Mother will be home soon, clean your mat and prepare for your tiering.”
His father did not have Micah’s stature or muscles, but all the same, he exuded a sense of calm strength that Jiran found comforting. With a nod, he hopped to his feet and reverently wiped down the tiering mat he had weaved under his Mother’s tutelage. Afterward, he busied himself cleaning the rest of their home while feeling his father’s gaze on him all the while.
He changed out of his work uniform, restocked the wood for the night's fire, and prepared the table setting for their upcoming meal. Soon, his Mother returned from her work at the prayer hall. One look was all it took to completely shatter what little defenses Jiran had prepared. The child launched across the room and tackled her before bawling into her lap.
She stroked his hair, cooing softly. By the time dinner was ready, Jiran’s emotions were calm enough for him to sit on his mat without tears. He faced his parents, waiting for them to begin the ceremony. Before his Mother could start, Jiran’s father spoke into the deafening silence.
“Tonight, our child becomes an adolescent. He has chosen the path he wishes to tread, and even though it is not our path, we will not stand in his way. Jiran, for the next two seasons, you will continue to work for your uncle. He has agreed to train you in the spear after your duties each day. I know you will give him your best efforts, as you always do. After two seasons, you will join the hunter disciples under Skandor. You will surely need the survival skills only he can teach.” 
His Mother began to open her mouth but a hard look from his father stopped her. Dark brown eyes landed back on Jiran, demanding his verbal acceptance. “Yes, Father,” he nodded reluctantly—hating the idea of spending a single day away from Micah, especially with Skandor and his vile apprentices.
He could understand what his father was thinking. Multiple seasons with the hunters would certainly teach him a great deal, and he had much to learn. Seeing the reality of the situation settle on Jiran’s shoulders, his father relaxed his posture. He waved his hand, indicating Jiran’s Mother had the floor to begin the nightly prayer.
“Mother above, we hear your voice and receive your blessing, your gift. Your strong child has weathered the seven seasons, and tonight, this son of yours is a child no more. May he fulfill the destiny set forth by the Fathers.” Her eyes shone with religious fervor at the short ceremony. Fist in palm, she raised her closed eyes to the sky and Jiran quickly followed.
After the prayer, both parents watched Jiran as he took his first bite. As if the beast were still alive, the morsel squirmed inside of his mouth with a will of its own. He quickly swallowed to avoid the uncomfortable feeling.
Swallowing did not help. 
The meat truly did have a life of its own. It did not even reach his stomach before dispersing into wild energies that ravaged the inside of his body. With a flicker of thought, he quickly accepted the ascension he had been holding off all day. The density, locked within every cell of his body, exploded into action. His arms and legs spasmed uncontrollably. Unable to sit up, he fell into a fetal position.
As the process began in earnest, Micah’s words echoed in his skull. ‘Learn everything,’ so he did. Jiran stopped fighting and instead directed his consciousness inward, to the feeling of the density rampaging through him. He tracked it carefully as it interacted with his sealed mana. The substance of all skills and techniques—mana—pulled and tugged at the density, tearing away globs and converting it to more mana.
That mana turned on his body. It shredded through him, unwinding the seasons of effort he spent growing his attributes. Unimaginable pain coursed through him as his body was torn asunder. Then, something soft snuggled into his head, diluting the pain and wrapping his mind in darkness.
No! I have to learn, I have to understand. I can’t fall asleep now!
Jiran fought the darkness, pushing it back by accepting the pain. He used it, breathed it in with every ragged breath so he could feel the changes just a little longer. Soon, more mana began reversing the destruction with waves of reinforcing regeneration. They swept through him, regrowing muscles, bones, and organs, making them far stronger than before.
Every centimeter of his body was being broken apart and then reconstructed by the overabundance of mana and density flowing through him. They pulsed within his chest and stomach, building upon one another in a cyclical rhythm that danced in tune with the beating of his heart.
In the middle of that maddeningly agonizing process, something changed. Jiran could feel it in the back of his neck, at the base of his head. A little spot, no bigger than a speck of dirt, became unbearably hot. As the heat increased, his mana abandoned its regenerative functions, fleeing from the nooks and crannies of his body to gather inside his head. He could feel it there, writhing about, altering something important.
Should I be panicking? The stray thought made Jiran realize he had no emotions whatsoever.
A blinding headache bloomed behind his eyes but compared to the backdrop of his body still torn asunder, this new pain was nothing. The mana inside his head and the density within his body shifted again, charging into the burning spot in his neck where it vanished. Within three beats of his heart, it was all gone as if it never existed.
Jiran moaned in agony as his body demanded the tiering ritual continue. But there was no more healing energy left. He quickly discovered the mana had been doing something to shunt the pain of his tiering. With its absence, his inner focus was shattered as unimaginable agony wracked his entire existence.
“Jiran! Jiran!” his Mother yelled as she scrambled to him.
While Jiran was engrossed in pain far too great for any child to bear, his life flashed before his eyes. Except the memories he witnessed were nothing like the ones he knew. He saw an alien world with cities full of more people than likely lived in the entirety of the empire. He saw peace, and a life devoid of the spark of density.
Jiran? Is that my name? This isn’t Earth? This is… a world with magic? I’m not… Who am I?
Then blackness drowned his pain and swallowed him whole.
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JUST WHO THE HELL DO YOU THINK I AM?


Jiran struggled and fought his way through bleak, suffocating darkness, swimming ever upward in his search for consciousness. Just before breaching the surface of wakefulness, a thousand needles pierced the flesh all over his body. He hovered in agony, halfway between alive and dead, hoping the sensations would relent as time passed. Instead, they ebbed and flowed with each breath. Alternating between torment so great he couldn't think, to mere molten suffering dripping across his skin. 
The pain is coming from my breathing. There must be something wrong with my muscular tissue if even a breath is this painful. 
Huh? What in the name of the Fathers is muscular tissue?
Jiran knew the answer, of course he knew. He had many memories of biology, and even someone with a general education would know plenty about something as simple as muscular tissue. 
Wait, the Fathers? There are… three suns?
The realization forced his body to jerk and his eyes to open for the first time, which turned out to be a terrible idea. Pain flooded him in waves far stronger than before. He whimpered and snapped his eyes closed, taking shallow, slow breaths. With calmness came enough temporary relief for his mind to safely wander once more.
This planet must have some crazy stellar orbit with the whole three-suns thing. Not relevant, I need to focus. What’s wrong with me? The last thing I remember is my Tiering going wrong. My mana did something to my brain and now I have all these new memories. Who is this Brandon guy? He lived on E—
The moment Jiran attempted to recall something specific that was not a surface memory, agony sliced through his head, halting his thoughts briefly.
Ugh, this is so frustrating! I need to calm down and figure out a plan. What do I know so far? I've got some memories of a guy named Brandon that are mixed with my own but trying to dig out anything specific is dangerous. I know he was twenty-eight years old when he… died. Yeah, he’s definitely dead, there’s no surviving that.
Jiran snapped his thoughts in a different direction before the unpleasant memories caused him to shiver.
My thoughts feel totally different, focused and coherent in a way they weren’t yesterday. Can new memories really change someone’s perspective this much? No, it has to be what my mana was doing right before it vanished. It must have known the influx of memories would be too much for a child so it aged my brain, or leveled it up… or whatever mana does to increase people’s power. 
Power… Mana… Density… I have magic in me. Actual honest to God magic. I’m on a planet full of magic!
Jiran began to hyperventilate, which immediately ramped his pain to eleven. He clenched a fist, feeling a slight wetness run down his wrist from the movement.
Slow down, slow down, keep calm. I don't have any magic right now. Not even a drop. My manapool is completely empty which is probably why I’m still in so much pain. Mana helps with healing, so if I can get it back, I might be able to fix myself. I have to figure out where it went in the first place, and why.
I was tiering, which was rebuilding my body to handle more density and mana. In the middle of that, I got access to these memories of being someone else, then all my mana went into that little spot in my neck. Wait, if my whole body was torn apart and only partially put back together, how am I even alive? I need to see how bad this is, which means opening my eyes, which means more suck. 
Okay, here I go, I got this.
After psyching himself up, Jiran eased one eye open and then the other. He took his time, adjusting to the pain of each movement before starting the next. After staring at the ceiling for a few moments, he ever so slowly tried moving his left arm into view. Excruciating agony ripped through him, but like an animal suddenly finding itself caught in a trap, instinct took control of his body. With a snarl, he pushed through it and lifted his arm.
What he saw froze his heart.
Cracks ran through his skin in the tens of thousands. The small movement of lifting his arm had caused blood and pus to leak from the fissures, creating a gruesome tapestry of devastation. Jiran gently lowered his arm back to its resting position. It took him dozens of even breaths to get his emotional state under control once more.
These marks look exactly like density rejection. That is… not good. Yeah, I’ll go with not good.
Flashes of memory from various conversations over his short life revealed a disturbing reality. Children who failed to adapt to large quantities of density only suffered two fates. Rapid death from the overdose, or mutation into a ravenous beast.
Neither of those things is true. I didn’t die from my body being unable to adapt to density, nor am I mutating into a beast. But my family doesn’t know that. They can’t help me, they won’t help me. Even if I beg, I’m probably already dead in their eyes. It’s just too common. One in ten fail to adapt and die. In their eyes, I’m already just another statistic, destined to expire.
Usually, when the whole rapid death thing doesn’t happen, they would kill the child before the mutation can occur. Can’t have a beast suddenly rampaging through the village after all. Why didn’t they? Is it because density rejection always happens before the first tiering—during densoon season—which I’ve already lived through. My situation must be unusual enough that Mother and Father are waiting to see what happens.
Which means I probably don’t have a lot of time before they give up on me. I need to get more mana and finish tiering. My status! That should show me what's wrong with my body.
Jiran closed his eyes, fervently praying that what he knew to be true, was not. He strained, searching in the dark but no matter how hard he looked, his status was gone. There was no gold print, no numbers or letters. Nothing. Frustrated tears leaked down his cracked and bloody cheeks.
Why is this what’s bothering me so much? Brandon never had a status, which is weird, but beyond the point. I don’t need some magic words to tell me something is wrong and that I don’t have any mana.
If I get my mana back, then my status should return too. I can finish tiering, heal myself, and show them I’m not going to turn into a beast. My mana is the only thing that matters right now.
Mana.
Jiran had never been able to access the energy that resided within his manapool directly, as it was locked away until tier one. He had been able to feel the ephemeral energy within his chest; a distant ache that called to him every minute of every day. He knew mana was naturally converted within the body from density, and density was acquired from eating beasts and food infused by the growers.
If I can’t move to eat, and nobody is going to help me, how do I get more density? Is there another way? What do I know about density? Density is Madra’s voice… yeah that dogma crap Mother preached at me isn't going to help right now. 
Back to the basics then. Density is mostly derived from beasts and some plants. But where do the beasts and plants get it from? The ground? I know I’ve heard that the village walls have density packed into them to make them stronger. The same for houses, tools, rocks, and ocean water. Doesn't that mean everything has some in small amounts?
If that’s the case, even the air should have some density. Of course it does, because it's almost densoon season when massive amounts of the alien energy flood the air! It makes perfect sense for there to always be at least a little bit.
Testing his theory, Jiran took an agonizingly deep breath. He paid close attention to the air entering him, searching for anything unusual. Sure enough, he felt the smallest trickle of movement inside his lungs—instantly recognizing it as density. It hovered within him, the barest pinprick of a vibration. Over the course of several seconds, his body converted it to a warm, tender energy.
He barely restrained a groan as he felt that warmth being whisked away into the tiny black hole in his neck that had stolen everything from him just hours ago.
Whatever that little speck of shit is, it's seriously pissing me off right now! Wooh, breathe, breathe. At least I know I’m absorbing density and converting it to mana normally. The issue is that it’s all being stolen instead of being used to finish my tiering. Which means I can fix this!
Try again but hold the mana, don't let it get swallowed.
Time swiftly passed as Jiran tried to keep the mana inside him. To force it to do what he wanted instead of getting whisked away. He pictured gripping it in a hand, he pleaded with it, and he even tried to guide it with mental commands but nothing worked. Taking a break, he thought back to all the times he saw his Uncle, the farmers, and his parents use mana while working.
What did they all have in common? They would close their eyes and focus before chanting. Mana would build from their chest outward, then travel to their hands, or tools, or weapons, before finally being released. Okay, maybe mana control starts in the chest, in the manapool?
This time, Jiran focused on the little empty feeling in his core where mana had always resided before today. As he breathed, he searched for a connection; anything that responded to the trickle of density that flowed in or the mana that flowed out.
But all he felt was frustration, pain, guilt, annoyance, and especially fear. All these emotions gripped his heart and tore at his mind. When the emotions reached a boiling point and threatened to overwhelm him, there was a flutter. It was no more than the smallest swerve in the trickle of mana flowing out of him. With all his will he reached out and grasped that wiggling, delicate thread of connection.
He let out a small gasp from the exertion, then clenched his jaws from the needles that drove into his muscles by the sudden movement. When the pain receded to a level where he could think again, a tiny grin spread across his lips.
Success!
What made the difference? Was it my emotions building to a boiling point? But why would that help? What are emotions? Emotions are chemicals the brain uses to communicate with the body. Nerves feed signals to the brain, then the brain releases chemicals and electrical signals to control the body. 
Do I need to use the chemicals from my brain to control my mana? That seems far-fetched but I’ll try anything at this point.
With a clear goal in mind, Jiran focused on his strongest feeling, desire. Desire to get healthy, to get his mana back. Desire to move freely, to run and jump. Desire to repay the constant kindness shown to him by his uncle. Most of all, desire to live. With powerful emotions flooding through his body, he focused on exactly what he wanted the mana to do. 
Finish tiering my lungs. Repair the damaged cracks I feel with every breath. Make the tissue strong and durable enough to handle any amount of density.
His next breath brought in more density and the trickle fought him like it had a life of its own, but Jiran refused to relent. Whatever density and mana were, they were the cause of all of his suffering. Without them, he would be just a normal human boy like Brandon had been. He poured every scrap of emotion he could muster through his empty manapool and into his lungs, where he coiled his will around that scrap of density.
Whatever you are, you aren’t natural and you don’t belong in my body, but here you are. You came into my house, and since you’re here, you are mine! 
You belong to me!
As if a switch had been flipped, Jiran’s control over the foreign energy was cemented. The density in his lungs converted to mana and that mana flowed with his will. It coated a small space on the inside of his lungs and repaired the damaged tissue, easing his pain. It was just a centimeter, but a single touch of normal in an ocean of agony was more than enough to bring tears to his eyes.
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GET TO WORK


Jiran lost himself for what felt like hours. The process of dominating density as it entered his body, then directing it to where the pain was greatest, became his new reality. He gave special focus to the areas where he knew his organs resided. Each breath brought relief from pain while firming his mastery of the conversion technique. Eventually, he grew tired. His eyes closed as his mind relaxed; overworked from the burden of constant emotional control. 
I wish I could move enough to find some food. This would be so much easier if I could just stand up and walk out of here without falling to pieces. My status! I saw it flicker. Of course I just needed a little mana to light up the words! That should have been obvious.
An itching need to know, to understand his condition, burned within him. He took a ragged, painful breath as haste born of answers so near made him sloppy. He pushed through the discomfort, directing the tiniest flicker of mana into his eyelids where golden words and numbers sprang to life.


CONGRATULATIONS: Tiering successful


Mana unlocked
Concentration unlocked
Racial Skills: Human unlocked
Acquired tier one skill: Molding
Racial Traits: Other unlocked


Further upgrades delayed due to lack of growth 
Consume density to further growth and ascend


NAME: Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 7
WEIGHT: 21.31 kg > 25.62 kg
STATUS: Extreme tissue damage / Extreme nerve damage / Moderate bleeding / Moderate infections / Mild fractures / Mild brain damage


Maybe learning everything that’s wrong with me wasn’t such a great idea. So much has changed, at least it’s not all bad. I’ll take it from the top, one thing at a time. I gained some weight, which makes sense, the more density in my body, the more I’m going to weigh, everyone knows that.
Ugh, I’m stalling. Stop procrastinating, Jiran. Face the facts, fix the facts.
I knew I was in bad shape, but brain damage? I suppose that explains why digging up memories of Brandon hurts. I’ll definitely avoid trying to remember more until I get rid of that debuff. Wouldn’t want to make brain damage worse by picking at it like a scab.


TIER: 1
GROWTH: 0.04%


Tier one! the first good news. That number is so refreshing. How long have I dreamed of today? Too bad it turned into a nightmare. Only .0001 mana. So that's all a measly breath of air counts as? Nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine more to go. How quaint.


MANA: 0.0001
CONCENTRATION: 1


STRENGTH: 10
AGILITY: 10
ENDURANCE: 10
DURABILITY:	10
WISDOM: 10
INTELLIGENCE: 10


SKILLS: 
Molding lvl 0


OTHER: 
-ERROR-


My attributes aren’t capped anymore, now they can go all the way up to twenty. More good news. I got my first skill! Which I don’t have enough mana to use but that’s okay. One step at a time. 
Racial traits, other? Error? I’ve never heard of anything like that before. What does it mean that all I have is an error message there? How do I even begin to process that? I know this world isn’t some kind of game. I’ve lived my whole life here. Brandon’s memories be damned. Besides, you can’t feel pain from a game and I feel like someone cut me a million times with a razor blade then stuck me in a tub full of Tabasco sauce!
I have to admit, it’s kinda awesome to have such weird memories. Tabasco sauce; who would purposefully make something that tastes foul and put it on their food? So weird! I guess that’s the kind of thing humans do when they grow bored enough. What would Madra be like if it was as peaceful as Earth? Would we eventually create games here too?
I wonder if all the holes in these memories will fill in as my brain damage goes away. They’re all so… incomplete, fragmented. I know what a game is, but couldn’t name one. I know what a mop is, but I don’t ever remember using one. It’s like having a mental image of something without the context to fully understand it. There’s no muscle memory to pair with the image of swinging a hammer, there’s no emotions attached to Brandon’s first kiss. It’s all empty.
Knowledge without wisdom. Fun to think about but not very useful at the moment. Though they did help me figure out how to convert density to mana which is saving my ass right now. Enough procrastinating, back to the pain.
With his eyes closed, immersed as he was, Jiran failed to notice when his Mother returned. The smells of dinner cooking roused him from his intense concentration. He cautiously opened his eyes and tracked her as she prepared for the evening.
With a fresh perspective, Jiran observed her for what felt like the first time. She was beautiful, black hair framed a face that was almost too perfect in proportions. Green piercing eyes shifted constantly, roving their home, but never alighting on him. Her strong limbs used precise and practiced movements as she weaved a fishing net on the floor after finishing the nightly meal. 
He thought about trying to speak to her but decided against it. If he coughed in the attempt, it would force his entire body to spasm. Possibly damaging him and undoing some of his painstaking work.
If she was interested in helping me, she would have looked at me at least once. What if I move to try and get her attention only for her to think I’m turning into a beast? What if she attacks me, blinded by fear? Fuck this sucks. Only one thing to do. Get better and prove I’m not what they’re afraid of.
Once more, he closed his eyes and resumed his task. At some point, he heard his father come home and listened as they shared a quiet conversation. Jiran reduced his movements to the bare minimum, doing everything in his power not to draw attention to himself. It wasn't until the fire began to die and soft snoring filled the air that he was able to relax again.
My throat is so dry, Just a little water would be nice.
To make matters worse, after his father came home, the slow trickle of density he was able to absorb from the air was cut by more than half. 
He must be leaching from the environment to replenish his reserves after work, leaving less for me. At this rate, I could spend all night and barely see any progress. I should just try to get some sleep. My brain is completely fried and my emotions feel like a squeezed-dry bag of milk. Wow, a bag of milk. Earth sure was ridiculous.
Jiran let the sleep of the injured claim him. He fell deeply into dreams of laughing with his parents while running among buildings made of more metal and glass than could possibly exist. They were like giant arms ever-reaching toward a pure blue sky with only a single moon and sun. He was surrounded by people important to him, though not one of them had a face. They spoke in a language he couldn’t understand, their voices warm and inviting, but forever obscured and lost to him.
Waking up was a much less enjoyable experience. Jiran stifled a groan before it could lead to excess movement. It took him several shallow breaths before he regained control over his pain. New and more immediate needs swam through his consciousness, making every action more challenging than the day before. 
Thirst was first among them. His throat had gone raw through the night and was now screaming for water. Opening his eyes, he was shocked to find his Mother kneeling over him. She gazed down with emotionless, sunken eyes. A ceremonial dagger he didn’t recognize was clutched in her hands and her lips moved in silent prayer.
Jiran’s brain froze in shock, his breathing stilled to nothing. “Momma?” One raspy, barely audible word shattered the silence of the moment. Her eyes snapped back to the wall, no longer looking down at him. She began shaking her head from side to side in choppy, sharp movements.
“No-no-no-NO!” Each of her cries was louder than the last until she was screaming at the top of her lungs. Torment swam in her eyes as the dagger was lifted above her head. The blade dropped, plunging toward Jiran’s heart. A hand reached from behind her, swallowing her tiny wrists in a crushing grip that stilled their deadly descent.
His father’s voice, rife with muted fury, echoed through their home. “This is not what we agreed upon, Amilla. You will let it pass naturally, even if it pains you to be in its presence.”
She struggled in vain to wrench her arms free from his father’s unyielding grip. Tears streamed from her eyes, and in her struggles, she nicked her own cheek with the blade. The fresh cut caused a single bead of crimson to join the rivers of moisture traveling down her face.
She soon gave up and fell limply to the floor, sobs wracking her body. Jiran, unable to see her, stared at his father, who in turn had eyes trained on the wall, refusing to return his gaze.
What in the hell, you two! I’m going to be fine! Just give me a chance to explain.
Jiran tried to speak, but a harsh cough rippled through his body. Unimaginable pain coursed through him, a reminder that he was still far from healed. By the time he recovered, his father had scooped up Amilla and was heading toward the door. The last thing Jiran saw of his parents was his father’s back and the knife still clutched in his Mother's hand.
Jiran fell headlong into a deep state of denial. First Mother’s light was peeking under the curtain by the time he came out of his ruminations. His racing heart had slowed some time ago, replaced with despondence, then shame, and finally: A boiling fury that steadily washed everything else away.
They've given up on me. Wrote me off as already dead, just because I wasn’t quick enough to recover. She was going to finish me off. To what? Spare herself the suffering of another day? What a load of crap. I’m not denless! I’m not a child who succumbed to the storms. I have mana, if they had bothered to ask and listen, they would know. What absolute cowards. This place clearly isn’t safe for me. If she decides to come back while Dad is at work, I’ll be completely defenseless.
With his thoughts finally in order, Jiran wasted no more time. He used his rampaging emotions, gobbled lungful after lungful of density, converted it into mana, and forced it into his joints. Each moment brought him closer to recovery and he used that increased strength to push himself further by deepening each breath.
Despite his newfound motivation, the process was slow, far too slow. Second Father rose and peaked before he was halfway through with his knees. Sweat poured from him as a fever descended. The thirst he had felt that morning was a fond memory, as what he experienced now was true thirst.
The first thoughts of giving up were easily crushed. However, as time dragged on and he was no closer to regaining his autonomy, the fear became harder and harder to banish. He used the terror, pulled on the emotions, sending it all racing through him to devour the little density he could inhale. 
Suddenly, gooseflesh swept across his body in a wave. He didn’t know how, but as sure as a storm makes waves, he knew his time was coming to an end. Without wasting time completing another cycle of breathing, Jiran opened his eyes and searched for a solution.
There has to be something here I can get more Density from. Anything left from breakfast? No. Last night's dinner? Nope, don’t see that either. What happened to the tier four meat? I don’t see it anywhere! With how hungry I am, I would have smelled it by now if there was any left.
Jiran gritted his teeth in pain as he moved his head to see more of the room. Blood and pus leaked from his neck and shoulders at the movement, but he persevered. That’s when he saw it, his satchel.
The bun from Elder Mireg! 
He put strength into his arms to turn himself over, but only his left arm responded. The right hung uselessly and his attempt at moving it was so painful, he couldn’t hold back the scream of agony that escaped his cracked lips.
Yet even while that torturous sound carried through the room, he pushed on. He refused to stop. His escalating dread carried him forward. He knew in his bones that every moment mattered. Like a ravenous beast caught in a trap, Jiran crawled. One arm dragged uselessly while the other grasped for purchase. His fingernails were stripped off by the coarse fabric of the prayer mat. 
The pain only made him pull harder. Blood oozed freely from skin caught and torn by the floor. He growled deep in his throat and persevered. Tears and snot ran down his face but such minor distractions were meaningless as instinct and a desire to live overrode all else. Blood clogged his right eye, so he clamped the useless thing shut. He kicked his legs feebly, dug his bleeding chin into the floor for purchase, and squirmed his body for all it was worth.
The beast in him refused to relent and at long last, he reached the satchel. He tore into it with frenzied, ragged movements. As if the bun had been searching for his hand, it fell into his grip. Bloody, dirty, and dry, the tier three grains entered his mouth. 
It was the sweetest meal he had ever tasted.
The fibers popped and fizzled in his mouth as they broke down into density. With practiced ease, Jiran assaulted that energy with his will. Before it even had a chance to reach his stomach he dominated it fully and his body was washed away within a tidal wave of mana, unlike anything he had ever experienced.
Prioritizing on the fly, he focused on the cracks covering his skin. He imagined pushing out dirt and bacteria before sealing the aching wounds. Pus and grime oozed from them before they closed, leaving him covered in tiny red scars that were blissfully free of pain. Then came his joints. Bones and cartilage were made whole while being reinforced to the tier one standard. 
His cells had been eagerly waiting to complete the tiering and they greedily absorbed his mana. Once directed to a specific area, the process was practically automatic. He only had to focus on not letting the injury in his neck steal what was rightfully his. Jiran lamented his previous lack of knowledge.
If only I had known how to forcefully convert and control density before the tiering. I could have kept it from vanishing and avoided all of this!
Two bites later, he once more found himself without mana. But the worst of it was done. Like a baby phoenix, he emerged from the trail of gore his passing left behind. He stood strong, his back straight and tall. He rolled his right shoulder to test for the pain that had so nearly debilitated him. Feeling nothing but strength and flexibility, he clenched his fists in victory.
Any further celebration was cut short by the sounds of dozens of approaching feet. Fearing the worst, Jiran quickly scooped up the few belongings he owned into his satchel: A knife, two changes of clothes, a short bow, a hip quiver, and a leather canteen. He donned his father's hooded cloak to mask the scar-mangled skin his tunic didn't cover, then hastened outside.
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ANOTHER BRICK IN THE WALL


Jiran pulled the cloak’s hood over his head before he hustled across the street into an alley between two larger homes. 
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Once inside the relative cover of shadows, he gulped delicious stale water, quickly draining his canteen dry. A glance in the direction of all the noise revealed three priests from the Church of the Voice, followed by a throng of villagers, including his Mother. The sensations of euphoria from his hasty bout of healing proved fickle as they were replaced by a sweat-induced chill that crept across his shoulders.
She brought help to make sure dad couldn't stop her this time. Bitch.
He clenched his teeth to stave off the betrayal that burned inside him like acid in his veins. His small fists shook as he refused to let himself be consumed under the tidal wave of emotions that attempted to drown his reason. Roused from his internal struggle by the syncopated rhythm of his knuckles popping, Jiran spun in a slow circle, considering his options.
Do I try to hide and see what they say, or should I just get out of here to be safe? I should leave. I need somewhere quiet to think.
Jiran retreated further down the alley toward the next street. Before leaving the shadows, he adopted a pitiful limp and hunched over so his face was obscured from view. He hated needing to hide from his own people, but the religious zealots' murderous faces kept flashing in his mind, so he turned his head away from anyone who came too close.
At this time of day, there were relatively few people walking the streets. Most of them were busy with the myriad tasks of their daily lives, which usually brought them to the outskirts of the village. Even so, Jiran only made it a few blocks before small hands landed on his shoulder, roughly shoving him to the ground.
“What’s wrong worm, can’t stand up?” The nasally, high-pitched voice of a child was followed by braying laughter.
Are you serious? How much bad luck can I have in a single day? What are they even doing in the middle of the— They were looking for me. 
Jiran raised his head, peeking beneath the drooping hood to find the pack of hunter apprentices circling around him, blocking his escape.
Guess this is what I get for walking around staring at my feet.
Preparing to break through their encirclement and likely be caught and beaten, Jiran rose into a crouch. His thoughts raced into a hyper-aware state as he examined each child, searching for the weakest link. Unexpectedly, the group of boys stopped in their tracks with slack-jawed faces; the laughter died on their lips as they got a good look at his scarred face.
One of the boys uttered the word “Denless” which shattered the momentary peace. Looks of shock were replaced by disgust and fear. Most of them retreated a few steps, their palms raised as if to ward off Jiran’s condition. Garus, the boy who pushed him down, was the first to recover.
“No wonder your parents returned the meat you stole from Skandor. A denless worm like you is only good for beast bait.” The rest of the apprentices found confidence in his words. Growling their agreement with Bully Number One, Bullies number Two, Three, and Four quickly pressed in on him, blocking his escape.
They sure are brave, or ignorant. Did their parents not tell them that denless can turn into beasts? I guess not everyone has a Mother who tells horror stories to their children at night.
“Ooooh Garus, you’re so courageous and strong. Look at you bravely attacking an injured child that can barely stand. You brought so many of your friends to back you up, too. Really, I just can’t imagine how someone could be more impressive than you.” A familiar voice belittled from across the street.
Jiran knew who he would see before his eyes met hers. His cousin Niya had a wiry, muscular build from her days spent working with Uncle Micah. Brown wavy hair blew in the gentle breeze, and with the bright green eyes typical of his family, she stood out among all the children of the village, just as her father did among the adults.
A season older than all of them and much further along into the first tier, she could, and had, trounced the lot of them many times. She stood unafraid with a hand on her hip and her chin tucked, ready for a brawl. Her features held an imperious glare of disgust as she looked down at the bullies.

[image: image-placeholder]
Like a flock of greepe sensing a predator, the apprentices turned toward the new arrival. With snarled lips and spittle flying from his mouth, Garus responded. “Stay out of this, Niya. Just because Skandor got back what was stolen, doesn’t mean we should let this worm crawl away before he learns his lesson!”
Clearly, the boy found courage using Skandor’s name. He stood more confident with every word. He even nodded to himself, finding his argument to be without flaw.
“As if he’d have that meat in the first place without my father’s help! I wonder how the Elders would respond if they knew Skandor sent his apprentices to beat up a child. Last I heard, it was against imperial law for sworn hunters to attack citizens. It’s a good thing we don’t have a magistrate, or Skandor might find himself beheaded before the Fathers sleep tonight.”
Damn cuz, remind me never to get into an argument with you.
The wide-eyed look of horror that washed over their faces was priceless. Jiran chortled, unable to hide his mirth. Unlike Jiran, Niya’s giggles were unrestrained as they echoed off the stone walls lining the street. 
“Hey that’s not what— N-never mind, we’re leaving!” Garus stumbled over his own feet in his haste to avoid the verbal and physical beating Niya was capable of dishing out. He was the first to turn heel and the others were quick to follow. From the relative safety of the other side of the street, he sent Jiran one last hateful glare before vanishing around a corner.
Not two seconds later, the pounding of feet and angry shouts echoed between the nearby buildings. Adrenaline shot like lightning through his frayed nerves with each thud. He resumed walking down the street, doing his best not to run and draw attention. Each step was filled with single-minded determination to reach a hiding spot where the religious nut-bags couldn’t find him.
“Hey! Come back here,” Niya chased after him, arriving at his side in a few short steps. She squinted at him questioningly before softly jostling his side with her elbow. “You look like a porrup bird with your wide eyes and red face!” When her attempt at humor failed to get a response from him, the dam within her burst open. “Where have you been the last three days? Do you have any idea how worried dad’s been? He even went over to see you last night but uncle Soren wouldn’t let him in. Why aren’t you going to the shop to help? Why aren’t you saying anything? Where are you going anyway?”
Jiran cast about to see if anyone noticed her outburst but the coast was clear. With each step the frantic search for him sounded further away and his muscles slowly unwound. “Are you going to let me answer or are you going to keep asking more questions? Maybe I only imagined that you’re a season older than me.” Jiran raised an eyebrow at her.
“Sorry,” She mumbled cutely while twiddling her thumbs.
Seeing her embarrassment, Jiran sighed and elbowed her back. “I’m sorry, too. Today’s been… really hard. Thanks for saving me back there.”
“You’re welcome!” She bounced back instantly, her exuberance returning full blast. “Now, answer my questions!” She skipped on her tippy toes, easily keeping pace with him.
“I’m going to the old tree. I was looking for a quiet place away from home to sit and think when those idiots found me.” Niya mouthed the unfamiliar insult, not wanting to interrupt now that he was finally answering her, she held back her question. “Uncle Micah’s really been worried about me? Did he say anything else about last night?”
“Just that he wanted you back at work because he didn’t have time to run all your errands. Oh, he also said something about being upset with Uncle Soren. He made it sound like you might never come back to work. What did that mean? Why wouldn’t you come back to work? Your face isn’t so bad. It’s just a bit scary.” She cringed, embarrassed again as her mouth ran away from her.
Jiran came to a sudden stop, sending Niya’s arms flailing to correct her balance. 
Uncle doesn’t know what happened. Why didn’t they tell him? Maybe they did and he just didn’t want to worry Niya. No, I don’t think that's it. Micah has always been firm on his stance against the Church. I can clearly remember when he fought with dad about why he would put up with mom's zealotry. It sounds like he knows what’s going on and is still worried about me, despite my current state. Which means Micah might be my best bet for some actual help. Hopefully, he’s willing to shelter me until I can figure out how to fix this hole in my neck.
Do I have any better options? Living on the streets, constantly looking over my shoulder would be impossible in this small village. They would find me within days for sure. I could try and leave but I have no idea how to hunt and the first beast to find me would be a death sentence. I don’t even have any arrows. Dad never taught me to use my bow like he promised, either. Who am I kidding? I would be lucky to kill a regular animal without access to my mana, let alone a wild beast.
No, Uncle Micah is the only option. 
“Let’s go,” Jiran grabbed Niya’s hand and took off down a side street to circle around the village, and his pursuers, before looping in the direction of Micah’s shop. Now that a path forward had been decided, he moved with quick, confident steps. Off balance from his insistent tugging, Niya scrambled to keep up. Thankfully, she didn’t put up a fight considering she was taller and significantly stronger than him. 
After his previous blunder, Jiran no longer let down his guard while walking the streets. Due to his new vigilance, he noticed every time Niya stole a quick glance his way. Her furrowed brows made it obvious there was something bothering her.
“Out with it; what’s on your mind?”
Once again the girl mouthed the strange turn of phrase. “On your mind? Ugh! Why are you acting so weird?” she mumbled while kicking at a pebble. “What's happened to you? Why do you have all those scars? Does it have something to do with what those… idiots were saying? Are you really denless? I thought that only happened to babies.”
Jiran looked over his shoulder, neither seeing nor hearing anyone, he explained. “Something went wrong during my tiering. In the middle of my body rebuilding itself, all my mana was sucked out of me. It’s hard to explain, I know where it went, but I don’t know why, and I can’t access it at all.” After a bone-chilling shiver at the memory, he pushed his thoughts in a more positive direction. 
“Thanks again, Niya. If you hadn’t told me about Uncle, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself.” The honest and straightforward gratitude caused Niya’s face to light up like First Father’s crimson glow.
She’s weak to praise, that’s cute. Is Uncle not giving her enough? Must be hard on her not having a mother.
When Niya saw the way he was looking at her, she turned away from him and puffed out her cheeks in an adorable pout which caused Jiran to release a bark of laughter. With no sounds of pursuit for several minutes, the mood lightened significantly as they prodded each other with familiar bickering. Niya’s laughter cut off abruptly as they turned the final corner and her father’s shop came into view. They both stopped in their tracks upon seeing an unfamiliar and imposing figure standing by the front door. 
The air around the man danced as though he were surrounded by a heat wave. He wore the finest clothes Jiran had ever seen. Gold embroidery set within a satiny, dark cloth glinted mesmerizingly in the dawn light. The few pieces of jewelry he wore were each likely worth more than their entire village. His head was on a swivel, moving in a dizzying blur that marked him at least above the fourth tier. He was clearly looking for something, or someone.
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Niya swallowed loudly and took a hesitant step backward. Jiran snatched her hand, firmly holding her in place while giving her a hard-mouthed stare. Micah had told them time and again what to do if someone looking like a new magistrate showed up in the village, and running away was the worst possible reaction.
There was no way someone above the fourth tier would be a lowly magistrate, whoever this high noble was, he was a true defender of the empire and treating him with anything but the utmost respect was a death sentence. If the man were waiting at Uncle Micah’s shop, then as his disciples, it was their responsibility to assist him. Jiran pulled her along behind him. As they approached, the man’s blurring features snapped toward them. When his full attention landed on Jiran, an invasive tension pressed across every centimeter of his skin.
"You, children. Harken to me," A dry, crackling whisper sank into Jiran’s skull, squeezing his brain in a wicked grasp before the feeling was suddenly drained away into the hole in his neck.
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WORST DAY EVER


What the hell was that?! He’s at the other end of the street, how did I even hear a whisper from that far to begin with? 
Remnants of the man’s raspy voice echoed in his head, causing a slight pressure to build behind his eyes. Jiran shook himself, clearing away the uncomfortable feeling. Niya pulled her hand roughly from his as she sprinted across the street towards the stranger. She moved so quickly, she nearly collided with him as she skidded to a halt. Then she stood there and stared at his chest, not saying a word or moving a muscle.
What the shrelkshart, Niya? Ugh, father’s protect! How bizarre can a single day get?
I’ve barely had time to consider the fact I have memories from two people in my head. I need to plan out how I’m going to fix my mana. I don’t even know if I’m going to have a safe place to sleep tonight! Now this noble shows up out of nowhere and puts a mind control spell on Niya with a whisper we could somehow hear from ten meters away. Whatever higher power dialed this day up to eleven, then ripped off the knob needs to take a lunch break!
The stranger's eyes bored into Jiran as he hesitated to follow Niya. The uncomfortable pressure across his skin redoubled into an itching intensity that made him keenly aware of his mistake.
I better get my ass over there before he decides to melt my bones with a blink of his eyes or whatever crazy thing he’s going to do next.
Resigned to the fate of the weak being ruled by the strong, Jiran hustled across the street with a weary sigh. He stood beside Niya, dropping into his best bow and addressing the nobleman. "How may we serve you, M'lord?"
At least Micah taught me how to bow. I never dreamed those lessons might save my life. Why is there a high noble here to begin with? Our village is at the very edge of the empire, there’s nothing out here but shrelk, fish, and low-tier beasts.
Everything about the man screamed unimaginable wealth and power. Before he bowed, Jiran caught a glimpse of eyes that glowed with a golden radiance. His boots were pristine, reflecting Jiran’s scrunched and scarred features as if dirt refused to cling to them. The noble’s gaze burrowed into the top of Jiran’s head; it was so intense, he felt like his hair may very well burst into flames. To make matters worse, the sounds of pounding feet and shouting were audible once more and gradually drawing nearer.
The enigmatic visitor remained silent far longer than was comfortable. With how quickly he must perceive the world at his higher-tier, it must have felt like entire minutes rumbled by. Jiran’s eyes remained glued to the man’s boots as sweat rolled down his back and threatened to drip from his forehead. He didn’t dare to look up; even so, he could feel those golden eyes drilling into him.
They’re going to be here soon! Crap, I attracted attention to myself by not falling for his spell too, didn’t I? Wonderful. Why didn’t it affect me though? Why did it get sucked into my neck like my mana did?
“He was right about everything, unbelievable,” When the man finally spoke, Jiran nearly collapsed from the sudden release of pressure on his skin. 
Who was right? What, everything?
Jiran was only given a moment to be thankful the man was speaking slowly enough for him to understand before he continued. "Tell me, boy, Do you perchance know the proprietor of this establishment?" He once more spoke in a whisper that penetrated Jiran’s brain like a ballista bolt through a melon.
Jiran responded instantly, not wanting to risk further suspicion. "Yes M'lord. My Uncle, Micah, runs this courier service. If it pleases you, I will fetch him."
"I see. That won't be necessary quite yet; however, I do have a mission of some importance that you will assist me with. After which, you may fetch your uncle," He paused just long enough for Jiran to process his words before continuing. "You will find each of this village's elders and direct them to the magistrates’ manse post haste. I expect them to arrive there before Mother’s descent, is that clear?"
What an odd way of speaking, how old is he? After the fifth tier, aging slows dramatically. He looks twenty-five to thirty seasons but he could be five hundred for all I know. Oops, he asked me a question, I need to respond!
"M'lord has instructed me to find each of this village's elders and direct them to the magistrates' manor without delay. Then, I may find my Uncle. Would you like me to direct him to the manor as well?"
“That will be acceptable. Now, child, before you depart.” The noble held out a large gold coin masterfully carved with the images of powerful, snarling beasts. Its exquisite splendor would have stolen the heart of the most wealthy merchant but Jiran didn’t move a muscle as he waited for a command.
As if I would just snatch your trap card out of your hand like some desperate street urchin. This is clearly a test, since you didn’t tell me what to do with it.
“It’s got to be around here! Keep looking! Hurry, before it kills someone!”
No wonder they’re looking so hard, they think I turned into a beast and escaped. Hurry up and give me the coin so I can run!
Time ticked by as the man held the coin just within view. Jiran waited with bated breath, every second a new exquisite torture as he fought to remain calm. Finally, after ten breaths, the man continued. “Take this coin as payment for after you complete your errand.”
Faster than Jiran could process, the man grabbed his wrist with an immutable grip. A mighty finger pried open Jiran’s clenched fist and pressed the coin to his skin. It tingled with an electric current that raced down Jiran’s arm before vanishing without a trace. Once done, the intimidating noble turned toward five members of the church who rounded the nearest corner. 
“Fear not, I shall disperse your pursuers and they shant intrude upon your errand,” With that, the man vanished, only to reappear before the five. Suddenly, they were all hovering a meter off the ground, their arms and legs flailing as they were dragged bodily, by seemingly nothing, behind the high noble. Within a moment, all six had disappeared around the corner.
Jiran released a ratcheting breath as tension flooded from his chest and sweat-soaked limbs.
What just happened? Why would he help some kid he just met without knowing what those crazies  wanted from me? Does this have something to do with what he said earlier? Or is it because I impressed him by resisting his spell? Argh! There’s no way I can figure this out!
Four near-death experiences in less than a day. Shouldn't there be achievements or titles or something to go along with all this stress? Stingy status screen. Is it even a screen if it’s printed on the inside of my eyelids? What am I thinking? These memories are really messing with my head! I need to focus. I was given a job to do by a man who could probably flatten our entire village in a few seconds.
Jiran elbowed Niya in the side, shocking her out of her trance. The look of confusion on her face told Jiran she wasn’t going to be of much use, but he needed her help if he was going to complete the mission he had been given.
“Niya, I need you to go to the church as quickly as you can and find Elder Donnas. Tell him a high noble has requested all the elders to present themselves to the magistrates’ manor without delay.” She looked at him blankly for a moment before her eyes widened and a gasped inhalation passed her lips. She nodded vigorously and turned toward the church without a word. Jiran felt a spike of envy course through his chest as she disappeared in a mana-fueled sprint.
Within a few beats of his heart, she was gone and he dashed into the shop, dropped his belongings in a heap, and donned his uniform as quickly as he could. He was only slightly delayed by the coin, which was stuck fast to his palm. He shook his hand and pulled at it but it held fast. With little choice but to carry on, he pumped his legs as fast as they would go toward the market.
Frustration filled him as he dodged and weaved his way through the slightly crowded streets while looking over his shoulder the entire way. By the time he found Elder Mireg, he was breathing hard and his newly-healed muscles were screaming in protest. As promised, not a single person attempted to stop him, though most gasped and shied away while cupping their hands in prayer.
“Elder Mireg, I have an urgent message for you!” Jiran spoke quickly between gulps of air as soon as he arrived. Taken completely by surprise, she turned around in a flash, fumbling with the necklace she had been inspecting.
“Mother’s Watcher, boy! Don't scare me like that. What's this emergency that has you —" Mireg's question died on her lips as she got a good look at his scarred features. 
With no desire to draw out the conversation or get distracted, Jiran continued. "Elder Mireg, a very high-tier noble, has requested your presence at the magistrates’ manor without delay. I have been given instructions to inform all the elders, so I will be off."
She did not look completely convinced, so Jiran unclenched his fist and flashed his palm. Her eyes flew open at the sight of the coin stuck to his skin by an unseen force. After a quick, but well-executed bow, Jiran turned towards the dock and his next target. He was already running when she mumbled to herself, "So it's true, what a waste," She clicked her tongue and set off toward her own destination with squared shoulders.
Jiran slowed his pace as he approached the sharp slope that led to the pier. The path was far too steep and rocky to build on, which left a large gap between the village proper above, and the water below. He took the narrow back and forth path one careful step at a time. Rounding a particularly sharp corner, the light of three suns reflected off the water and momentarily blinded him. He shielded his eyes with his hand, gazing out at the sparkling display. 
His jaw dropped in awe at the stunning oceanscape. What should have been an ordinary view became magical under the fresh perspective of his newly-acquired memories. The endless ocean shimmered with a million multicolored facets under the light of the midday suns. First Father was a red giant star that dominated the heavens. As he rose ponderously into the sky, the world was washed in hues of crimson splendor. 
First Mother, their second star, was the smallest of the three and shone with a gentle, serene turquoise. Wherever her rays met with First Father’s, they combined to create a shocking kaleidoscope of stunning violet.
Not to be outdone, Second Father’s pure gold combined with First Mother to throw emerald reflections across the clouds. Yet, instead of all three suns working together to create a dull brown, the crimson and gold refused to mix, as if the two orbs operated on completely different principles of light.
Their small pier was protected by twin, half-circle cliffs that scooped into the briny depths like monstrous hands. Birds frolicked in the thousands along the imposing rocky outcroppings. And below, nestled comfortably between ocean and rock, lay the pier’s few rickety old buildings and small dock.
For the first time since waking up in agony, Jiran was overwhelmed with joy simply to be alive; to breathe and exist with such majesty brought tears to his eyes.
I’m not going to let this shrelkshit of a day stop me. I have to see more, experience more, learn more! I’m going to figure out my mana and then explore this impossible planet. There is magic here! Real magic. How does it work? How does it bend and break the laws of reality I know from Earth? I have the chance to challenge everything humanity has ever known and I’d rather die than let it slip through my fingers.
His hand clenched around the coin, pressing it painfully into his skin as excitement wracked his body with shivers.
I can forge a life for myself with real power at my fingertips. How strong can I become? How much can I learn? What crazy wonders will this place throw at me next? No, not ‘this place,’ I should call it what it is.
This is my home, and it is exactly where I want to be.
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A scarred child wearing a crazed smile slowly descended the alternating path to the pier. Not a single villager who passed him on their way up talked to him or looked at him for more than a second. Shivers ran up their spines as they were forced to pass close by him on the narrow path. Each of their thoughts rang with the same, unanimous opinion.
“How could a denless smile like that? He must have lost his mind.”
Jiran had never been happier.
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THAT WAS... IMPRESSIVE


The pier consisted of a loose collection of storage shacks and a single warehouse doubling as a fish processing plant. Jiran wanted to feel the same pride in the village's infrastructure that he had only a few days ago. His father had worked at the pier his entire life and he had never once thought of the place as anything less than incredible. 
His new memories stubbornly disagreed. Misshapen boards formed the short dock that snaked into the water. Sagging walls gashed with claw marks were sandwiched together to form the few remaining buildings. Rough, discolored patches across the roof tiles showed how far mold had permeated them. There was nothing here that spoke of a prosperous village, only a slum, ready to collapse at the barest hint of a strong wind. At least the fresh ocean breeze masked the smell of fish guts, and the steady cadence of lapping waves would always be a sound that soothed his soul.
Jiran had never been on the beach alone before as low-tier beasts came up from the water every night and needed to be cleared daily. His blood was hammering in his ears as his legs pumped furiously across the rocky sand toward the largest building. His eyes constantly swept the water’s edge looking for the telltale spikes and green scales of a shrelk.
Elder Boolek is usually in the warehouse or on one of the village’s two boats. If he’s out fishing today, I’ll have to wait here for him to return.
Jiran crossed his fingers for the first time in his life. A goofy grin spread across his face at the simple charm from another world. He breathed a sigh of relief as he spotted the ornery elder inside the warehouse. His cheer evaporated, however, as he took his first step into the building and Boolek’s face whipped in his direction, contorted in a hateful scowl.
“What do you think you’re doing, worm-bait! Get your filthy, cursed body out of my shop!” The elder bellowed at him. Unused to being yelled at, Jiran stopped in his tracks and his body reacted on instinct, scrambling awkwardly to obey the insensate man.
Elder Boolek, seeing Jiran leave, turned back to his table of fish guts. He resumed his work, determinedly ignoring the young boy. Gathering his courage over a couple of breaths, Jiran spoke loudly enough to be heard over the sound of the chopping blade. 
“Excuse me Elder Boolek, I have a—”
Boolek crossed the distance between them in a flash. He was wider than he was tall, packed with rippling muscles and oozing hostility. The man put his finger right in Jiran’s face, “Not another word! I don’t want you here, worm-bait. Nobody wants you here. Every family has lost children to the densoons and your denless face is a reminder I. Don’t. Want. To. See! Best get gone before I feed you to the shrelks.”
Before the elder’s pointed finger could jab into Jiran’s chest, a pulse of energy rippled out from Jiran. It washed over Boolek, bringing the imposing man to his knees with a snarled gasp. He only resisted the incredible weight for another second before his face smashed into the floor, cracking the rotting boards.
Jiran was completely baffled. Looking around for the cause of the pressure, he noticed the other three workers in the warehouse were likewise pressed into the floor and unable to move. Looking over his shoulder, he saw several other villagers around the pier in a similar predicament. Only he was left unaffected. He could feel the intense waves of power rippling over and around him even as they bypassed him completely.
The tingling coming from his hand caught his attention. Opening his clenched fist, Jiran saw the coin from the mysterious noble still stuck fast to his palm. It now gave off a faint golden glow as the rippling shock waves coming from it flattened everyone in sight without destroying any of the buildings around them. Jiran’s toes curled at the mind-bending implications of what he was seeing.
That's… impressive. How is it possible to cram so much mana into a tiny coin? His control is impeccable too. The weight needed to hold that grumpy old bastard down is significantly higher than Skinny Thorm in the corner. How would you even begin to design a spell that can affect each person individually without accidentally killing anyone?
Wow. He’s amazing.
Jiran’s fangirling ended when the whisper of a familiar voice reached his ear.
“The message, boy. Do not forget your task.”
Snapping shut his gaping jaw, Jiran collected himself and looked down at the elder. He almost lost his composure again when he saw Boolek’s bulging eyes and silently working mouth that looked exactly like the fish on his butchering table.
“Elder Boolek. You have been summoned to the magistrates’ manor with all haste,” Jiran bowed and then dashed away.
Pretty sure that demonstration is all the convincing he’s going to need. If not, I can only hope I’m around to see what that nobleman does to him next.
Jiran couldn’t help but let out a snicker as he ran toward the path leading back to the village. He noticed the coin no longer stuck to his palm, so he pocketed it as his thoughts ran wild.
That was easily the most absurd thing I’ve ever seen. Just how powerful is that guy? Will I be able to do something like that eventually? Uncle Micah wasn’t joking when he said I need to become more powerful before joining the army. If I ran into someone like that trying to kill me, I wouldn’t stand a chance. Oh yeah, the army.
With his task complete, Jiran found a comfortable rock halfway up the slope and gazed out at the Murinth Ocean. First Father had set and First Mother was soon to join him, leaving the sky awash in emerald and small wisps of fading fuchsia.
There is no way I’m serving fourteen seasons in the military. I didn’t even get to eat that meat! That’s got to count for something. Or not. Madra’s far from a fair world. I don’t have to present myself for service until my sixteenth season. That means I’ve got two whole years to think of a solution. If I can make it through a day like today, I can definitely solve a little problem like joining the army. 
It’s not that I don’t want to help the empire, but serving in the army feels like the wrong way to go about things. I have all this knowledge now, there’s got to be a better way I can help!
While he gazed at the dazzling colors of his world, Jiran was overwhelmed again with a desire to see more, to understand, to explore.
What will I do after that? I’ll definitely go adventuring. Find some floating mountains, or maybe I’ll tame a dragon and ride it across the ocean to see lands that no imperial ever has. Are there even dragons on Madra? That would be one hell of a coincidence. I’m sure there's something close enough out there! The empire is only the size of a small continent. There must be so much more to discover!
I’m getting way ahead of myself. I can barely hold onto my mana for a few seconds without it being drained. I’m a long way from fulfilling my oath and setting off on adventures.
Jiran hopped back to his feet with renewed energy and set off to find Micah, a hot meal and comfortable bed at the forefront of his mind. He started his search at his Uncle’s shop. He knew this time of day was usually spent preparing for tomorrow's deliveries. Sure enough, Micah was busy cleaning out the empty barrels collected from the villagers throughout the day.
He steadily cleaned leftover bits of food and dirt from each barrel before cataloging them, then stacking them neatly near the door. Jiran didn't hesitate to join him. He took up his usual place cleaning the debris out, while his uncle shifted to stacking and paperwork. They worked in comfortable silence, taking solace in the familiar activity. His uncle spoke first after only briefly inspecting Jiran’s new scars.
“Good to have you back, kiddo.”
“It’s good to be back, Uncle. It’s been a… hard day. Before anything else, I should tell you about the noble that came by. He had me direct all the elders to the manor. He said he had something to talk with you about too, but made it sound like he wanted you to come by after he was done with them.”
Micah scowled, falling deep into his thoughts. Jiran gave him time, the numerous implications of a noble in their village were far beyond his understanding.
“Anything else?” Micah asked after a few minutes.
“He’s very powerful, far stronger than Skandor. He has a strange way of talking that gets into your head. When he talked to Niya and me, she couldn’t even respond. I don’t think he means any harm, though. He infused this coin with mana that saved me from a beating by Elder Boolek and he even chased off a group from the church who nearly caught me.” Jiran looked at the ground with pursed lips.
“So that kerfuffle was them chasing you, eh? You look like you have something else to say. Out with it.”
“Could I sleep here tonight? I’m not sure I should go home for a while with everything that happened.”
“Damn right you’re staying here tonight, and as long as you need to besides. Or at least until I figure things out with your Father and that witch you call a Mother.” He sighed deeply before continuing, “You have to understand that those scars of yours aren't a simple matter. It’s common to kill a child who can’t survive the densoons lest they turn feral and become a dangerous beast. Not a soul alive likes to talk about it, but that’s what it is,” Jiran nodded along, knowing all too well the gravity of the situation. “I’ve seen it a few times, and other things besides. So believe me when I tell you, your scars look nothing like that. But superstition has a way of throwing a sheet over reality. They’ll see your skin and assume the worst.”
“Oh.” Jiran breathlessly responded, his eyes already watering from the passionate conviction in Micah’s voice. He clenched his fists, barely holding back his tears.
I knew all of that was pointless. There was never any danger of me turning into a beast. If they had just let Micah in to see me last night, today would have gone so differently!
Noticing Jiran’s distress, Micah wrapped his giant arms around the boy, crushing the air out of his lungs. “Hey, it’s going to be okay, Jiran. We’re going to figure things out, as a family. One day at a time. Alright?”
Jiran could only nod in agreement, not trusting his own voice. Micah released him with a pat on the head, then helped him clear a space in the corner. He set down an old beast hide and knelt down to look him level in the eyes. “I’ll send Niya by shortly with some supper. You should get some sleep if you can. You look dead on your feet.” With nothing more to say, Micah bade him goodnight and stepped out into the rapidly cooling air.

Micah


Micah knew all too well what the sudden appearance of this noble implied. He trudged down the streets of their cozy little village, knowing it was on the cusp of major changes, hopefully for the better. The previous magistrate, a petty tier four tyrant of a man, had died while Micah was away in the army. By the time he returned with baby Niya, the village had lost its name; the magistrate’s next of kin abandoning them to their fates.
All I can do is pray to the Fathers this new lord won’t abuse the power he has over our lives. Imperial law means so little this far removed from the metropoles. This better not turn into a final “I told you so,” Nimya. Bringing our daughter here was a good choice, I refuse to regret it. Jiran claimed our new lord is much stronger than Skandor. If that’s true and he’s a problem, we’ll just have to leave. I’m sure Cruex will have room for us.
The kids have never known what it means to have a magistrate. I’ll have to go over everything I taught them about nobles again. Jiran’s going to take that the hardest. Boy has an instinctive dislike for authority like nothing I’ve ever seen. Army life’s going to be tougher than he can imagine. Then again, with how well he’s handled everything recently, maybe he’ll be fine. Kids tough as a Sergeant’s chew hide and if he can enter as an officer cadet, that backbone will serve him well. It’s a wonder the boy turned out so strong with that demon-eyed bitch for a mother.
Micah let out a sigh as he marched stoically toward whatever destiny had in store for them. An unusual sight greeted him as the manor came into view. All four elders stood outside the gate, gesticulating wildly while yelling like a bunch of mad fishwives. Micah noticed each held a slip of paper in their hands. As he got close enough to overhear, the elders lowered their voices. Elder Mireg was the first to address him. She spoke as he nodded in greeting.
“Micah, I suppose you’ve been summoned as well? Best keep your expectations in check. I’ve not been treated so rudely in ages! Not that ones such as ourselves should expect a great lord to show us even the most basic of formalities,” she said the last bit with a sneer.
Elder Donnas—the leader of the local church—cut in before Mireg could make more of a scene. “Come Mireg, we can hardly fault our new lord without understanding his circumstances. He took the time to write to each of us individually, after all. That does show he has the desire to treat us with some respect, even if it may be a bit unusual. It does us no good to alienate his lordship before we have time to get to know each other. Surely, you can see the benefit in allowing him such a small impasse in etiquette.”
“Hmph, keep your ass-kissing to yourself, Donnas. I’ll not be treated so rudely and forget it. First impressions are the cornerstone of every relationship and if this lord wishes to forgo decency, then he can just stay shut up in his manor for all I care,” With that, Mireg stomped off into the deepening darkness.
Micah and Donnas had interacted enough to know they would never get along so they barely acknowledged one another's presence. Boolek was even worse, being just as devout and half as nice. Not wishing to argue with either of them, Micah bid them a hasty farewell and moved toward the front door of the manor. Before he could even knock, the door swung open revealing a tall young man with brightly-glowing golden eyes and a perfectly trimmed black mustache. Without a word of greeting, the man crooked a finger, beckoning Micah inside.
Jiran said he has a strange way of speaking, maybe he’s trying not to affect us with it?
Confused, but with no desire to make a scene or upset their new lord, Micah followed him inside. He was led to a small room on the first floor with two comfortable couches facing each other. The golden-eyed man promptly took a seat and motioned Micah to occupy the other couch. A table stood between them with a letter on it. The man motioned toward the letter, his invitation clear.
Micah picked up the letter, noting the impeccable handwriting and perfectly aligned crease before reading. “Good evening, Micah of Sommersville. My name is Feylon Samris. As you have no doubt surmised, I will henceforth be the presiding magistrate of this province. From this day, until the day of my death, to be known as Feylon. 
“Effective immediately, I will be expanding your duties to include package delivery from Feylon to the five nearest towns, as well as the city of Femiir. I expect a minimum of three consignments per season. Your pay will be coequal with the imperial standard. You may procure staff with the expectation that regardless of actual delivery needs, your pay will reflect this minimum.
“Please vocalize any questions or concerns you may have, and I shall follow up with you tomorrow. Your first season's pay shall be provided at that time, as well as a signing bonus for two additional personnel.
“Under the Five Emperors’ guidance, may we all thrive.”
Micah was stunned. The imperial standard implied he would be paid as if he were a courier for one of the great imperial families or their subsidiaries. This was not an opportunity one could find no matter how far or wide they searched. His hands shook as he folded the letter along its perfect crease and put it in his pocket.
“Do you have anything you need delivered immediately, My Lord? I would like two days to coordinate with the rest of the townspeople and hire guards.”
Lord Feylon nodded but remained silent.
“By your leave then, My Lord,'' Micah said as he stood and bowed. When he came up from his bow, his new lord and benefactor had another letter held out to him.
With a crinkling of his brows, Micah accepted the letter. He unfolded it to find only a single sentence on the page. When he read it, his heart seized and sweat broke out across his entire body. His knees grew weak and he promptly sat back down on the too-comfortable couch.
“Tell me everything about your nephew, Jiran.”
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A NEW HOME


Jiran awoke with a startled gasp as Micah entered the shop. He was panting and sweating from the nightmares of dark, grasping fingers reaching from the black hole within his neck. He threw off the sweat-soaked blanket and found Micah’s silhouette standing within the doorway. Behind the man, he saw a dark sky not yet graced by First Father’s presence. 
Jiran noticed the dinner Niya must have brought him the previous night. It sat on a wooden plate beside him. The thoughtful gesture brought a sting to his eyes which he buried deeply along with the memories of those terrible dreams. He dug into the salted meat and vegetables while Micah made his way to the four oil lamps spread throughout the shop. He lit each one, bringing a flickering glow to the quiet room.
Jiran converted the meal’s density to mana, then growled deep in his throat as it was rapidly drained into his injury. He decided not to fight the pull. It would take significant and consistent effort to maintain his mana. And despite being covered in scars, his body felt light and strong after a full night’s rest. He did stop purposefully converting the density to mana, allowing it to happen naturally which would take several hours. At least that way he would feel full for a while.
"Good morning, Jiran." He immediately recognized Micah’s smile as one you gave a child before you told them bad news.
"Good morning, Uncle. How did it go last night? And thank you for the meal and for letting me sleep here."
Micah sighed and clenched his jaw twice before responding. "We're going to need to get this all out eventually, I might as well get on with it. That man is our new lord. His name is Feylon Samris. When you check your status, you’ll see the name change. He gave me a lot of new work so I'll be traveling frequently over the coming seasons. Niya will be in charge of the shop while I'm gone."
"Does that mean you don't need my help here anymore?" Jiran failed to keep the hint of betrayal and disappointment from his voice. 
"Nothing like that, Jiran. Let me finish. Lord Feylon needs staff for his manor. He's chosen to hire you. He did not inform me of the duties he's expecting from you, but I… I feel he has good intentions where you're concerned, so try not to be nervous. I need you to understand this as best you can kiddo, so pay attention,” Micah knelt down and placed his heavy hand on Jiran’s shoulder. “Lord Feylon is no ordinary noble," He looked over his shoulders conspiratorially before continuing in a whisper. "I believe he may be related to one of the emperors."
Micah leaned back and gave Jiran a few moments to let all the new information sink in. 
One of the emperors?! Why would someone like that want anything to do with me? Could he know about my memories? No, that seems like a pretty big stretch. Maybe it’s related to what he said when we first met, something about someone being right about everything, whatever that means. It could be that I resisted his weird spell, or that I didn’t take that coin right away. Maybe he learned something about me from the Voicers he carried off. 
"Could I refuse? Should I refuse?" Jiran wondered aloud.
"You can try. But I would at least hear what he has to offer, first. This could be a great opportunity for you. Think it over. Now, tell me what happened during your tiering?" Micah’s expression turned deadly serious after asking.
Jiran cringed and took a deep breath to collect his thoughts. His words were hesitant as he slowly opened the wounds he desperately wanted to ignore. "During the ritual, something went wrong. Before I finished healing, all the mana was sucked out of me and then I passed out from the pain. I woke up nearly dead. I figured out how to fix myself. It's just a really slow process,” He added quickly, not wanting Micah to get the wrong idea.
Jiran’s breathing hitched, his heart rate accelerated, and his palms grew clammy as he re-lived those excruciating hours. Afraid that if he didn't talk about it now, he might never find the courage, his next words came out in a rush. "I fell asleep when Father came home, and when I woke up the next morning, Mother was there with a knife. She was going to kill me but Father grabbed her arm just in time. Then, they just left like I was already dead. I was able to recover enough to move after that. Some priests came with her right as I was running away but they didn't see me."
With his story out, Jiran flopped against the wall like a wet noodle. He sat with his eyes closed and palms resting against his forehead until his breathing and heart rate calmed.
Micah was livid.
Jiran remembered well the most upset he had ever seen his Uncle. A full barrel of produce had fallen from their cart and spilled onto the street. That incident had only elicited a curse of annoyance. The image of Micah that day shattered under the vision of barely repressed violence before him. Fury oozed off him in waves. His muscles clenched, causing his leather shirt to creak ominously. His brow was furrowed and his teeth clenched in a snarl of hatred that promised calamity. Jiran would have soiled himself if that murderous gaze had been intended for him.
Micah took deep breaths and clenched his fists over and over as he paced back and forth inside the shop like a raging beast. Finally, he gathered himself enough to speak. "I see," His voice was grating, infused with a depth of emotion Jiran could hardly fathom. Suddenly, Micah spun away. He grabbed his lantern and headed toward the door. "You stay here for now, Jiran. I'll be back," then he opened the heavy door and walked into the rapidly brightening dawn.
Hot damn he is so cool. He actually said ‘I’ll be back.’ What a BAMF.
Jiran was surprised when tears began to trickle down his cheeks. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand while trying to understand the emotions coursing through his chest. Between his uncle taking him in without hesitation, filling his belly with good food, then abruptly taking off to have what Jiran suspected would be a confrontation with his parents, he knew he was loved, that he still had a family.
I’m not alone. Thanks, Micah, love you too.
Unwilling to mope after his uncle’s masculine display of protectiveness, Jiran got up to begin his usual daily tasks in the shop. Just as he began to find his groove, a knock echoed through the room. The last sight he expected to see when he opened the door was the golden eyes of Lord Feylon. Frozen in shock, he could only stare up at the imposing man. 
The awkward silence between them was shattered when Lord Feylon spoke in his brain-warping whisper. “We will have to work on your manners, if this is how you greet a guest first thing in the morning.”
Jiran felt his face burn with embarrassment as he hastily bowed to the man. “My apologies, Lord Feylon! Please come in, My Lord,” he stammered, desperate to chase the squeak from his voice.
“Take a moment to calm yourself.” Lord Feylon spoke as he entered the shop. “This is precisely why nobility announce themselves prior to a visit. It does not do to shock one’s constituents unduly,” He spoke by rote and with a different accent as if reciting someone else’s words. “Please rise. I hardly wish to have a conversation with the top of your head.” Jiran sighed in resignation, releasing his tension before standing tall.
If I’m not going to be punished for my mistake, then there's no point being so flustered.
Jiran took a moment to study Lord Feylon’s face. He was younger than Jiran first thought, appearing around twenty-five seasons. Though, with how ascending the tiers slowed aging and eventually stopped it entirely, appearances were deceiving. Lightly-tanned skin was framed by an immaculately trimmed, close-cropped black goatee. Jiran’s gaze was held fast by the man’s most prominent features: His unsettling golden eyes that would make him impossible to miss in any crowd. 
After his careful examination, relaxed lines of mirth crinkled Lord Feylon’s face. The man’s grin was so far removed from the serious and dangerous persona that draped him like a cape that Jiran found himself completely taken aback.
What’s with the creepy smile? Please don’t tell me… No, no way he’s into that… right?
“There we are, much better now, young Jiran,” He lightly cleared his throat before continuing. “As your Uncle Micah no doubt disclosed, I wish to hire you to work at my manor. Your duties will remain much the same as they are now: Deliveries and shopping in Feylon on my behalf. This offer includes room and board as an expectation. I hardly desire to track you down every time I have a request. Your pay will be at the imperial standard for a squire, to be received upon your coming of age. Are these terms acceptable?”
I don’t have to worry about where I’m going to be sleeping? A comfortable bed and good meals? Imperial standard, how much is that? Wait, more importantly, why me?
Jiran went to bow again but a firm hand on his shoulder stopped him. 
“None of that now, speak your mind.”
“Yes, My Lord. I have two questions before accepting; What is the imperial standard for a squire, and why me?”
“Excellent questions. It will always behoove you to enter into a contract fully understanding the terms and ramifications.” He once again adopted that strange, reciting manner of speaking, “Any fool who does not question their servitude will find themselves forevermore bound.” He continued in his normal tone, “Your pay will include fully covered living expenses as well as ten gold per season. The far more important question of why, is not so simply answered. To be blunt, Jiran, I was guided to you because you are Unique. I intend to study your circumstances. Part of your duties will involve answering questions and being subject to non-invasive tests."
Jiran barely heard the second answer.
Ten gold per season! That's more than the entire village makes. Oh, wait, what was that about tests? Guided? Non-invasive? So he's not going to cut me open and study me under a microscope at least. But once he gets his answers, will he cut me up, then bury me in the yard to avoid paying? That’s so much gold!
"If I may, My Lord, I do have a few more questions," With a nod from Lord Feylon, Jiran continued.
"I don't know anything about being a squire, will there be training? Are there any oaths I have to take? Or any guarantees of service for a set amount of time?" Lord Feylon smiled at him like a proud older brother. "Very astute, young Jiran. To not be blinded by greed and see the potential dangers is unexpected for a child of your age. Worry not, your service and safety are guaranteed until you come of age after your third birthing celebration. This, I swear, upon the name of the Devourer, Emperor Dominus Le’Cruex.”
His voice took on a deep edge that crackled with power as he swore under the central emperor’s name. The smell of ozone filled the shop as a subtle electrical charge caused Jiran’s hair to rise on end.
What the ominous fuck was that? Did the emperor just hear that from thousands of kilometers away?!
“As for any oaths, I will not require them from you at this time. Perhaps, if you choose, you may return to my service after your term in the Imperial Army."
"Then I gladly accept, My Lord! I will do my best to not disappoint you." Jiran bowed deeply, his worries about survival in the near future vanishing into the thin air that still hissed with the charge of mana-fueled power.
"Excellent. Gather your things and head to the manor. There are several rooms on the first floor. Choose one that suits you, then await my return.”
"Yes, My Lord," Jiran responded but the man was already gone, vanishing as though he had never been there in the first place. 
That is so cool!
Tingles of excitement raced through his blood as he hastily cleaned up the area he had slept in. He then grabbed his few belongings and headed to the manor at the edge of town, his pumping legs unable to keep up with his excitement.
[image: image-placeholder]
The once-restricted, two-story building was nothing like the rest of the town. Along the perimeter was a sturdy rock wall with a stone gate. The walls of the three-story manor were made of what looked like a mix of marble and plaster, which gave the building a bright white, regal presence.
Upon entering, Jiran realized the mana-infused walls of the building blocked all sound from the outside world. Not hearing the birds and insects was disconcerting but only added to the mystique of the moment. The entire building smelled musty so he threw open every window he came across, determined to do everything he could to show his gratitude for this amazing opportunity.
He took his time exploring the sparsely furnished first floor with its hard-tiled floors and white walls before picking out a room furthest from the stairs and kitchen. He ran his finger over the pristine glass of the large window in his new room. Then, he hastily wiped the smudge with his sleeve. Beyond the murky glass was a verdant field, and beyond that, the foreboding forest filled to the brim with beasts far more powerful than he.
He found the kitchen next and left it untouched after seeing the clear signs of recent use. Down a hallway with a painting of a large man with a long, slim beard, he found a pair of large double doors. He gasped in shock when he opened them to find an expansive library brimming with books. As he took his first overjoyed step into the room, he heard happy voices chattering excitedly outside. With a promise to return to this treasure trove of knowledge, he headed toward the sounds and found six girls his age, accompanied by an older woman he quickly recognized from the market.
"Good morning," He waved in their direction.
They stopped their chitter chatter at once, each looking his way with wary expressions. The woman didn't take long to respond. "Good morning, Jiran. Did you come to make a delivery? Is the Lord inside?"
Between her pleasant tone, gentle smile, and his unbearable excitement to be exploring something new, Jiran found himself grinning like a loon as he responded. "No ma'am, I was hired to work here as a squire. Do you need help carrying all those supplies inside?" While he talked, Jiran moved to help them with their belongings piled into a nearby cart.
“That would be wonderful. Thank you, Jiran. My name is Sharaal. My family collects eggs from the ridges in the cove,” Jiran shot her a grateful nod at the reminder of her name. 
Within minutes, the eight of them had their belongings stored inside the foyer. Sharaal dusted her hands and apron while giving Jiran a light curtsy. Thank you again. We were instructed to bring a load of foodstuffs next. Please, excuse us,” Jiran could tell the girls were eager to be away from him as they bustled after Sharaal while she pulled the cart.
I wonder why she’s not scared of me. The girls certainly are.
Jiran continued his exploration of the manor, quickly finding a secluded spot in an unkempt garden. His muscles thrummed with the pleasant ache of exeretion as he sat against a tree. While birds chirped angrily at his intrusion, his mind churned through thoughts of everything that had happened over the last two hectic days. 
I feel like a completely different person with these memories floating around in my skull. Who am I now? Obviously I’m still me, but so much is different. Am I a better person now, or worse? Some of my thoughts and feelings are certainly negative, paranoid even. I have no idea what to do about them. Does it even matter? No, I don’t think it does. If there’s something I don’t like about myself, I’ll just change it one day at a time! Nobody has to stay the same forever, nobody gets to. Madra abhors stagnation.
What I should really be concerned with is what I see every time I blink. The empire has no real technology, yet I have an automatically updating status printed onto the inside of my eyelids. What is density, or mana? How does it give humans skills they can use to fight beasts? There is so much I don’t understand about, well, everything.


NAME:	 Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 7
WEIGHT: 25.59 kg
STATUS: Mild brain damage


TIER: 1
GROWTH: 0.06%


MANA:	0.01
CONCENTRATION: 1


STRENGTH: 10
AGILITY: 10
ENDURANCE: 10
DURABILITY: 10
WISDOM: 10
INTELLIGENCE: 10


SKILLS:
Molding: 0


TECHNIQUES:
N/A


OTHER:
UNIQUE: Fo$%si%^(

New name, cool. Don’t want to think about that status, moving on!
Minor change in growth. So my body is absorbing a little density from the meals I’m eating, but certainly not much.
I think I prefer the old error message to this jumble of symbols. Is this what Lord Feylon was talking about? That I’m Unique somehow? What does that mean? Supposedly, only things recognized by ‘the Voice of Madra’ show up on your status. Whatever that Unique thing is, it must be important.
Not much I can do without figuring out my mana problem. Maybe Lord Feylon knows. He seemed to have at least some knowledge of my condition. I don't think I want to tell him about my memories though. Certainly not until I know he can be trusted. He's a weird dude, with his whispering and odd mannerisms. Maybe that's just a noble thing?
What else do I need to work on? Some general knowledge about mana would be awesome. Thinking about the things I've seen others do, it's almost like mana can override reality, but there are obviously a lot of limitations.
I wonder if Lord Feylon will let me read all the books in that library. I hope so, I have so many questions.
Ahh, I'm so excited to start experimenting! I definitely need to prioritize getting my mana back. I want to try out molding so bad!
Actually, there’s no reason I can’t start right away.
Jiran spent the rest of his free time slowly breathing in and converting the ambient density. He found converting it to mana became easier with practice. However, holding that mana for more than a few minutes before it was swallowed remained an elusive dream.
When the girls returned, Jiran reluctantly stopped his practice to help them unload the food and cleaning supplies. Sharaal’s demanding shouts as they stocked the cellar reminded him of a mother fernel clucking after its chicks. She prepared them all a late breakfast and after they ate, Lord Feylon finally returned. All eight of them lined up in the foyer, under Sharaal's guidance. When their lord entered the room, they bowed and attempted to speak in unison.
"Welcome home, Master," Jiran cringed at their terrible coordination.
The man showed no signs he noticed or even cared. He simply walked by them and up the stairs. He beckoned for Jiran to follow him and they ascended together in silence. Lord Feylon led him to a room at the back of the manor. It was a richly decorated office with a large, dark wooden desk and several comfortable chairs. The furniture on the second floor was much nicer than what he had seen below and this room was no exception. The rugs were thicker, and the walls even had pleasant paintings of alien scenery that pulled at his imagination.
Lord Feylon motioned Jiran to a plush chair while he took out a wooden case. He pulled out a foot-long, thin paintbrush from the case and then circled the room drawing sharp intersecting lines on the walls in a complicated pattern.
A short time passed before the man looked over his work, nodded in satisfaction, and then stored his brush. With a snap of his fingers, a wave of energy washed out from him that scattered Jiran’s hair. Upon reaching the walls, all the markings he had painted came to life with a soft, pulsing, green glow. 
"There, now we may begin," said the new master of Jiran’s destiny.
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OOPS?


Lord Feylon’s command left no room for argument. "Stand up and remove your tunic, Jiran," Even so, Jiran hesitated, unable to restrain the look of suspicion that crossed his features. Seeing the boy’s pause, and realizing the misunderstanding, Lord Feylon quickly raised his hands, waving them frantically. "I'm only going to track the flow of mana as it passes through your body. Please, do not hold any strange thoughts, boy,"  
With a sigh of relief, Jiran did as he was instructed. Once disrobed, he was handed a small, dark pill. "Eat this, but do not attempt to control any mana that is converted from the density inside."
"Yes, Lord Feylon." Jiran retrieved the pill from his outstretched hand, feeling its coarse, hard surface beneath his fingers.
"While we are in this room, with the wards active, you shall call me Samris. I do expect you to maintain proper decorum at all other times, is that clear?"
"Yes, Samris.'' Jiran stood still as Samris circled behind him and placed a cool palm on his bare back. Burning with curiosity and desperately wishing to know what was wrong with him, Jiran swallowed the pill. 
The density inside the capsule released in a gradual trickle. The small stream of energy was slowly converted to mana before being swept through his body and into his injury where it vanished from his senses. Jiran lost himself in the gently swaying river of energy as it coursed through him. The way it moved was mesmerizing and the thrill of power it imparted to everything it touched caused gooseflesh to rise across his skin.
Before his tiering ceremony and the newly acquired memories, Jiran had always known there was mana within him, though he could never feel it so keenly. To his old self, mana was as normal as breathing, as typical as the existence of water. Now, he knew that was far from the truth. Mana was alien, something that did not exist naturally. He was sure of it.
He sharpened his senses around the pin-sized hole at the base of his skull where his mana fell into nothingness. Jiran got the feeling that the mana was not actually going away, but changing somehow. Changing in a way that was so foreign he couldn't even sense it, like a fish not understanding the sky, it was simply beyond his grasp.
“Jiran, Jiran! Did you hear me?”
“No, sir. My apologies, Samris.”
“It is fine. I would like you to attempt to control the mana before it escapes,” Embarrassed, and vividly aware of the man still touching his bare back, Jiran asked for clarification before he did something to further hurt or shame himself.
“How should I do that?”
“Right, of course. You just completed your tiering. Merely think quietly, or say aloud, the name of the skill you wish to use. In this case, molding. Once the skill activates, direct it to concentrate your mana into your manapool in your chest.”
Jiran closed his eyes to focus and thought about the skill activating. He felt a tickle in his brain, followed by a diminutive stirring within his chest. A tiny rivulet of the mana traveling through his body was grabbed and held still for a fraction of a second before it was ripped back into line and vanished into his neck. A foul taste sprouted on his tongue as his stomach acid churned from the violating experience. He had no part in what was done; his body and its functions manipulated entirely by the skill.
A golden message flashed across the inside of his closed eyelids.


Molding: + 1


“Did you acquire your first skill level? Excellent. Do not fret, it will become more natural with time.
Despite hating the feeling, Jiran let the skill run its course. Over the next several minutes, it continued to parrot his body and his mana for him without making any real impact whatsoever.
This is awful, it was way easier to control when I did the whole process myself. This molding skill feels like some sort of automated system that has no idea what it’s doing.
By the time the skill finally ran its course and deactivated, Jiran was flush with frustration and disgust. Unwilling to go through with the experience again, he released a spike of anger to form a manual connection. He immediately felt the massive pool of density in his stomach that had been released from the pill. He used his fury to seep into the density and overwhelm it, instantly claiming and converting it into mana that he then guided with those same emotions.
His mana flowed freely; the useless training wheels of the molding skill discarded.


Molding: + 1
Molding: + 1
Molding: + …


The skill-up messages trailed down further than he could see. They only stayed in his vision for a moment before moving upward. Long before he got to the end of the list, Samris’s whispering voice caused his eyes to jerk open. “That… is odd. Did you already receive your second skill level? Usually, that takes a few days, even weeks. Very impressive, Jiran.”
Weeks?! Oh crap, what did I just do?
Samris carried on as if nothing were unusual, while Jiran barely restrained the nervous giggle that threatened to burst from his mouth. "I want you to move the mana to your feet and then release it." Having never released mana after taking ownership of it, Jiran struggled for a few breaths before getting the hang of the feeling.
As expected, the mana moved aimlessly in his feet for a few seconds before making its way up to his spine. Samris had him repeat the exercise with every part of his body. By the time the pill stopped releasing its steady flow of density, Jiran was covered in a light sheen of sweat from the mental exertion. Samris motioned him to re-dress and then scribbled furiously into a notebook at his desk.
As the minutes ticked by, Jiran felt every pore in his body was expanding and contracting with the nervous energy coursing through him. Finally, after what felt like hours, the man spoke. "Your mana is behaving consistently with a serious injury. However, I could not detect the damage in your neck or head that the mana is clearly attempting to rectify. It's as if the mana vanishes upon nearing your skull. Did you receive a blow to the head recently? Or any other injury which you feel may be related?"
Samris continued to write as Jiran reiterated his story about the tiering ceremony and what happened after. He left out mention of his memories, only stating that he felt something strange changing in his head before his mana vanished.
"Do you feel any pain or discomfort from the site of the injury?" Jiran thought hard about his answers, wanting to give enough information to help while not revealing his secrets.
"There isn't any pain, but I do feel like my mana isn't vanishing completely, but changing somehow." Jiran nervously awaited the next question. If Samris noticed he was holding back, he didn't show any signs of it as he continued making notes.
"That's enough for today, Jiran. It’s clear you have a grievous injury of some kind as the mana in your body is behaving consistently with passive, emergency healing. “Usually, the body stores around fifteen percent of all ingested density for growth toward the next tier. However, in the case that a major injury is detected, that passive reinforcement is put on hold and one hundred percent of the ingested density congregates at the site of the injury. This process lasts until the injury is no longer life-threatening." 
With a steely gaze that brooked no argument, Samris handed him a folded letter. "Take this to Sharaal, eat, and then lie down for the rest of the day. Recovering from your injury is paramount. There is much that your Unique status has to teach me and I will learn none of it if you are deceased. One last thing: Do not attempt to control your mana unsupervised. Mana knows best what the body needs."
With a nod of dismissal, Samris opened a book and began to read. "Thank you, Lord Samris," Jiran said with a sincere bow of gratitude.
Finally, some answers! So all I need to do is just keep eating and funneling mana into that thief of a hole until whatever it is gets fixed. Hopefully, that will cure my brain damage too. Things are actually looking up for a change.
Jiran arrived at the kitchen with a smile and handed the letter to Sharaal. When she read it, her eyes popped open in disbelief. She read it again, looked up at Jiran with confusion spread across her features before reading the letter a third time. She let out a sound somewhere between a groan of agony and a sigh before turning around to resume cooking without another word. Her expressions shifted every second as she battled with whatever was contained in that short letter.

[image: image-placeholder]
What was that about? Did he tell her to poison me or something?
Confused, but unwilling to engage the distraught woman, Jiran took a seat and patiently waited for lunch. Several minutes later, a huge serving of meat was dropped in front of him. "The first Tier four meal I’ve ever cooked and it's going to a child. You'd better eat slowly and appreciate what this means." she said with a sigh.
Jiran’s mouth was watering before she even spoke. Thick density swirled into the air, wafting a delectable aroma directly into his nostrils. He could feel the subtle waves of energy rolling off the meat and his instincts were demanding he dive into the meal immediately. 
With an audible gulp, he tore off a huge piece and shoved it into his mouth. As an explosion of flavor cascaded across his tongue, Sharaal’s hand promptly smacked the back of his head and she gave him a sharp glare.
"I said eat it slowly, fool boy! A tier one can barely handle that meal. If you devour it like some billik bird with a loran fish, it’ll rip your stomach apart," He could tell she was right as the little he’d managed to swallow was already roiling in his stomach. It released torrential waves of incredibly thick density that bounced around uncomfortably. He nodded while giving her a shaky smile.
Jiran fought the urge to claim it, not wanting to disobey the first real command Lord Feylon had given him, and instead leaned back in his chair to wait.
At this rate, that one bite is going to take two or three hours to convert into mana. Maybe longer. Well, he didn’t say anything about converting density, just controlling mana. So long as I don’t control it and only convert the density, it should be fine.
Jiran latched onto the memory of him opening wide the doors to the library. A flood of desire to explore and learn welled up within him and he threw the clump of powerful emotions at the density, easily overwhelming its defenses. With the density safely turned to mana and flowing into his neck to vanish, he took another bite.
Sharaal’s eyes opened wide for a second before they narrowed and a scowl overtook her lips. Forestalling the barrage of motherly instinct he knew was about to be released, Jiran raised his hand. He politely, but quickly, chewed and swallowed before speaking. "I’ve already turned that last bite into mana. I’m not ignoring your advice, Ms. Sharaal."
“You’ve already? Turned it into… What? No, Jiran. That’s not possible. You must be mistaken.”
Does she not know or is what I did really that unusual? I’ve never heard anyone talking about a way to instantly convert density to mana. Nor gaining several skill levels at once. That seems like something people would talk about. And how many times have I heard dad complain about not having full mana before leaving for work in the morning long after finishing dinner and breakfast? It’s definitely for the best if I don’t explain anything until I understand why it’s such a big deal to her.
“What I meant is that your cooking is so good, it's worth dying for,” With a completely relaxed face, Jiran took another bite while she watched, then another, and another. 
“Worth… dying?” With each mouthful of food, her face turned more red until she threw her hands in the air and stormed out of the room. “Do whatever you want, you foolish child.”
Jiran enjoyed the rest of his meal in blissful silence. Each bite was an explosion of flavor and tingling density that made his toes curl in delight.
Just last night, I didn’t know where my next meal was going to come from. Now, I’m enjoying this amazing food with a roof over my head and I’ve even gotten a few answers to what’s wrong with me and how to fix it. I don’t know if I can trust Lord Feylon yet, but it’s true what they say about a man’s stomach. I think I might be in love.
Jiran’s moment of appreciation crashed to the ground as he watched his full mana pool drain into his neck over and over again.
What could I do, having access to so much mana? How strong could I become? What could I learn about the true nature of this alien magic? I have to know how it alters reality! Waiting sucks!
Not wanting to ruin a good thing, he pushed the thoughts out of his head and returned to savoring each bite. Sharaal was an excellent cook. As massive as the infusion of mana from his meal was, the black hole in his neck gobbled it all up without a single change.
[image: image-placeholder]
Jiran lay in his bed after finishing and considered his options.
I was hoping that would have fixed my injury. Does that make sense though? Lord Feylon told me to rest after eating so maybe he knew that one meal wouldn't be enough. That was such a ridiculous amount of mana though! How much recovery time did that one meal save me? A month, two? What else could I do to speed my recovery?
Rest for sure, light exercise is always good for the body, and learn more about the injury. I should avoid trying to dig out memories of Brandon’s life, or anything else that might tax my damaged brain. If this whole situation doesn't kill me, I’ll have time to comb through those memories later when the debuff goes away.
Jiran closed his eyes and reviewed the changes in his status.


NAME: Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 7
WEIGHT: 25.59 kg > 25.83 kg
STATUS: Mild brain damage


TIER: 1
GROWTH: 0.06% > 0.1%


My growth increased. That means some of the density from that pill, or the meal, got absorbed into my body instead of my injury. Which means my attributes have room to grow again.


MANA: 0.01
CONCENTRATION: 1


STRENGTH: 10
AGILITY: 10
ENDURANCE: 10
DURABILITY: 10
WISDOM: 10
INTELLIGENCE: 10


SKILLS: 
Molding: 0 > 34


TECHNIQUES: N/A


OTHER: UNIQUE - Fo$%si%^(


WHAAAAAT?! Molding level thirty-four?!
Jiran read the impossibility over and over, refusing to believe it was real. He hadn’t counted all the level up messages when he was in the study with Lord Feylon and seeing the total now left his brain in a whirl.
Samris said something about level two taking a week or longer, right? I remember Niya being over the suns when she reached level two. She couldn’t keep her mouth shut but that was almost a month after her tiering. How did I get over thirty levels all at once? This makes no sense! Do I say something? No, no way. If he gets suspicious and starts asking more questions, he might figure out I’m hiding other things too. Fathers, I almost told Sharaal everything as well. Now I know for sure what I’m doing is abnormal, and until I know more, I need to keep my mouth shut. The library! I’ll have to try and sneak in as soon as possible. There has to be at least a hint in one of those books.
Jiran’s breaths came rapidly as he fought to bring himself back to a calm state.
I’m supposed to be resting. Whatever happened with the skill, it’s not as important as healing. It doesn’t matter how high my skill is if I overwork my brain and die. I need to sleep and recover. Once this stupid injury stops burglarizing my mana, I can play around with mana all I want.
Reigning in his wildly racing pulse, Jiran focused on calming, happy thoughts. Before long, he fell into a deep sleep. 

[image: image-placeholder]
A soft knock at the door woke him from his slumber. Stumbling out of bed and cracking the door ajar revealed one of the newly hired maids. "Good morning. Lord Feylon has asked you to join him in his study," she said in a quiet voice with only a slight tremble.
Good morning? Did I sleep all afternoon and night?
"Oh, uh thank you, and good morning," She scurried down the hall after hearing his acknowledgement. 
Jiran spent a few moments waking up and changing clothes before quickly heading to the study. Samris was waiting for him. The moment Jiran entered, the door shut on its own, causing him to flinch. When the wards activated a moment later, Samris whispered into the eerily silent room. "I have outlined your recovery schedule for the coming days," Samris handed him a small journal.
With a nod of approval from the man, Jiran read aloud the high points of his new routine. “Light exercise in the morning, breakfast, and then more exercises,” The next word caused his breath to catch in excitement. “Library studies until lunch,” Jiran did his best to contain his excitement as he finished, “After studies, I have delivery errands, and finally free time until dinner. What is ‘report and revision,’ after dinner?”
“You will present yourself to me for regular check-ups regarding your condition,” Samris explained.
I really get to spend time in the library as part of my duties? Victory! Stay calm, stay calm. First: I have to get through morning exercises. For whatever reason, I have a super bad feeling about those.
“I have delayed my own morning exercises to instruct you. Due to our late start, we shall be pushing extra hard today. Let us begin immediately,” Samris’s golden eyes shone with malicious intent as a devilish smile crept across his face.
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EXPLOSIVE GROWTH


Samris stood from his desk and approached the door. As his hand grasped the doorknob, he turned back to face Jiran. “Your body is weak. Without density to reinforce your attributes, your growth will be stunted. However, there are numerous benefits to be gained in training without attribute growth. Balance, for instance, is an essential component of every attack. Determination in the face of danger is required to strike true and maintain vigilance on the battlefield. 
When Jiran nodded that he was following, Samris continued, “Many ascenders train dutifully for years without an opportunity to tier. There are innumerable advantages that can only be gained by slow and steady training. While young, it is easy to become addicted to attribute growth, but that growth will eventually falter, only discipline will move you forward then. I do not wish for you to take this lightly, merely because there are very few attributes to be attained.
Jiran’s earlier trepidation vanished as excitement swelled in his chest. He knew Samris was right; anything he could learn from the man was bound to serve him well in both his current recovery, and whatever the future held.
That doesn’t sound bad at all. Bring it on!
"As I said, your body is weak, too frail for the intensity that is to come. Take this, then we shall begin,” Samris handed him another of the density pills which Jiran instantly gulped down. The man nodded approvingly at his eagerness and then led him outside the manor into the backyard. Without speaking, Samris began their first training with a stretching and breathing routine that brought images of something called yoga and Tai Chi to mind. Jiran quickly quelled his curiosity before he accidentally dug deeper into the forbidden memories.
I better not convert this density. That way more of it can be absorbed into my body and increase my growth. No growth, no attributes.
The density from the pill was slowly released into his body. His muscles greedily absorbed the energy even as most of it was converted to mana and vanished. Jiran mimicked Lord Feylon’s low stance and deep inhalations, doing his best to follow him through each subsequently more challenging pose. Within seconds, he was sweating heavily and after only a few minutes, he could barely hold himself upright. 
Jiran pressed on, his movements growing uncoordinated and flimsy but he was completely unwilling to give up. He focused only on continuing to move, to breathe, there was nothing else in his universe. A dozen grueling poses later, the man stood with a snap of muscles and cloth as his fists came together before his chest. He then bowed low before the rising First Father. Jiran copied him once more, stumbling forward but catching himself if only barely. He blinked slowly, reading the messages that were flashing behind his eyelids.


Strength: + .1
Agility: + .1
Endurance: + .1
Durability: + .1


That was… so hard… thank the Fathers it's over! Is that why we bowed? To thank the Fathers that it’s over?
The stretches had only lasted thirty minutes, but Jiran was shaking and barely able to stand as the two made their way to a gazebo where breakfast awaited them. Jiran wanted to scarf down his tier four breakfast but remembered Sharaal and how she reacted to him the previous day. Not wanting to arouse suspicion with his benefactor, he took his time.
After eating, Jiran felt like his stomach dropped through the ground as Lord Feylon took him straight back to the yard. The man removed his jacket, revealing powerful, toned muscles without an ounce of extraneous fat. He dropped into an even lower stance and began punching and kicking so quickly, Jiran’s eyes couldn't follow the movements. If not for the wind blasting out before him with each attack, it would have looked as if he were standing still. Jiran snapped his gaping jaw closed when it began to fill with dust.
It promptly fell open all over again when Samris leaped directly into a handstand and blasted through dozens of upside down push-ups, each faster than a blink. From there, he landed back on his feet and gave Jiran a questioning look before starting his punches and kicks all over again. Jiran groaned but bent his aching legs and punched for everything he was worth. When Samris flipped upside down again, he did regular push-ups instead. After the third set, Samris took off in a sprint that kicked up enough dust to cover the entire manor. By the time Jiran reached the fence, the man was already back from the forest’s edge far in the distance.
Jiran did his best to keep up. He completed one or two repetitions of each movement while Samris did hundreds. He puked twice and collapsed to the ground multiple times, only to get back up a moment later and keep going. If not for the experience of mind-rending pain from his failed tiering, he wouldn’t have made it fifteen minutes. But he did make it, and kept making it, refusing to stop even when his brain could no longer form thoughts. For two hours, the constant sight of Samris's lean, muscular form fluidly moving from one action to the next was all the motivation he needed. 
He would not disappoint this man, he would not surrender.
Second Father was cresting Feylon’s wall when Samris led an insensate Jiran to the creek that supplied the manor. The gently flowing surface reflected the myriad lights from the sky as he collapsed into the frigid water. His brain came alive as soon as his body was submerged in the soothing, ice-cold liquid. He closed his eyes, leaning his head against a fallen tree.


Strength: + .1
Agility: + .2
Endurance: + .3
Durability: + .2


After bathing, Jiran stumbled after Samris into the manor. The man nodded toward the library which was all the prompting Jiran needed to shuffle toward the treasure trove of information that beckoned him. Wards came alive as soon as the doors closed behind them and Samris spoke for the first time since they had left his study.
"I have laid out your curriculum for the coming weeks, I expect you to bring your education up to the standard of a squire your age with the same diligence you have shown me thus far. Typically, a squire in training would begin their studies by their fifth season. Seeing as you are well into your seventh, you have a significant amount of information to absorb. I will not be guiding your lessons or pushing you. This time will be yours to test yourself.”
Jiran nodded, feeling that same well of determination he tapped into outside, filling him with energy once more. Samris nodded approvingly, before giving him a final piece of advice. “A man is his thoughts, for thought always precedes action. Sharpen your mind, for it will in turn enhance every aspect of your life,” He set another density pill on the table before turning away. 
Then he was gone, and Jiran was alone. He would have wiped the drool from his mouth if he could lift his arms. Instead, he used his noodle-like appendages to slide the top-most three books onto the desk in front of him: History of the Finlest Empire, Primer on Basic Numerology, and, The Making of Madra.
Nothing here on skills. I don’t think I can contain my excitement for another minute. I have to know why I gained so many skill levels in molding.
Jiran spent several, frantic minutes familiarizing himself with the arrangement of the shelves. He found a small section for skills and with shaky hands, pulled out several books on molding. Within minutes of sitting down and flipping through pages, he found his answer.
“Acquisition of skill levels is entirely determined by the knowledge of the user over the governance of the subject skill.”
Huh. So, the more you understand how a skill works, the more levels you get in it. But I barely know anything about what molding does! How the shrelkshit did I get thirty levels?
Jiran scanned the beginning of a book entirely dedicated to molding while looking for a description of the skill. He groaned in annoyance and facepalmed when he found a short note about focusing on the skill in his status window to see the description.
Of course, I had the answer all along. Why didn’t anyone ever tell me that?
Jiran closed his eyes and focused on the skill.

Molding: Freely move mana to any part of the body

That’s it? How does that explai—
My tiering! I figured out how to claim density and convert it to mana using the chemical composition of emotions as a bridge. Then, I moved that mana around my body and forced it to heal me. All without a single ounce of help from the skill, because I didn’t even know about the skill at the time. Maybe because I never activated the skill before, my experience toward leveling it was ignored. Then, after my first activation and level with Samris, I gained all the past knowledge as levels.


Wisdom: + .4
Intelligence: + .2


Jackpot! So the style of mana conversion and control I discovered is an advanced form of molding. How advanced is it though? What’s considered a high level for a skill?
Jiran flipped through the book on molding once more, hoping for the author to state his skill level. He eventually found it on the very first page where the author listed his credentials.
The guy who wrote this book only had level 26 molding. Is this some kind of joke?!
Jiran’s mechanical laughter rang through the quiet library.
I need to clear my head before I have a mental breakdown.
He opened the book titled, History of the Finlest Empire, and lost himself in stories of the past.
Not exactly as exciting as a tome on ancient rune constructs, or how to make exploding arrowheads like Skandor. But this is still pretty cool.
Before he knew it, one of the maids was knocking gently on the door, calling him to lunch. Sharaal’s cooking was beginning to feel like a drug as he barely managed to restrain himself from devouring the delicious meal.
Finding his delivery box empty, Jiran gleefully spent his entire afternoon in the library. During dinner, one of the maids handed him a note from Samris instructing him to head to sleep after eating and meet him in the field before First Father tomorrow morning. Exhausted in brain and body, Jiran collapsed on his far-too-comfortable bed and was instantly asleep.
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The next morning, he awoke to birds chirping outside his cracked window. With a smile, he sat up, popped a berry into his mouth, and scanned his status.
What?! Six percent growth in a single day? Higher tier meals are no joke. If I keep getting food that potent, I’ll be able to increase my attributes as fast as I can train them!
Jiran experimentally flexed his arms and attempted some mental algebra but didn’t feel any different from the day before.
Shouldn’t I feel a little stronger at least? I gained a lot of weight but don’t feel any heavier. Maybe my new strength is keeping me from feeling the added weight.
While getting dressed and heading to the backyard, he laughed nervously at the thought of someday weighing several tons as his body continually reinforced itself with density. The morning routine brought confirmation of his growth. He could hold each position longer while simultaneously pushing deeper into each stretch. His muscles still ached and shook, but he walked on steadier legs as they headed to breakfast in the gazebo.
After breakfast, Micah arrived with three carts, each full of barrels stuffed with various products pulled from the ocean. He spoke briefly with Samris before pulling Jiran to the side.
"It's good to see you, Kiddo. How are you getting along?" Concern creased the skin around Micah’s eyes as he spoke.
"I'm doing great. Truly. Please, don’t worry about me. Lord Feylon was able to diagnose my injury and is already helping me recover. The food is amazing, too. And I get to read as much as I want in the library when I don't have any duties. Just take care of yourself on the road, okay? Ohh, and uhm… did you get a chance to talk to Father?" Repressed feelings began to bubble up at the thoughts of his parents but Jiran roughly shoved them down, refusing to ruin his so-far perfect morning.
"Yes, I spoke to Soren. We both think it would be best for you to keep your distance for now, at least until you're healed. The priests have put some strange ideas into your Mother's head about heathens rejected by the voice and blah-blah-blah. You know how they are. I'm glad you're doing well here, Jiran. Make sure to stop by the shop and harass Niya while I’m gone. I know she’ll be lonely without us around. I’ll see you in a few weeks, hopefully before densoon season."
With a huge hand rustling his hair in farewell, Micah and the caravan guards headed out of town.
I can’t wait until I’m healthy enough to join him. No library can possibly match exploring the empire. Without mana, that’s a death sentence though. One thing at a time.
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THE FIRST FOE


A week flew by as Jiran immersed himself with ever more rigorous morning training, followed by time in the library, and finally, working. He ran headlong down the main street of Feylon, legs pumping furiously to test his most recent attribute gains. The wind blew in his ears and dried his mouth as he hopped with a sloppy grin. 
My muscles feel amazing today! Finally getting used to being sore. Better not let Samris know, he’ll definitely crank up the difficulty again.
Jiran closed his eyes briefly after arriving at the seamstress’s shop; the letter from Samris grasped firmly in hand.


NAME:	 Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 7
WEIGHT: 27.37 kg > 33.59 kg
STATUS: Mild brain damage > Minor brain damage


Minor brain damage not Mild? It’s almost healed! I can’t wait to have access to my mana so I can experiment more with Molding. I’ve only gained a few levels since the first big boost and each one is a huge improvement to how smoothly the skill functions. With another dozen levels or so, it might even feel mostly natural.


TIER: 1
GROWTH: 6.0% > 45.0%


MANA:	0.01
CONCENTRATION: 1


STRENGTH: 10.2 > 12.6
AGILITY: 10.3 > 12.7
ENDURANCE: 10.4 > 12.3
DURABILITY:	10.3 > 11.1
WISDOM: 10.4 > 14.9
INTELLIGENCE: 10.2 > 14.7


SKILLS: 
Molding: 34 > 38


OTHER:
UNIQUE: Fo$%si%^(


My attributes are shooting up so quickly, too. Samris’s training is the real deal. It took me an entire year, seven whole seasons, to cap my stats in the last tier. and now I’m thirty percent of the way through the next tier after a week!
“Jiran! Stop gadding about! Look at you drooling over your status like a fool rockbird, Get in here and hand me that letter,” The grandmotherly woman wore a finely embroidered shawl over a well-used dress. Her garments had thick patches of material with needles sticking out of them—completing the image of a hard-working tailor.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Jiran hustled inside after her retreating bun of gray, bobbing hair.
“I’m happy to see you gave up that ridiculous cloak and hood. You looked like a common cutpurse skulking around in that getup. Certainly, your scars will bother a few ornery youngsters, but you shouldn't let them get to you. Nobody would dare harm you while under Lord Feylon’s protection.”
Jiran nodded politely and handed her the letter. He made an attempt at small talk while she opened and read it over, “Who would have thought wearing a hood was actually an invitation for everyone to put their face in it and look around to see what I was hiding. Now they try their best to ignore me, which is what I was going for all along.”
“Well, listen to the cheek on you. Best not let any of the young ladies hear your black tongue, or finding a wife in the future will remain a distant dream. Speaking of, have you heard about Miyatroe and Dolna? They announced their pregnancy last night. That's the thirtieth this week! Apparently, Lord Feylon’s protection is emboldening our little village to grow like never before. A good thing too. Densoon is nearly upon us. If ever there was a time for a whole litter of new babies, it’s now.”
“I’m glad everyone is feeling safe. How long do you think we have? Until Densoon season that is.”
“Oh, don’t you worry about that dear. You’re still alive after all, I’m sure you’re going to be just fine once it begins.”
Should I bother trying to explain for the third time that my scars aren’t from density rejection? Nope, not worth it. Libraries a-waitin!
“Well, it was good to see you, Ma’am. Have a wonderful day,” Jiran dashed out the door and back toward the manor, leaving the seamstress’s face wrinkled with a deep frown.
Back in the library, Jiran pulled out the notebook he had been filling in over the last week. He double-checked his most recent entries to confirm there were no mistakes before picking up a pen to start the next.
Hopefully, the combination of Katakana, Hiragana, and Spanish will be impossible for anyone to crack. These scientific concepts from my memories are way more advanced than anything I’ve been able to find in Samris’s books. With my brain damage almost gone, these memories are flooding in way faster than I can write. I have to get them all down before I forget something important!
Jiran worked late into the night, each new memory left in a trail of ink before moving to the next. The man from his memories, Brandon, was a pretty boring person as far as Jiran was concerned. He did the same thing every day for years and years—work as a data analyst, then surf the internet. The highlights of the man’s life were rare discoveries that rocked the scientific community. Brandon would gleefully tune in, learn the bare minimum, then move to the next shiny thing. Never once did he actually go test anything with his own hands, or try to learn something new himself.
He ate dinner in the library and after the third time falling asleep in his chair, wearily dragged his body to bed. He took a quick peek at his attribute gains from the evening, before passing out.


Durability: + .1
Wisdom: + .6
Intelligence: + .5


The next morning, one of the maids woke him and directed him to the study where Samris was waiting for him. “Today, we will be advancing your training,” Samris’s echoing whisper pierced his brain, rapidly waking him from his groggy state.
Dang, he must have noticed.
“Yes, Lord Samris,” Jiran nervously replied into the bloated silence that filled the room.
“It would appear your late-night scribbling session has clouded your mind,” Jiran felt his cheeks heating in embarrassment. “All I mean to imply, is that you are healed, Jiran. How you failed to no—”
The tingling echo in his head from Samris’s words failed to register as Jiran slammed his eyes shut to check if it was true. Sure enough, the brain damage debuff was gone. His spirits soared and even when he registered what Samris had been alluding to, he could not keep the grin from his lips.
Who cares if all the insane training we’ve been doing was just a warm-up, I’m healed!
“Thank you, Lord Samris. I will do my best with whatever training you wish of me,” Jiran bowed low, tears threatening to spill upon the thick carpet. He meant every word. His gratitude toward Samris was as thick and deep as the ocean.
“Excellent, you will need that determination to survive,” The gleam in Samris’s eyes sent a shiver up Jiran’s spine, deflating his exuberance. “Madra is not a kind and benevolent mother, especially to those of us who are Unique. Has your ability become legible? Can you access its description?” Jiran shook his head, indicating that it still showed the same garbled message.

UNIQUE: Fo$%si%^(

“That is perfectly normal. My own uniqueness did not become clear until my thirteenth season. When the day comes that your ability manifests, I will reveal more of the nature of our curse.”
Your own? Curse? He has one too? And it's not a good thing?! Wait, is this why he never talks in front of other people? Because they go all mindless like Niya did? I suppose that would feel like a curse. Is this why someone so powerful is out here in the far reaches of the empire instead of somewhere more important? What is my curse going to be? Will it be worse than his?
“Come, let us be about it.”
Jiran followed Samris into the backyard, a light sheen of nervous sweat coated his back before they arrived.
He said I would need determination just to survive. What fresh hell has he got planned for me today?
When Samris began moving through the normal stretches and breathing poses, Jiran’s anxiety only grew. After the calisthenics that only an Olympic athlete would consider a warm-up, they sat down to eat a light breakfast. First Father had yet to crest the low wall around the manor; though his dark shades of sanguine light snaked across the clear skies. Jiran took a deep breath of clear air mixed with the delicious aromas of Sharaal’s cooking, doing his best to calm his racing heart.
After the first tentative bite of soft breakfast pudding was converted to mana, he held his breath. He waited while numbing pins and needles that crept down his arms for the familiar theft of his mana; like the coming of a hiccup that never manifests, he was suffused with a new feeling of fullness. Within his manapool, which was nestled deep within his chest, the mana simply calmed into the graceful stillness of a perfectly serene pond. A single tear slid down his cheek and thoughts of danger and training vanished as he was once more overwhelmed by gratitude for Samris’ unprecedented generosity.
Jiran bowed from his seat toward Samris, barely managing to eke out a single word. “Thank you,” He knew that to speak more would surely unlock the floodgates of emotions he would be unable to restrain. Instead, he took another bite and focused those emotions into a bridge of chemicals that closed the gap between thought, manapool, and the density within his stomach. He claimed the energy, adding it to his ever-filling pond.
Closing his eyes, he saw the 1 next to his mana attribute that signified the true beginning of his new life.
This is it. I’ve got a million memories to sort through, a thousand tests to try with Molding, and a lifetime of growth ahead of me. The only question that matters is: Where do I start?
Before he could plan further, Samris stood from the table and motioned Jiran to follow. He set an impossible pace away from the manor toward the nearby woods. Jiran watched his back as the man vanished into the thick trees long before he arrived at the edge of the woods.
The trail Samris had taken was cloaked in deep shadows. The early dawn light utterly failed to unveil the twisting path that snaked deeper into the beast-filled woods. Jiran’s pace slowed to a crawl as he felt the threat of nature close in all around him.
I’m not supposed to be here. Especially not in the dark. This is creepy as fuck! Is this what you meant by needing determination to survive?
Jiran strained his ears, hoping to catch a hint of his whereabouts but only heard the wind whispering the promise of dismemberment and death should he cross the line of trees. Banishing the thoughts of how painful it would be for a beast to eat him alive, he clenched his fists and jaw then boldly strode onto the forested path. Each step was terrifying yet he pressed on, knowing the further he went, the closer he would come to whatever Samris wanted him to learn from this fresh insanity.
The shadowed path soon led him to an empty glade. The once green and vibrant grass of the clearing had been packed flat into hard, dirt-covered ground. Two meters from where he exited the dense foliage, a short spear was stuck point first into the ground. A terrible premonition of danger seized Jiran’s spine with a vice-like grip as he imagined holding that weapon. He knew in his bones it represented a danger he could not fathom; that if it were to grace his flesh, he would suffer incredible pain.
With wide, panicked eyes, he frantically searched for the danger he knew to be near. He quickly approached the spear, loath to touch it but ready to pull it from the ground and defend himself if needed. When he stepped close, a harsh whisper cut through the air. “Stop!” Jiran held fast, a force as unyielding as a mountain wrapped around him, restraining him.
“Jiran, do not pick up that spear. If you do, I will force you to defend yourself,” Clarity descended as Jiran realized what Samris was doing, what this whole charade had been about from the very beginning.
He wants me to decide for myself. Sit back and enjoy a cushy life while learning about magic in a library, or learn to defend myself. What do I want? Safety or danger, the pen or the spear.
"You can still walk away, Jiran. You're young. Come back when you're older, stronger…" Samris’s words were honey, a silken promise of safety and comfort that wormed into his brain like a poisoned dagger. The mountain of pressure around him lifted but he stood unmoving, his thoughts churning like wildfire.
Micah is out there right now, exploring this amazing planet and all its wonders. Didn’t I want to join him? Could I really sit behind a desk the rest of my life like Brandon, being satisfied with whatever comes my way?
No! Absolutely not!
If I don’t learn how to fight, I’ll just be killed by the first beast I’m unlucky enough to meet. Madra is not a benevolent mistress indeed. Besides, how will I ever make a dragon fly me across the ocean if I’m in a tower full of books?
Jiran chuckled at the idiotic thought but dark humor helped turn fear to determination. A small, sardonic smile crept across his face as he slowly shook his head. "You'll just make me fight something even stronger if I wait, won't you? No, I don't want to take a step backward."
He reached for the spear, the alarm of absolute danger ringing all the more surely down his spine. His hand hesitated just before skin met wood. A flash of memory came unbidden and poured through his mind. He was once more in his parents home, pulling himself across the floor, bleeding, broken, in absolute agony and yet completely unwilling to surrender or stop.
That’s right. I knew then exactly who I wanted to be: A survivor, an explorer, a warrior, and a fucking wizard. I want it all. And if the only way to get it all is to take it with my own hands, then that's exactly what I'm going to do!
Jiran grabbed the spear.
“So be it,” He heard Samris whisper from somewhere to his right.
Jiran spun to see him standing on the branch of a tree. He was perfectly balanced without touching the trunk. In his hand, he held a bright red crab the size of Jiran at arm's length. The thick branch creaked under their weight as Samris hopped off and sailed through the air. The beast was left behind, falling to the ground with its claws angrily clacking in protest of the abuse.
“This has been a test of courage, will, and determination. You showed courage by entering the woods you knew to be full of deadly beasts. You demonstrated will when pressed forward into the unknown, down a path that few would choose to tread. Determination, by picking up the spear, knowing it would lead to pain and suffering.”
Jiran’s heart was hammering in tune with every word the man spoke, though his eyes never wavered from the huge beast only meters away. As the beast shuffled on heavy, plated legs that easily pierced the tough ground, Samris continued, “Your final test this day is before you. Learn your limits, Jiran. That is a tier two beast from the shallows near the pier. Hunters clear dozens of them from the warehouse each morning before work can begin. You cannot win this fight. That creature outstrips you in every way. You will be injured. Take solace that I will save you before you die, but let that be your only assurance.”
“D-d-did you have to do this when you were a kid, too?” Jiran heard himself say, his mind was so sluggish, he wasn’t sure how the thought even manifested to words.
“Yes, all nobles do. Now, learn the depths of your desires.”
This is going to suck so much! What kind of insane-ass way is this to teach a kid about anything?!
The crab had several legs, each one as long as Jiran’s spear. He grasped the weapon tightly in sweating, shaky hands as he imagined it harmlessly deflecting from the monster’s thick, chitinous plating. Its abdomen was huge compared to him, if he were to curl into a ball, he would easily fit within it. The claws held high above its head clacked menacingly as the beast moved side to side, drawing closer to Jiran’s position in a zig-zag pattern.

[image: image-placeholder]
It doesn't seem to be able to move forward too quickly, but side to side, it’s far faster than I am even at a full sprint. Just how high is its agility? If I let any of its claws get ahold of me, it'll probably cut off whatever it grabs. Samris might not let me die, but do I really want to lose an arm or leg to learn whatever lesson he’s trying to teach?
Does he want me to quit, to give up and walk away from this impossible fight? That’s what dad always said was the smart thing to do. ‘Even if running means abandoning a child to their fate, that is exactly what you’re supposed to do against higher tier beasts.’ Jiran heard his words as if the man were there speaking them again.
Is that really what I want? What if it was Niya behind me?
The thought of his cousin lying hurt behind him caused a spark of fury to light in his belly. His grip tightened on the spear and his previous resolve came roaring back to him, forming a desperate wall of steel to keep the fear at bay. Unnecessary senses fell away into a vast abyss: Hearing, smell, touch, temperature; they vanished one after another until the only thing that existed within his narrowed vision was the beast.
Seizing the brief moment of clarity and fury, Jiran charged. The shrill scream of a child bursting with rage poured from his throat as his pounding feet brought him into his first battle.
The beast responded by turning its body sideways. Three clawed legs churned with blurring movements as it swung and stepped simultaneously. Each limb formed deadly arcs as they tore through the air. All the while, it built momentum as each flailing step brought it closer to the tiny meal with a stick.
As two legs came down at once, Jiran saw his opening. He knew pain was coming, yet leapt forward regardless. As the third leg reached the peak of its arc, his spear was there, digging into the soft flesh where the leg joint connected between impervious plates. At least, that’s what he aimed for; instead, the spear’s tip skittered harmlessly off the beast's shell. Fear squeezed his chest in an indefatigable grip as he realized how much he had underestimated the beast's dimensions.
It was far, far larger than he. The single clawed leg, now hurtling toward his face in a graceful arc, was larger than his entire body.
A sudden premonition of misery and death rang through his body like a church bell struck by a hundred hammers at once. Jiran tried to dodge; he leaned back, putting strength into his legs to jump away, but his body was moving in slow motion. The claw descended slowly as well, giving him a front row seat to his own ruination. 
All thoughts of Samris’s promise of safety fled before the surety of death. Desperation exploded inside him.  In that surreal moment, where the world moved as though trapped in mud, balancing precariously between life and death, Jiran felt his mana singing within his chest. An untapped core of power never once used as intended.
It begged to be released.
Emotions had long since flooded his body and now, mana needed only a thought to be set free. Jiran’s only thought was of escape and his mana raced to obey. It coursed through his body, uncaring of the physical matter in its way. It spread through him, then pulled. As time resumed its regular march, Jiran’s innards were yanked by an immense, heaving force as the mana spread through him ripped him backward. The giant claw crashed harmlessly into the ground three meters away. The thunderous impact sending clods of dirt flying as a hole the size of Jiran’s chest was formed.
He could still feel the wind of that claw passing above his sweat-matted hair. Yet he was over here, and it was over there. The beast advanced with insect-like fluidity, its claws rising again to finish the job. A hand of air grabbed Jiran by the scruff of his shirt and jerked him out of the beast’s range. He landed in a pitiful heap of tangled limbs while Samris hissed a warning at the approaching crustacean.
“Back!” He commanded the beast in his mind-numbing whisper. Jiran’s jaw fell wide when the creature calmly skittered away. It stopped at the far end of the clearing where it swayed slightly on eight, spider-like legs.
Jiran slowly stood, bracing himself with the spear lodged in the dirt beside him. His guts, bones, and muscles ached fiercely from the pull of his own mana. A warm, iron liquid seeped across his tongue prompting him to spit the blood from his mouth.
“An impressive dodge, Jiran. When my father threw me before a higher-tier beast, I failed to move in time and was injured for several days. I must say, I am envious of your success when I think back to my own pitiful failure that day. It would appear we have found an excellent training partner for you. Again!”
Samris’s pointing finger may as well have been the skeletal index of the reaper as it motioned toward the crab who happily clacked its massive claws in his direction.
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WIELD THE SPEAR


He seriously wants me to keep fighting that thing?! This is insane, certifiably insane. I don’t even understand how I dodged the first attack and I feel like a snarlgit kicked me right in the… well everything. 
Jiran closed his eyes and shook his head in steadfast denial which brought several flashing notifications into focus.


Strength: + .1
Agility: + .4
Endurance: + .2


Racial Techniques: Human unlocked
Congratulation: Forcing technique discovered


He gasped, unable to move as his thoughts poured over the implications of those few short messages.
The attribute gains from actual combat are ridiculous! I got more in a single attack and dodge than hours of torturous training with Samris. I suppose that’s why he brought me out here. Or at least part of the reason. He clearly wants me to learn not to fight beasts above my tier but everyone already knows that! He also wants me to learn that I suck at fighting. Ugh, if I ever want to explore the world, I’m going to have to unsuck at it in a major way.
Maybe my first technique can help with that. Forcing huh? Sounds cool. What does it do?


Forcing: Move with mana


Yup, I got that part already, thanks for the stellar explanation. How did it move my body? What was that, well, force, that pulled me back; was it only pure mana or something else? Where did it get the leverage to pull me; the ground maybe? Too many questions to answer without more practice.
Jiran pulled the spear from the ground and pointed its tip toward a nearby tree. He focused on an image of plunging the spear into its bark while mumbling the name of the skill.
“Forcing.”
A tickle in his brain spread downward into his manapool, causing the entire reservoir to spasm. His mana calmed a moment later and then spread evenly through his limbs. All at once, the energy pushed deeply into his bones and muscles. A wave of agony ripped through him as his body blurred forward in an uncontrollable lurch.
Jiran only took a single step forward before his left foot caught in the dirt and he slammed face-first into the hard ground. Groaning and holding his bleeding nose, he twitched helplessly while peals of laughter rang out behind him.


Forcing: + 1


“Truly, success is the dear sister of failure. I never would have expected you to acquire Forcing so quickly. To use it so spectacularly in service of your life, only to demonstrate it so abysmally in a simple thrust, is a sight I shall savor for years to come.”
“Anks for the ote of onfidence,” Jiran mumbled around his profusely bleeding nose as he unsteadily rose to his feet.
That was awful. Though, I did move really fast before my make-out session with the ground. If I could figure out how to use that speed in just the parts of my body I want, when I want, it would be an amazing technique. How do I get to that point? Same as learning anything I suppose, one step at a time. Well, hopefully I make it at least two steps next time.
Samris’s hand tapped his shoulder and a soothing cold swept through his head. A second later, his nose was no longer gushing blood and his thoughts cleared. He sighed in relief, spat another mouthful of blood and saliva on the ground, then squared his shoulders for another attempt.
Okay, from the top but without the awful automated version of the technique.
Using his embarrassment as the emotional bridge, he connected with his mana and spread it evenly throughout his body just like the forcing technique had done. With a white-knuckled grip on his spear, he extended his arms and then attempted to pull on only his bones with his mana. The spear’s point jerked powerfully, whistling through the air as the heaving force against his bones caused him to grit his teeth.
He moved his mana the other direction with a much lighter touch. The spear moved smoothly, coming back around to face the distant crab. He pulled on his mana again and again, each time tasting its furor to go all out and steadfastly reining it in. Jiran’s bones ached but the grin stretching his cheeks was so wide it hurt as he rapidly increased the speed his mana was puppeteering his body. After a few more swings, he added in the strength of his muscles. He lunged forward once more, this time effortlessly dragging himself through the air and landing three meters away with only a tiny stumble.
He turned back to the wide-eyed Samris with a victorious smile before checking the multitude of flashing notifications.


Molding: + 1
Forcing: + 1
Forcing: + 1
Durability: + .3
Forcing: + 1
Forcing: + 1
Durability: + .3
Forcing: …


Okay, that’s getting annoying, can I get those all combined into single notifications please?


Molding: + 1
Forcing: + 12
Durability: + .6


Much better, thank you!
Jiran’s confidence soared as the levels rolled in. He still didn’t have any idea how the technique found the leverage to pull him through the air but he was overjoyed with the results of using it manually. He leaped again, exulting in the rushing wind against his face as he flew forward. He increased the speed of his thrusts, quickly grasping the right amount of mana to use and how to spread it evenly across his bones to lessen the discomfort. Within minutes, he was thrusting twice as fast and far more accurately than he could without using the technique.
This is awesome! Time for some payback you Tamatoah-looking punk.
Having pushed every emotion in his brain to its limits in order to consistently connect with his mana, Jiran was flush with a cornucopia of excitement as he ran toward the beast. Adrenaline blasted through the meager walls of self-preservation as the beast swelled in size with each step he took.
The monster was ready for him. Its nearest claws spread out defensively while the largest was raised high, ready to tear downward with incredible force and speed. Jiran Forced himself to a sudden stop just before his spear point reached the beast. The deadly appendage descended, the gust of wind from its passing powerful enough to ripple Jiran’s clothing.
From his crouched position, Jiran waited for the claw to impact the ground. When he felt the dirt under his feet rumble from the tremendous force of the missed attack, he exploded into motion. Forcing enhanced the momentum from his leap, turning it into a movement far too quick for the overextended beast to dodge.
He screamed in its face, completely swept away in the wild emotions connecting with his mana. This time, the spear point struck true, digging deeply into the soft tissue of the beast's joint. Blue blood splattered across Jiran’s chest as the creature’s body jerked sideways in a powerful, instinctive spin. His spear was buried deep and completely stuck. The weave of Forcing keeping his hands clenched tightly to the weapon, refused to yield to the sudden pull.
Jiran was yanked off his feet, his body experiencing gravitational forces beyond its ability to cope. Muscles and tendons tore as he was stretched to the breaking point. Some semblance of protective instinct finally battered through the tsunami of emotions guiding his mana. He released the spear and his body soared a dozen meters before colliding with the ground and rolling several times.
When he came to a stop, pain shimmered through him in too many places to count. Chief among them were his hands. They exuded a wrongness that his brain refused to ignore. He tried to lift them to see what could possibly be causing such a strange feeling but only one arm responded—the other lying limp at his side. It was soon forgotten as he saw every one of his fingers bent at very wrong angles. Bones jutted out randomly from his destroyed skin and blood flowed freely from multiple lacerations. 
A churning that began in his stomach rapidly spread up his throat, resulting in scarlet vomit flying from his mouth. As he heaved for what felt like an eternity, his vision shrank to a black haze before unconsciousness whisked him away to a happier place.
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When he woke up, all three suns were high in the sky, beaming down at him like parents peering into their child's crib. The juxtaposition of cool dirt beneath him and the blazing heat above was so relaxing he closed his eyes, ready to fall back asleep.
“I’m impressed, Jiran,” Samris’s whisper shocked him fully into reality; a huge gasp of air entering his lungs.
Jiran bolted upright and raised his hands before his face. The phantom memory of destroyed limbs was long gone, replaced by fingers covered in smooth skin that flexed with their usual strength. He heaved a ratcheting sigh of relief, then searched until he spotted Samris sitting cross-legged nearby. There was no sign of the crab anywhere.
“What happened? Am I dead?” Jiran wondered aloud.
“You destroyed your body with Forcing. I repaired much of the damage, however, I am not a healer. Refer to your status to ensure there is no lasting damage.”
Jiran wasted no time pushing a whisker of mana into his eyelids to review the changes.
“Minor internal contusions and hemorrhages. Wow, an entire point in durability. One in Forcing, and I got another letter of my Unique ability revealed.”
Samris grumbled something under his breath, but for once, didn’t bother to slow his words. Jiran had no idea what the man said before golden eyes penetrated Jiran with a hard stare. “If you have any mana remaining, use it to hasten your recovery.”
“How do I do that?”
“Spread it to any areas where you feel pain and hold it there.”
Jiran did as instructed and then waited patiently for Samris to continue. It was easy to see from the man’s pensive expression that he had more on his mind. “Jiran, there is a great deal that is unusual about you,” Jiran’s heart rate spiked as the worst-case scenarios played out in his mind.
Did he figure out that I have memories I shouldn’t? Out here in the woods, at the far reaches of the empire, he could burn me to ashes and bury me in an instant.
“I’ve never heard, or even read of any individual grasping the concepts of Molding so quickly. Now you've managed to teach yourself Forcing and appear to be advancing with it at an outlandish pace as well. I find myself in a quandary when I consider your future.”
Jiran gulped as nervous shakes ran rampant through his veins.
“If I attempt to ascertain your methods, I may inadvertently deviate you from your path and in so doing, repeat one of my father’s greatest sins.”
What? What does any of that mean? 
"On the rare nights when my father found himself deep into the cups, he would lament about a particular pupil of his who showed great promise. In an effort to nurture that child into a great warrior, he instilled many of his own beliefs into the child’s mind. The result was a warrior no greater than any other. A mind taught is a mind naught, a lesson led, is a pupil dead.” He whispered the last words with a deep, longing sorrow.
Thank the Fathers. Here I was worried he would pull my secrets from me forcefully, but he’s only concerned with damaging my future. Just how altruistic is he?
Jiran breathed a sigh of relief, then listened attentively as Samris continued.
"All nobles are taught in a very structured and traditional style. Because of your unusual circumstances, and the proficiency you have displayed, I firmly believe that if I attempted to instill that same structure into you, it would only hamper your advancement. For this reason, I have called for a true instructor to examine you. He is an old friend and much more knowledgeable than myself. Until his arrival, we shall focus on the areas where you are not so… gifted. In addition, I would like you to refrain from studying anything related to mana, density, skills, or techniques in the library. Their potential to poison your mind with mistruths and bad habits is a lesson I wish to take from my father’s failings.”
Jiran had no idea how to respond. Everything Samris had done before this day had given him the impression their relationship was little more than a business transaction. Samris wanted information about Jiran’s Unique ability and sought to ensure Jiran survived long enough to provide it. Now, all of a sudden, the man was showing an unfathomable care for his future and well-being that went far beyond his expectations.
Samris didn’t give him the time to ponder further as he plucked the spear from the ground and tossed it at his face. Jiran scrambled to his feet, wincing at the internal bruising and bleeding that radiated from his still-healing body.
Without the tests of courage or the demonic crab occupying his attention, Jiran was able to examine the weapon in more detail. The coarse wood shaft was heavy in his untrained arms and its rough grains adhered to his skin. The metal blade and its tip were sharp and intimidating, especially with the still-fresh blue blood staining them. Without a beast around, the gleaming metal seemed more a danger to himself than anything else.
His recent experience with the spear had taught him a great deal about the inherent risk that lurked within using the foreboding tool. He easily remembered the feeling of his out-of-control emotions pulling him into a second bout with the crab. He shuddered, unbelieving that he had actually done that.
Samris faced him, holding his own spear which appeared from nowhere. He moved incredibly slowly, but his eyes dared Jiran to underestimate him. He crouched, one hand firmly grasping the middle of his spear, the other at its rear. A deadly tip pointed at Jiran's heart. Like a poisonous razerbeetle crawling through syrup, the tip moved forward.
Jiran easily dodged the creeping strike. Compared to the giant claw, this was a breeze. Samris completed his thrust as if Jiran were still there. Then he withdrew his spear, still moving incredibly slow. The entire attack and return to stance took nearly two full minutes. “Your turn,” Samris prompted in his soul-rending whisper.
Jiran tried to match the intensity behind Samris’s gaze as he crouched. His stance was a laughable imitation of the experienced warriors as he carefully extended his spear in a shaky thrust. The man barely moved, the slightest adjustment to the angle of his torso and the spear tip passed by him safely. Then, Samris returned to the same stance and once more, his spear moved at an incredibly slow speed.
Oh! He’s moving so slowly to give me a chance to copy every aspect of his lunge.
Jiran redoubled his focus. He tracked the way Samris’s hands changed angles as the weapon extended; how his hips shifted as weight was transferred from foot to foot; how his intimidating golden eyes pointed like lasers at his heart, never wavering in their pursuit. There was far too much information for Jiran to absorb in a single thrust, even at the reduced pace. Still, he did his best to imitate everything, even the slight movement of Samris’s to dodge.
Mana coiled within to soothe his aches and pains as they fell into a rhythm of dodge and thrust. Jiran’s legs shook with the strain of maintaining the low stance. By the third thrust, his outstretched arms quivered from the weight of the heavy spear. He was awkward, clumsy, and weak, despite his recent increase in attributes. But he didn’t complain, quit, or hesitate. He was filled with faith that whatever Samris was trying to teach him was for his own benefit and he desperately wanted to believe the man had his best interests at heart.
Samris remained patient with him, continuing to swing and thrust at the speed of a glacier melting. At a clip so gradual as to be imperceptible, Samris sped up the speed of his attacks, evasions, and blocks. Jiran unwittingly moved along to the pace of the older man’s drum, increasing his speed as well. As the hours dragged on, Jiran was given no chance to sit and rest. His muscles screamed for an end to the brutal training. His mana had long since run dry; the trickle of density coming in with each breath was claimed and used to gradually further his recovery.
They had come into the woods in pre-dawn darkness and by the time First Father peaked above the treetops, they traded a thrust every three seconds. When dinner came and went without rest or meal, they were down to one second intervals. Jiran’s hands were slippery with blood from blisters that had formed and popped hours ago. His legs and back screamed from holding the low stance for half the day with no break.
I can’t stop, no matter what. I have to absorb everything he has to teach me. Each twitch of movement, every shift of weight and adjustment of stance are vital. The next time I fight a beast, I won't be defenseless!
When Samris finally stood and signaled the end of their exchanges, Jiran collapsed in a heap on the ground.


Molding: + 2
Strength: + .3
Agility: + .3
Endurance: + .6
Durability: + .4
Wisdom: + .2
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RACE: Human
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BECOME THE SPEAR


Every millimeter of muscle within Jiran rebelled at the thought of moving. He had dodged so many spear thrusts that he instinctively expected another to come at him any second. Even while semi-conscious and wallowing in the dirt, he still cracked one eye to watch the spear in Samris’s hand, knowing its tip would soon be nearing his heart. 
Samris’s spear vanished as the man knelt over him. He reached out and firmly grasped Jiran on the shoulder. Suddenly, the world distorted, twisted, and flipped. Before Jiran could understand what was happening, he found himself lying on the familiar dirt of the manor’s backyard.
D-did we just teleport?!
He tried to ask, but his body was too exhausted to form the words. Through fluttering lashes, he watched Samris walk to the creek and hop in with a splash.
That looks so nice but I think I’m going to stay right here for a little while.
Eventually Jiran found the strength to move again. He took a blissfully long soak in the cool creek, cleansing himself of dirt, grime, and blood before dragging his exhausted body directly to his room. Torn clothes—reduced to useless rags—found their way into the waste chute before he sat at the table near his bed. A meal had been left there for him with a note scribbled in Shaaral’s stylistic handwriting.
“Eat slowly!”
My heroine! She is so awesome. I should do something nice for her. Maybe some jewelry with my stipend.
While eating, Jiran pushed as much mana into his injuries as possible and then fell asleep the moment his head hit his pillow. Dreams of swimming in a glacial lake rapidly turned to a nightmare of drowning as the frigid water filled his lungs and seized his breath. Reality kicked Jiran in the face as he was jolted from his slumber by a bucket-full of freezing water that soaked his bed and body. Samris watched impassively from above, the villainous deliverer of suffering held loosely in his hand.
Jiran was in complete shock from the onslaught of emotions and physical sensations. Samris gave him no time to process, the man’s hand descending in a blur to grip his shoulder. As suddenly as he awoke, Jiran found himself back in the glade. A spear stuck in the ground before him signaled the start of another day filled with pain and blood.
A foot nudging his side was the last signal needed for his brain to finally catch up. Jiran hopped to his feet, feeling far stronger and faster than the day before. He stumbled a step, frowning at his legs which output power beyond what he commanded of them. Samris was already in a new stance, his spear moving slowly again, though for once, not toward Jiran’s heart.
Hoping to buy himself a few more seconds, Jiran asked the questions burning a hole in his brain. “You can really teleport? I didn’t just dream that? How is that possible? Can you teach me? Is that a technique?”
Samris shook his head, then surprised Jiran when he actually answered. “It is a skill you will acquire if you ever reach the sixth tier. Now follow my lead, I will guide you through the Soratta.”
So he’s at least tier six? Amazing!
Jiran copied Samris’s new stance, his mind churning through the math as he followed. 
Every tier is a doubling of attributes and concentration. I’m tier one and my attributes will cap at twenty, so at tier two, I’ll have two concentration and a new cap of forty in each attribute. From what I’ve heard over the seasons, concentration represents how thick the mana and density inside you are. Hmm, I think it can be considered a direct multiplier but nobody talks like that so I’m not sure. At tier two, two concentration and forty in each attribute would roughly equal eighty instead.
Doubling at each tier means at tier six… that’s thirty-two concentration and six hundred and forty in each attribute. Multiplied would be the equivalent of… My god! Twenty thousand four hundred and… eighty.
Samris frowned at Jiran when he suddenly stopped moving and stared into the distance with wide, uncomprehending eyes. The man’s spear flashed toward his heart and muscle memory from yesterday’s grueling training took over as he threw himself to the ground.
“Focus! Survival is not a game.”
“Yes, Sir!” Jiran snapped as he launched himself back to his feet and resumed the Soratta.
The strangely-named series of movements turned out to be the morning stretching and breathing exercises they had been doing for the last two weeks, only now performed with the spear in hand. The addition of the spear sorely tested his balance and strength. Samris forced him to complete the entire Soratta four times before he was satisfied with Jiran’s performance.
He was a shaky, exhausted mess after their ‘warm-up.’ If Samris noticed Jiran’s state, he gave no indication as he once more demonstrated a seemingly simple thrust. That single attack took over thirty, agonizingly slow seconds to reach Jiran. He gently weaved out of its reach, then returned the same thrust as best he could.
Why is he attacking so slowly again? I understand it’s a different attack, but yesterday we were exchanging thrusts every second, now we’re back to this? Heh… exchanging thrusts.
Samris sighed as he noticed Jiran’s distracted expression. “Jiran, where does the thrust begin?”
Once more, they went through the leisurely rotation of attack and defense. This time, Jiran focused on every part of Samris’s body as he began the motion. Even though Samris was moving like thick honey dripping from a tree, Jiran missed the first movement. His brows scrunched as he narrowed his eyes, determined to not miss it again. 
Another repetition.
He saw it this time, the slightest forward tilt of Samris’s torso was the very first movement he made when the thrust began. “You tilt your chest toward me, My Lord.”
Samris nodded in approval. The next time he began his attack, something different happened. His torso turned with his shoulders as he went through a sideways chopping swing instead of the usual thrust. Jiran did his best to reciprocate the unfamiliar attack but he felt unbalanced and weak compared to the movement he was now so familiar with.
Then, Samris did something different once more. His body moved like he was going to execute the same chop, but instead shifted halfway through into a thrust. Luckily, Jiran’s first experience with a feint was at extremely slow speeds because it still took him off guard. He scrambled to reposition his body into a sideways slide instead of a duck.
Now I get it! The purpose of this training is to break down the exact sequence of activation for every muscle group in each attack and defense! The only way to learn what muscles activate and when, is by watching and feeling them one at a time as I move. Once that knowledge is instinctual, I can look for the cues in Samris’s muscle movements to predict his actions and then move out of the way with the optimal dodge or counter!
With new understanding, Jiran’s focus soared to new heights. Samris continued to push him at an agonizingly slow speed, but now, each second was an opportunity, a chance to excel. Jiran didn’t waste a single one. Samris taught him four additional attacks and how to combine them with four matching evasions. Only a few hours later, Jiran had memorized every muscle movement for each move and was progressing toward executing them instinctively.
With each exchange, he found it easier to predict Samris’ movements even while the man continued to increase their pace. By the time they took a break for lunch, Jiran was gulping down lungfuls of air in an attempt to catch his breath from the frantic back-and-forth exchanges they had just completed. He was beyond shocked by his progress. They had been swinging their weapons at full speed, or at least full speed for him after only a few hours of training.
If we started the day like that, I would have been poked full of holes in seconds. I’m not sure I would even be doing this well after a month. This training method is amazing. 
After lunch, Jiran felt like his arms were going to fall off. He stumbled after Samris as the man took off into the woods along a narrow game trail. The man’s back grew steadily smaller as he left Jiran behind. Suddenly, the trees and their deep shadows became a far more pressing threat as he realized how defenseless he was.
He’s not slowing down. He’s going to leave me out here if I don’t catch up!
Jiran dashed headlong through the forest, leaping over logs and ducking beneath tree limbs. A vicious tree root reached out and grabbed his ankle, bringing him face first to the forest floor. His hands scrambled to find purchase in the soft detritus of decaying leaves and moss as he picked himself up to chase after Samris once more. 
Jiran tripped often in his headlong pursuit over the following hour. Similar obstacles that appeared before Samris seemed to move out of his way in an effort to not be annihilated by his insane power. Jiran growled with unrepressed envy at Samris’s immunity to the mundane threats which repeatedly brought him low. He hurled twice during their run, emptying his stomach of their delicious lunch. Samris never slowed, forcing Jiran to continue stumbling forward, despite his retching.
When they returned to the glade, Jiran collapsed wholeheartedly to the ground. Samris approached him and once more Jiran’s world flipped upside down before he was roughly deposited in the manor’s yard. When he could move again, he was so hungry he decided to skip cleaning himself in the creek. He headed straight into the kitchen where he filled a bowl with some stew that was simmering and then quietly sat to eat in a corner.
Sharaal found him shortly after he began eating. Upon seeing her, Jiran shot to his feet and gave her a full bow. He spoke respectfully and with fervent emotions dripping from his voice. “Thank you for the meal yesterday, Ms. Sharaal. It meant a great deal to me, especially the note. Thank you for caring.”
“Aww that’s sweet of you, Jiran,” She patted her chest with a gentle smile before her face morphed into the rictus of a mother’s rage. “Now, would you kindly stop bleeding in my kitchen, you wretched little snarglit?! Get out of here, and don't you come back looking like that again!” She waved a wooden spoon threateningly while yelling at the top of her lungs.
Jiran deftly scooped up his bowl and bolted back outside. After eating, he sat on the soft grass and considered what he should do for the rest of his day. 
Today has been so crazy I haven't stopped once to check my gains.


Strength: + .2
Agility: + .3
Endurance: + .3
Durability: + .2
Wisdom: + .2


Wow! Samris’s training is hard, but the rewards are no joke. Hopefully, I get a chance to rest and recover so I can test out my new strength instead of always feeling like a slab of tenderized meat. How high can I jump now? How far can I run and how fast? Maybe I could even get my spear through that crab’s thick-ass shell. I definitely want a rematch after learning how to use the spear and something tells me Samris isn’t going to keep our practice the same for much longer.
There’s got to be more I can do to prepare for whatever’s next. Hmm, my mana is topped off after eating, I think my best bet for getting stronger quickly is to lean into my biggest strength; Mana control. He said I shouldn’t read books or ask people about skills and stuff but he didn’t say anything about trying to figure things out for myself. In fact, he said the exact opposite! He wants me to figure it out myself and that’s probably why he brought me back so early today.
Jiran hopped to his feet and cast about the yard for something he could use to mimic his practice with the spear. All he found was a heavy shovel in a shed attached to the manor. A nearby maid who was tending the small garden nearby, giggled at his choice of weapon. Seeing one of them finally look beyond his scars and not appear afraid of him brought a soft smile to his lips and he sent her a little wave. When she quickly looked the other way, he shrugged and recentered his focus.
With his deadly weapon in hand, he moved as slowly as possible from one spear stance to the next just as he had practiced hundreds of times. Only this time, he used nothing but Forcing to move his body.
I need to know the movements of my muscles, and how to safely force my body to make those moves with the technique. Then, I should be able to combine both muscle and magic into a seriously powerful offense. 
Suddenly, Jiran stopped and stood up straight. 
I’m using magic! I’m really doing it. It feels like every minute since my tiering has been a struggle to survive and now I'm finally free. It’s rushing through my body, empowering my every move, and it’s glorious!
While looking at the clouds above and the dancing colors of the fading suns, his body quivered in rapturous delight as he laughed maniacally. A grin split his face from ear to ear as his numerous scars refracted the evening glow. He was so caught up in his moment of triumph, he failed to notice the poor, terrified girl scurrying back into the mansion, her task left incomplete.
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Jiran marveled at the feeling of mana gliding within as he pushed Forcing through his exhausted body. Without an imminent threat to distract him, he learned a great deal about the technique. Subtle movements had almost no cost to his mana but also offered very little benefit. An explosive swing that tore at his bones, cost nearly an entire percent of his mana but could also double his speed. 
He shouted in delight when he discovered he could hold himself in the air, and even dangle his body about like a puppet; though the mana cost was extreme, he could only hold the position for a few seconds. The technique was much more efficient when used alongside his muscles in a leap, dash, or swing. His practice evolved from swinging the shovel to performing impossible dodges that defied physics or boosting the power and speed of simple movements.
Eventually, he ran out of density from his last meal. With only a single manapool remaining, he picked up the shovel once more. Forcing pulled his arms down at the exact moment he extended the makeshift weapon but he fudged the timing by the smallest margin and overextended his swing, causing his balance to collapse and his stance to falter.
Swinging a tool with forcing is much harder than moving my body. Makes sense, I’ve been learning to walk and stand since I was a baby. That’s seasons worth of training my brain’s fine muscle controls. How could I expect to compliment my muscles and a heavy weapon with mana after only a day? Especially when my attributes keep increasing so quickly, throwing off what my brain believes is my current strength.
I should focus on applying the least amount of mana possible and work up from there. Exactly like Samris’s method of moving slowly with the spear, I should be doing the same thing with forcing. Did he have that in mind from the start? Or was this all designed by some royal a long time ago?
Jiran once more shifted his focus when applying forcing. Instead of spreading mana through his entire skeletal structure, he extended small snakes of mana through only his limbs and coiled them tightly around the bones in his forearms and shins. The adjustment had an additional benefit he hadn’t been expecting; with only four areas to focus on, the technique became much simpler to command. Soon, the movements of his legs and arms were a blur as he swung the shovel repeatedly in the fading light.
How does forcing even function within the laws of conservation of motion? I’m literally pulling on nothing! Where does the leverage come from? If I’m being pushed in one direction, physics would demand there be an equal and opposite force. Yet there’s nothing. No wind or pressure. It's like the mana is able to push against something that I can’t sense. Maybe it’s the density in the air?
It seems like every time I learn something new, it only leads to more questions!
When Second Father kissed the horizon, Jiran’s mana bottomed out save for a single drop. A spike of terror flushed through him when he thought of using it. He shivered and did his best to ignore the memories that tried to invade his mind, instead focusing on how satisfied he was with his progress. Whatever Samris threw at him the next morning, he was going to be ready.
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A VALIANT END


An iron grip on his arm roused Jiran from his sleep. The familiar, flipping sensation of teleportation brought him to partial awareness. A grunted squeal, followed by stomping hooves smashing through underbrush, pushed his brain the final yard to full alertness. 
His eyes dilated and adrenaline blasted through him; the passage of time turned to a creeping slog as a thick, stout beast blasted its way into their training glade. Upside down and falling, Jiran observed the beast tear across the dirt ceiling on a direct course for him.
As the ground approached in slow motion, he kicked with the most force he could muster, causing his foot to sail above his head. At the same time, he used Forcing to pull his arm directly toward the ground with his palm planted firmly in the dirt. Momentum brought his feet around and down a moment later. He reared his head, getting his first real look at the beast charging toward him.
It was a brown boar with two large tusks instead of a mouth. His vision crystalized upon the needle-like points of those deadly tusks. The sound of air being sucked through a tube could be heard between each of its huffing squeals.
Please don’t tell me that thing sucks blood like a giant ass mosquito?!
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The beast was almost upon him, its charge clearly enhanced with mana or a skill. Jiran leaped with all his strength while pulling his arm with Forcing. The boar tried to jump and impale him but missed by a large margin. It then sailed through the air before landing on its side and rolling several meters. 
Jiran used Forcing again to adjust his trajectory and land near his spear sticking out of the dirt. He dashed the short distance to the weapon, feeling like he was running through water and not air. His hand clasped around the wooden shaft and he jerked the weapon around to face the beast who was not yet back on its cloven hooves.
Something inside Jiran’s brain shifted uncomfortably like a tendon pulled taut over a bone before snapping back into place. Time resumed its normal march and he took a step toward the beast before halting. Momentary indecision waged a war within him as he watched the creature struggle to its hooves.
I’m stronger and faster than it. I can kill it. Should I kill it? I’ve never killed anything. Neither did Brandon, so his memories are no help for this.
The beast was standing once more, its sights set on Jiran’s tasty blood, whistling air squealing from its suckers. It pawed the ground, preparing to charge once more.
Why am I hesitating? I made my decision the moment I first picked up the spear. There’s no way I can do what I want in a world as violent as Madra without learning to kill. This is necessary. This is what I want.
Seeing his hesitation, Samris’s chilling whisper broke the standoff between child and beast. “Only those with unassailable power have the right to sleep peacefully. For the rest of us, we must always be prepared to defend that which we hold dear.”
A shrill whistling pierced the air as the beast charged once more, its beady eyes promising a painful death. This wasn’t like the first experience with the crab. As death approached, something shifted in Jiran’s mind. A primal understanding of violence begets survival overrode his thoughts and worries. A calm descended, a surety of action overriding his mind. Pain, blood, injury, suffering; how could those matter when all thought was replaced by a will to survive? Nothing mattered but killing the beast before him, his body knew what to do, and it exploded into movement.
He charged and his raw speed nearly pulled him from the moment of zen. Air whipped through his hair; a hurricane of sound in his ears. His muscles screamed with a power he never knew they had. The beast's reckless charge was met with the cold, calculating mind of a killer on the hunt. Jiran leaped to the side and Forcing pulled his arm to compliment the movement, giving the creature no time to adjust. It flew past and Jiran had already spun to follow.
His speed increased once again as muscle and Forcing pulled him forward with a quickness he could not sustain for long. He caught the boar the moment it slowed to turn. His spear plunged into thick neck, drawing blood and a gurgling release of hissing air. The creature flung itself backward, Its kicking legs just as deadly as any weapon. Jiran dove to the side awkwardly, then ripped himself back to his feet with Forcing.
Something in his elbow stretched dangerously with his pull. He grit his teeth, cataloging the pain as a tertiary importance. While Jiran madly searched for the beast’s next opening, Samris’s harsh whisper punched through his calm calculations. “Do not lightly drop your guard, Jiran. Never give Madra a chance to take all that you have strived for.”
What are you, a green gremlin from space? Why don’t you just jump on my back while I fight and spout philosophical nonsense?
Jiran dropped to the now-familiar crouched stance of the Soratta, choosing to read its muscle movements rather than try to randomly predict what it might do next. His prudence was unnecessary. Without a large amount of momentum, the boar was not nearly fast enough to contend with his greater reach and generous applications of Forcing. Jiran’s spear pierced it repeatedly. He aimed for the shoulders, slowing it further. He jumped to the sides when it charged, easily spotted due to the way it dropped low before moving straight ahead. Every additional hit to its flanks was countered with wild thrashing so he merely backed away after striking.
The wounds piled up and soon the beast was dragging itself pitifully across the ground with its last two functional legs.
This is it. Just one more good thrust.
Samris’s whisper sounded like it came from right beside him, even though he was nowhere to be seen. “Hold your strike, Jiran. What I am about to tell you is the most important lesson that my father ever imparted on me.” Jiran jumped away from the beast, unwilling to let it surprise him while he was distracted listening to Samris. “You must always know why you are taking a life. Whether it be an obligation that drives you, because someone told you to, or perhaps you simply enjoy a challenge, pushing your limits. Whatever your reason, it must hold value to you.”
I’ve heard that people can turn into beasts, is that what he’s talking about? That has something to do with why people kill?
“Why you kill is far more vital than how you kill. Those who only know how to swing a blade without knowing the why, are always the first to be lost to the Wilds. They transform into something no longer human, incapable of thought, a wildling, another beast in the woods. It is normal to thirst for the kill, to desire the conquest, to value protecting those dear. There are a thousand rationales to kill and none are lesser. The moment you kill without a single emotion or thought, is the day you are a step away from becoming wild.”
What is my reason for killing this beast? I was fighting because it attacked me, so preservation of my own life. Is that a good reason? Is that enough?
Jiran danced away from the beast as it neared him once more. Confusing thoughts pulled his mind in too many directions to track with a huffing monster desperately seeking his blood. One thought overrode them all; he had to know, so he asked. “Why isn’t it running away? It has to know it can’t win, yet it keeps coming. This isn’t its territory, so why did it attack me in the first place?”
“Trying to understand the meaning behind a beast’s actions is pointless. They are not animals whose every action seeks to see them live another day. They desire only blood and death in an ever-consuming spiral of acquiring density for the sake of more power. Strike it down. If you need a reason, then do it because it will eventually recover and threaten another.”
Samris’s words prompted Jiran to once more imagine Niya behind him—helpless, as the beast barreled down on her. He watched in his mind’s eye as its horn pierced her and sucked the blood from her body.
An instinctive growl escaped Jiran’s lips as he looked down at the beast—a spear now impaled completely through its chest. His rage at the thought of his family being hurt had driven him forward before he realized what he was doing. With heaving breaths, Jiran stood over his first kill and watched the light leave its eyes.
That was so… easy.
I think I understand. In a world where you can become so much more powerful than others, taking a life can be as easy as taking a breath. Once you start down that path without remorse, insanity will eventually plunge a knife into your back.
Samris silently appeared at his side as if he had been there the entire fight. “Did you discover why you would wish to kill? It can be anything, so long as it holds value to you.”
“I-I think I learned a little, yeah. I’ll protect my family and myself. Likely any innocents as well. There’s so much I want to do and see, I won’t allow some random beast to end me before I explore it all. I won’t hesitate again.”
“An excellent start then, Jiran. I find it prudent to remind you that service in the military will not allow for soft ideals. You will be pushed, and you will certainly have to kill. Do not forget why you strike. Your next lesson awaits,” Jiran was overcome with a terrible feeling after hearing those words. Samris’s next words only added fuel to the fire, “I will bring you another challenge. We must both learn your limits. Me, for the purposes of guiding you; you, so that you will know when to run when I am not here to save you.”
Jiran knew Samris was about to push him into a fight similar to the crab, something he would have very little chance against. “I-is this really necessary? Maybe we could take a bre—”
“Silence! I will not hear your whimpering! You picked up the spear, now deal with the consequences. Either you are superior, or you are at the complete mercy of everything more powerful than you. In the empire, in all of Madra, only power holds the superior morality.” He continued in a softer tone, his hand coming to rest on Jiran’s shoulder. “I know this may be hard for you to understand, it certainly was for me. You must learn your limits. You should never have fought that crab, yet you did. You should never have fought that boar alone, yet you did. I will keep pushing you until you learn.”
“So, I should just run away from whatever you bring next?”
Samris was already gone but his voice still echoed to Jiran’s ears, “Only if you don’t want to know what you’re capable of.”
What the shrelkshit does he mean by that? Oh, it’s because he’s here to make sure I don’t die. He’s saying I can choose to push myself, to learn how far I can go. So long as I’m okay with the small, inconsequential risk of agony and dismemberment. I guess I’ll stay then. I’m no stranger to pain and knowing what I can do will allow me to explore and grow where ignorance might hold me back.
First Shaaral and now Lord Feylon. Why are they doing so much for me? Now’s not the time, I need to focus!
Jiran shook his head to clear his mind. He mentally reviewed his fight with the boar-squito while he waited for whatever Samris brought him next.
I did pretty good at the start, considering I had only been awake for a few seconds. That’s twice now that time seemed like it slowed down while I was in danger. I wonder if that’s a normal mana thing or something else. Other than that, my movements were awful the entire time. Every attack and evasion was either too small or too large causing me to use Forcing excessively.
Jiran rubbed his elbow, reminded of the ache that was quickly stiffening into a mild sprain.
At least my attributes increase crazy fast when I fight.


Strength: + .1
Agility: + .3
Endurance: + .2
Durability: + .1
Wisdom: + .1


Jiran heard them long before his eyes could see their shapes in the early morning darkness. They crashed through the foliage, shaking leaves off trees and snapping delicate tree limbs. He readied his spear, assuming the low defensive stance of the Soratta.
When the beasts arrived at the glade, they didn’t rush in headlong as the boar had done but instead circled around the entire clearing while staying in the trees. All the while, they made strange warbling sounds like a bird being strangled. He had yet to get a good look at one when they completed their encirclement. At once they all began mimicking the same keening whine. 
The sound triggered a primal fear in his brain as visceral claws of mana-enhanced sound dug into his ears. He turned left and then right in rapid succession, unable to tell which direction they would strike from first. His arms shook as sweat sprung across his skin. His breaths came fast and shallow, and his vision tilted as his balance fumbled.
I need to get somewhere they can’t surround me. The sound, it’s making it hard to think!
When he took the first step to find a better position, they struck. First one, then five more from every direction. Luckily, they weren’t as fast and powerful as they were intimidating. The beasts only came up to Jiran’s waist. They were covered in scales of bark and had large eyes with slitted pupils like an owl. Wide mouths opened and snapped shut, momentarily revealing several rows of sharp, needle-like teeth that could easily tear off large chunks of flesh.
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Jiran’s mana blasted through him as he ran toward the first beast to appear. It stumbled back as if afraid when it realized he was already upon it. With five more coming from his flanks, he had no time to spare. He leaped, a light Forcing guiding his thrust. The point of his spear missed the beast's chest as it scrambled to the side at the last second, cutting clear through its back leg, which he hoped would slow it down long enough for him to deal with the others.
Not stopping after his successful attack, Jiran barreled right past the screeching gremlin. He could feel the others behind him, nipping at his legs. He jumped and spun, his spear swept in a wide arc behind him. His estimation of their distance had been way off, guided more by feeling than reality. He cursed their warbling cry, messing with his brain, as his swing left him wide open.
Two of the beasts were in position to take advantage of his blunder. They leaped headlong toward his chest with their mouths open; sickly-green saliva glinted from their teeth.
Forcing dragged his body sideways through the air. The midair use of the technique drained a huge chunk of his mana while the bones in his arm and leg protested the rough treatment. Despite his efforts, one of the two managed to clamp down on his calf. Agony exploded in his leg as teeth effortlessly pierced flesh and dug into bone. He screamed as his skin and muscles began to smoke from the acidic saliva that wormed ever deeper into his limb.
A fury he didn’t know resided within him bubbled to the surface. A snarling rictus replaced his serious frown as he brought his spear down on the beast attached to his leg. The blade pierced through its back, completely impaling the small creature. Not ones to miss an obvious opening, its companions dove at their wounded adversary.
Jiran completely ignored the state of his body as he used Forcing recklessly and in quick succession. He threw his arms holding the spear to the right, cutting another of the beasts in half and then wrapped his spine in mana and yanked his body back and away from the two closing in. Their attacks missed and turned into an overextension of momentum that left them flailing in the air—just as he had been a moment before. 
Sucks, doesn't it?!
He forced his arms back to the front, slicing his spear right through the face of one of the beasts. When the second landed, still off-balance, Jiran was there. He kicked its ugly little face and it flew end over end several meters before crashing into the ground with a crack. His hurt leg roared in protest but the pain reminded him he was still alive and they were dying. Shock and adrenaline kept him standing while his eyes darted around the clearing, scanning for the next threat. He only spotted the one he had kicked and the first gremlin with the wounded leg, still hobbling after him.
The rest lay dead on the ground and the warbling keen disrupting his thoughts finally ended.
Did I win?
Suddenly, an explosion of torment came from his back as a weight slammed into him. His body froze at the overwhelming sensations and he stumbled forward to his knees. The horrific sound of his own flesh being torn and ripped came unbidden to his ears; mixed with the foul stench of rotting, sizzling flesh. The sound triggered something deep inside him; a will to survive. 
Without making a sound, Jiran reached behind his back and grabbed the last healthy beast. His shoulder tore as Forcing gave him the leverage and power to rip the creature from his flesh. He could feel acid and blood running freely down his back but his brain ignored the sensations as they were not nearly as important as ending the life of the miserable monster who had dared sink its fangs into his body.
The creature squirmed and thrashed with a strength that should have been enough to immediately set it free. However, Jiran’s grip remained strong as the last vestiges of his mana were pumped into his free hand. The punch that connected with the monster caved its face in, leaving even more of its acid to coat Jiran’s now broken hand.
He looked up from the wreckage of the beast's destroyed skull to stare blankly at the hobbling gremlin that he failed to kill with his very first strike. It shuffled ever closer, growling and hissing with green saliva spraying before it. Jiran heard a dull thump and his vision married to a dark tunnel. His brain struggled to understand the strange sensations pushing against his face.
Is that… the dirt? Why is my face in the dirt?
Then, there was only darkness.
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DID I DO THAT?


Jiran jolted awake, frantically grasping at the gaping hole in his back that oozed with flesh-devouring acid. His fingers ran over slightly tender but whole skin. The sensations of new scars with a noticeable lack of dripping blood and flesh brought him out of his state of delirium. With a huge sigh of relief, he sat on his bed and stared at the plaster wall. The birds chirping on his windowsill brought a calm normality that helped him further ease back into a normal state of mind. 
Samris must have saved me. He said he was going to, I guess it slipped my mind in the chaos. I keep waking up after nearly dying. This can’t be healthy. I feel fine though. Is my mana passively healing my mental trauma as well as physical? I suppose anything is possible when it comes to magic cheat codes.
Jiran closed his eyes to check the attribute increases burning a hole in his eyelids.


Strength: + .2
Agility: + .2
Endurance: + .1
Durability: + .5
Wisdom: + .3


Oh, cookies! Yum. 
When did I stop questioning why writing magically appears on my eyelids? Back on track, Jiran! All of that for a fight that only lasted a few seconds. Huge increase to durability in particular. Must be because I got so messed up. Makes sense. Destroy the body, repair the body, Durability one-oh-one. No increases to Molding and Forcing even though I’ve noticed them getting easier to use. Getting familiar with a skill or technique will only take you so far while true understanding gives heaps of levels. Interesting.
I keep getting Wisdom when I fight but not intelligence. I know Wisdom is what’s supposed to govern control over mana, while Intelligence is more a value of speed of thought, perception, and memory. Why is one increasing but not the other?
Knowing he was avoiding what he really should be focusing on, Jiran harshly slapped his cheeks and then faced the memories.
What went wrong with the stupid gremlins? How could I have won that, preferably without getting chewed up? 
For starters: I should practice more with the automatic versions of molding and forcing to free up my focus. Just because I don’t like the way they feel is no reason to avoid a clearly beneficial system designed to allow me to do two things at once. 
What else? Ahh, of course. Emotions. I allowed them to control my actions instead of the other way round, and each time, compounded my disadvantages. If I was even a little more clear-headed, how differently would that fight have gone? I was scared before I saw the first one which led me to stand around like an idiot instead of finding a more advantageous position. Then, I got scared again and spun too early, leaving myself wide open. I got angry after being hurt and lost my focus, allowing one of them to get behind me. It didn’t help they were doing something to my head with that weird sound attack, but if I wasn’t so emotional, I could have fought it off much easier.
Jiran clicked his tongue but continued to not hold back in his self-reproach. Determined to do better the next time. If there was a next time.
I was my own worst enemy. But I need emotions to control my mana! How am I supposed to be emotional but not at the same time?
Unable to come up with a solution, Jiran distracted himself by checking his leg. He found a new scar there; misshapen, bright-white skin covered a full third of his calf. He concentrated mana into the injured areas to allow the healing nature of the mana to speed up his recovery. 
Several minutes later, a soft knock at the door disturbed his focus. “Lord Feylon has requested your presence in his study,” Jiran heard soft footfalls retreating from his door before he had a chance to respond. 
He dressed quickly despite the protests from his injuries, eager for the distraction of the next training. When the door to Samris’s study swung open on its own, he took the invitation and entered. The door clicked shut and the wards activated while Samris motioned toward a chair. “You’re recovering well, Jiran. Amazing what a couple days of bed rest can do for a young body.”
“A couple days? Truly?” 
Samris gravely nodded at Jiran’s question. “Indeed, your duties have been accumulating. I expect you will attend to them post haste.”
“Yes, Lord Feylon,” Jiran nodded vigorously.
“Now, let us discuss your failure with the beasts,” Jiran was instantly flooded with embarrassment, unable to hold eye contact, he focused on the wall as Sarmis continued. “You performed splendidly, Jiran.” 
The surprising statement left Jiran’s jaw hanging wide. “Huh?”
“If you were the scion of an imperial family anywhere in the realm, there would already be a banquet underway in your honor. Nearly emerging victorious from a battle with six beasts of your own tier is unheard of.” Samris’s words held praise, but his tone and narrowed eyes told a different story. 
The man coughed lightly, clearing the air. “There are two inexorable rules for those who choose a life of ascension,” He held up a single finger, “Never fight a beast of a higher tier than yourself, even in a group,” He held up a second finger, “Never fight beasts the same tier as yourself, unless your group outnumbers them five to one.”
He folded his fingers into a fist and slammed it on his desk. “Your disturbing competency with Forcing, and my lack of forethought, are teaching you lessons that will undoubtedly get you and any party you join in the future killed. Beasts have significantly higher base attributes than humans. With each tier, our attributes double, but so do theirs. With your steadfast refusal to learn the lesson of prudence, I am at a loss as to how we should proceed with your training.” Samris blew air out of his nose in the least dignified expression Jiran had ever seen from him. “I expected you to run. Imagine my surprise when you nearly succeeded.”
Jiran’s mind cycled through Samris’s words over and over. After a few seconds, the man pressed on, shattering the echoing silence. “Perhaps this is your curse, are you incapable of retreat? If so, I fear your time upon Madra’s soil will be short lived indeed.”
“I don’t think so? I chose to stay. You said I could test myself, so I did. If you weren’t there, I would never have stayed and fought like that.”
He really expected me to run after that pep-talk he gave me? Again, he’s showing me how much he cares. But why? Does it even matter?
Gratitude for everything Samris was doing for him suddenly welled up and refused to be ignored. Jiran stood from his seat and bowed deeply before his benefactor. “Thank you for teaching me, Lord Feylon! I can’t promise I’ve learned prudence, but I’ll never forget your words.” Jiran stood straight when he felt snot begin to pool dangerously close to the tip of his nose.
“You’re welcome, Jiran. Do keep in mind, I am not supporting you purely out of altruism. It is an incredibly rare opportunity to study one with a Unique status. Every action you take, especially while under duress, has meaning, even if you do not see it yourself. Now that we are on the subject, have you noticed any strange sensations?”
“Maybe? I sometimes get these really strong impressions of danger and a few times now I’ve felt like my perception increased, or time slowed, I’m not sure how to describe it.”
“Interesting, though both could be the result of unusually sharp senses which is not entirely uncommon. When my voice began to manifest, the first things I remember observing were people acting oddly, vacant-minded, in my presence. Staring off wistfully and such. Uniqueness is not necessarily centered inside the body, it could manifest in numerous ways. Do not ignore the clues as your curse quickens, or it may cause untold harm to those around you. I implore you to be mindful and continue to report anything unusual to me.”
Samris gave him a few more seconds to think, but when Jiran failed to present anything new, Samris motioned dismissively toward the door. Jiran bowed again before leaving and making his way to his delivery box. He found several letters as well as instructions to bring some boxes to the tanner. He found the boxes just outside the manor before retreating back inside. 
Since he had been asleep for days, he doubted anyone would fault him for grabbing a quick snack before making his deliveries. He grabbed a plate of food from the kitchen that had been set aside for him and ate as slowly as possible. As usual, it was delicious, and restraining himself from gobbling it down in seconds was a challenge. The higher tier density from the food pooled in his stomach like liquid metal, heavy and warm, leaving Jiran sighing in contentment.
Time to get some work done!
Jiran busied himself loading up the manor’s cart with the bulky boxes. They smelled musty and rancid, like a rotting corpse. The honest work was a pleasant reminder of his time with Micah. When Jiran left the manor gate pulling the cart behind him, a wide smile was spread across his face.
Probably loaded with skins and furs from Samris clearing out the local beast populations. That explains all the fancy food too. I bet Elder Mireg is pleased as a fisher with a hook at the influx of high-tier goods.
His smile quickly faded as he passed two women who loudly whispered and laughed.
“There it is! Look at those hideous scars.”
“The denless freak must be soft in the head. Did you see it smiling like a fool?”
“I heard its parents sold it to Lord Feylon. Fitting its so happy, being allowed to keep breathing is blessing enough.”
Their cruel tittering followed him as he urged the cart forward. He shrugged, not paying much mind to their words.
People will always fear what they don’t understand. So long as they don’t attack me, I don’t care what they say.
"Jiran, my dear boy! Welcome back, welcome back," The grandmotherly seamstress shouted as he approached her shop.
"Have you changed Lord Samris's mind about that dreadful uniform yet? Mother knows that design is completely outdated. Why, not a week past I made uniforms for Mr. Fancell's staff that puts yours to shame. Surely Lord Feylon won’t abide by his constituents outstripping his own personnel in fashion?"
You’re the only seamstress in town! Did you forget you’re the one who made all our uniforms?
"I don’t know what Lord Feylon plans for our uniforms, Ms. Thedweil. Perhaps today's letter will reveal his intent." Jiran handed one of the letters to the meddling woman.
With a tsk, she snatched the paper and quickly read through it. A smile bloomed on her lips as she looked back at Jiran. "It seems our esteemed lord has indeed decided to update your uniform. Come along while I measure you."
She gave him no chance to escape, grabbing his wrist and dragging him into the back of the store where she shoved him onto a wooden block. She then made circles around him, measuring every centimeter while moving him this way and that. Jiran focused inward, on the feeling of his mana hastening his healing. The pleasant tingles of his own personal magic did a fantastic job of blocking out her humming.
"Look at how much you've grown. It's been not a single moon and these old rags of yours barely fit. Why don’t you buy something nice for yourself while you’re here? No sense wasting a perfectly good measuring, hmm." Jiran barely managed not to roll his eyes.
She must have found out about my stipend. No wonder she’s always so cheerful while everyone else shuns me. Whatever, a win’s a win. I’ll get something nice for Shaaral. I wonder what she’d like.
Jiran looked around the store, continuing to ignore the shameless saleswoman’s gentle abuse and prattling. He remembered several times Sharaal needing to walk home at the end of the day and rubbing her arms as if cold. With newfound inspiration, he quickly found a beautiful shawl that looked warm and the right size. Regardless of the seamstress’s faults, at least she made quality clothes; they were certainly not something he would ever insult by calling rags.
Another potential customer entered the shop and Ms. Thredweil pounced on him, leaving Jiran an avenue of escape. He signed on her ledger for the shawl so the expense would be billed with the uniforms and marked against his stipend before dashing out of the store.
He rushed through town, finishing his deliveries as quickly as possible while ignoring the pointed glares and hurtful comments of the people he used to consider as extended family. Back at the manor, he passed the library on the way to his room. Compared to the cruelty of a few villagers, not being able to read those books was far worse. He gazed longingly at the double doors with a sigh before changing into something more suitable for exercise.
I don’t have time to sit around and read. If Samris is going to keep throwing beasts at me, I need to improve my emotional control as quickly as possible. There has to be a way, and I bet it has something to do with slowing down to a crawl. I wonder if Samris has any idea how amazing his training method is. One more thing to thank the man for.
With an intense desire to overcome his weaknesses, Jiran picked up his trusty shovel, a smile on his lips.
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LET"S GET EMOTIONAL


Jiran held the heavy shovel above his head. His muscles were completely relaxed, his arms held suspended with an automated  Forcing.
Emotions. The bridge between thought and mana, mana and density. How can I control them in a stressful situation? Maybe the big green guy was right when he said the secret is to always be angry. It can’t hurt to try, and it makes a kind of sense that constant exposure would work. Now I just have to figure out how to maintain my emotions for long periods of time. Being more emotional on purpose is super draining.
Not wanting to waste hours or possibly days doing something silly, Jiran ran through his thoughts multiple times, checking his assumptions again and again for flaws.
The women I passed in town before were being rude on purpose and I originally brushed it off as no big deal. Just harmless gossip. Why should I brush it off when I can use it instead? If I want to maintain my emotions throughout the entire day, I need to use everything I can get.
Jiran thought back to his passing encounter and allowed the emotions he had discarded to flood through his brain and into his body. Frustration, annoyance, anger, and betrayal mixed inside him and slammed into his mana. The shovel immediately dipped as he lost control of the Forcing.
Okay, that was too much. One emotion at a time, slowly now, just a trickle.
He raised the shovel again.
Focus. Control the thought to elicit the emotion. The emotion connects with the mana to control the skill. One smooth chain of events, all starting with a single thought.
Angry dark clouds began to thicken in the skies above as Jiran ran through the mental exercise over and over.
Find the optimal strength of the emotion. Too much or too many and the mana reacts chaotically. Too little and thought fails to reach the mana. Each emotion seems to have a different wavelength of optimal strength. So many things to practice.
Jiran grinned, the pure joy of learning and growing suffused his being. A particular cloud, darker than the rest, swelled in size as it absorbed its neighbors.
Cycle smoothly from one emotion to the next. When one wanes, replace it.
The black cloud shuddered with barely repressed power.
I can feel it, my mana. There’s something in there, just out of reach. What is that?
When the strength of his emotional bridge was just right, and in perfect harmony with the ebb and flow of his manapool, a new connection formed. A stream of information that came in the form of screaming whispers assaulted his senses. It brought something else with it, an awareness of his mana that expanded like the growing cloud above.
A moment of clarity descended as he connected with his mana in a way beyond his understanding. He felt every centimeter of his manapool as if he were swimming within it. His Forcing was still active and every mote of mana coiled tightly around his bones, was merely an extension of his nerves, no different than an arm or leg. Jiran’s eyes snapped open, gleaming brightly like emerald lanterns in the darkened afternoon.
Release!
He swung the shovel down with a perfectly controlled Forcing that utilized both his mana-enhanced muscles and the strength of his technique. The shovel stopped a centimeter from the ground and a blast of wind from its passing kicked up a wall of dirt that spread forward like a tidal wave.


Molding: + 9
Forcing: + 5


Jiran’s grin split his face as he watched a single leaf swirl through the air. He tracked it with fascination born from the surreal moment. Then, his focus shifted to the dark cloud above. Unable to contain its might any longer, it burst like a popped balloon. Three seconds of confusion passed before a wave of pressure slammed his body into the ground so hard his breath was kicked from his lungs.
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Wild and chaotic density bombarded his body, pressing him into the dirt for several seconds before the densoon wave passed. He drew in a huge gulp of air as his diaphragm was relieved of the weight. Before he could collect himself, a second wave crashed into him. This one was much stronger than the first. The skin on his body was pulled toward the ground as if he were accelerating through the air at incredible speeds. His lips parted against his will and veins popped from his skin as he strained every muscle against the tremendous force.
Just as his vision began to darken from lack of oxygen, the wave finally relented. He gasped another breath, bracing for another wave that never came. After a dozen uncertain seconds, he warily sat up.
Wow! They say the first wave of the season is always the worst but that was crazy. It was so thick with density too! That single cloud probably had millions of times more than a tier four meal. I could feel it all over my skin, writhing, alive. That definitely didn’t feel like normal density. It was so… chaotic, wild.
Adrenaline faded and Jiran prepared to climb to his feet. A bout of dizziness caused him to slip back to the ground. He groaned as pain rolled through him, a reminder of his unhealed injuries, now made much worse by the densoon wave. Grunting with every step, he dragged himself to his bed and checked his status to see how bad the damage was.


Durability: + .4
Wisdom: + .4
Intelligence: + .3


Molding threshold reached: Subskill available


NAME:	 Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 7 > 8
WEIGHT: 33.59 kg > 37.45 kg
STATUS: Severe Internal Contusions / Mild Ecchymosis / Mild Neuropathy / Mild Tendinopathy / Mild Fractures


It’s official, densoon season starts today. I guess I’m eight now. Happy birthday me! Now that I think about it, it’s a little weird that the system ages everyone on the same day just because the seasons changed. What's up with that? And only twenty more to go before I’m officially older than Brandon was.
My weight increased by nearly forty percent. That’s crazy. I only feel a little heavier. Good thing my strength attribute is increasing so quickly or I’d be in trouble just trying to move. Well, more trouble trying to move. My growth is staying ahead of my gains, that’s good. Need to eat more and stop converting it all to mana or my attributes are going to catch up soon.
Woah, that cloud really messed me up. No wonder everything hurts. I feel like it should hurt worse with all those injuries in my status. Maybe because my durability has increased so much?


TIER: 1
GROWTH: 45.0 % > 52.3 %


MANA: 0.73
CONCENTRATION: 1


STRENGTH: 13 > 13.3
AGILITY: 13.4 > 13.9
ENDURANCE: 13.1 > 13.4
DURABILITY:	13.2 > 14.2
WISDOM: 15.7 > 16.5
INTELLIGENCE: 15.2 > 15.5


SKILLS:
Molding: - Selection available - 41 > 50


Molding fifty. I wonder how many other people have reached this far. I didn’t read anything about a subskill selection when I was looking through the book Samris had me read. Considering the molding level of the author, that’s no surprise.


TECHNIQUES:
Forcing: 14 > 19


OTHER:
UNIQUE: Fo$%si%h(


When his closed eyes tracked down to his skills and techniques, his fists clenched in excitement. Unable to hold back his curiosity, Jiran hovered his awareness over the selection available message and read the options that appeared. 


Mana Regeneration / Mana Resilience / Mana Expansion


A shiver ran up Jiran’s spine as he read each option repeatedly. He licked his lips, his quickened breaths drying them instantly.
I need to carefully think this through. I had to get all the way to level fifty for this subskill. What are the chances I make it all the way to one hundred for another? This could be the only one I ever get. In other words, this decision would easily affect the rest of my life.
He forced his eyes open and stared at the ceiling while taking deep breaths until his rampaging heart rate slowed to a more normal level. When he was ready, he closed his eyes again.


Mana Regeneration: Condense mana into injuries increasing natural healing factor


Regeneration would obviously be awesome. Especially right now. It doesn’t give any hints about how much it would increase the healing factor though. Is it dependent on my molding level? Would it be one percent per level, maybe two or five? If it was something like one hundred, I could heal from an injury in seconds. The only reason I would hesitate is because Samris has healed me somehow. Since it’s obvious that I’ll eventually get a skill or technique that helps me heal, this is only a solid maybe.


Mana Resilience: Thicken mana to increase potency of movement


Resilience is a bit tougher to figure out. Potency of movement… is that what I’m doing with forcing? Would it allow me to move my mana faster, or harder? Resilience makes me think of rubber. If I could bend my mana one way, then spring it the other direction, how fast could I swing my arm? How high could I jump? Depending on the amount of potency, which again, I get the feeling increases with molding level, this one could be insane.


Mana Expansion: Control mana beyond initial parameters


Expansion. What does that mean? beyond initial parameters? What the hell are the initial parameters?


Molding: Freely move mana to any part of the body


Are the initial parameters ‘inside my body,’ or ‘freely move,’ or both? Does it mean I would be able to move mana outside of my body? Or maybe it means having more control, or being able to create complex shapes with it or the clue could be in the name, expansion.
Jiran tsked from the vast quantity of questions without answers, and the library just down the hall he had been denied from entering.
For now, I’ll sleep on the choices and then see if I can get any information out of Samris in the morning. I definitely shouldn’t be making important choices like this when I’m tired, injured, and horribly uninformed.
Jiran was awakened several times in the night as densoon waves crashed into the manor. The windows rattled slightly but the mana-infused materials of the building kept most of the chaotic energies at bay. After the third jump-scare, his senses became dulled to the intermittent disturbance and he slept soundly.
When First Father finally crested the horizon, he found some breakfast and ate in the staff dining room while he watched the clouds outside swell and break apart. Just as he was about to finish his meal, a bleary-eyed maid entered with a soft greeting and then handed him a letter from Samris before scampering out of the room without another word.
“Salutations, Jiran. I will be gone for the next two days. Stay near the manor and recover from your injuries. Upon my return, we shall resume your training.”
Crap. There goes asking for more information. I hope everything’s okay. His wording almost sounds like another test. I bet he’s going to check and see how far I push his instructions. Staying near the manor can have a wide interpretation after all.
Doesn’t matter, I’m not going to push it. I literally owe him my life and until I find a way to repay him, I don’t have any intention of pushing his goodwill. Besides, he’s right, I really do need to recover. There’s plenty I can work on without leaving, like increasing my growth and mana control. Whatever that weird connection is I discovered that gave me so many levels, I’ve got to do that again.
Jiran quickly ate the last few bites of his breakfast and topped off his mana. With ginger steps, he moved to a seating room off the foyer and reclined on a soft couch. His eyes closed as he pulled on his mana, threading it through his limbs with a gentle touch while trying to recreate that elusive connection.
Suddenly, a memory of Micah from what seemed like moons ago flashed through his mind. He heard the man’s stern voice in crystal clarity. “Don’t waste a single moment. Every chance you have to grow more powerful, you need to grab it and tear into it like a dissipating beast. Learn your body, mana, and weapon. Learn to kill, learn everything you can, or you will not survive.”
Someday, I have to join the army. I’ll be put on the front line against the graymin hoards. I can’t afford to stand still, I need to keep pushing forward.
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BURNING WITH... QUESTIONS




Strength: + .2
Agility: + .2
Endurance: + .2
Durability: + .1
Wisdom: + .1


Forcing: + 1


Jiran sighed while blowing a raspberry. He opened his eyes, taking in the sunroom around him, the garden a meter away through thick, murky glass.
Not what I was hoping for after six hours of torturing myself. I’m moving around a lot better than yesterday which is a huge plus. And I have to admit, seeing a numerical value increase after a round of strenuous labor is crazy addictive. One more swing, food, rest, and then I’ll go again! 
The previous day was spent recovering from the worst of his wounds. Weeks worth of healing was performed within hours; at the minor expense of his breakfast and lunch’s density converted into mana instead of growth. The mystical energy was more than happy to sink into the fractures in his bones while rapidly regenerating damaged or missing tissue.
He swung his tool of death and trenches down for the hundredth time that morning, putting every ounce of his strength into the swing. Sweat flew from his brow and arms to splash against the floor and glass wall. Forcing was fully active and empowered his shoulders and back. The swing was fast and coordinated, but lacked the connection he had been striving for since that first, perfect attack. He winced at the minor injuries that stubbornly refused to heal as his thoughts swirled.
How do I find that connection with my mana again? For that single second, I could see what my mana saw, feel what it could feel. I have to figure that out again. Ugh! It's so frustrating knowing it's possible and having no clue how to repeat it.
Samris said he’d be back today. Maybe he knows. If I can convince him to teach me. I need to remember to ask him why killing beasts is so much more efficient for attribute gains, too. I bet if I lifted one over my head and threw it into a tree, I would get three points in strength. Meanwhile, hours of back-breaking exercise yields two.
Jiran sighed again, knowing his hope of being taught was nothing but a fantasy. 
“J-Jiran, you have a visitor,” One of the maids interrupted.
Really? That's a first. Mother or Father maybe. What do they want?
“Thank you, Farah,” Jiran smiled, which sent the girl scurrying away.
He shrugged, then wiped the sweat from his face and arms before heading to the manor’s foyer. Sweat beaded along his collar and he pulled his shirt awkwardly to fan his skin. Each step felt like inching toward a blazing fire. As he neared the dreaded confrontation, uncertainty and doubt choked his thoughts.
What should I say? What do I want to say?
All the tension exploded from him the second he entered the foyer. Niya was bouncing around the room, curiosity overwhelming common sense and caution. She touched every surface and object, eyes shining with wonder at the fancy, everyday objects coated in gold and silver.
“Ahem,” Jiran coughed.
Niya spun so fast she nearly tripped on the tiled floor. A nervous squeak blurted before she realized who had caught her. She beamed a smile which quickly fell to fear as she noted his thunderous expression. Doing his best not to break character and ruin his prank, Jiran spoke loudly.
“Oh, it’s just you. Well, good day then,” He turned around as if to leave the room, the smile he could no longer contain spread across his face, hidden from her view.
“Jiran! Where are you going?! Come back here, you jerk!”
Laughing, he turned around and gave his favorite and only cousin a hug as she rushed to follow him. He was amazed how skinny and frail she seemed when he wrapped his arms around her. For the first time in their lives, he was the taller and stronger of the two.
“Sorry, I couldn’t resist teasing after seeing you poking around like some village girl in a manor for the first time.”
“I am a village girl, and this is my first time in the manor! You’re still teasing me, aren’t you?” She trailed off as his laughter mounted.
“Bully,” She mumbled as she punched him in the arm.
“Ouch! Hey, I’m injured, you know. That actually hurts. Besides, If I didn't bully you, then you would just go around beating everyone up without ever tasting the sweetness of defeat." Jiran smiled while rubbing his bicep.
“Maybe, but you still deserve it,” She stuck out her tongue before eyeing the top of his head. “When did you get so big?” She scowled.
“Big? I’ve always been bigger than you, are you feeling alright?” Jiran put his palm on her forehead, causing her to splutter and step away.
“W-what are you doing?”
“Checking your tem— Nevermind, I guess that’s not a thing when nobody ever gets sick. Thirsty? Sharaal makes the most amazing juice. You’ll love it,” Jiran quickly changed the topic with an offer he knew she wouldn’t be able to refuse.
“Yes, please!” She nodded vigorously, her entire demeanor shifting to adorable innocence.
Jiran led her into the staff seating by the kitchen, feeling more relaxed and calm than he had in the last two days. He poured a cup of juice for the both of them and they sat together near the window. Another cloud swelled and burst outside, sending small rattles through the window and thick walls.
Completely ignoring the weather, Niya moaned with delight as the delicious nectar rolled across her tongue. She drained half her cup in the first pull. With a knowing smile, Jiran slid his cup in front of her. “I’ll tell Sharaal you like it,” Niya had the decency to blush, but took his offered drink nonetheless.
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Slowly at first and then rapidly building momentum, questions poured out of her, showing no signs of slowing. “How… have you been, Jiran? Did you get your mana back yet? Is Lord Feylon absussing you? You look really good! Did you get stronger? What are your attributes now?! Why haven’t you come to see me yet?!”
Jiran frantically patted the air between them in an effort to slow her down. “I see you still have that nasty habit of spewing out questions before I can answer even one.”
Niya puffed her cheeks at him, then resumed chugging her juice. Her eyes watched him over the rim with a look that shouted, 'you better get to answering or they’ll be more where that came from!’
“Fine, fine. I’ll talk. No, Lord Feylon is not ‘abusing’ anyone,” He quirked an eyebrow at her and the color in her cheeks deepened. “I’ve been extremely busy. Lord Feylon is having me fight weaker beasts in the forest,” Seeing the alarm in her expression, he quickly added, “while he watches to ensure I’m safe. I’m already halfway to tier two with my attributes. His methods are very effective.”
Niya spat out the sip she had taken, “H-half… halfway?” Something inside her broke; her jaw fell open while she stared wistfully at the wall behind him.
“Yup, almost. How far are you now? You’re a season older than me so you should be pretty far through tier one by now, right?”
Her hollow, tittering laughter filled the quiet room as she refused to meet his eyes. After collecting herself, Niya gave him as serious a look as a nine-season-old could. “This isn’t fair at all! How are you so far ahead of me after only tiering a few weeks ago? You were injured too. No, I refuse to believe it. You must be lying.”
“Lying? You think I would lie to you, Cousin?” A dangerous glint entered his eyes as he stood and circled the table menacingly.
A flash of horrified realization crossed her expression just before he pounced and mercilessly tickled her sides. She screeched and squealed and pushed but wasn’t nearly strong enough to contend with his higher attributes. Her peals of laughter turned into tears that streamed down her cheeks before he relented and took his seat as if nothing had happened. Niya breathed heavily while holding her sides.
“Believe me now?” Jiran curled an eyebrow at her with a snarky grin.
“You really did turn into a bully! I’ll get you back for that,” She playfully snarled.
“Good luck with that! Hey, Niya. I’ve been really curious, and if I wasn't told to stay here, I would have come to ask you: What has Micah taught you about molding? He was in the army, so he must have some cool tricks.”
“Uhm, nothing really. He told me to trust the skill. That it knew the best way and I should practice whenever my mana recovered,” She shrugged, completely missing his mouth hanging open in horrified shock, her words having completely shattered his entire worldview.
No fucking way. Calm down, Jiran. Micah’s probably just trying to protect her. He must have told her that because he doesn't want her to get strong enough to attract attention.
“What level is your molding then?” A small part of him desperately clung to the hope that he was wrong.
“Oh, that's right! I wanted to tell you before your tiering. Father said it would be rude to brag before you even had the skill and then you got hurt and couldn’t use your mana, so I kept putting it off. I got level three last moon! Isn’t that exciting? Father said it was amazing. Aren't I amazing?” She puffed out her chest proudly with her hands on her hips.
A high-pitched groan escaped Jiran’s throat as he barely repressed his instinct to blurt a response. He took a quick breath to recover before adopting a wide smile. “Niya, you’re amazing. That’s really impressive,” He managed through clenched teeth.
“Hah! Try not to be too jealous, little cousin. I’ve had a lot longer to practice than you. It’s okay if you’re still stuck at level one. I’m sure you’ll get there eventually, just give it time. Though, with how slow mana takes to recover, you may never actually catch me!” Her musical laughter bounced around the room as she patted his shoulder in mimicry of an adult consoling a child.
Unable to school his expression, Jiran facepalmed to hide his dismay. Not wanting to accidentally slip something that might give her a complex for the rest of her life, he changed the subject again. “How has it been at the shop? Any problems since Uncle Micah left? Is Boolek giving you any trouble?” Niya was overjoyed to blast him with every bit of gossip she had saved for the last week and Jiran was more than happy to be dragged along for the ride. They continued to enjoy each other's company as they talked about their daily routines and challenges while Jiran gave her a quick tour of the manor. With a smile and another hug, he waved goodbye and watched her run down the street toward town.
I shouldn’t think too hard about what she said. Micah probably told her that so she would have a solid baseline to build from later on when he taught her a real method. Samris has definitely alluded to my mana control being better than normal, but I can’t be the only one to figure out how to convert density to mana instantly. The empire is too old and too vast for me to be the first, that makes the least amount of sense.
Jiran resumed his exercises until he was interrupted again when another maid informed him that Samris had returned and wished to see him. He quickly washed up and changed before sprinting up the stairs. Excitement built inside his chest with each double step he took. When the door opened and he stepped into the peaceful room, he breathed a sigh of relief seeing the man as healthy and vibrant as ever. Jiran froze for a moment, shocked to realize a part of him was truly worried that Samris might never return.
“Welcome home, Lord Feylon,” He bowed politely.
“Thank you, Jiran. Tell me how your training fares?”
“I’m doing well, Samris. I focused on recovering from my injuries yesterday. Today, I’ve been practicing forcing. I’m having difficulties understanding how to connect with my mana. I managed it once, just before you left. Do you have any advice?”
Samris’s facial cues were an order of magnitude more difficult to detect than Niya’s, but Jiran managed to spot the slight narrowing of the man’s eyes and the crinkling of his lips. “Connecting with your mana? That is not something I am suited to instruct. I must say: I am proud you followed my instructions to rest and recover. I knew the first day we met that you were a diligent child. I am pleased to see this has not changed since your elevation in status.”
Lord Feylon leaned back in his chair, crossing his fingers before his stomach as he regarded Jiran with a complicated expression before sighing. “It would appear you are near bursting with desire to discuss something of great importance. Don’t keep me waiting, out with it,” Jiran recognized the glimmer in Samris's eyes.
Sorry to disappoint you, again.
“What does ‘control mana beyond initial parameters’ mean?” Jiran watched Samris’s face scrunch as he pondered the words.
“I’ve never heard of such a phrase. Does this have to do with your Unique status?”
“No, Sir. It’s related to the Molding Skill,” deep creases appeared in the older man’s forehead as his golden eyes wandered. He mumbled too quickly for Jiran to follow before pulling out a notebook and flipping through the pages. He began to scribble furiously while occasionally looking up at Jiran for a second before resuming his notes.
“Most curious. As I have stated previously, I do not wish to influence your development overmuch. However, this subject falls far outside the purview of my own education. I can find no harm in answering such a simple query. Controlling mana beyond initial parameters implies performing operations beyond those deemed normal. In the case of molding, which is restricting in many regards, utilization beyond the skills innate restrictions could mean almost anything. To be more precise, the phrasing implies ‘the ability to do anything at all.’
Samris chuckled, enjoying the hypothetical nature of the conversation as he continued, “For instance, a well-known constraint of molding is that it may only be used within the body. Perhaps the removal of that restriction would result in unexpected schools of thought and research. As far as I am aware, only the elements may be controlled externally. To do so with unaspected mana would be quite the achievement and could result in all manner of discoveries.”
Jiran turned thoughtful, now more certain than ever that the third option for his subskill was something he could not afford to pass up. He shook his head to clear it, remembering there were many more answers he sought. “T-thank you, Samris. That was very helpful. I have so many other questions. How high do skill levels go? What is the average level in the empire for molding and forcing? How does forcing create leverage from thin air?”
Samris shook his head, his cheer evaporating under the weight of disciplined solemnity. “I am sorry, Jiran. I do not feel comfortable answering those questions. I suggest you exercise restraint and hold your curiosity for your tutor when he arrives, which could be any day now. I must warn you not to raise your hopes unnecessarily. He can be quite… cantankerous, and there is no guarantee he will choose to instruct you.”
Dang. Well, at least he helped me make up my mind for the subskill! If I can bend or outright break some of the rules of molding with Mana Expansion, then I have to choose it! Entire new theories of thought, achievements, doing anything at all with mana?
Samris continued to speak, unaware of Jiran’s rapidly escalating excitement.
“Get plenty of rest tonight, Jiran. Tomorrow we will begin a new phase of your training. The densoons will make our endeavors more difficult, but I believe you are up for the challenge,” Samris’s quirked brow let Jiran know he was expecting a response.
“Yes, Lord Feylon. I will be sure to sleep as much as possible!” Jiran responded with a grin while mentally confirming Mana Expansion as his subskill. His manapool hiccuped and churned, sending waves of power through his brain before he promptly collapsed into a boneless heap on the floor.
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EASY, RIGHT?


Jiran’s eyes snapped open as his window rattled. The outside world was washed in bleak darkness as the manor’s foundations shook from the exceptionally strong densoon wave. His brow wrinkled as he looked around, realizing where he was. 
When did I get to my bed? Wasn’t I in Samris’s study? My subskill!
Suddenly overwhelmed with anticipation, Jiran hopped out of bed. He lit a manalamp with a striker, flooding his room with a soft glow. Tingles raced across his skin as he dressed quickly but quietly before sneaking out of the manor. He made his way to his favorite meditation spot near the creek.
After sitting down, he tried to bring up the description of the subskill. When nothing appeared, he checked molding as well. Finding no changes with the description, he took a deep breath and tried to activate the new subskill.
“Mana Expansion,” He waited with bated breath for several seconds only to grunt in annoyance when that failed as well.
Shouldn't it do something? Do I have to use the regular skill? Molding.
He felt the slight pressure in his brain that traveled down to his chest and connected with his mana. The energy spread smoothly through his body for a few seconds before returning to his chest once more.
It’s exactly the same as before! Maybe it’s a little smoother, but that’s probably because it’s level fifty now.
He used a trickle of his excitement to connect with his mana manually. It flowed easily, as it always did, uncoiling from his manapool to spread through his body. Still, he felt nothing new.
Maybe I can concentrate more in one spot, nope. Move it faster? Nope. Lift myself for less cost? Nope. Those are definitely all restrictions but the new sub-skill doesn’t seem to be affecting them. What the heck does this stupid subskill do? Hmm, it’s called mana expansion. Maybe the name is a clue.
With a steady grip on his mana and a deep breath, he pushed outwards with a mental image of expanding, growing, and stretching his mana. As it had every time before, when the mana reached just beneath his skin, it hit an impassable wall. Not wanting to give up immediately, he scowled and pushed a little harder. When the impenetrable wall of his skin flexed ever so slightly, tingles of excitement once more raced through him. He applied more and more pressure, yet still, was unable to break through.
He changed tactics, focusing on his emotional connection as he concentrated as much mana as he could into a small part of his upper arm. He tweaked the flow of his excitement while steadily increasing the pressure against his skin. Jiran forgot to breathe, he forgot his name, and nothing existed except the mana. He fell into the energy, connecting with it like he had only once before. Sensations from his mana began to flood his mind but he ignored them to push with all his will.
With a two-way bridge formed between his mana and brain, all it took was a flicker of thought, of desire. An itching pain seared his arm before that impassable wall cracked with an audible click and his mana flooded through the hole to slide across his skin.
Jiran’s mouth fell open as the world opened up to him. The atmosphere became innumerable flecks of glitter, each with its own unique flavor. They landed on his mana by the millions every second. The dampness in the air and the soft breeze that touched his skin were no longer subtle impressions. They overwhelmed his mind, an undulating ocean of sensations.
All of this from dust and droplets of moisture in the air?
The thought destabilized his connection. His mana remained under his control but the feedback loop of sensory overload dimmed to almost nothing. Jiran rubbed his arm, feeling the soft, ephemeral mana coiling around his fingertips. With a thought, it became smooth and resilient, like glass. 
Distracted, Jiran was completely unaware of the densoon wave that approached him until it struck. Because he was sitting, the wave didn’t knock him over. It pushed him into the ground. A small grunt of effort escaped his lips as he sat up straight in the waterfall of pressure. The grunt was followed by a gasp as his external mana interacted with the densoon’s energy. It roiled, churned, and bucked like an untamed stallion against him. There was something else there too, like an oscillating sound wave just out of the audible spectrum that changed frequencies constantly.
Gremlinpiss! If I hadn’t lost the connection just before the wave hit, maybe I could've understood that sound.
A whispered voice broke Jiran’s spell of concentration, “Let’s go,” Samris stood above him in the morning twilight. He tossed Jiran his spear and took off at a jog toward the forest edge.
Samris ran slowly enough for him to catch up. “Beasts dislike leaving their dens during densoon. Our options are to either lure them out or assault their territories directly. The latter should only be pursued when you are confident your tier exceeds that of your prey.”
“How am I supposed to know when I’m a higher tier?” 
“Movements, usually. Same as people. For beasts like your local shrelks that hunt and breed in large packs, there are patterns that can be spotted quite easily. The strongest will hold the central breeding grounds while their weaker brethren range the periphery. If you encounter a tier three at the edge of a forest, then expect to find tier fours and fives at its heart.”
“What if I find a wandering beast in the woods, how would I know when it's safe to fight and when I should run?”
Samris released a rare bark of laughter. “If you’re still alive to think, then you should fight. If the beast is a higher tier than you, your death will come before you have a chance to blink, let alone consider running.”
“Oh.”
Fighting at higher tiers sounds dangerous. That tier two crab wasn’t so fast, but it only had around forty in each attribute and two concentration. So roughly eighty relative agility. At tier three it would have eighty and four, a relative three hundred and twenty agility. Yeah, that would be pretty much impossible for me to stop.
Seeing Jiran lost in thought, Samris picked up speed. By the time they reached their usual training glade, Jiran was huffing and holding his knees. Samris didn’t give him time to recover before leading him through the Soratta. The familiar movements calmed his racing heart and heavy breaths and when his mind began to wander from boredom, a sudden thought struck him.
Something’s wrong. This doesn't feel right. Ahh, it’s become easy, routine. No thanks!
Forcing crept down his arms and legs, wrapping around his bones and pulling them in the opposite direction he needed them to move for the Soratta. Each stretch became a battle of centimeters. Sweat dripped freely from his skin as he grunted with exertion against the constraints he created within his body. Samris shook his head with a sigh but didn’t say anything. 
Once done with their warm-up, they continued deeper into the woods and Samris continued his earlier lecture. “Through the fourth tier, it’s not as dangerous as you might expect, Jiran. No group would dare explore unknown territories without hiring a guard to accompany them. It is also common practice for higher tiers to sweep known hunting grounds clear of beasts beyond a certain tier.”
“Why go through all that trouble in the first place? Does it have something to do with why most people stop ascending at tier three?”
“Yes, that’s correct, once you reach tier three, you will have to kill to progress.”
Oh, no wonder the adults never want to talk about it. So the only thing standing between immortality and a mundane existence behind walls is going out and killing a few beasts? Maybe there’s more he’s not telling me.
They continued the rest of the way in silence, only stopping twice for densoon waves to pass. Jiran tried to form the connection with his mana again but failed both times. They arrived at a large hill littered with sparse tree cover and Samris nodded toward a rocky ledge in the shrub-covered landscape.
“We will be renovating this area into our new training ground. But first, you will clear it of beasts. Your first target is there,” Samris pointed.
Jiran crouched and slowly approached the direction Samris indicated. He hid behind trees, only making a quick dash to the next after confirming the coast was clear. The sounds of a large snout, snuffling through the dirt reached his ears. Jiran tried to swallow but the lump in his throat stymied his efforts. With a deep breath, he plunged behind the next tree, finally laying eyes on the foraging monstrosity.
Huge claws raked into the ground, tearing up rocks and roots with equal ease. A mass of brown fur shifted, revealing the beast's prize: A small horde of glowing bliffrooms—a high-density delicacy usually reserved for the elders. Jiran’s eyes tracked up from the shrooms, rising higher and higher as he took in the massive form of the beast. Long claws stretched from paws the size of Jiran’s chest and its thick fur hid a mountain of powerful muscles that rippled with each movement.
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He was behind the beast, It remained unaware of his presence as it continued to paw at the ground. He studied the way its muscles moved beneath thick skin, hoping to glean an understanding of its speed and power.
It doesn’t look very fast, but it can probably change directions quickly. Okay, a wolverine the size of a bear. I’ve got this, easy, no problem at all.
Samris appeared beside him and waved his hand so quickly that Jiran couldn’t track the movement. A shimmering wall of translucent force appeared between them and the beast. Curiosity quickly took hold and he moved in for a closer look, running his hand along the wall. Samris spoke and his words reflecting back at them.
“Caution is the hallmark of every successful hunter. It seems your lessons are bearing fruit. That beast is far more powerful than the tier ones you faced previously. I shall act as your shield while you strike from the rear,” Jiran instinctively recoiled at the idea of receiving help from Samris before he even tried to face the beast on his own.
Hubris? What makes me think I’m better than every other hunter in the empire? No, that doesn’t sound right. I just want to struggle and win. I don’t want to stab something that’s pinned down and helpless. Even if I’m reduced to a bloody and broken pulp again, I would rather have a real fight than take part in a slaughter.
Jiran swallowed nervously but when he spoke, his voice was firm. “Thank you, Samris but I’m going to fight it alone,” Before Samris could talk him out of it, Jiran walked through the wall of force.
I need to hit it with everything I’ve got right from the start. If it’s not heavily injured in the first exchange, I might not be able to keep up with it.
Jiran’s heart was racing as he realized how hard he would need to push his forcing to win. There was no doubt in his mind that he would damage his bones and the delicate tissues that connected them to his muscles before this was over. Compared to the stomach-turning thought of repeatedly stabbing a helpless creature, even a beast, it would be worth it.
Then, a thought that was so obvious he wanted to kick himself popped into his head. With a devilish grin, he charged at the beast, pushing mana through his body to reinforce his muscles. His feet hammered on the ground, his footfalls coming far faster than muscle alone. The bearverine instantly took notice, it flipped around in the blink of an eye, proving how correct he had been about its mobility.
Its feet only touched the ground for a second before it was bounding forward in a predatory lope. The creature's eyes shone with a malicious hatred and its lips pulled back into a rictus full of deadly fangs.
Jiran grabbed hold of the knot of emotions that was foolish enough to insist he fight the beast alone and hammered it toward the ball of mana in his chest. The magical energy leaped in response to his call, flowing out of his skin to coat both his hands in casts of rock-hard mana. He activated Forcing, grabbing hold of the casts instead of his delicate bones. He jumped, pulling himself through the air at four times the speed of his mana-enhanced sprint.
The sudden acceleration caught the beast off guard. In the blink of an eye, Jiran was at its side, his spear plunged through its shoulder, timed perfectly to hit at the height of its bouncing stride. Forcing didn’t stop pulling after the spear tore through tough muscle; it continued unabated, digging the tip deeper through its chest until it caught on the spine. Jiran never let go of the spear, its length rapidly pushed so far through the beast's body that their faces were centimeters apart.
In that moment, Jiran discovered a new side of himself. A side that rejected the desire to cower in fright. A side that reveled in the power his people were capable of. In the power he was capable of. The beast roared in his face, and he roared right back.
The bearverine outweighed him by several times, but when the two collided midair, it was Jiran’s Forcing that prevailed. They rocketed through the air and slammed into a tree. The impact pushed the spear past whatever bony protrusion within the beast's spine it had caught on, pinning it to the tough wood. A claw swinging in animalistic panic connected with Jiran’s shoulder. It sent him crashing to the ground hard enough to bounce several meters away before coming to a groaning stop.
One of his eyes refused to open. His left arm was hanging limp and that entire side of his body was only giving off a numbing tingle. With his one good eye, he glared at the monster while standing on shaky legs. The beast thrashed weakly but remained pinned in place as Jiran approached. He observed its thrashing carefully, waiting, poised to strike as its powerful muscles rippled.
Where does the thrust begin?
One, two, three times the beast swung wildly at him. Each time pulling itself further away from the tree along the shaft of his spear. On the fourth swing, Jiran predicted the arc of the beast's swing. He stepped forward, well into its range, and ducked just as the claw whistled over his head. Forcing pulled his good arm through the air, his punch connecting with the monster's jaw in a lightning-fast strike that he couldn't follow with his eyes. The force of the blow pushed it back to the hilt of his spear, slamming its side into the tree.
The mental commands to his mana came in rapid succession, causing Forcing to blast his mana-coated hand into the beast’s face over and over. Three more swipes came from the beast, all dodged by a hair. Within seconds, its skull cracked and a mushy pulp oozed onto the forest floor. Jiran gave it one more punch for good measure before falling to his ass. He stared through the leaf-thick boughs above at the rapidly reddening sky.
“See, no problem at all, barely an inconvenience.” Jiran turned his head to the side as a cough turned into a splatter of blood.
He heard Samris’s footfalls, and soon the man stood above him, looking down with a frown. “I have never so keenly anticipated passing off the tutelage of a pupil to another. Your mentor cannot arrive soon enough.”
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I KNEW IT


Samris looked between Jiran and the dead bearverine twice before his golden eyes settled on Jiran. He released a weary sigh, yanked the spear free, and allowed the heavy corpse to crash to the ground. When his hand reached for Jiran’s shoulder, he flinched, bracing for the expected teleportation. Instead, a bone-chilling energy raced through his body, eliciting a gasp. He heard a pop from inside his arm and the numbing tingle ended as quickly as it had begun. He tried and failed to suppress a scream as agony rushed to fill the gaps where his injuries had been. 
“Why does it feel like you’re tearing me apart rather than putting me back together again?” Jiran groaned after the torment ebbed.
“Pain is a valuable teacher. Perhaps you would be better served to ask yourself why you insisted on fighting alone. Bravery that leads to the death of yourself or your team is naught but foolishness. Teamwork is the first tenet of every ascender, and a lesson you would clearly do well to learn. The empire, for instance, only exists due to cooperation. Even the emperors, may they thrive, band together when necessary. None can progress alone, beasts are simply far too superior.”
Jiran frowned as he mulled over Samris’s words. A densoon cloud far above swelled, gradually nearing the moment it would burst. He watched it for some time before responding, “I-I felt that if I relied on you, I would end up always taking the easy path. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with being part of a team. I don’t know, maybe I’m just being impatient. I want to progress and fighting is… fun. The idea of stagnating while I wait for a team seems worse to me than the risk of injury,” Jiran’s shrug caused pain to shoot up his neck and bloom into an instant headache.
“Ouch,” Jiran complained, causing Samris to grunt a little laugh.
“There is no easy path, in fact, there are only two paths. Teamwork, and death. Fortunately for you, I am here to fill in that role temporarily. That should be sufficient recovery for the next round,” Samris dusted off his hands after standing.
“Next round?”
“Surely you did not think your task complete after a single fight? Beyond this hill is a nest of Arachnids which has grown rapidly of late. If allowed to propagate unchecked, they will soon come into contact with Feylon’s foragers and casualties will ensue. This beast’s corpse will be sufficient bait to draw out the weaker members of the nest,” Samris toed the corpse, shifting it’s bulk easily despite the light touch.
“Arachnids?” 
“Weak individually at lower tiers, they prefer to scavenge in small groups.” Samris walked away as he finished his explanation. Jiran watched him as he arrived before a small tree. The unfortunate arboreal specimen shattered with a loud crack as Samris lackadaisically swiped his hand through it as though it was air. A shiver of envy raced through Jiran at the casual display of overwhelming power.
I can’t wait until I can do that.
Samris tore the tree apart with his bare hands. Once there was a sizable pile of kindling, he pointed and it burst into flames. Within minutes, there was a raging fire and a bearverine roasting on a spit.
I suppose I should get ready.
Jiran climbed to his feet with a groan. He picked up his blood-soaked spear and wiped it clean with handfuls of dead leaves. When done, he stood awkwardly until Samris beckoned him over to the fire. “Beasts will never hunt prey above their tier. By using this one as bait, we should lure only the weakest arachnids. Prepare yourself well. There will be no breaks once the frenzy begins.”
He tore off one of the beast’s arms and handed it to Jiran. Confused, he didn’t immediately grab the offered limb. “Your mana is depleted, is it not?”
Oh, my status. I should really get in the habit of checking it more often, at least after every fight.
Jiran took the meat and bit off a chunk before closing his eyes.


Strength: + .3
Agility: + .2
Endurance: + .1
Durability: + .4
Wisdom: + .2
Forcing: + 2


Congratulations: Coating technique discovered


NAME: Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 8
WEIGHT: 37.45 kg > 37.97 kg
STATUS: Mild bruising / Mild nerve damage


TIER: 1
GROWTH: 52.3% > 56.6%


MANA: 0.76
CONCENTRATION: 1


STRENGTH: 13.3 > 13.8
AGILITY: 13.9 > 14.3
ENDURANCE: 13.4 > 13.7
DURABILITY: 14.2 > 14.7
WISDOM: 16.5 > 16.8
INTELLIGENCE: 15.5 > 15.5


SKILLS: 
Molding - Mana Expansion: 50
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Forcing: 19 > 22
Coating: 0


OTHER:
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It’s official, fighting yields far more attributes than exercising. At this pace, I’ll be ready to ascend to tier two within the moon.
At tier two, he would receive the shaping skill. The idea he might have access to it so soon sent jittery shivers of anticipation coursing through him. All he knew about the skill was a basic description, which was something about forming elements outside the body. Elements implied fire, lightning, ice, and so much more. His fighting spirit roared back to life as he eagerly watched the top of the hill for the next beast.
He said they hunt in packs. How should I deal with them? Arachnids probably implies webs, I definitely need to make avoiding those my highest priority. I was faster than that bear and he said it was much stronger than the average tier one so I should be way faster than these spiders, so long as I don’t get caught. Luckily, molding and forcing are ridiculously mana efficient. Okay, stay evasive and strike when I have a clear shot.
Jiran glanced at the man who was stoically staring into the flames.
Hmm, he expected me to be out of mana. Does that mean my molding and forcing are more efficient than normal? I wonder if he would answer that if I asked. Doubtful.
With a pulse of emotion, Jiran claimed the density in his stomach to top off his mana, then allowed the rest to be absorbed into his body naturally, boosting his growth.
This new technique must be related to covering my skin with mana.


Coating: Create a protective layer of mana on the skin.


These descriptions really leave a lot to be desired. Why doesn’t it say anything about how it can sense particles of dust, moisture, and density in the air, or how it can change elasticity with a thought. There’s probably a ton more it can do too!
Knowing he wouldn't receive any levels until he tried the automated version, Jiran activated the technique. The familiar tingle of fake emotions sprouting from his brain caused him to stick out his tongue in an imitation of vomiting. The surge traveled down his neck and into his manapool where it brutally forced the placid energy into action. At least it flowed smoothly through his body before he suddenly shouted in surprise as his forearm felt the sting of a thousand insect bites. The mana rapidly exited his pores and pooled across the surface of his arm in a thick, soupy coating.


Coating: + 1


Ugh, that is so suck. Slower, weaker, less efficient, and that feeling of something taking over my body and mana is just plain creepy. At least the automated versions are practically thought-free. Is that really how everyone else uses their mana?
Jiran’s thoughts were interrupted by a densoon wave he failed to see thanks to the tree cover. It washed through the area, rocking him back and knocking the fresh meat from his hands. Not wanting to miss the opportunity, he manually activated Coating in order to experience the wildly fluctuating density once more. It washed across his mana like a million ants forming twisting lines of snaking energy that changed randomly and without warning.
Why is it so different from the regular density in the air?
The wave soon passed and Samris lifted his chin with a grunt. Jiran turned to look and saw three tall spiders cresting the hill. The ungainly thorax of each beast was stacked directly on top of its abdomen. Long, hooked legs tipped with sharp spikes carried them forward in a swaying gait that turned the stomach. Hundreds of tiny red eyes covered their heads, punctuated by two large crimson orbs that glowed with thirsty malevolence.

[image: image-placeholder]
“Do you have a plan?” Samris asked in such a calm voice he might as well have been sipping tea in his study.
“They look top-heavy. If I can take out a couple legs on each, they’ll probably fall over and be out of the fight.”
“Your spear isn’t suited for cutting,” Samris noted as he tossed Jiran a new spear-like weapon that appeared from thin air.
Ugh, so cool. Must tier faster!
Jiran caught the weapon and nearly dropped it as the weight was several times greater than he was used to. He looked down at the weapon in awe while Molding filled his muscles with unnatural power just to hold it steady. The blade was curved on one end and longer than his old spearhead. A dagger of sharp metal extended from both the tip and back of the curved blade. The extra metal at the end of the longer shaft made the weapon unwieldy and heavy, though perfect for use with Forcing.
Jiran hefted the mighty weapon and charged up the hill. Seeing him coming, the spiders fanned out in a wide formation at his approach, showcasing their pack-hunting instincts. One lumbered directly toward him while the other two began sucking in huge amounts of air.
Some kind of skill? Isn’t that supposed to be super rare for tier one beasts?
The thorax of both breasts swelled to new heights as they were filled with atmosphere. When they began to vibrate from the internal pressure, they opened their mouths, revealing rows of sharp fangs. The pent-up air, combined with a heavy dose of white goo blasted out to blanket a large area around Jiran.
Jiran was on the move long before their webbing left their mouths. Coating and Forcing combined to rocket him through the air. He arrived at the third spider long before it could finish raising a single claw-tipped leg in defense. He moved to the side, anticipating the angle of attack while his new weapon whistled out with brutal efficiency. Two legs were sliced through in an instant and its body tilted precariously to the side. A third leg creaked and snapped under the weight, sending the beast crashing to the ground, kicking up a wave of dirt and leaves.
The beast screeched with an ear-piercing howl that was matched by its brethren. In the next instant, Jiran’s halberd whipped backward mid-swing—its trajectory unnaturally altered with Forcing. The horrid monster's head tumbled to the ground, yet it still kicked and struggled as nerves flared with thoughtless instinct.
Jiran jumped away, pulling himself through the air and behind a rock to break line of sight. His legs pumped as he ran further along the side of the hill. When he felt like he was out of range of their web launching, he hid behind a tree and closed one eye.


Agility + .1


I knew it! It’s not only about killing something, it's also about the challenge. Madra abhors stagnation. Of course, she wouldn’t reward me for killing so easily. If I want to ascend quickly, I need to push myself. This weapon is way too strong. There’s almost no danger.
Jiran tossed the weapon onto the ground and charged. The spiders had been closing on his position but now backed away, opening the space between them so they could suck in more air. He had to dodge two more waves of sticky thread before reaching his next victim. 
The beast reared back and struck out with four limbs simultaneously. Jiran instantly realized he wasn’t going to be fast enough to retreat or dodge them all. With a snap-second decision, he angled his torso to avoid three while covering his shoulder with Coating. His mana raced through his chest and out his skin to solidify into a hard plate. The single leg that landed, skittered off the mana after easily tearing through his leather shirt. The spiked appendage slipped behind him, crashing into the dirt as the beast towered over him. 
A deep growl leapt from his throat as a trail of fiery agony spread down his back. The pain did nothing to slow his mana-fueled fist that crashed through the nearest leg where it connected to the beast’s lower abdomen. Spiky hair, hard exoskeleton plating, and soft flesh all shattered with equal ease before the disgusting leg flipped end over end through the air.
The spider hissed a screech full of resentment as its neck extended, bringing its shining fangs within centimeters of Jiran’s shoulder. Instead of dodging, he let the momentum of his punch carry him to the side and completely out of reach of the beast's wretched-smelling orifice. Now that Jiran was in the space its missing leg used to occupy, the beast could only bring two limbs to bear which he easily tracked and dodged before a punch carved off another leg.
With only two legs holding up the left side of its body, the beast tipped. Jiran dove forward, separating a third and final leg before the creature collapsed right on top of him. Chemicals raced through his body, manifesting into a maniacal grin that split his face as he pushed Forcing through both Coatings covering his hands. He braced his legs and pulled as the beast’s weight landed on him. While heavy, it was nothing compared to his brimming mana.
With a shouted grunt, the beast was lifted over his head before he threw it at a nearby tree. As the beast was impaled by a protruding branch, blue and green fluids gushed out of its wounds to splatter on the ground. Jiran didn’t stick around to make sure it died as he sprinted toward the final enemy.
A rapid blink showed his mana was still high enough that he felt comfortable repeating the fight. The beast held its final blast of thread until he was nearly underneath it. Despite the clever strategy, Jiran was simply too fast as he pulled his body to the side with his combination of Coating and Forcing. He made sure to position himself so only two or three legs could attack at a time, and the final spider toppled moments later. Jiran’s fists blasted into its horrid face, leaving a gaping hole where there had once been a fang-filled maw. The beast continued to thrash uselessly long after it was dead.


Strength: + .4
Agility: + .4
Endurance: + .5
Durability: + .3
Wisdom: + .4
Intelligence: + .3


Forcing: + 2
Coating: + 9


Now that’s what I’m talking about.
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RIPLLES ON A POND


Samris Le’Feylon



Samris watched as Jiran moved between the three spiders, ensuring each was dead before limping back to the fire. 
Would I believe this insanity for truth, if someone told me the tale? Not for a single second.
Samris shook his head with an expression somewhere between a smile and frown as he gazed into the flickering flames.
Why did I bring him out here? Because father did the same to me? A laughable excuse. Even in my thoughts I protect him. No, I am out here for myself. I will enjoy it while it lasts before I once more find myself without companionship.
Besides, it is what he yearns for.
As if I of all people wouldn’t recognize the glimmer in his eyes. That thirst does not belong in a child’s gaze. He pushes himself beyond exhaustion daily. What happened to bring him into such a state of desperation? Here I am taking advantage of it; repeating the ‘kindnesses’ of my father, and enjoying every minute of it.
I should be keeping the boy safe. He could hold the key to all of their ambitions. Will they kill me for risking him so? If not that, surely for keeping his existence from them. I’ll not survive long as it is, risks must be taken.
With stiff movements, Jiran retrieved his fallen leg of meat and took slow bites. Clearly, the injury on his back was causing him great pain, yet for some reason Samris could not fathom, he did not ask for healing.
Has he ever asked me for anything? Why is he so different? I was nothing like him when I discovered my own Uniqueness. Until Father began to train me personally, wanting the perfect little warrior. Only then did I truly push myself, yearning for him to be proud of me.
Such a foolish reason to kill. Is Jiran the same? Could we both be out here seeking one another's praise? At least he will not be completely helpless when they discover his existence.
Jiran spoke, pulling Samris from his ruminations. “How many of these spiders did you say there are?” A familiar spike of impatience at waiting for the first tier to finish speaking was ignored. With Samris’s perception, seconds passed between each word, a minute before the short sentence was completed.
What are you really asking me? How many more you will get to rip apart with your bare hands before we return? How much closer will you be to ascension by the end of the day?
“Do you enjoy killing them, Jiran?” The child adorned an expression of deep thought as he sat silently for what felt like minutes. Samris’s thoughts turned down a familiar path as he waited.
Everything hinges upon impressing Master Filibree. It was a risk to intercept the messenger but the die is cast now. Either Jiran will succeed and grow beyond measure, or he will fail like all the others.
“No, I don’t necessarily enjoy killing them. It's pretty gross and usually hurts,” Jiran shook his sleeve, sending spider guts splattering across the ground. “I’m excited to increase my attributes, to ascend into the second tier and get a new skill.”
“You certainly appear to be enjoying yourself with that grin on your face.”
To enjoy doing what five adults his tier would all die attempting to replicate, insanity. That bearverine would annihilate the lot of them and he speared it to a tree like a worm on a hook. That beast exhibited all the signs of tiering at any moment. After the risks I’ve taken, watching this madness cannot be good for my health.
Father was right. A child who knows not his limits, will exceed them with ease.
Jiran’s reply took some time, Samris found himself looking forward to his ascension as well, if only to bring conversations to a more normal cadence. “I enjoy the challenge and the increases to my attributes. Using mana is… amazing.”
A desire to ascend is hardly abnormal for those who have tasted combat and lived.
“There are more than enough of the beasts for your needs. You should be more concerned with luring them in groups small enough to not be overwhelmed.”
Why of all things would that statement make the child smile so? Does he have a death wish? Is that his curse?
What’s taking you so long, Master Filibree? I’ll protect the boy with my life, but who will protect me from his insanity?


Jiran of Feylon



Two weeks passed in a flash. In the early hours of each day, Jiran trained with the spear, Samris guiding his every move. The closer his attributes came to their tier one cap, the harder he could push himself. Every day he was faster, more durable, and could practice longer before collapsing. After their daily sparring, he would fight waves of spiders until lack of mana or injuries drove him to rest. Then, Samris would force him to walk back to the manor, regardless of how badly he was hurt.
“Pain is a fine instructor. Heed her lessons well.”
Evenings were spent eating as much food as he could cram down his throat. Thankfully, Samris approved additional tier four meals even though he was no longer injured. The familiar message in his status was a daily annoyance and reminder not to convert everything he ate into mana. 


Further upgrades delayed due to lack of density


The high-density meals propelled him to 100% growth within the first week and his attributes had reached their caps the previous day. His every movement became a reminder of the feeling of being stuffed within and without, of a soft pressure that constantly reminded him he could ascend whenever he chose. Samris had strictly forbidden his ascension, letting him know in no uncertain terms that he must wait for approval from his mysterious tutor.
“Each tiering is an opportunity, one that should not be taken lightly. There is more to be gained than numbers on your status. It is common for seasoned warriors to spend seasons, if not years perfecting themselves before allowing an ascent. Exercise patience as diligently as you exercise your body.”
With little else to occupy his time, Jiran found himself in the yard practicing mana control. First Father had just touched the horizon marking the end of the workday for most of Feylon. He sat in peaceful meditation, preparing his Coating for the next densoon wave.
He could feel the ambient density gently alighting on his arm. thousands of soft caresses, all eager to be claimed into mana with no more than a thought. He denied them all. His goal was a far more wild beast, one that so far, refused to be claimed.
If I can convert ambient density, I should be able to do the same with the densoon waves. The energy packed into the waves is chaotic and at least a hundred times thicker but I know I can do it, I just need to figure out how to make it cooperate. It moves unpredictably and the way it oscillates between frequencies has no pattern that I can feel.
Maybe it’s a matter of attributes. My wisdom and intelligence are maxed, if they’re what's stopping me, I don’t stand a chance of doing this at tier one.
The dark cloud he had been eyeing, finally exploded and the anticipated wave of density crashed into his body. Jiran observed the energy as it brushed against the coating on his arm. He tried to claim the randomly bucking density as if it were already inside of him. Having tried this many times previously, he was not surprised when the strategy had no effect.
Knowing he was running out of time, he lashed at the density with his will. He put himself in a mental state of near death, trying to simulate desperation to overpower the energy. The wave passed a minute later with him being no closer to victory.
It’s almost time for dinner, one more wave.
What am I doing wrong? This would be a lot easier with a teacher to point me in the right direction, or at least an examp— Of course! The ground, trees, plants, and ocean are all able to absorb this density just fine. It obviously vanishes from the air shortly after the wave. What are they doing that I’m not?
Jiran remembered how the world around him reacted as the densoons struck.
They move, everything moves. Pebbles on the ground vibrate. The trees and plants shake like they’re in a strong wind. Is it really that simple? Are the oscillating frequencies just movements that need to be matched? That makes sense! If you drop two rocks at opposite ends of a still pond, their ripples eventually meet and interact with each other rather than joining together.
By sitting still, I’m reflecting the waves rather than moving with them. If I want to absorb the density, I need to match its oscillations, not create my own opposing one! How can I do that? I can’t even stand during the waves, let alone run around wildly. I need to move my mana in a way that can replicate those frequencies, like a tuning fork.
Jiran commanded his coating to form hundreds of minuscule spikes along the length of his arm. With a flexing of his will, he flicked the spikes, causing them to vibrate.
Not right at all. They need to be stiffer and longer. That’s what she said. 
Focus!
Jiran adjusted the coating repeatedly and before he knew it, another wave was upon him. The violent Density crashed into his spikes and washed right past them.
This still isn’t right. It’s not a frequency like a sound, but it’s definitely a wave, a ripple on a pond.
Finding sudden inspiration, Jiran forced the spikes down into undulating waves that ran across his skin. However, trying to match his waves to the chaotic density washing over him so they joined instead of reflected was impossible. He refused to give up, concentrating his efforts on just one hand.
He sharpened his awareness to a single point until his head started to pound. His sense of self vanished; his body ceased to exist. Thoughts of yesterday, a minute ago, tomorrow, the next wave, dinner, and everything else that was a typical distraction vanished. He gave everything to feel just the slightest millimeter closer to his mana, and it responded. 
Like a wild animal, he lived only in the moment, connected to the world with a complete absence of thought. A tingle spread through him but absorbed as he was, he couldn’t feel it. That tingle brought instinctual knowledge and he embraced it. He knew where the oscillating energy would be next, how it would move, where it would meet his mana, and he positioned his mana to meet it in advance, to embrace it. A connection formed with the densoons energy and he greedily claimed it.
The density was thick and it quickly filled his manapool before the connection was lost. Unable to feel where the oscillating waves would be next, he waited for the wave to pass before falling onto his back in the grass, laughing like a madman.
I did it!
It was only for a moment, but I gathered more mana than an hour of collecting ambient density. And all of that was only from a single hand.
“Lord Feylon has requested your presence in the study, Jiran,” A soft voice interrupted his celebration. Opening his eyes, he watched the girl retreat back into the safety of the manor without waiting for his response.
Good timing, I wonder if he’ll finally answer any of my questions if I tell him what I just did.
Jiran hopped to his feet, soon finding himself before the familiar door. As he reached for the handle, a slight itch in his neck preceded a foreboding feeling that clenched his guts. Not understanding why he would suddenly be nervous, he brushed the feeling aside and entered the dimly lit room. He could smell the dinner Samris had already finished, reminding him of his own empty stomach.
"Good evening, Lord Samris," Jiran moved to the side as the door closed behind him and the wards activated, trapping their voices within. He padded across the plush carpet to his usual chair and sat down to patiently wait. After a few seconds of blurring scribbling, Samris set his pen on the desk and his gleaming golden eyes locked onto Jiran.
“You’re flushed, excited. Something has occurred. Did you discover a new detail regarding your uniqueness?”
"No Samris, at least I don’t think so. I’ve been trying to absorb density from the densoons. I haven't had any success until now. I pictured how waves of water interact with each other. Not wanting my mana to oppose the incoming wave, I tried to match their direction and force. The connection was unstable and I could only manage it on one hand. Yet the absorption rate of density was easily one hundred times greater than breathing," Jiran’s proud smile stretched his cheeks painfully.
"You absorbed density… through your skin. One hundred times greater, and you say it was a flimsy connection?”
"Mhm, the most challenging part was detecting the fluctuations in the ambient density while simultaneously matching my mana to them. Honestly, I'm not sure how I did it."
Samris blinked repeatedly, staring intently for several seconds.
He doesn’t believe me. Why would he, I have no idea how I did that. The densoons are nothing like waves at a beach where I could reasonably predict when they will crash into me. It's more like a dozen shallow pools all rippling individually while also interacting with one another at totally random times and in a random order. Not only did I sense all those random movements, but somehow matched my mana with them before they happened. 
Goosebumps covered his arms as he thought about going outside and trying again. An unexplained phenomenon, a technique that even Samris had never heard of. He was developing his own unexpected schools of thought and research, just as Samris had predicted. Jiran’s excitement was a palpable lightness that infused the air of the small room. 
"Preposterous," Came a voice Jiran had never heard before. 
Like a curtain being withdrawn, a shimmer in the air revealed a elderly noble with a presence so heavy that Jiran felt a physical force pushing him into his chair.
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GET THAT BAG


Jiran shot to his feet in surprise, instantly dropping into a low combat stance. The old man huffed, his white mustache rustling from the force of his exhalation, "Decent reflexes child, but unnecessary. My name is Lenton Filibree and I am no threat to you. You may resume your seat.” 
Samris remained calm at the old man’s sudden appearance and when he nodded, Jiran breathed a sigh of relief before bowing. “Greetings, Master Filibree.”
Lenton ignored him, speaking nearly too quickly for Jiran to follow, “I have three questions, and you shall answer them truthfully. If I deem your responses adequate, I will agree to strike a bargain of mentorship with you."
I've never even seen someone with so much white hair and wrinkles. With the way mana extends life at higher tiers, this guy must be ancient. Or he ascended late in life. How did he make himself invisible? Maybe he bent the light? That's so cool!
He must be the tutor Samris told me about. If I want all my questions answered, I better impress him. Everyone knows you can't get a better magical teacher than an ancient whitened wizard! 
Questions, right. Time to focus up, nail this interview, and bag me a wizard!
Jiran's focus sharpened to a fine point as if he were in a life-or-death fight with a beast. 
"As you command, Elder Filibree," Jiran patiently waited for the man to speak again.
"Elder? That's quite the tongue you've got calling a young man like myself Elder. No manners, no manners at all. Tell me, boy, why do children have no manners?"
Uhh, what? How does this have anything to do with learning magic? Wait! Is this the standard old man on the mountain cliche where he’s probing my personality because he doesn't want to impart his OP techniques onto someone who would misuse them?
Shivers raced up Jiran’s spine at the thought. His eyes closed as he entered deep thought and the two adults shared a look that spoke volumes.
Children can have manners, I just showed him proper manners. At least they would be considered proper in the Empire. Is that the trick? Manners depend on where you are and who you're talking to. If I had known he doesn't like being called an old fart, I wouldn't have said it. 
"Ignorance," Jiran said with confidence.
"Ignorance is a logical response. Surely you can do better than mere logic. Truth lies deeper than the surface. Now, tell me. What is the meaning of life?" Jiran’s brows furrowed so hard they nearly touched.
What kind of questions are these!? Scholars, poets, and philosophers have all been arguing since the dawn of civilization about the meaning of life. How can he expect me to know that? And he wants me to look beneath the surface of the obvious answer too? 
Samris smirked at the old man, for once enjoying being a spectator as Jiran shattered expectations one after another.
What do I know about life? All life is cellular, all life evolves, and all life is defined by death. I doubt he’s looking for a biology lesson, I need to dig deeper. Life, especially on Madra, is brutal. The empire only exists because nothing has killed it yet. The emperors protect us from beasts with unimaginable might. The village was protected by Skandor and now Samris. Without those protections, Madra, life, would devour us in days.
The empire is an insignificant speck compared to the all-encompassing might of life and death.
What's the point of it all? Power is needed to survive every day. Fighting increases your power, but eventually, something stronger will come along and devour you to feed its own growth. Life is just a never-ending cycle of conflict. Just look at the insects, never standing still, each action a necessity against the brutality of a world that will kill them the moment they surrender, so they never do.
Humans aren’t any different, even if we like to fool ourselves that we are. That’s as good an answer as any.
"The meaning of life is to struggle. The second you stop pushing, you may as well be dead," Jiran spoke with certainty. 
"Hoh, surprising for one so young to come to such a dark conclusion. Life in the Finlest Empire is certainly not easy. Villages are wiped out regularly by beasts and bandits. Never a year has passed without a settlement being lost somewhere within the empire's domain. A good answer though, very good. To give up is indeed to accept death for yourself and those around you. To protect others, one must rail against the wilds. Plants, animals, insects, the very air, oceans, and ground are all in eternal conflict."
Lenton was smiling now, his eyes glowing with an intensity that put Samris to shame, "Last question, Jiran. What is the true nature of density?"
Jiran almost laughed out loud. 
Such an easy question saved for the finale?
"I don't know, but I'm going to find out."
"Hah! What makes you think some cheeky brat like you can discover the truth of density? Sure, you're clever and creative. I can see in your eyes that you won't give up. But I've seen the look of a man possessed with passion plenty of times. They always fail," Lenton looked down at Jiran with finality, as if his words were as immutable as an emperor's power.
He’s trying to see if I’ll back down under pressure. If I appear anything other than confident, he’s going to walk out that door, I can feel it.
"What could be more exciting than discovering the truth about our world? So that's exactly what I'm going to do," Jiran met his stare unflinchingly.
“Confidence and ignorance are inseparable brothers. Do you honestly expect to survive on some fanciful quest for the truth where all others before you have paved the road with naught but their bones?” 
“Master Filibree, that’s four questions. Does this mean you have agreed to teach me?” Jiran’s feigned innocence was lost on no one.
“Look at the sack on this one, Little Sammy. Trying to bait me, of all people.” 
The old man rose to his full height and an aura of incredible power flexed the space around him. Jiran’s stomach flipped as the walls and ceiling distorted. Suddenly, he could not be more thankful that he had yet to eat lunch.
“I can see right through you, child. Your emotions, your lies, your secrets, nothing can remain hidden from my eyes!” His voice echoed creepily inside the now far too-small room.
Lightning struck just outside the manor, causing a flash of light and a deafening boom. A wave of pressure slammed into Jiran, painfully pushing him into his seat. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move; the lump in his throat was a discomforting reminder of his paralysis. Lenton’s form was silhouetted by the bright flash, a shadow illuminated amidst an ocean of blinding brilliance.
"Enough games, Jiran. I'll teach you as I see fit, and in return, I’ll use you to unveil the truths that darken my own path. You will help me, or die trying. Are you willing to put your life on the line for a chance to unveil your own secrets?"
"Yes, whatever it takes, Master Filibree. I will never stop until I know the truth," Jiran stood and bowed once more.
Success. Jiran used Bullshitting 101! It's super effective!
When Jiran rose, Lenton’s face was once more an unreadable mask of wrinkles, “Then let our contract be struck: Your untapped potential for that which I choose to share. Now, show me exactly what you think you did out there in the densoon, then we'll go test it."
Several minutes later a boy and an old man sat outside in the dirt arguing.
"I'm telling you it works. I'm doing it right in front of you. How can you say it's impossible?" Jiran said, quickly growing annoyed.
"Because it is impossible! I'll explain it so even a child can understand, maybe then you will see the fallacy in your words. To match the direction and fluctuations of the densoon wave, one must first perceive said density. You perceive the density around your hand using the senses of that hand and the mana attached to it,” Jiran nodded, following along with the white-haired elder.
"Once perceived, that information must reach your head. Then, inside that thick skull of yours, you understand what your hand has perceived. Only then, can you tell the mana on your hand how to match its surroundings. Under normal ambient density conditions, that would be simple, however, this is chaotic density, which fluctuates unpredictably. Multiple. Times. Per. Second. What you are trying to convince me of, is that you are skipping several, or all, of the necessary steps required. Explain to me, exactly how that is possible?!"
By the end of his rant, the old man was yelling with his finger in Jiran’s face. Jiran was ecstatic. For the first time since unlocking his mana, he was having a proper discussion about how the magical energy was supposed to function.
“I honestly don’t know how I’m doing it. It's like all my thoughts fade away and I’m only experiencing the present moment. Then I just know how the density is going to move and position my coating to match. Maybe it’s related to my Unique ability?” Jiran blinked and was shocked to see another letter had been revealed.
“I got another letter!” He exclaimed while writing the skills name in the dirt for his new master to see.
Fo$esi%h(
“Interesting, your conclusion seems valid. However, we must run several more tests to determine its accuracy. Of equal importance is your preparations for the ascent to the second tier. There is a technique that is claimed to be impossible to acquire before the second tier. You will discover it before I allow you to ascend.”
Jiran froze, his eyes widening before he sputtered out a response. “W-what?! You want me to do something that’s never been done before, just so I can tier up? Didn’t I already do that with the densoons?”
“If you cannot consistently take multiple steps down the path of improbability, then how can you ever reach a point of being useful to me? The path we must tread is unforged by those who came before us, for they failed and died. This task should be simple for you. Speak with your mana, and hear its voice in return. When you discover the technique, I will provide significant assistance to your tiering.”
“I’ll do it,” Jiran agreed without a second thought. 
Whatever he deems as significant assistance is probably something well beyond what I could even imagine. It’s just a technique to communicate with mana. I’ve done that a few times now, how hard could it be?
“Excellent, after your morning routine on the morrow, you will find three books in the library. Do not be misled by the teachings of others. Everything we know comes from a place of ignorance. Not one person can claim to know the truth, so how can they claim anything at all? I will not provide you with further assistance in your task, so don’t bother asking. Stand on your own two feet and push forward through the boundaries of impossibility.” Before Jiran could respond, the old man was gone as if he had never existed.
He is so intense. It all happened so fast. Crap! I didn’t get a chance to ask a single question. I need to step up my game. That old bastard is seriously crafty. He got a lot out of me and I barely got anything in return. Hopefully, the books he mentioned have some decent information in them. Most of what I’ve read so far has been laughably ridiculous.
Jiran sprinted through town on his afternoon deliveries then cleaned himself in the creek before finding the meal Sharaal left for him. Sleep was elusive as excitement for the future left him tossing and turning in his dark room. The rattling of his window was a constant reminder of his success in absorbing the densoons that did nothing to ease his errant thoughts.
Closing his eyes, Jiran read his status repeatedly, hoping to use the words and numbers as a flimsy replacement for a lullaby.


NAME:	 Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 8
WEIGHT: 37.97 kg > 51.40 kg
STATUS: Healthy


TIER: 1
GROWTH: 56.6% > 100%


MANA: 1
CONCENTRATION: 1


STRENGTH: 13.8 > 20
AGILITY: 14.3 > 20
ENDURANCE: 13.7 > 20
DURABILITY: 14.7 > 20
WISDOM: 16.8 > 20
INTELLIGENCE: 15.5 > 20


SKILLS:
Molding - Mana Expansion: 50


TECHNIQUES: 
Forcing: 22 > 32
Coating: 0 > 21


OTHER:
UNIQUE: Fo$esi%h(


I’m coming for you, tier two. 
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ANTICIPATION


First Father peaked above the horizon, bathing the world in an ominous red glow. Through the gaps in the trees, Jiran watched the sky turn a deeper shade of crimson as the boulder before him rolled uphill at an agonizing pace. His hands pressed against its surface, mana and muscle united in a grueling effort to move its mass the last few centimeters to the top. 
Samris was on his fifth trip up the cleared hill. He had left his shirt somewhere nearby. Sweat coated his impressive musculature as he jogged up the steep slope with ease, the round rock the size of a small house bouncing steadily before him.
With a shake of his head, Jiran refocused his efforts. Envy provided the fuel to connect with the last vestiges of his mana for the final push. Until Samris’s whispering voice cut through the distance between them. “I told you to start with the smaller ones, Jiran. I’m not sure how you’re even moving that thing, it’s bigger than you are.”
Jiran grinned, suddenly finding plenty of inspiration. One steady footfall after another, he pushed forward until a cloud exploded and a wave of density crashed into him. Everything unfolded in slow motion. The boulder stopped its forward momentum and turned its considerable mass onto him. The ground beneath his feet gave way from the added weight, causing his boots to sink into the dirt, holding him in place. He reached for a Forcing to pull himself out of the way only to find his mana bottomed out. Then, the beast of stone struck. It rolled over him and bounced down the hill while wild density thrashed his body.
Jiran lay indented into the ground, groaning.
Ugh, boulder-kun just tried to take me to another life. 
Samris appeared above him, looking down at Jiran’s misery with a pleasant grin. “Told you,” Was all he said before hauling Jiran out of his dirt-angel and pushing him toward the firepit where the morning's hunt was roasting. After eating and converting the meal to mana, Jiran resumed his training. He stuck to the smaller boulders that he could lift above his head and ran them up the hill one at a time.
I have to figure out how to reach that state of connection with my mana while I’m moving. So far I’ve only managed it while standing or sitting. What am I missing?
Jiran was so focused on his mental state that he failed to notice the giant spider before it was practically on top of him. The beast screeched in his face before rearing up to bring four deadly piercing claws down on his body. Moving on instinct, he pivoted sideways and angled his boulder to absorb one of the blows. The rock was cracked in two but managed to angle the claw away from his body.
Jiran crouched for a split second before blasting forward with a combination of Coating and Forcing that sent his fist through the beast's neck, pulverizing it completely. As he sailed past, the head fell to the forest floor behind him. Still flying through the air, he grabbed one of its jointed knees and used it, along with his momentum, to swing clear of the beast’s front as a geyser of gore shot out of the new hole in its body. 
Jiran used his clean hand to caress his chin as he nodded, pleased he had learned to get out of the way before the spray soaked him. He gave the creature a strong kick to the side, sending its mass tumbling down the hill. After picking up the two halves of his rock, one under each arm, he continued his trek up the hill as if nothing had happened.
There has to be a way to connect my movements with my mana. Emotions bridge the gap between thought and mana, and mana creates movement. Gah, I don’t know! This is way too frustrating. I wonder if the books Master Filibree left will help. I can’t wait to finish here and head to the library.
The towering thoraxes of two more spiders crested the top of the hill. Jiran saw their bodies swelling from indrawn air. Before their faces came into view, he threw his two chunks of rock at where he expected them to be. One struck true, slamming into the face of the beast right as it crested the hill. The other crashed into a leg, snapping the limb. Jiran was on top of them a moment later. Two glowing hands ripped through exoskeleton like it was flimsy plaster.
The beasts were dead before their webbing was even released. Knowing what was coming, Jiran quickly put distance between himself and the corpses full of air just before they popped in a shower of guts and sticky thread. When he saw the lumbering forms of four more spiders, he took a cautious step back.
That’s unusual. They rarely hunt in groups larger than three. Did something happen in their nest?
A loud crunching reverberated through the forest, swiftly followed by the sound of a bag popping. Moments later, a dark shape emerged from the darkness. It was easily four times as massive as the spiders. Similar to a worm, it had a long sinuous body with segmented plates, but with two powerfully muscled arms and legs. The telltale scarlet eyes of a voracious beast gazed down at its next prey as the feelers covering its mouth wriggled in anticipation.
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The beast lifted its bulky upper body off the ground, and with its long coiled lower body, leaped into the air to land on one of the approaching spiders. The crunching sound from before resounded once more as spider legs cracked under the worm’s immense weight. Then the tall thorax popped inside its gaping maw, filling it with tasty arachnid innards. Jiran shuddered in disgust. 
Samris appeared beside him, holding out the heavy billhook. “Peak tier two, freshly mutated in the densoon,” He said dismissively while looking down at the worm as if it were no more than an annoying fly. “It is not a weakness to rely on tools, Jiran. Anything crafted by human hands is a viable weapon against Madra’s demons. The empire stands strong because we rely on each other, never forget that.”
I haven’t fought a tier two since the crab. This thing looks much tougher, though not as fast. Is this a test to see if I’ve learned my lesson about fighting higher tier beasts? Well, I’m a lot stronger than I was before, I’m at least going to give it my best.
Jiran nodded and grabbed the spear. He prepared two gauntlets of Coating, but instead of his usual style, he double-layered them, burning more mana but drastically increasing their durability. He crouched, grabbed both coatings with Forcing, and then waited patiently for the right moment.
The giant slug-beast leaped twice more, coming down on a spider each time. As it descended the second time, Jiran struck. He pulled himself through the air in a flash of movement so fast that it stole the breath from his lungs. His billhook sank deeply into a thick segment of the beast's side when he plowed into it. The monster gurgled in pain, spider goop flying out of its mouth as it roared.
I hurt it! I can do this!
Jiran yanked the spear free and leaped onto the beast’s back. Flipping his weapon upside down, he plunged it down with a roar. Another gurgle of pain escaped its cavernous mouth as it began to thrash with powerful movements that shook the ground and toppled several trees. Jiran was thrown from its back, his coating’s tight hold on his weapon brought it with him. Both his elbows and shoulders popped from the force and began to ache. 
He landed on his feet with the help of a tug of Forcing, then immediately backed far enough away to avoid  its chaotic whipping. Purple blood that smelled of rotten fruit oozed from the blade of his spear as he lifted it above his head, waiting for the chance to make another strike.
It’s so slow. Do beasts have uneven attribute distribution? Maybe it has a ton of durability instead of agility. As hard as I’m hitting it, I would probably have to keep this up for an hour before it dies.
A tingling sensation of something being not quite right jerked Jiran’s focus back to the deadly beast that writhed a few meters away. Some of the thick segments had begun to vibrate subtly. Trusting his instincts, Jiran leaped further away just as those rings blasted outward from the beast, buzzing through the air and cutting large swaths in the ground. He watched with wide eyes as one of those expanding rings punched straight through a nearby tree trunk as thick as his thigh, splitting the entire tree in two before both halves came crashing down.
The beast’s bucking turned it far enough to finally spot Jiran and its eyes gleamed as they locked onto him. It immediately coiled its tail beneath itself as its powerful back legs bent. They both leaped at the same time. Jiran jumped straight up, only to redirect himself low with the help of Forcing. Predicting his original trajectory, the beast flew overhead, crashing through a dozen trees before its momentum was arrested.
Jiran flipped, his feet landing on a tree before he sprang after the beast. He arrived just as it crashed, having dragged himself through the air with copious applications of Forcing. Seeing his mana drain far faster than he could kill the beast, he planned to give it one or two more good hits before giving up. 
A tickle in his neck was all the warning he received before something slammed into his back and an explosion blasted him into the worm’s side. Freshly grown segments vibrated beneath him and shot from the beast, instantly penetrating deeply into his body. Pain erupted in his shoulder and stomach as flipping weightlessness was followed by hard ground smashing into his face. A groan escaped Jiran’s throat as he raised his head through the pain and frantically scanned his surroundings.
He had been thrown nearly thirty meters away from the massive worm. Dozens of gray, fruit-sized creatures zipped through the air to slam into it. Each time they connected, an explosion ensued, sending tough hide and purple blood flying. Jiran tracked the flying creatures back to their source to find a hideous creature no larger than Samris. The bat-like suicide bombers sprouted from its body. Upon being birthed in a wet spray, their wings unfurled from their little bodies in a sight that knotted Jiran’s stomach.
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The bats flew through the air in zig-zagging patterns, dodging the expanding segments that were launched at them. Several fell from the air, dead before getting a chance to unleash the payload inside their tiny bodies. Many more landed, wreaking havoc into the side of the vulnerable worm while the spawning beast remained at a safe distance.
“Another peak tier two. Interesting,” Samris observed calmly from beside Jiran. “Usually, mutations this strong take a bit longer to develop during the densoon. I wonder if there is something nearby that is propagating their development. Regardless, I think that’s enough for this morning. If I let you go back in there, you will be too injured to complete the tasks Master Filibree has set before you today.”
As if I would go back in there. Do you really think I’m that insane?
With a snap of Samris’s fingers, a wave of force erupted away from them in a perfect circle. Jiran’s mouth fell open as the wave annihilated everything in its path. Trees, bushes, even the worm and bats were all reduced to less than dust in an instant. For two hundred meters in every direction, nothing was left but dirt atop gently rolling hills. Jiran stood up on shaky legs and his mouth closed with a clack of teeth before he gulped.
He really could have turned the village into a crater.
As his adrenaline faded, agonizing pain coursed through his body in waves. From his hip to shoulder, a gaping gash steadily leaked blood. His back still sizzled from the kamikaze bat and he could feel the wind caressing tender muscles no longer protected by a layer of skin. He stumbled, growing dizzy from blood loss. Realizing Samris wasn’t going to heal him, he plugged the long gash with a Coating before packing half of his remaining mana into the gory wound.


Forcing: + 2
Coating: + 2


Samris was gone in the time it took him to blink at his notifications. With a weary sigh, Jiran began his walk of shame. With one shaky step after another, he made his way down the hill to grab the last of the breakfast at the fire before taking the long trail back to the manor.
I’m still not strong enough to beat tier two beasts. Maybe I’m being too ambitious. I only have a single skill and two techniques right now. Usually, people don’t even fight beasts until they’re tier three. I’m missing two critical skills that round out the standard human kit. Okay, no more fighting until I complete Master Filibree’s task and ascend. 
There wasn’t enough meat left to refill his mana so he kept his eyes on the sky. When a densoon wave came, he was ready. He dropped to the ground and focused on the Coating bandaging his wounds. As the density crashed into his body, he quickly absorbed and converted it to mana. With his energy topped off after only a few seconds, Jiran resumed his steady march home. He stopped at the creek before changing clothes and finally arrived in front of the library doors. He longingly glanced over his shoulder toward the staff dining room before shaking his head.
Sharaal’s world-class breakfast, or books?
A deep breath brought with it the scent of dusty pages and old leather mixed with freshly cooked bacon and eggs. With a soft smile of anticipation, Jiran pushed open the doors and entered the library.
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REVELATIONS


In the library, Jiran was pleasantly surprised to find three new books on his table: Fundamental Principles of Elements, Jayling’s Memoirs on Relative Density, and the Systemic Corruption of the Arlinth Kingdom.  
Jiran scooped up the first book and goosebumps ran up his arms as his fingers caressed the rough leather cover. He got as comfortable as he could with his injuries, and immediately lost himself in the pages. Within minutes, Fundamental Principles of Elements had him laughing and groaning in equal measure as he flipped through its contents.
They actually believe that fire came into being for the sole purpose of countering the existence of water? Is this author for real or is this entire book satire? I wonder if they’re still alive. I would love to see this guy’s serious face when giving a lecture about the elements being sentient and that they are in a constant battle with each other across Madra. Does Master Filibree know this entire book is a steaming pile of crap? What does he want me to learn from this?
Jiran felt like he was reading a strategy guide for a game with how outlandish some of the theories were. By far, the most laughable was the back-bending, convoluted, and inane lengths the author took to convince the reader that light was just a by-product of the lightning element and not its own element at all.
A chuckle induced a ripple of agony that spread across his back. He used the pain to reign in his mirth and diligently continued his reading, soon finishing his first skimming of all three books. 
There has to be a clue in here somewhere. Something vital that can help me communicate with my mana. Master Filibree said I need to ‘speak with my mana, and hear its voice in return.’ He also said not to be misled by the teachings of others. These mixed messages are so frustrating! Do you want me to learn this crap, or ignore it and figure things out on my own? Maybe these books are a red herring and nothing in them is useful. Would he completely mislead me like that? Why?
Jiran tore back into the pages in an attempt to find something he might have missed. It felt like he had only been in the library for an hour when a knock came, reminding him of lunch. He limped into the staff dining room and sat in deep thought before the meal that had been left out for him. Without even seeing the food, he shoveled one scoop after another into his mouth.
There is definitely nothing in those books about communicating with mana. So far, I’ve managed to learn pretty well by trying random things and feeling my way through. Along with a healthy dose of knowledge from another planet. Might as well stick to what’s working rather than take a third pass at those ridiculous books.
Jiran closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
When he said ‘hear its voice,’ I don’t think he meant listening to something inside my body. I’ve heard the phrase ‘listen to the mana’ before. Plenty of times. Mom says that all the time. In church as well, they would say it over and over, ‘listen to the voice of the mana.’ But what does that mean?
He pushed out all the distractions around him as he focused on the placid pool of mana in his chest. The blob of energy hung there passively, waiting for thought and intent, or a skill, to give it direction. He tried to look deeper, isolating the smallest section of mana that he could. A single murky speck of the magical energy appeared before his mind's eye. He zoomed-in on it, finding it to be like a cloudy vapor that slowly churned in weaving patterns.
It has physical properties and can interact with molecules, but can also pass through matter easily enough. Is it a solid, liquid, and gas all in one? Maybe it shifts so rapidly through those three states it just appears as all three simultaneously. Can it also turn to a plasma? What would that look like?
 It doesn’t matter. What’s important right now is that mana somehow moves between particles of matter. It does so smoothly, causing no pain, so it must not be interfering with my body’s cells. Yet the mana can repair damaged cells and even create new cells. Slow down there Jiran, don’t get distracted. I need to listen and open myself to its voice, deeper, I need to go deeper.
Jiran refocused his efforts, straining with every fiber of his mind to discern some pattern or sound in the movement of the ghostly energies. A soft impact suddenly blossomed across his forehead as a heavy wooden ladle landed a critical hit on his focus.
“You’re bleeding on my floor, again! Get the depths out of my kitchen, Jiran! If you want to take a nap, do it somewhere else.”
Jiran’s brain short-circuited for a moment before his sluggish thoughts realigned with the world around him. The first thing he noticed was the warm shawl wrapped around her neck that he had bought her and how nice it looked. Then, he noticed the wooden spoon and the trail of blood leaking down his leg. He summoned a fresh Coating to replace the one he lost focus on while playing with his mana and then rose slowly to his feet with a sheepish smile.
“Sorry, Miss Sharaal,” He bowed with a wince before retreating from her oasis.
Still mostly on autopilot, Jiran headed to his delivery box as he usually did after lunch. There were only two deliveries, both at the pier. He examined his injuries with a sigh, finding them healing rapidly enough there was no way he could convince himself to skip out on the long trek. 
He placed the letters in his satchel, cleaned the wounds again, then reapplied a Coating before heading out of the manor in a pain-filled jog. 
I think I was onto something there. Sooner I finish, the sooner I can get back to it.
Twice on the way to the pier, a cloud burst and he dropped to the ground to brace against the fluctuations of chaotic density. Both times he managed to maintain the elusive connection with his mana while absorbing the energy.
This is so fun! Who needs coffee when you can sit beneath clouds so full of magical energy they explode? I’m getting a lot better at this, too. Next wave, I’m going to spread my coating out a bit more.
Jiran was one of the only people traversing the empty streets of Feylon. For most townsfolk, densoon was a time to bunker down, a break from the hard work of the previous season. He shook his head, wishing some of them could be having as much fun as he was. Neither recipient for his deliveries was at the warehouse, so he left the letters plainly visible on a desk before leaving. Back at the manor, he made himself comfortable in the yard and once more lost himself in attempting to listen to his mana.
What would mana even say? Does it have an actual voice that speaks words? That would be pretty crazy. I would expect something more along the lines of the vibrations from the densoon.
An hour passed in silent meditation before a spark of frustration blossomed in his chest.
This isn’t working, I need a fresh perspective. What does it mean to listen? Listening is communicating, or bridging the gap between two entities of thought. I’m already doing that when I use coating to absorb the densoons. I gather emotion and intent and then send it to my mana. Then, it tells me how the density is moving and I adjust it accordingly. But is that true communication? There’s certainly no emotional response from my mana, no intent that comes back to me, just information.
Maybe there is though and I’m just not listening hard enough. If my intent travels through my body and to the mana via an emotional bridge, can I somehow let the mana do the same? But the bridge I create is formed with my own thoughts and intent which would probably interfere with hearing its response. What would happen if I gave it its own, completely separate emotional bridge to share its intent with me?
Jiran focused on emptiness, a void, the lack of everything. He stripped out thought, sense of self, and pain. He discarded sound, smells, and even the sensations of the wind brushing against his skin. Then, without any sense of wanting his mana to do anything, he extended a delicate strand of minimal emotion to the cloudy energy in his chest.
Static? No, that’s not a sound, more a jumble of impressions. Like a thousand thoughts, emotions, memories, and sensations all mixed together. Pain? It’s too much information, I need to focus on one thing at a time.
Suddenly the bridge faltered and failed but a grin crept across his face nonetheless.
I did it!
His thoughts raced trying to figure out how he was supposed to maintain a void of thoughts and emotions, while also extending emotion to his mana, while simultaneously picking apart the thoughts and emotions inside the static.
That felt like juggling an egg and a fifty-pound dumbbell in one hand while doing a puppet show with the other. I can’t split my brain in two, there has to be another way to do both at once. Molding! I don’t have to do it all myself, I have a freaking skill that automates half the process!
Closing his eyes once more, Jiran made another attempt, this time with the use of Molding. His brain tickled as fake emotion was produced and sent into his manapool. The connection was far too strong, completely overshadowing the trickle of static he was searching for. He didn’t give up. With each attempt, he curbed the skill toward doing exactly what he wanted. It took extreme focus to force the automated process away from optimization as it naturally wanted to create the strongest effect his fifty levels in the skill could produce.
For hours, he flipped the skill on and off again, cycling through the steps as quickly as he could. He was not focused on perfection, only familiarization. Thought, emotion, command, release. void, connection, static, release. 
Jiran was so absorbed in his practice that he failed to notice the tap on his shoulder from the girl who had been calling him for dinner, nor did he notice the suns go down. It wasn't until Samris nudged him roughly with his boot that he snapped out of his trance. Darkness engulfed the world, split only by the soft lights from the manor’s lanterns. Jiran trudged after Samris in a daze. He was led to the kitchen where he found a meal left out for him. Later, in his room, he stared at the ceiling, trying to wrestle his exhausted thoughts into order so he could keep practicing. Within seconds, exhaustion took him.
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Jiran swirled within a churning sea of shifting impressions. His sluggish thoughts tried to reach out and touch them, but they shifted just beyond his grasp no matter how he moved. 
“Can you speak?” His words echoed away from him. The echoes created two ripples that grew in strength, turning into waves as they moved away from him. The waves picked up speed, soon forming into massive tsunamis that crashed through the sea. Wherever they passed, they left behind structure, and purpose. Within the blink of an eye, the vastness before him had turned into an enormous tunnel.
The waves traveled down opposite sides of the tunnel until they intersected far in the distance. Where the waves met, Jiran swore he could see eyes looking back at him. 
“What are you?”
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He jolted awake, sweat covering his body in the darkness. Closing his eyes, he formed a connection with his mana, but this time, he added a single thought, just one desire: To see those eyes again. The static came and Jiran dove into its churning emotions and intent. He ignored all of it, focusing only on maintaining the shaky connection while keeping his purpose crystal clear. 
When all the noise was stripped away, he saw them: The starry eyes from his dream staring back at him.
“Are you real? Why won’t you speak to me?”
Amid the jumble of static, a few of the impressions changed their form. It was such a subtle shift that he nearly missed it but while staring at those cosmic eyes, it somehow became obvious what he needed to do. He focused on just those few impressions while ignoring everything else and their message snapped into clarity.
“Destruction, vastness, flawed, replacement, improvement.”
What he heard was not actual words, but his own memories. They were triggered in rapid succession, each accompanied by an emotion that flowed from one to the next in a coherent thought. He was so shocked at the clarity of the message that he nearly lost his focus entirely but he grit his teeth, refusing to let go now that he was making progress.
“Do you have a name?”
The instant response was easy to decipher now that he knew what to look for.
“Stormcloud, cooing baby, vastness, change, growth.”
How the hell is that a name?
The confused thought snapped him out of his trance and he lost the connection completely. When he blinked to check the flashing notification behind his eyelids, a toothy grin stretched his cheeks.


Congratulations: Revelation technique discovered
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WHAT IT MEANS TO BE UNIQUE


I did it! Never been done before my ass, that wasn’t hard at all. Okay, maybe I got super lucky to figure it out in a dream but that’s beside the point! 


Revelation: Seek the answers within


Did the system rip that from a self-help guide? This has got to be the least detailed description of a technique so far. Where are the details?! Each skill and technique I’ve gotten have been layered with intricacies that would never be readily apparent without tons of trial and error. Meanwhile, we’re given these useless descriptions that don’t help anyone.
Jiran opened his eyes and activated the technique with bated breath, only to find his mana completely empty.
What? Where did all my mana go?
Luckily, he wasn’t asleep long since eating dinner and with his growth at 100% his meals took a long time to digest. He converted half of the higher-tier meal to mana, then tried again.
Revelation!
He felt the pseudo-emotions produced in his brain link with his manapool. Then, all his mana began to drain away into nothing without any kind of result from the technique whatsoever. He tried to establish a manual connection with his mana to keep it from vanishing but it slipped through his control within seconds. After his mana was gone, the emotional link destabilized and vanished. 
Jiran's heartbeat was hammering in his ears from the terrifying experience of having his mana robbed again. He hyperventilated for several seconds before remembering his dinner. After converting the rest of it into mana, he lay back on his bed and stared at the ceiling while his emotions morphed from fear to confusion, and eventually to annoyance.
What kind of scam technique did he make me learn?


Revelation: + 1


At least I got that first level, at the small expense of my entire mana pool being drained in three seconds. Considering how little I understand about that technique, I doubt I’ll be getting more levels anytime soon. Definitely a scam.
The air beside Jiran’s bed began to dance like a heat haze before an old man wearing nothing but his underpants popped into existence. Lenton wore a knowing smile as he stood before Jiran in the middle of the night. “Congratulations! To think you would discover the technique within a day. Impressive, very impressive. I can’t wait to rub this in that fool Schtitwart’s face.”
Huh? You made me do this before tiering just so you could prove to some shirtwart that you’re right and he's wrong?
Seeing Jiran’s scowl, Lenton released a bellowing bark of laughter with his hands on his hips. “Not what you were expecting, kid? Well, tough luck. Nobody does anything without a reason. If you’re enough of a schmuck to get dragged into someone else’s plans, then accept the fact you’re already being used with a little dignity.”
He’s got a point. Damnit, he really set me up good.
“Fair enough, Master Filibree. But what was your reason for making me read those books? They were total shrelkcrap. I don’t think a single thing in there was accurate, let alone useful toward figuring out the technique.”
“Of course they’re crap! I told you not to be misled by the teachings of others, didn’t I? Everyone you ever meet is going to spout gibberish they heard from others as if it were gospel. Learn to think for yourself using your own experience. If you do gain knowledge from another, always verify its authenticity before accepting it as truth. Obviously, you can’t tell a child to learn something and they just mysteriously understand it. You have to show them in a way that’s so obvious that even… well, that even a child could understand it.”
Lenton’s confident nod struck a cord of annoyance in Jiran, causing his eye to twitch sporadically.
I definitely understood it just fine the first time you told me!
A sudden moment of eureka made Jiran’s eyes fly wide open and he gasped.
All of Brandon’s memories are the same! I shouldn’t trust them out of hand just because they’re in my head. I need to verify everything. That’s going to take a ton of experimentation.
The idea of spending seasons, possibly years, testing wild theories and verifying thousands of bits of knowledge from another world sent a shiver up his spine. His cheeks began to ache before he realized how wide his grin was.
“That’s the spirit!” Lenton matched his wild grin with one of his own.
In the darkness of night, a man and a boy grinned at one another. When their eyes met, they both remembered that neither wore more than their underpants. Lenton’s nervous laughter matched Jiran’s in an eerie echo that would have sent most children screaming. Coughing into his fist, Lenton’s eyes took on a hard glint. 
“It’s time we talk about your Unique status, boy. Tell me the extent of your knowledge on the subject.”
“Oh, okay. I don’t know much beyond that it’s somehow helping me predict and absorb the densoon waves. Samris said he wants to study it and that's why he's helping me. Is that why you’re helping me, too?”
“So clueless! He truly told you nothing?” Lenton shot an annoyed glare upwards in the direction of Samris’s room. Fine, I’ll fill you in on the details just this once, so you better pay attention! Not much is known about Unique abilities. No two are the same and they are incredibly rare. As far as I know, you, Samris, and I are the only ones in the entire empire who have one.”
What?! That’s not just rare, that's freaking shiny legendary rare.
This is a lot more serious than I thought. Something this rare will put a target on my back. Now that I know the truth, can I even be sure that Samris and Lenton aren’t going to try and use my ability for their own ends? I guess they’ve already stated plainly that they plan to. No, this whole train of thought is useless. If they tell me to do something I don’t want to do, I’ll just refuse. If that gets me killed, there’s nothing I could have done to resist either of them anyways. 
So why worry about it before it happens? Wait, all three of us are in the same place at the same time? The empire’s not exactly huge, but still, that seems highly unlikely. Well, obviously Samris told Master Filibree I was here.
“How did Samris find me?”
“Certainly not by coincidence, if that’s what you’re wondering. I’ll let him answer that question if he is so inclined. Now, moving on. Unique abilities function outside the boundaries of mana, skills, techniques, and the tiers. For example, each newly acquired skill uses the previous ones to build an expanding foundation of power while Unique abilities don’t interact with any known skills or techniques at all. Not only that, but they will never level or grow stronger once they manifest.”
Lenton paused to let Jiran absorb his words before continuing. “That doesn’t mean they can’t be used alongside skills though. For instance, Samris could project his voice with the aid of mana and it would increase the range of his Unique ability. The effect would not increase in strength though, no matter how much mana he used to boost it.
Wow, so whatever my Unique ability is, it’s not reliant on mana or skills and won’t get stronger over time.
“Unique’s always come with some form of backlash, or as Samris would call it, a curse.” Jiran swallowed around the lump in his throat, having been worried about what his curse might entail for weeks.
Samris’s curse would be the brainwashing thing. He can’t have a normal conversation with people. But he can with me since my own Unique somehow drains his away whenever I hear his voice.
“Clever as always, and no I can’t read your mind. Your face is just an open book, child. You should do something about that. Lastly, these abilities are severely diminished in effect when used on others who have one of their own as I’m sure you well know. That, unfortunately, is the extent of all knowledge around unique abilities. There is nothing else, and I mean to remedy that ignorance, using you.”
If we work together, we might even be able to figure out how to fix the curse. It’s definitely worth a try. I don’t like the idea of having this executioner's curse hanging over my head.
“I was not made aware of Samris’s ability manifesting until it had already fully formed,” Lenton clenched his fist and Jiran swore he could feel the building shake as if the entire manor were in the palm of that hand. He took a deep breath and the vibrations ceased. 
When their gazes locked again, Lenton’s eyes were brimming with excitement. “In the record hall at Cruex, every known Unique has been cataloged. In the two thousand years since the Emperors founded the Finlest Empire, there has only been one instance where two Unique’s lived at the same time. They went on to kill one another but that’s not important. I had thought I would never get another chance to study our condition. Believe whatever you will of me, Jiran. But I am very thankful for your existence. Of that, you can be certain.”
“I’ll help however I can, Master Filibree. I’m already involved, whether I like it or not.”
“Good, yes, excellent,” Lenton rubbed his hands together as he regarded Jiran with an expression that reeked of greed.
“There is just one problem,” Jiran said while skeptically eyeing Lenton’s face.
“Do tell.”
“If I can’t trust what other people say, I’m going to have to fact check everything you just said. How can I know you aren’t wrong about everything?”
Lenton’s boisterous laugh caused the window to rattle and the floorboards under his bed to dance and creak.
“That's what I’m talking about, kid! Keep learning quickly if you ever want to catch up.” Lenton quickly sobered, his voice taking on a no-nonsense edge. “Your attributes are all capped, correct?”
“Yes, Master Filibree.”
“Fantastic! Some fools are in such a hurry to ascend that they fail to maximize each tier’s attributes. You can only double what you bring to the table, never forget that! Now, let’s get you a new skill, shall we?”
Panic reared its ugly head and grabbed Jiran’s heart in a vice-like grip. “R-right now? It’s the middle of the night.”
Oh god, what if there’s another accident. What if that’s my curse, that every time I tier up I have to go through that madness again?
Despite taking several deep calming breaths, Jiran’s heart raced like a galloping stallion. A strong, elderly hand landed on his shoulder, its firm grip instantly bringing him back from visions of that nightmarish experience.
“You’re going to be fine, fool boy. Am I not right here? I’ve been looking for a worthy disciple for twenty seasons. Do you think I’ll allow anything to happen to you until you give me what I want?” Something about the manic gleam in Lenton’s eyes did more for Jiran’s state of mind than a thousand breaths would have.
Focus on the positive. Haven’t I been looking forward to this for weeks? I’m already twice as strong as a human from Earth. In the second tier, I’ll eventually be double what I am now. Not to mention the new skill. Magic, real magic. Not the little bits of mana manipulation that I have now, but actually affecting the very elements. Fire, lightning, and who knows what else. With molding alone I already unlocked several techniques that each gave me incredible powers. What will the next tier bring? Or the one after that.
No. It doesn't matter how painful or difficult it is. I want to keep pushing forward. I want to ascend.
Jiran nodded, prepared for whatever the night was about to bring. Lenton tossed him a small bag. As soon as Jiran’s hands closed around the soft leather, he found himself outside in the yard. He blinked in surprise from the sudden teleportation that he hadn’t even felt. With a wave of Lenton's hand, a dome of force sprang into existence around them and Jiran’s ears popped at the change in air pressure.
When he looked at the transparent dome, the hairs on his arms stood straight up. Whatever this field was, he had a strong feeling it could easily stop Samris’s attack that had wiped out the beasts in the forest like they were bugs.
“The bag has a few tier five mana-pills and a seer-filter. Eat two of the pills now. When the tiering starts, take the filter,” Lenton’s voice was devoid of its previous joviality.
Jiran kicked the last remnants of his fear to the side and swallowed two of the orange pills. He took a moment to inspect the intricate designed vial full of strange crystals before palming it.
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The pills began to give off massive waves of density that bounced within his stomach. Each time they struck, more changes happened within his body and soon they began to cascade out of control.
“That seer-filter is of the highest quality, I made it myself. It should clear out the impurities in your manabody. If it doesn't, we’ll just have to make a stronger one for the next tiering,” Jiran watched as Lenton’s eyes darted about rapidly, scanning the space around Jiran for something only he could see.
What’s he talking about? What’s a… mana… bo—
Jiran lost focus as his vision started to shake and distort. A single frantic thought blared a warning that resounded through his entire being: Drink the filter!
Jiran uncorked the vial with hands that almost refused to follow his commands. He unclenched his jaw which was already set in a grimace of pain, then downed the crystals which instantly turned to liquid that swam down his throat even as it gushed from his nose and eyes. Then, he collapsed to the ground.
His body was brimming with energy. He vaguely recalled the feeling of being far too full as every inch of his skin sought to stretch and expand. His vision darkened until there was only blackness around him. The whole world trembled in a mighty groundquake, or possibly it was Jiran that was shaking; he could no longer discern the difference.
Jiran wanted to know. He needed to understand. Frustration at being in the dark took hold, and without a second thought to question if it was a good idea, he formed a two-way link with his mana. 
Suddenly, all the sensations of his ascension vanished. He opened his eyes to find himself floating in a sea of stars. Trillions of shining lights blinking in and out of existence all around him. One in particular, was close to him and shimmered with a pale blue light.
What are you?
With that single thought, he found himself before the light. It was no larger than his hand. It paused when he appeared before it, and he could somehow tell it was looking back at him with equal curiosity. He reached out and touched the light. Images, sounds, and feelings flooded into him the moment his skin touched its pristinely smooth surface.
Explosions beyond comprehension. The vastness of an endless void. Forces ripping and pulling. Trapped for eons in a powerful compression. Universe devouring heat, expansion, change, and movement. Then there was sky, water, birds, and animals.
Jiran gasped as the countless visions were compressed into that single second of contact. Despite the overload of information, he pushed deeper, wanting to understand, to see more, to know everything.
Was that the life of a star? Why is it here? Where is here?
The pale blue star shimmered and once again, Jiran understood its subtle whisper.
“Soon.”
Then, there was a great pulling force, impossible to resist. He was whisked through the sea of stars at incredible speeds until darkness claimed him once more.
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FIELD TRIP FROM HELL


Lenton Filibree


A consistent pounding of densoon waves raged in the dead of night. Two men stood completely unaffected under the buffeting energies that harrowed the surrounding lands. Protected in their bubble of force, the surrounding weather was no more a nuisance than a gentle sprinkling of rain. 
Lenton and Samris watched with morbid curiosity as Jiran’s body tore itself into a bloody mess on the ground. Samris was the first to look away, “No matter how many times I see this, I find it disconcerting to the verge of disgust. Logically, I understand we must be rebuilt anew each tier, but seeing a child in such a state is not for the faint of heart. This seems worse than usual, and that vial… What did you give him, Master Filibree?”
Jiran now resembled a bedsheet ripped into a dozen pieces, each held together by a few strands of blood-red silk.
“I had him take a seer-filter,” Lenton said with a nonchalant shrug.
Samris clenched his fists, a snarl overtaking his expression.
“Relax, Sammy. He’s doing great.”
“Was it truly necessary to give him such a foul concoction?”
“It was indeed. There is far too much underlying damage in his manabody. It would have killed him before the Fifth Tier. This treatment was inevitable. Better to do it now while he’s still weak and easily adaptable. This was an optimal time and the repercussions of leaving the damage untreated are far too great to ignore. He needs to live long enough to show me the way...”
“How can there be damage to his manabody? Do you think it is related to our curse, Master Filibree?”
“I do indeed, if you had manasight you would know how bad it is.”
“I’ve no intention of ascending again any time soon. I may have reached the end of my willpower already, I need… time to know for sure.”
“And stop calling me that, squirt. I haven’t been anyone’s master for a long time.”
Samris was assaulted by memories of his childhood and the constant string of hopefuls that used to follow Lenton around wherever he went. “It doesn’t seem that long ago to me. Besides, I was there, you agreed to make him your disciple. I thought you were done teaching. What were your words? Given up, hopeless, impossible to find anyone worthy in this cesspit of complacency.”
“Maybe I was looking in the wrong places. The kids out here in the reaches live a hard life without the ever-present safety of the Emperors. Any day could be their last, any random beast could walk into town and wipe them all out in an hour. If they survive, it makes them strong, hardy, and driven. But also stubborn, overconfident in their ignorance, and unable to learn or grow beyond what is set before them. Somehow, despite considerable hardship, Jiran is walking a different path. Not by accident either, but by personal choice. I’ve never seen anything like it in one so young. Even if he wasn’t Unique, I would have taken an interest in him. Besides, he’s not been corrupted by those fools and their incompetence.”
Samris nodded, having had similar thoughts in the previous weeks. Lenton sighed deeply as painful memories flickered across his face, they faded a moment later and he once more became the sturdy, unassailable old legend that Samris remembered from his childhood.
“Do you think the others will come for him, Master?”
“He has a remarkable connection with unaspected mana to be sure, I doubt that alone will be enough to wrest him from my guardianship. So long as he does not display similar proclivities with any of the elements, we should have no issues with them.”
Samris shook his head, “I would like to think I’ve learned to stop underestimating him. We should assume he will form a bond with at least one element, and plan accordingly.”
“The simplest solution would be to not instruct him overmuch then. We have two entire years before his oath will force him to present himself for conscription. Until then, we will make sure he does not cause a splash.”
“I believe you will find him unwilling to be constrained in such a manner, Master. Those scars, and the weight they brought, didn’t stop him for a minute. Can you imagine being rejected by density as he was? Yet I’ve rarely seen a single flicker of hesitation in him.”
“Look at you, little Sammy. Always so insistent you would fail as a mentor, yet your instincts for it say otherwise. You are correct, a young mind, especially one we wish to be useful, must have goals, inspirations, and challenges. Don’t worry, I have something in mind to keep him occupied once he develops a bond.”
Samris narrowed his eyes then sighed in resignation, “I still dread the thought of being a teacher. Yet I find myself wanting to watch him grow, to see what he will become. I’m beginning to understand why some would sacrifice so much of their time to guide the next generation.”
Lenton grunted a laugh, “You sound like your mother with all this sighing and moping about. At least she was pining after a man, while you're just chasing around a little boy.”
Samris’s jaw dropped as he guffawed, “Your sense of humor is growing worse, Master. I will admit, it’s been surprisingly pleasant having someone to speak with. I was prepared for my solitude, excited even. Now, seeing him like this, I realize how lonely I would be without him. And I hope you’re right about Jiran being the answer. I’m tired of living like this. I yearn to be free from the curse.”
“Me too Sammy, me too.”


That same day, near the center of the Finlest Empire.



Cameron smiled fondly at the boy and girl walking in front of him. His cousin looked back at him, an excited smile on her face. Her voice was smooth and reserved while her words lacked the stuttering of one typical her age, showing the fruits of their harsh training under the mistress of decorum over the last season.
“I can’t wait to see the statue of Sophoreses! I bet he’s even more handsome than in the stories. Dommell, did you know he traveled further than anyone else across the Murinth Ocean? He saw beasts larger than the entire city of Cruex and lived to tell the tale.”
“Please, Olive. Why bother with that dusty old sailor. I’m interested in the memorial to Astarita. She charmed an entire city with the wave of her hand. I bet she was the most beautiful woman to ever live.”
The two continued to argue about the most impressive renditions of the empire’s heroes as they approached the tall wall and thick metal gate that lead into the ancient mausoleum. Meanwhile, Cameron studied his status with one eye closed, the other open and ever-watchful, lest he fail to perform his life's only duty. Pride welled inside him seeing the proof of his intense efforts and the training his father had put him through.


NAME:	 Cameron Amyntas
RACE:	Human
AGE: 8
WEIGHT: 93.72 kg
STATUS: Healthy


TIER: 2
GROWTH: 23.11 %


MANA: 2
CONCENTRATION: 2


STRENGTH: 31
AGILITY: 25
ENDURANCE: 33
DURABILITY: 30
WISDOM: 28
INTELLIGENCE: 27


SKILLS:
Molding: 8
Shaping: 2


TECHNIQUES	
Forcing: 2
Resilience: 3
Fire control: 1
Wind control: 1


The massive gate was cracked just enough for them to squeeze through. Cameron took the lead. He confidently pushed through before them, as was proper. He scanned the inner compound for threats in the way he had been trained, and found nothing that caught his eye. He stuck his hand back through the gate and beckoned them inside.
Together, they walked toward the field of beautiful marble statues. Even Cameron gasped in excitement at a massive warrior decked with impressive armor.
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Maybe this place isn’t so bad.
His foot landed on a brick that shifted strangely under his weight. A soft click resounded, which was immediately followed by a blinding light that surrounded the three of them. When Cameron could see again, they were no longer anywhere near the city. The everpresent buildings, streets, and walls were replaced by countless trees and shrubs in every direction. Long shadows stretched toward them, coalescing into women-shaped pools of darkness.
The sound of gloating laughter reached his ears. His skin prickled and the hairs on his arms stood at attention from the promised threat inherent in their snickering mirth. Suddenly, a shining figure descended from the sky, smashing into the shadowy women before them.
“Michael!” Olive shouted, relief replacing her panicked terror.
Michael’s body, clothes, and armor burst into flames that burned the nearby shadows, sending them hissing into the shadows of the nearby trees. The area around the man burned as his mana flared. Their sworn protector’s sword gleamed red as it sliced through three of the shadows.
Screams of rage echoed from every direction as more and more shadows appeared. They leaped at the burning figure of Michael a dozen at a time, quickly overwhelming the rapid swings of his blade. When the first shadowy blade pierced through Michael’s back and erupted from his chest, Cameron snapped out of his daze. He grabbed Olive and threw her over his shoulder before sprinting into the unfamiliar woods.
Cameron’s heart hammered in his chest as his legs pumped for everything they were worth. The sound of crashing feet resounded from beside him eliciting a snarl of hatred. When he looked to his side and saw it was just Dommell, his face as white as a ghost, Cameron reigned in his anger.
“D-did they kill him?!” Dommell huffed as they sprinted together.
He’s faster than I thought.
Olive began to sob from his shoulder in a mournful, keening wail broken rhythmically each time Cameron’s feet impacted the ground. “I don’t know. Michael’s fifth tier and they beat him, we don’t stand a chance. Our only hope is that he lasts long enough for us to make it back to Cruex.”
“Which way is Cruex? Do you know where we are?”
“No,” Cameron responded, being extra careful to keep his own fear from his voice.
He heard the laughter long before he saw the shadows around them “No escape, no escape, no escape,” They sang the words repeatedly with eerie, distorted mockery. Dommell tripped and fell, landing hard on the roots of the tree that downed him. Blood leaked from his nose as he leaped back to his feet, but the damage had been done. The delay more than enough for the shadows to surround them once more.
They crept closer by the second, long claws wrapped in darkness reaching for their necks. 
“I don’t want to die!” Dommell panicked and smacked his own chest with a closed fist hard enough to activate the talisman buried beneath his skin. In a flash of light, he teleported away in the blink of an eye.
Seeing their friend disappear, Cameron didn’t hesitate. He threw his cousin to the ground and brought his fist down on her chest which caused her talisman to activate as well. She vanished in the same bright light. He took one last look at the smiling and laughing shadows that now stood still all around him, no longer advancing.
Why are they grinning?
His fist collided with his solar plexus and his world flipped and tumbled before he found himself crashing face-first into hard dirt. He leaped to his feet, quickly spotting Olive and Dommell a short distance away. A few seconds of brisk jogging brought him to their side. They were still in the forest. Tall hills rose around them in every direction. A creek burbled peacefully nearby. Birds chirped angrily at their invasion while small critters dashed away in fear.
“Any idea where we are?” He asked Dommell as the boy spun in circles trying to get his bearings.
Olive was sitting on the ground coughing while holding her chest. A pang of remorse swept through Cameron when he realized he had probably hit her a lot harder than he needed to.
For the second time that day, a figure descended through the boughs above and landed before them. The man was a shadow incarnate. Dark skin and hair framed black eyes. His leather armor was so ebony it appeared as if he was wrapped in midnight’s lightless embrace. The shadows from trees and rocks all around them stretched toward the man like fanatic admirers desperate for a single touch.
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“That went sooooo much better than I expected. Thank you kindly for playing your parts to perfection, my faithful new companions,” His kind and cheerful voice was completely at odds with his appearance.
“M-M-Mark the Hiss,” Dommell fell to his ass in the dirt, frantically scooting away from the well-known assassin.
“Oh, you’ve heard of me, how adorable,” He drew out his words, savoring the sound of his own voice and the terror on their faces. “That moniker is so crude. Please, call me Markhiss. It just rolls off the tongue, don’t you agree?” He bowed deeply with one arm across his chest and the other dramatically raised behind him.
“How did you find us?!” Cameron snarled.
“Oh come now, those talismans of yours aren't as random as you were no doubt told. If you know the location of their creator, then it’s a simple matter of distance, and voila, here we are,” he gestured wildly with his hands while he talked as if everything was a theatrical performance for an eager crowd.
Cameron reached for Olive, desperate to grab her and run. Markhiss vanished and appeared between them, catching Cameron's outstretched hand in a vice-like grip.
Teleportation?! He’s tier six. We are so screwed.
“Tsk tsk tsk,” He wagged a finger in front of Cameron’s face as if scolding a toddler. “Come along now. Your new home awaits. Everything is prepared just right for maximum comfort and enjoyment. Which is good since you will be there for a very very long time.”
“What are you going to do to us?” Olive asked, finally recovered enough to breathe.
“Protect, nurture, and guide you, of course. All gifted children are welcome in your new home. I just know you’ll love it,” Markhiss purred. A maniacal cackle echoed through the small valley before he teleported them away.
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THE SLEEPER HAS AWOKEN


Jiran released a satisfied murmur of contentment as he burrowed deeper into his bed. A deep breath brought with it the smell of Sharaal’s amazing cooking. The birds outside his window chirped happily amidst the occasional densoon wave that thumped harmlessly against the sturdy manor walls. 
Wow, I haven’t felt this amazing since before my tiering. It’s been one fight after another with the only breaks being intense bouts of training.
My… tiering? Why does that—
Jiran’s eyes shot open as he jerked fully awake. The strength he used to sit upright was so strong, it shot him out of bed and he fell to the floor in a tangle of limbs that refused to cooperate as they usually did.
What’s wrong with my body?! I just tiered again, and Lenton was there to watch over me. I shouldn’t be struggling this much just to move.
Reigning in his wild thoughts and emotions, Jiran took several deep breaths until he calmed. With slow, deliberate movements, he sat up on the floor. A shimmer of healthy pink caught his eyes and the moment he was sitting upright, he lifted his hands and stared at the perfectly smooth skin that covered them.
My scars are gone! And I’m so much stronger now. No wonder it was awkward to move. The barest hint of strength is enough to send me off balance. Is this normal?
Jiran closed his eyes and a flicker of mana lit up several flashing notifications along with his status.


CONGRATULATIONS: Tiering successful


Strength: + 2.6
Agility: + 2.3
Endurance: + 2.4
Durability: + 1.6
Wisdom: + 1.1
Intelligence: + 1.1


Molding skill cap extended


Molding: + 9


There’s a skill cap? No wonder I haven’t seen any levels in molding for a while. Does that mean my new cap is one hundred, or seventy five?


Congratulation: Shaping skill unlocked


Yes! Real magic. I can’t wait to try it out. I need to get through the rest of the changes and get outside.


Further upgrades delayed due to lack of density


I was in so many fights last tier that I still have more attribute gains waiting for growth? Awesome!


NAME: Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 8
WEIGHT: 51.40 kg > 78.21 kg
STATUS: Healthy


Wow, I'm almost fifty percent heavier!


TIER: 1 > 2
GROWTH: 0 > 9.25 %


Nine percent growth?! Those pills Lenton had me eat were no joke. Awesome.


MANA: 1 > 2
CONCENTRATION: 1 > 2


Oh, obviously that’s why it's so hard to move. Mana and concentration doubles with every tier. Everything about me; all my attributes, the toughness of my skin, my mana, and even my senses are multiplied by concentration. I’m literally twice as powerful as before in every regard. Of course it would be hard to move with a sudden and huge increase in strength.


STRENGTH: 20 > 22.6
AGILITY: 20 > 22.3
ENDURANCE: 20 > 22.4
DURABILITY: 20 > 21.6
WISDOM: 20 > 21.1
INTELLIGENCE: 20 > 21.1


With the increase in concentration, each of these gains is worth double what they were before. That idea’s going to take some getting used to.


SKILLS:
Molding - Mana Expansion: 50 > 59
Shaping: 0


TECHNIQUES:
Forcing: 32 > 34
Coating: 21 > 23
Revelation: 1


OTHER:
UNIQUE: Fo$esi%h(


Jiran flexed his hands experimentally, marveling at the new power held within each digit. He looked closer at his skin, seeing individual pores as if looking through a magnifying glass. The scuffing of feet reverberated through the air from the far end of the hallway, a noise he would not have heard the day before. He breathed in the scent of breakfast again, marveling at the rich smells of sizzling meat.
I’ve never been able to smell breakfast all the way from my room before. And I feel like I could crush my old bones with my bare hands. So this is what it feels like to tier up normally. 
Jiran slowly climbed to his feet and tried to pull on his clothes. His leg caught in his breeches sending him tumbling back to the floor. He laughed at his own awkwardness and how soft the floor felt when he landed.
This is going to take some getting used to. Ugh! Why won’t my leg fit into my pants!
A rip resounded through the room as his leg tore through the fabric.
My clothes shrunk? No, that's stupid, obviously I’m bigger. Like, a lot bigger. Guess that’s why my weight increased so much.
Jiran stood next to his dresser which used to come up to the middle of his chest. The wood now only came up to his belly button and he released a bout of nervous laughter.
So that’s what that book meant when it said tiering brings one closer to perfection. It could have been a lot more specific! How is anyone supposed to interpret that line correctly?
He tore through all his clothes, until finally finding pajama bottoms that stretched snugly over his rear and legs. They fit, if barely, even though the hems were halfway up his calves. A bulky winter jacket covered his torso, the buttons refusing to meet and the cuffs obnoxiously riding up his forearms.
At least they match with the pants.
A grumble from his belly announced his body's need to devour Sharaal’s cooking. He opened his door, eager to face the day with his chest bared.
Food and then shaping. Today is already so awesome!
Excitement burned in Jiran to test his new limits but he restrained himself as he slowly made his way to the kitchen. One of the maids rounded the corner at the end of the hall. Upon spotting him, she nearly tripped with the load of linens she was carrying. She eyed him up and down in shock, her mouth opening and closing like a fish for several seconds before a deep crimson spread across her cheeks and she scurried away.
Used to their odd behavior, Jiran paid her no mind as he gradually increased his pace through the manor. By the time he got to the kitchen, he no longer held the wall for balance. Eating at least provided no difficulties as he shoveled food into his mouth with his bare hands, unable to hold the utensils without bending them. Twice, he glanced up with cheeks full of food to find several of the maids peering at him from around the corner with strange expressions, no doubt disgusted by his hasty manner.
He finished quickly and arrived in the yard a few minutes later, burning with excitement to begin. He was finally beginning to feel used to his new strength. He jumped several times experimentally, laughing in joy as his head inched ever closer to the top of the manor with each leap.
I bet I could jump ten meters if I put mana into my legs. How high could I go with forcing?
Just as Jiran was about to test it out, Samris exited the manor and approached him. Jiran was overwhelmed with gratitude upon seeing Samris's face. Without thought, he bowed deeply to the man he owed so much to. “Thank you, Lord Feylon!”
Without Samris, would I even be alive right now to enjoy this?
A strong hand on his shoulder pulled him upright. Samris's eyes twinkled as they looked into Jiran’s. A light smile spread across the older man’s face and his chest bounced with barely restrained laughter. Jiran was so intrigued by the much smaller height difference between the two of them that he failed to notice Samris’s strange behavior. Samris beckoned Jiran to follow and together they walked back into the manor. Jiran followed happily until they were upstairs and approaching Samris’s bedroom. His steps slowed as his brain began to grind to a halt.
Uhh, what’s going on here?
Samris looked over his shoulder when Jiran’s steps halted. Samris’s barely restrained, full-body, silent laughter made him appear to be convulsing as though he were attempting to keep himself from hurling. The strange movements made Jiran even more nervous and he took a single step backward, toward the stairs and safety.
Samris shook his head side to side, a pitying smile on his lips. The man moved so fast, Jiran missed it despite not blinking. Suddenly, Samris was dragging him bodily toward his bedroom door while Jiran thrashed helplessly against the man’s impossible strength.
“W-what are you doing?! No, please, I’m not ready for this!”
Inside, Samris tossed him lightly through the air. Still unused to his new body, Jiran flailed and lost his balance, collapsing to the floor. By the time he was sitting upright, Samris was throwing clothes at him while laughing under his breath.
Oh. That’s right. None of my clothes fit and I’m practically half-naked. No wonder everyone’s been laughing at me! What the hell was I thinking?!
Shame and embarrassment burned bright red on his cheeks as he collected the pile of clothes and slinked back to his own room to change.
The clothes were a little too big for him but they fit much better than the pajamas. Now in a light exercise robe, Jiran found Samris in the yard stretching and joined him without a word. The Soratta quickly brought Jiran back to cloud nine. Moving, flexing, and pushing his muscles had turned from ordinary to miraculous overnight as he reveled in the strength that coursed through him. Like remembering how to throw a boolark, he rapidly regained mastery over his body. When they finished, Samris sat in the dirt with crossed legs and nodded for Jiran to join him.
The man held up his index finger and a small flame sprouted from its tip. Jiran’s gaze was transfixed on the dancing ember, the casual display of magic leaving him breathless. With bated breath he wondered what Samris would do next. When he simply raised his eyebrows and gestured for Jiran to do something, it clicked.
He wants me to do that too! I have shaping now, I completely forgot with all the excitement. As always, description first.


Shaping: Conjure forth the mechanisms of the body


Typical crap description that leaves out oceans of context and rules.
Jiran recalled a section from a book that briefly described molding and shaping. ‘Molding allows access to the source of mana within, while shaping guides that power into the actions which create all high level techniques. Mental imagery is key, the more clear the image, the more thorough the understanding, the greater the effect.’
Samris wants me to make a flame on my finger. Nothing for it but to try the stupid automated version and probably burn my damn finger off in the process.
Jiran rapidly opened and closed his hand several times while taking deep, even breaths. With a final longing look at his healthy finger, he was ready. He pictured the little flame on the tip of Samris’s finger and imagined a matching one sprouting from his own. Holding the mental image tight, he activated the skill.
“Shaping.”
The usual process of his brain activating mana ensued. This was followed by all of his mana gathering in his hand where he felt an unsettling heat begin to build. The heat grew in strength, becoming a burning itch. Just as he was about to begin panicking for real, the effect sputtered and dispersed as his mana bottomed out.


Shaping: + 1


Samris covered his mouth in an effort to stifle his laughter. He shook his head with mirth dancing in his eyes as he got up and walked inside the manor.
What happened? What went wrong? I’m missing something really important here! 
Jiran grabbed a portion of the density from his breakfast and converted it to mana.
Conjure forth the mechanisms of the body. What does that mean? How does that equate to making a flame on my finger? Hmm, the important bit is the mechanisms of the body. That sounds like the natural reactions that happen inside the body. Isn’t there millions of those though? The human body is insanely complex! Maybe Brandon's memories hold a clue.
Jiran spent a few minutes sifting through the bland mental images that he usually ignored until he found something relevant.
As far as Brandon knew, heat is friction. Movement causes friction; heart beating, muscle fibers rubbing against each other. Carbs and fats consumed in exothermic reactions producing energy and heat. What would happen if I used those for a mental image instead of just a little fire. If imagery is so important, then I should have a slightly different result from understanding how and why fire burns rather than, ‘Fire on finger hot, burn bright,’ or whatever was running through my mind when I tried before. 
Jiran held up his finger again but just as he started the shaping, a feeling of intense danger spiked through his body. He leaped to his feet, frantically looking for the beast whose fangs were moments from tearing him to pieces. Finding nothing, he panted in relief while his heartbeat raged out of control.
What was that?! It felt so real. No, it was real. I’ve had that same feeling too many times to be a coincidence. It’s probably connected with my Unique ability. I can’t brush that off as something random, the feeling was far too strong. I knew for a fact I was in imminent danger. But there’s nothing around me, which can only mean I was about to hurt myself, badly. I need to test this one single step at a time until I figure out what’s so dangerous.
Flopping back to the ground, he prepared his mental image for the flame again. He pictured the friction that naturally occurred as muscles ground against one another. Then, he imagined that heat escalating to the point where it was hot enough to combust the air.
No warning yet, keep going.
He grabbed a strand of emotions and directed it to his mana. When he began moving all of his mana toward his finger like his skill had done, the sense of extreme danger spiked again. His whole body instinctively jerked in response and he lost his focus. Sweat beaded across his forehead and back while he panted heavily.
Something about my mana, but what? I’ll try only using a smidgen instead of the entire pool to see if that triggers it.
When he calmed again, Jiran ran through the same process again, this time only tapping the smallest glob of mana he could easily control. He pushed it through his hand and into the tip of his finger without a single warning. Feeling confident, he activated the skill.
“Shaping!”
His mana burst through the film that usually kept it locked within his skin. The moment it crossed that threshold, A bright red flame the size of his head erupted from the tip of his finger. The heat washed over his face with a blazing intensity that left him reeling. Jiran fell onto his back shouting as his face and hand erupted in pain.
It buuuuuuurns!
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THE BEST DAY OF MY LIFE




Wisdom: + .2
Intelligence: + .2
Shaping: + 12


Congratulations: Fire Control technique discovered


Further upgrades delayed due to lack of density


My finger!
My face!
Jiran cracked open a stinging eyelid to look at his blistered hand and blackened finger.
That was only one percent of my mana! How did I burn myself so badly? It huuuuuuurts! 
With frantic breaths, Jiran pushed a wad of mana into his burns and immediately felt a numbing relief that was far better than any ice pack. He hobbled to the creek and completely submerged in the cool water.
Why didn’t I cover my hand with a coating? Why did I stick my face three centimeters from my hand? You would think some of those stupid books would warn about how deadly shaping is! If not for that danger sense, which has to be my unique ability, I would have been burnt to a crisp for sure. So does that mean my unique is… Best not to make any assumptions, I’ll wait for confirmation.
I can’t believe I nearly used all of my mana like the automated version of the skill tried to do.
Despite being underwater, sweat was beading out of his skin from the realization of how close he came to dying.
Why was it so strong? It has to be the difference between a sloppy mental image and one that touches on the foundations of physics. But why does that make such a big difference, and what does that imply for skills and techniques? I need to try again, but maybe I’ll leave out the nearly killing myself part.
I’m not waiting a week until my hand is healed, either. Even with the burns, this is the most fun I’ve had since I learned to absorb the densoons. Wait a second! I might not need to wait at all.
Jiran came up for air and swam back to the edge of the creek where he rested on the soft riverbed. He cringed when he saw the broken blisters on his finger steadily leaking blood and mana. He focused on the body's process for healing. He pictured cells combining together to create collagen and then granulation tissue. He knew there was more to the process but that was as far as Brandon’s memories went.
Hoping he had a clear enough image, he grabbed another minuscule glob of mana and activated his Shaping once more. He watched in wonder as the blistered, bleeding holes in his skin filled in with a white fleshy substance. There was a shimmer of mana like the reflection of light off a window, then suddenly his hand was whole and pain free.
No freaking way! It actually worked!
Jiran laughed out loud, his fist pumping in the air. He looked at his reflection in the water and used the same healing Shaping again. A serene sense of fascination filled him from head to toe as the burns on his face healed in a matter of seconds. A shiver ran through him that soon cascaded into outright tremors of excitement.


Molding: + 1
Shaping: + 1


Congratulations: Regeneration technique discovered


Jiran held his uncontrollably shaking hands in front of his freshly healed face. His heart was racing out of control and his thoughts were a jumbled mess.
I’m doing real magic. This isn’t like molding where I’m just moving things around a little. I’m actually changing the world around me---. Interfering with the building blocks of the universe.
This… this is freaking incredible!
He leaped to his feet and splashed around in the water while hollering with mad laughter. His splashing sprayed water through the air and he noticed a man-sized section of space was unaffected by the flung droplets; it stood out like a sore thumb as the water hit the empty air and bounced away. A fraction of a second later, Lenton appeared in that space.
He gave Jiran an appraising look before howling with laughter. Jiran stood awkwardly as the man pointed at his face and continued laughing. Twice, it looked like he would calm down and then, upon seeing Jiran’s face, he would erupt all over again into another fit of laughter.
By the time Lenton finally calmed, Jiran was standing with his hands on his hips in annoyance. Lenton wiped the tears from his eyes while taking deep breaths. “I’m honestly impressed by how stupid you can be, boy. On a positive note, you look much better without eyebrows!” Lenton barely made it through his sentence before breaking out in another round of uncontrollable laughter.
Jiran glanced at his reflection in the water and confirmed Lenton’s observation. All the hair on his face had been burned clean as well as a sizable amount from above his forehead. Several seconds of concentration later, and another use of Shaping, he had regrown the missing hair.
Lenton was no longer laughing as he gave Jiran an intense glare.
“What technique did you just use? What’s the exact name?” The old man took a step forward, his size and intensity bearing down on Jiran was enough to make him swallow nervously.
“I-It's called Regeneration, Master Filibree,” The old man mumbled something under his breath while staring off into the distance in deep thought.
“Foolish child. You’ve really stepped in it this time. I’ll be gone for a while and I have a task for you. The densoons have mutated two crabs that are approaching the pier. They will arrive in roughly one hour. The imbeciles your village calls hunters will surely not escape unscathed. With your new bond to the element of healing, you will be most valuable to them. I want you to go aid the hunters after they dispatch the beasts,” Lenton said distractedly.
“As you say, Master Filibree,” But the old man was already gone before Jiran could reply.
Bond with healing? Two mutated crabs? Would have been nice to get an actual explanation. Now isn’t the time, we’ve only got an hour. If he thinks I’m going to stand around and play healer, he doesn’t know me very well. Should I get my spear from the woods? I won’t be able to grab it and then make it to the pier in time. Maybe Samris has another weapon I can borrow.
Jiran dashed into the manor in search of Samris but he couldn't find the man anywhere.
Crap, no weapon. I need to figure out how to actually defend myself with shaping in the next hour.
He bolted to the kitchen and grabbed a slab of roasting meat before beating a hasty retreat. “Sorry Miss Sharaal! It’s an emergency!” He shouted while running out of the manor at full speed. With each step, his movements became more fluid and the distance between his footfalls widened. Tentatively, Jiran added just a touch of mana to enhance his muscles and he shot forward in a blur.
First Father was only partially visible on the Murinth Ocean’s horizon as he arrived at the steep hill down to the water. He slowed to a comfortable jog and finished filling his belly as he took the winding path down.
I’ve got to find whoever is on watch and get them to sound the alarm early. Two mutants is no joke, if one of them is tier four… 
He glanced toward the huge boulders at the top of the steep cliff, the village's best defense against higher-tier beasts coming from the ocean. As he took the first switch-back, his mind raced as he rapidly discarded one idea after another on the best way to fight with his new skill.
If I had more time I could probably figure out how to throw a fireball but for now, all I’ve got is a flamethrower. Expecting them to stand still while I slowly bake them into crab cakes seems like a recipe for failure. Fire simply won’t be effective enough against crabs. I need something more suited to my enemy. Something that’s good against a creature with lots of water in its body.
Something like lightning.
A shiver of anticipation swept up his spine at the idea of shooting bolts of lightning from his hand.
I can do this. I’ll start simple.
Holding out his right hand with his thumb and index finger a couple of centimeters apart, Jiran focused on what he wanted. He pictured the electrical currents running through every cell of his body. He imagined the currents increasing in strength until it could jump between his two fingers.
He formed a Coating over his hand, then with the smallest amount of mana he could control, he activated his Shaping.
The result was instant. A small flash of electrical current jumped between his fingers, completely ignoring his coating. He felt a tingling zap that escalated into a painful burn before his skin blackened. Shaking his hand with a curse, he quickly healed the burn.


Shaping: + 1


Congratulations: Lightning Control technique discovered


Shoot! I should have used the automated regeneration skill so I can start leveling it. Next time, cause there will definitely be a next time at this rate. At least I’m starting to get the hang of this. I bet even a tenth of my mana would have blown my hand off and crippled my organs…
Awesome! What’s next?
Jiran arrived and found a good spot near the water's edge on a tall rock where he could see the entire pier.
If I want to safely use this in a fight, I’m going to need to level the technique, which means using the automated version at least once. That’s going to suck so much if I don’t figure out a way to protect myself from the current.
Maybe I can make an insulator, like a rubber glove or something? All I need is something that doesn’t have any free electrons for the current to travel along. The body naturally strips electrons from atoms all the time so that should fall under the shaping skill. Can I combine shaping and coating?
Jiran started by creating a Coating of mana over his hand. He then pictured the coating allowing free electrons to pass through from only one direction, making the coating function as both a diode and a rubber glove. He felt something shift within the coating of mana and hoped it was working. With the automated technique taking control of the coating, his brain was free to start the next process.


Coating: + 2


Oh, that’s draining my mana a lot faster than normal now that I’ve changed it to an insulator. Better hurry.
Trusting in his coating technique, Jiran purposefully formed a weaker mental image as before while also picturing the arc of electricity leaping away from his finger and into the ocean. With bated breath, he activated Lightning Control while pointing at the water two meters below. Almost a third of his mana was drained into the shaping and a small jolt of bright-white current snaked from the tip of his finger to the water. It left an afterimage burned into his retinas that he blinked rapidly to clear.


Lightning control: + 1


I guess I’ll call that a success. A third of my mana for that weak little blast that wouldn't even hurt a child. What a joke. At least the technique can level up now, that’s what’s important.
Jiran rubbed his hands together in anticipation before creating another insulated Coating. He then formed the mental image for the real attempt. He focused on the cells in his finger and how each cell was made of molecules and those molecules each made of atoms. He imagined just a few of the negatively charged electrons around his atoms being freed from their atomic constraints to run rampant across the gap between his skin and the positively charged ocean water below. With the smallest nudge, he pushed five percent of his mana into the tip of his pointer finger and released his Shaping.
The gathered mana pushed through his skin all at once and the world turned white. A whip-crack of force blasted him clear off his perch and onto the sand and gravel of the beach. His ears rang with a hollow intensity and his vision was completely overwhelmed by pure white. His thoughts turned fuzzy and he groped about with his hands in an attempt to regain his balance enough to sit up in a world that wouldn't stop spinning.
Another round of healing brought his brain back to a functional level. He rubbed his temples and tried to see the world past the scrolling messages that were flashing angrily behind his eyelids. Giving up, he read the messages, hoping to understand what had gone wrong with his test.


Shaping: + 5


Technique evolution triggered: Lightning Control > Lightning Manipulation


Technique evolution triggered: Lightning Manipulation > Origin of Lightning


Technique evolution triggered: Origin of Lightning > True Origin of Lightning


True Origin of Lightning: + 19


Further upgrades delayed due to lack of density


In the distance, Jiran heard shouting and the blaring of a horn warning the town of an impending beast invasion. Standing up like a drunkard with a sloppy grin on his face, only a single thought resounded through his mind: This is the best day of my life.





29







CRAB CAKES


Jiran recognized both men on the beach with him. Gaegin, an old tier three hunter who held the warning horn to his lips. He blew it a second time and a high-pitched note rang through the air, alerting the other hunters in the village that this morning's crab clean-up had gone terribly wrong. 
The second man was Soren, Jiran’s father.
Soren was waving one arm wildly over his head while yelling something at Jiran that he couldn’t hear. His other arm was pointing toward the ocean waves crashing against the beach nearby. Jiran followed his father’s indication to see four fuzzy shapes emerging from the water. They weaved left to right in a hypnotic pattern. The first clack of a giant claw grasping at empty air finally pulled him from his dazed state.
Crabs? That’s right, I’m here to help with the crabs. Four beasts, all tier two. They look just like the one Samris made me fight a few weeks ago. Time for a little payback. I used five percent in my last experiment and it backfired pretty bad. I’ll drop it to two percent and see how that goes.
Jiran spread his legs and raised his hand, first focusing on the insulating Coating that would protect him from his own magic. With a clear mental image, he brought his mana to the just beneath the surface of his skin before gently pushing it out. Electricity poured through, then across, the surface of his coating, turning into flickering arcs of current that crackled and flared. He could feel the energy moving, connected with the mana of his coating in a way he couldn’t quite grasp. When a finger of electricity jumped free to caress his chest, he hissed through his teeth and refocused. 

[image: image-placeholder]
 The screaming of his father reached his ears as the man drew close enough that his words were distinguishable. “Jiran, run!”
Jiran ignored him, focused entirely on controlling his shaping. He raised his hand and pointed his finger before willing the wild elemental mana to leave the confines of his coating and travel in a straight line toward his target. The magic flared in response, eager to be unleashed.
A crackling blast rang in his ears as a flash of light jumped to the closest crab. The beast lit up from the inside out as its body convulsed hard enough to lift it a meter into the air. It fell to the ground in a smoking ruin of unmoving limbs. A hole in its side large enough to shove a hand into oozed liquified muscle onto the sandy beach. Jiran ignored the wide eyes and gaping mouths of the two men as he prepared the next shot. Three more arcs of lightning shot out from his outstretched hand in quick succession, each a killing blow.


True origin of Lightning: + 1


Jiran didn’t stop to bask in his success as another two dozen crabs were flooding onto the pier. He sprinted closer and unleashed arcs of electricity at any of the beasts foolish enough to enter his range. He missed twice. Both times, his lightning skittered off to the side, pulled to a piece of metal nearby. Each failure brought him closer to understanding how to let the mana slip through his coating in a way that allowed him to control its trajectory. There was a minute sliver of time, just as the elemental mana escaped, that he could force it in the direction he wanted. By forming the image ahead of time, he was able to correct the natural inclination of the electricity to be attracted to areas of higher free electrons than his current target.
I’m doing it! This is real magic! I’m influencing the very nature of the world, the laws of physics, to my will.
Jiran was shaking with adrenaline-fueled excitement as he reached the peer. Several more of the beasts came out of the water with each passing second and he blasted them as quickly as he could form the next shaping. Soren chased after him and stood at his back, stabbing furiously with his harpoon at any beast that got too close. His height and reach allowed him to push the beasts back while Gaegin shot arrows into their soft joints from a distance. Within minutes, they had cleared the last of the beasts and the rampaging thoughts Jiran had been pushing away swallowed his attention.
This is so crazy. If I shot one of these with ten percent of my mana, it would maybe be equivalent to Uncle’s blast from when he fought that tier four with Skandor. But Uncle Micah is tier three, and I clearly remember him being useless after just one attack. Why does a clear mental image of the molecular physics behind the shaping make such a huge difference in output and efficiency?
Uncle wasn’t even using shaping, his attack was from the tier three skill, channe—
Gaegin’s horn blared a third time, snapping Jiran out of his thoughts. He looked up to see a giga-chad of a crab lumbering its way out of the ocean. Waves taller than Jiran crashed against its body ineffectually, showcasing just how sturdy and heavy the beast was. Every one of the beast's limbs was mutated, tipped with either sharp, grasping claws or thick talons.
Suddenly, the water near the beast erupted into a huge spray of mist as a second, even larger crab surfaced. One of its limbs came crashing down in the middle of the first crab’s back, causing its legs to buckle. 

[image: image-placeholder]
Several things happened at once. Gaegin blew his horn a fourth time as he shot past them in a mad dash toward the hill leading to town. After removing the short instrument from his lips, he yelled over his shoulder at them. “Run, fools! That mutant is way too much for us. We need to wait for Skandor.”
Soren didn’t hesitate for even a second as he dashed after Gaegin with a terrified expression. When he looked back to see Jiran still standing there staring at the beasts, he cursed and turned back with tears in his eyes. “Jiran, please! We need to go!” He reached out and grasped Jiran’s shoulder.
Despite his father’s tier three strength, Jiran didn’t budge as his body was rooted with a strong application of Forcing. His father’s voice oozed with desperation as he pleaded, “I don’t know how you’re shooting that lightning, but you can’t have much mana left. We need to go! Please!”
Jiran shook his head, never taking his eyes off the two beasts that raged against one another a short distance away, “No, Father. I’ve still got much more left in me. And I’m not running without at least trying.”
The giant crabs reared up high into the air. The smaller beast’s claws scraped harmlessly against tough exoskeleton while the larger’s limbs tore through plating like they were shredding paper.
“At least retreat to the fortifications. You can help from there. Please, listen to me, Son,” He begged while finally ceasing his attempts to bodily haul Jiran away.
If Micah’s blast could hurt a tier four, then mine should be able to as well. No way I’m going to run for help when I have such a perfect chance to test my new magic. If it doesn’t work out, then I’ll happily high-tail it out of here. Sorry, old man.
In moments, the tier three was sinking into the waves, its body a mangled wreck. Jiran took a single step toward the tier four beast as he prepared his mana. Soren leaped ahead to stand between the crab and Jiran. His harpoon waved wildly before him in a white-knuckled grip.
“Thanks for protecting me, Father. Now and before, but now it’s my turn to protect you,” Jiran spoke with calm confidence as he pushed past the man whose body was shaking like a dinghy in a storm. He took a wide, stable stance and raised his hand.
Skandor chose that moment to appear. He flew through the air with wind wrapped tightly around his body. An arrow, coated in red mana zipped forward so fast it appeared to stretch across the distance between bow and beast. The shot landed on hard exoskeleton and exploded in fiery heat so fierce, Jiran could feel it on his face from dozens of meters away. However, the beast was unfazed. The water on its hard shell had evaporated and a blackened scuff mark showed how little damage the attack had done.
I just need to make a hole for him to shoot into like Micah did. I can do that much at least! If two percent was enough for the little guys, then ten should be good for a tier three. This guy is a tier four mutant though. So… forty percent?
Ah screw it, I’m going all in.
Fucking crazy. Five percent wrecked me. I can’t believe I’m doing this. Oh well, if you don’t cast your net, you’ll never catch a single fish.
Jiran’s Coating flowed smoothly over his hand. But when he tried to push all his mana into his finger, he ran into a problem.
My mana won’t compress enough to fit more than five percent into a single finger. I’ll have to use both hands and forearms.
Skandor flew all around the giant crab, his arrows doing nothing but annoying and distracting the mutant beast. Jiran used the time to adjust the Coating to cover both his hands and arms all the way up to his shoulders. He changed his stance, interlocking both hands while his index fingers were pressed firmly together and pointed directly at the wildly-swinging rabid mutant.
The beast grew frustrated. It reared up and smashed into the water creating a wave that rose up and crashed into Skandor. Its eyes shone with a malicious intensity as a claw blurred through the air toward the helpless hunter. While he fell, Skandor fired another arrow at the claw just before impact. The blast threw him into the beach in an eruption of sand. The mutant lumbered after him, its claws eagerly grasping at empty air; each clack created a boom that vibrated Jiran’s bones.
Jiran had not been idle, Almost every scrap of his remaining mana was crammed into his arms. His fingers glowed from within with an emerald intensity as the concentration in them reached a critical mass. He focused intently, knowing he would only have one chance to direct the mass of elemental mana. He formed the image of billions of atoms releasing their hold on the electrons that rotated around them. As his imagery formed, the mass of mana in his hands began to vibrate, eager to be released.
“Might want to close your eyes,” Jiran took his own advice and then unleashed his Shaping.
True Origin of Lightning!
A crackling boom of thunder was followed so closely by a shockwave of force, that to Jiran, they happened simultaneously. Despite being ready for the backlash, he was blasted backward into his father. They flew through the air for several seconds before crashing through the wall of a building and falling to the floor in a tangle of groans that neither of them could hear.
Jiran pushed aside the signals from his brain telling him he was injured. his eyes snapped open, eager to see the results of his attack. He looked through the hole in the wall to see a dock completely shattered. Burning wood fell from the air in a surreal rain. Arcs of electricity jumped across the water's surface in flashes of green and blue.
Beyond, the beast stood still.
Its limbs, each larger than Jiran, had been obliterated. All except for one which twitched wildly with each convulsion of its massive body. The beast’s exoskeleton was blackened in a large radius around a gaping hole in its chest that gushed innards into the ocean like a waterfall. The creature's eyes had been ruptured and were now empty black holes that wafted acrid smoke into the air.
Several tier two crabs floated dead in the water nearby, killed instantly by the incredible voltage. Jiran was transfixed as the monster teetered to the side before collapsing into the water.
I did it? Just like that?
A strange combination of emotions bubbled up inside his chest before escaping his lips in uncontrollable laughter. Soren sat up and soon joined his son. Nobody heard the release of anxiety and stress that came in the form of near-death laughter. Including themselves, as the ringing in their ears deafened them both.
Jiran had saved a sliver of mana, knowing he would likely be hurt after his attack. He used those last remaining dregs to heal himself.
Regeneration!
The shaping pulsed into his ears, rapidly repairing the damage. The suddenly clear sound of his father’s laughter released a knot of pain in his chest he hadn't known was there. Jiran looked over at the man who raised him with so many emotions threatening to spill out that he was forced to turn away. Climbing to his feet, he crawled out of the ruined shed and walked toward the massive corpse.
What’s that?
A red mist was peeling itself free from the beast like a swarm of fireflies lifting into the air. The red condensed into a small ball that shot toward him at incredible speed before sticking to his arms and chest. Jiran thrashed and wiped at his skin trying to push the red stuff off. A moment later, he realized what it was. 
Chaotic density? Why is it red? Why won’t it come off?
The red energy was similar to the chaotic energy of a densoon but far more powerful. He continued to wave his arms in alarm as the crimson, ephemeral energy sank through his skin. It pushed and pulled inside of him before settling into his muscles and bones as if it belonged there. With the red energy, came a blast of sensations that left him gasping for breath.
His eyes flew wide as indescribable pleasure swept through him in a wave of euphoria. For the brief moment that red density was swirling within him, everything in the universe felt right and whole. As the feelings of bliss began to fade, his mind recoiled from the loss. He was nearly overwhelmed with the need to bring them back. He knew in his heart that nothing was more important than finding something else to kill so he could feel that way again. His arms shook as his eyes turned bloodshot. He cast his gaze out to the sea, demanding another beast show itself.
I have to kill them, I have to slaughter them all!
Wait, what? Slaughter? That’s not me. That’s not what I want, that’s not who I am!
Jiran shook his head, reclaimed himself with a vengeance. He slammed the feelings of loss down with every ounce of willpower he could muster until they vanished completely. He bent over, hands resting on his knees as deep, ragged lungfuls of fresh sea air tainted with electrical ozone entered him.
What was that?
His father soon approached with furrowed brows. “Did you see that?” Jiran’s words were met with a shake of Soran’s head as the older man pointed to his ears. Jiran used his hands to motion toward the beast then at his own chest where the red density had entered him. When he tilted his head questioningly at his father, the man just shrugged, clearly not understanding.
“Uve eally gwown, Wiran. I-I’m pwoud of Uoh,” Soren popped his jaw and rubbed his ears as he slurred in a too-loud voice.
Skandor chose that moment to land behind Soren, an angry scowl on his face as he glared at Jiran. “You stupid ass kid! Do you have any idea what you’ve done? You should have waited for me to kill it. Just look at them, they’re completely gone, ruined I say!”
“What? What are you talking about?”
“Don’t you know the legs are the best part?!”
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A NEW CHALLENGER APPROACHES


“There’s still one leg left, Skandor. Don’t worry, I won’t claim the meat,” Jiran turned to leave, physically and emotionally drained from unleashing his mana and then combating the powerful emotions from the strange red density. 
“What’s your problem, kid? Don’t walk away when I’m talking to you!” Jiran sighed and continued walking. “I see the fish always swims back to the same narrow river,” Skandor goaded while eyeing Soren.
What an ass.
For a brief moment, Jiran considered turning around and berating the hunter for being so useless, while he, a tier two, killed the mutant crab. 
What would be the point? Honestly, his opinion on anything couldn’t matter less. I can’t believe I used to idolize this loser.
Soren’s pull on his arm was given no resistance as he allowed his father to pull him away from Skandor. “Hey! Tell me what weapon our venerable lord gave you that could kill a mutant like that in one shot? Show it to me, now,” Skandor’s voice was threatening, leaving no room for refusal.
Jiran smiled at him before raising his arms wide to his sides. “I’m sure you’ll see it... if you look hard enough. Enjoy your breakfast, Skandor,” Jiran smiled and waved.
With a click of his tongue, the hunter lost interest in them. His greedy eyes trained on the last giant crab leg.
Yup, definitely an ass.
Jiran ignored the flashing notifications as Soren led him to a flat rock near the base of the hill back to town. They sat together in awkward silence for a few moments before Jiran spoke. “Are your ears any better? I should have warned you about the sound, too.”
I need to get better at holding multiple coatings at once so I can plug my ears. Healing them every time I use a big attack is just dumb. I wonder if I can make a see-through coating for my eyes that can protect against the flash. Or just push a bunch of mana into them. I have so many things to test!
“What did you say?!” His father yelled far too loudly, causing Jiran to flinch.
Maybe it’s a good thing he can't hear me, I have no idea what to say. Sure, he saved me from Mother, but what about after? I guess I don’t know what he’s done. Maybe he’s the only reason the church never set an ambush for me during my delivery runs. I should at least hear him out.
Father and son sat awkwardly for a few minutes, each struggling to find the words to express what needed to be said. “That blasted ringing finally stopped,” Soren’s chuckle was dry and raspy as he rubbed his ear. “I hope you can forgive her someday. The Voicers really twisted her head, yah know.”
Jiran’s pulse quickened as the bandage was finally ripped free from the gaping wound in his heart, leaving it open to the salty wind. Soren continued, all too aware of the hurt marring Jiran’s expression. “She’s still not ready to see the truth. I ahh… I’m glad you’re doing well, S-Jiran.” Soren deflated as he spoke, the weight of shame on his shoulders becoming heavier with each word. “You look healthier than I’ve ever seen, and you even tiered up again. I’ve heard about them noble kids who grow up fast cause they ascend 'em young. Seeing it with my own eyes is a whole 'nother thing.” Soren trailed off, his eyes on the horizon.
“I don’t understand her at all. I was never suffering from density rejection, it was something else entirely. I needed more density, not less. Lord Feylon realized it right away and helped me. I’m sure you both know this already. After what she tried to do, I’m not ready to see her yet either. You two gave up on me so fast…”
“I know, we’re the worst parents I’ve ever heard of. The Voicers are quick to judge and slow to change their minds. It’s a bad combination that your mother is fully guilty of. As for me, I failed you, and I’m sorry. I hope you can forgive me.”
“Thanks, Father,” Jiran’s smile was forced but honest.
“So, how's life in that fancy manor?”
“It’s great, hard, but amazing. I’m learning so much and Lord Feylon doesn’t take it easy on me. I think when I finally head to the army, I’ll have a much better chance of coming out of it alive,” Jiran tried to put as much cheer into his words as possible, but they sounded flat and strained.
“See that you do… Son. Now, I need to be gettin' to work before they cast off without me.” He looked at Jiran like he wanted to say more. Then sighed, waved, and walked away.
Jiran stood awkwardly and watched him leave.
Hell no, not like this.
“Bye, Father! Have a good day at work!” Jiran waved wildly while yelling at the top of his lungs like he used to when he was a little kid. Soren paused and his fists clenched before he continued on his way to the pier with tears streaming down his cheeks. Jiran's smile was no longer strained as he began his climb toward town.
Whew. That could have gone better. But it’s good to know it’s just Mom that’s crazy. I wonder why he stays with her. 
Jiran recalled a memory from Brandon about the crazy ones always being more f—
Nope! Never mind, I don’t want to know! Better check my status to make sure that red stuff didn’t mess me up.
Jiran ignored the cascade of attribute increases and went straight to the three lines that were strobing behind his eyelids.


Challenger density detected


Authorizing challenger protocols


Authorization granted


Jiran felt his stomach drop when he read the messages. His steps up the slope faltered as he scanned through the rest of his status, looking for anything else that stood out as unusual in hopes of understanding what was happening. 


NAME: Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 8
WEIGHT: 78.21 kg > 79.69 kg
STATUS: Healthy
TIMER: 47:51:21


He immediately focused on the timer and his heart skipped a beat when he read the new message that appeared.


Time until expiration: 47:51:17


Expiration. Expiration of what?!
Somehow, the message carried a tone of finality, and a certainty settled into the pit of his stomach that the moment that timer hit zero, would be the last moment of his life. Sweat began to bead on his forehead as he forced himself to keep looking through his status, begging for some good news.


TIER: 2
GROWTH: 9.25 % > 15.33 %


My growth increased. Which makes sense because my body instantly absorbed that density without giving me a chance to convert any of it.


MANA: 0.05
CONCENTRATION: 2


STRENGTH: 22.6 > 23.6
AGILITY: 22.3 > 23.3
ENDURANCE: 22.4 > 23.4
DURABILITY: 21.6 > 22.3
WISDOM: 21.1 > 22.9
INTELLIGENCE: 21.1 > 22.9


That’s a ton of attributes for a single fight. Is that why it felt so good? Usually, the process of absorbing density and gaining attributes is spread out over time. The meals I ate yesterday are today’s growth and tomorrow's attributes. But this happened all at once…


SKILLS:
Molding - Mana Expansion: 59 > 60
Shaping: 0 > 20


TECHNIQUES:
Forcing: 34
Coating: 23 > 25
Revelation: 1
Fire Control: 0
True Origin of Lightning: 20
Regeneration: 0



Twenty levels already. If not for the timer, I would be feeling as high as a diving lorawk. Looks like it's capped with my shaping skill. If I want it to go any higher, I’ll need to raise shaping first. Forgot to use the automated regeneration, again. Need to test fire control too. But first, I’ll need some lunch.


OTHER:
UNIQUE: Fo$esi%h(


Those messages about a challenger are giving me crazy strong coliseum fight-to-the-death vibes. What the hell am I supposed to do now? Two freaking days are going to go by in a flash! I hope Lenton has some answers.
His thoughts were disrupted by a group of people coming down the hill. He stepped to the side on the narrow path to give them room, then rolled his eyes as they jockeyed for position to walk as far from him as possible. 
Yeah that’s right! I’m not a helpless little tier one anymore. I dare those idiots from the church to come mess with me now. I bet they would love a demonstration of how fun it is to get tased in the ass.
Jiran couldn’t help but overhear the group's worried muttering as they passed. “A second tier four in less than two moons, what does this mean for Feylon?”
“Have we done something to anger the voice?”
Guess I can’t blame them for being worried. If either of those beasts had made it into the town, there would likely be very few survivors, if any. To come that close to death twice in such a short time, when typically we don’t see a tier four but once a year, is enough to make anyone concerned. Kind of annoying that tiering up, killing a tier four mutant that Skandor couldn’t even scratch, and saving the day isn’t enough to beat out good-ol’ social indoctrination.
At the top of the hill, two women stood in his way with scowls on their faces. They both wore the emblem of the Church of the Voice on their chests. “This is all your fault, Vile Child,” Jiran paid them no mind, his thoughts consumed by the freaky timer slowly ticking down.
“Everyone is going to die because we harbored a foul denless. Take your curse elsewhere before you doom us all!”
Shoo, zealots. He waved his hand in the air like he was brushing away a bug.
They moved forward, ready to shove their way past him when the shrill voice of a child called out. “Idiots! Jiran isn’t denless and he’s not cursed! H-he’s amazing and you two suck!” Niya yelled before sticking out her tongue and blowing them a raspberry. The two women jerked back as if her tongue waving in the air had slapped them.
“How dar—” The woman who had taken a threatening step toward Niya with her hand raised stopped in her tracks when Jiran stepped in front of her. His disregard for their rude behavior had vanished, replaced by a hard-eyed stare brimming with the threat of violence. Her eyes grew wide as she saw something in his expression that sent alarm bells ringing in her skull. The first instinctive step back turned into two more before she grabbed her friend's arm and they scurried away without another word.
When Jiran turned around to Niya, a huge smile was plastered on his face. He laughed and threw his arms around her in a crushing hug. She spluttered and struggled in futility against his chest until he released her. The second she was free, she pointed a finger at his face while gritting her teeth in anger.
“How did you get so big?! No, when did you get so big? I just saw you the other day, what happened? This isn’t fair at all. Just a few weeks ago, I was bigger than you.” She jumped up and down adorably while Jiran felt the tension in his muscles releasing by the second. Not giving him a chance to respond, her barrage continued unabated. “I watched the whole fight. What was that zappy-blast at the end? How did you do any of that?!
When Jiran began walking toward the manor while laughing, she followed on his heels. “Don’t just laugh at me! I’m serious, Jiran,” Crocodile tears sprang from her eyes and Jiran let his cathartic laughter fall away. “I’ll answer your questions if you give me a chance, Niya.” 
“Fine, fine, I’ll slow down,” she sniffled, putting full effort into her hurt guise.
“I’m bigger because I tiered again. Apparently, tiering brings you closer to your optimal body composition… It makes you bigger and stronger,” He adjusted when Niya’s eyes began to grow unfocused.
“Oh, that makes sense. Wait a second, that’s not fair at all!” Her acting faltered as her usual fire returned.
“What’s wrong, Niya? Are you honestly upset that I’m a little taller than you now? It’s not that big a deal, I’ve always thought of you as my adorable little cousin, so really, nothing’s changed,” Jiran shrugged.
“Bully!” Niya shouted while beating on his arm with her fists.
Thanks, Niya. You’ll probably never know how much you’re helping me cope right now. But that doesn’t excuse your actions. Physical violence shall never go unpunished!
Jiran’s attack was fierce and impossible to avoid as his hands found the floating ribs in her sides and tickled them mercilessly. She convulsed and squealed, trying to defend herself but didn’t stand a chance against his tier two strength and speed. Before either realized what was happening, a wave of wild density crashed down on them from the sky and slammed them to the ground in a tangle. Being indestructible children, the minor distraction didn't stop their wrestling for a single second. They both scrambled to get the upper hand, laughing all the while. Jiran, not being one to go easy in a fight to the death, soon had Niya’s arms pinned behind her back. He viciously tickled the older girl while she squirmed on the ground with tears leaking from her eyes.
Once they both expended her pent-up anxiety, Jiran let her go and they leaned against a nearby wall to recover. Just when he thought she might be out of breath for a change, she spoke in a whisper while staring at her feet. “You’re leaving me behind so quickly, I don’t like it. I was there too when we met Lord Feylon. Why didn’t he choose me? Is there something wrong with me?”
“The opposite, Niya. There’s something wrong with me. That’s why my first tiering failed. I have an error in my status that Lord Feylon is interested in studying. I’m helping him learn more about it, and in return, he’s helping me ascend and training me to fight.”
“I want to learn how to fight too! I don’t want to be stuck here forever, Jiran. Even Father hates it here. If I was bigger, like you, I bet he wouldn't leave me behind the next time he leaves.” A light of realization suddenly shined behind her eyes. “That’s it! All I have to do is tier up again. Jiran, you have to help me. Please help me tier up, pleeeeeease! I’m begging you.”
“Why are you in such a hurry all of a sudden?”
“I don’t know,” She said while kicking at a stubborn pebble stuck in the dirt.
“I just have this terrible feeling that if I don’t hurry, something awful is going to happen. Please say you’ll help me,” She looked up at him with pleading, puppy dog eyes that he couldn’t resist.
“Of course I’ll help you, Niya. You’re family,” Jiran’s response was so matter of fact that Niya was left blinking in surprise.
If I only have two days left before this thing hits zero, I better make the most of the time. No, I’m not giving up, dammit! It doesn’t make any sense for me to instantly die or something stupid like that when the time runs out. Still, I have a really, really bad feeling about it.
“Truly?! Thank you, Jiran,” She dove into him with a hug so tight her arms shook from the strain.
“Yeah, yeah. Just stop crying already,” He patted her head affectionately.
By the time they made it back to the manor, Jiran had promised a portion of his afternoon to help her train. They also worked out a plan for how to increase each of her attributes to their caps as quickly as possible. One of the maids was standing just inside the gate, waiting for him. When the girl saw them, her back straightened like she had been shocked. Niya squinted in suspicion while looking between the maid and Jiran. 
With extra care to not accidentally make eye contact with him, the maid spoke. “Lord Feylon has requested your presence in his study.” She then turned on her heel so fast that her long skirt and hair twirled in the air.
“What did you do to her?” Niya demanded.
It’s just one thing after another today, isn’t it?
“I haven’t done anything. They’re always weird like that. I thought it was because of my scars. They probably just aren't used to seeing me without them. They’ll get used to it. Thanks for walking me back, Niya. I’ll see you later today for your first training session. Don’t be late and wear something easy to move in.”
Before she could leave, Jiran pinned her with an intense gaze. “I’m not going to be any easier on you than Lord Feylon was on me. If you don’t like it, then ascending isn't for you. Fighting beasts isn’t easy, or fun. It’s deadly dangerous and I’m not going to watch you walk into that kind of life without knowing you can handle it.” 
Niya responded with a devilish grin of excitement. “Good! Bye, Jiran,” She waved and ran down the street, causing little puffs of dirt to fling up beneath her feet.
At the very least, she’ll learn a little about protecting herself. Never know when that could save her life.
Jiran took the stairs three at a time and soon arrived before the door to Samris’s study. It swung open before he could knock and he walked inside to find both Samris and Lenton waiting for him. The old man was hovering in the air, his legs crossed beneath him as if he were sitting on solid ground. Samris sat in his chair, a pensive look in his golden eyes.
A brightly colored cube made of interwoven metal filaments sat before him on the desk. Jiran was instantly drawn to the strange cube as it looked like something that did not belong to this world. It reminded him of Brandon’s memories of blacksmith’s puzzles with its finely-tooled interconnecting parts. A strange energy he couldn’t understand radiated from the device. Whatever it was, he could tell it was important, and beyond valuable.


[image: image-placeholder]
“Sit,” Samris commanded as the door slammed shut behind him.
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MY WHOLE HEART


“This,” Lenton said with a dramatic pause, “Is a priceless artifact from an age before the empire. The process of its creation is as lost to us as its creator. I personally believe it to be a device designed to train young hopefuls for some specific task. Many of my colleagues disagree, believing its purpose is greater, something profound. Those fools wouldn't know a measuring stick if you beat them over the head with it. They would probably mistake the pain as a lesson from the divine and start a new religion over it!” 
Lenton took a moment to calm himself, the furious glare in his eyes fading slowly, “Jiran, as a first step in learning to use shaping, you will open this cube. Fear not, this task is quite simple, I’m sure you will have no difficulties,” Jiran nodded, eager to begin despite the concerns swirling in the back of his mind. 
Seeing his assent, Lenton continued, “Good. Remember, the clearer the mental image and the deeper the understanding of the subject matter, the more potent and refined the shaping becomes. And on the topic of subject matter, you are hereby banned from the library and will endeavor to avoid any books or teachings in relation to shaping. You must learn to feel the elements within yourself. Learning through experience and your own ingenuity will yield greater long-term results than attempting to follow in someone else’s flawed footprints.”
As if of its own volition, the cube lifted into the air and shot across the room toward Jiran. He leaped from his chair in a desperate attempt to catch the priceless artifact before it could be damaged, his actions elicited a guffaw from Lenton. “That is no pretty little toy, child. The cube is reinforced with more density than you can fathom. Your body will break apart into dust long before that cube acquires a single scratch.”
Jiran took a moment to marvel at the exquisite craftsmanship of the cube. The metal was smooth to the touch and matched his body temperature so perfectly that he felt like he was touching his own skin rather than a metal box. Hundreds, possibly thousands, of intricate moving parts all combined to create the most masterful puzzle he had ever seen.
Should be easy, my ass! Who the heck could even design something like this? Why is it so light? If it’s really packed with density like he says, shouldn't it be a lot heavier? I’m letting myself get distracted! I should ask them about the challenger density and this timer, it’s really starting to freak me out.


47:32:23


Jiran opened his mouth, the question on the tip of his tongue but his words failed to materialize. The experience was exactly like activating a skill. His vocal chords went on autopilot and the words failed to pass through his lips. His mouth opened and closed several times as the two men frowned at his strange behavior.
What the hell is happening?! I-I can’t ask them about it?
He tried a more round-about question with the same results. The words refused to form. His hand, which held the cube tightly, began to shake with the intensity of his efforts to speak. As suddenly as his frustration began to rise, it vanished as a familiar sensation sprouted in his brain and pumped through his body.
That’s the same fake emotion crap that happens when I activate a skill automatically! Is the system trying to calm me down?!
Lenton raised a hand, signaling for Jiran to stop his nonsensical and childish tantrum. He then turned his gaze to Samris. When Samris nodded with a sigh, Lenton continued. “As of this moment, your squire duties have been revoked. You are now my apprentice and shall conduct yourself as such. Which means no running errands for uppity nobles who don’t respect their elders,” Samris rolled his eyes but didn't say anything to refute Lenton’s statement.
Jiran was having a hard time focusing on them. He bit his lip, frustrated beyond words as his panic forcibly dwindled to nothing and logic once more took control. It was Lenton’s voice that finally snapped him back to what was happening around him, “One final thing, I overheard your plans to train your cousin.”
He overheard that? Was he watching me again or are his ears just that good? Considering how much stronger my senses became when I tiered, and that he’s many tiers above even Samris, I should just assume he can hear everything whether I can see him or not.
“I approve. Teaching is a fantastic path to forming your knowledge into wisdom. A lesson taught is a lesson learned. Now, off with you!”
Jiran bowed robotically to each of them separately before leaving the study. He stood calmly in the hallway for several seconds, considering the implications of what just happened.
Whatever is preventing me from speaking about the challenger density hijacked the automated skill system and pumped me full of a chemical that calmed me down before I had a panic attack. Is it the system itself? Is this what that message about challenger protocols meant?
Rule one of challenger protocols is don’t talk about challenger protocols?
That has some seriously terrifying implications. At the same time, everyone uses the automated skill system dozens, maybe even hundreds of times per day. Each activation takes control of their body and mana in a specific way. To a normal person, having any control over their mana while using a technique would be strange.
Considering how normal that is, at least I can be relatively assured that this isn’t harming me, just silencing. But why does the system want to keep this knowledge contained? What does it care what people talk about? What is it hiding? There must be some deeper secret here that I haven’t discovered. I need to reevaluate this later when my head is normal.
The forced calm rationality was already beginning to fade and Jiran found himself staring at the artifact cube with wonder. His heart began to race with anticipation to unlock the secrets of an ancient device even as he pushed down the rising dread from the implications of the system-fuckery that had just occurred.
As amazing as this cube is, I can’t just let this go without testing its boundaries.
Jiran dashed to the library and tried to write a message about the unusual density but his hand froze as the pen touched paper.
Dammit! Why? No, that’s the wrong question. I need to figure out what to do about it, not worry about why since I’m unlikely to find an answer to that any time soon.
Jiran’s feet took him toward the kitchen as he continued to ruminate on the timer. The moment he swung open the doors and walked in, Sharaal squinted at him. “Come to snatch more food before it's ready? Or perhaps you want to empty the entire pantry this time? Look at you, twice as big as yesterday and likely with twice the gaping hole you call a stomach! Lunch isn’t ready yet, scraps from breakfast are over there.”
She jerked her head to indicate the direction Jiran was already walking, his nose being perfectly capable of tracking down her cooking anywhere in the manor. He put aside his concerns long enough to send her a big smile and a silent “thank you,” before scooping up as many leftovers as he could carry and hastening outside. Sitting under a tree in the yard, Jiran crammed the tier four food down his throat as quickly as he could.
Nice to not have to hold back when eating anymore. I suppose if this was tier five meat, it would be the same issue as before. Tier five… I bet that would taste so good. 
While chewing at a pace any civilized creature would consider appalling, Jiran put aside his pressing concerns to review the other high points of his insane day.
So, it turns out shaping is crazy dangerous if you can form the correct mental image. When I pictured a simple flame, like Samris showed me, I got zero results. But when I pictured molecular physics, it nearly killed me. I should go through each element and do the same thing to unlock them all.
Wait, the body does a hell of a lot more than just produce a few elements like heat and lightning. I’ll have to test making acids, gases, bacteria, and viruses and… the list goes on and on. The amount of things I can create with this one skill seems mind-boggling. I also want to train Niya, work on this cube, increase my attributes for the next tier, figure out the challenger density insanity, and—
A cloud exploded and Jiran didn’t waste a second snapping a Coating over one of his arms to absorb as much of the density as he could. The wave was much stronger than he expected, throwing him backward onto the ground. Despite his body slowly sinking into the ground, he maintained focus until the wave receded.
Ugh, I completely forgot the effects of Densoon waves increase in intensity with each tier. To think it would be this extreme at just the second tier. I’m surprised I didn’t notice when I was wrestling with Niya earlier. How the heck do Samris and Lenton walk through the waves as if they don’t exist? 
Jiran blew a raspberry as an annoying realization settled onto his shoulders.
I bet even if I managed to ask Lenton about the timer he would just tell me to figure it out for myself. I really shouldn’t waste any more time relying on other people to solve this for me. I’m sure if I can just calm down and think, I’ll figure this out in no time. First, I should calm down. I need a distraction, and I’ve got just the thing right here in my hand.
Jiran focused for a moment and converted the density from his food into mana until his pool was full. He ran his fingers over the cube, feeling its intricate parts. The tight cables and mechanisms were so chaotically clustered together that he had no idea where he was supposed to start.
There are four distinct colors: Red, gold, green, and blue.
Jiran tried poking and prodding the different colored bands of metal with his fingers and his mana. He pulled, spun, and shook the cube with no result. He even shocked it with a small current, which also failed to elicit a response.
What the heck? It’s not responding to anything. How am I supposed to open it? Hmm, Lenton said the purpose of the cube is to teach me about shaping. But I tried shaping with lightning and it didn’t respond at all. Maybe I used the wrong element? Okay, four colors. Red should be fire if I follow typical RPG mechanics. Might as well give that a try. This is a good chance to get the first level in fire control too. Since images of molecules worked the best with lightning, I'll start with that.
Having learned his lesson, Jiran started by covering his hand with Coating. He pictured the mana being frozen, completely unmoving, and immune to heat producing vibrations. With his defenses secured, he pictured the rapidly moving molecules and atoms of his body. They bounced into each other's electromagnetic fields, repelling and attracting in a chaotic jumble that sped out of control into a friction-fueled inferno. He leaned away from his hand to protect his eyebrows and activated the automatic version of the technique.
“Fire Control.”
Five percent of his mana was yanked from his pool and formed into a red flame the size of his head. The flames completely enveloped the cube which shot into the air. In a panic, Jiran cut off his flow of mana to the shaping and scrambled to grab the falling artifact.


Technique evolution triggered: Fire Control > Fire Manipulation


Technique evolution triggered: Fire Manipulation > Origin of Fire


Technique evolution triggered: Origin of Fire > True Origin of Fire


True Origin of Fire: + 9


Is it just me or was that a bit… weak? Five percent of my mana for a little fireball seems pitiful compared to what lightning could do. Is it just the innate inefficiency of the automated system? Will my next one be stronger now that I’ve leveled the technique? At least the cube finally reacted. When it touched the fire, it started to move on its own. I should try again. Better use less mana just to be safe.
With his hand still coated, Jiran held the cube and used half a percent of his mana to create a fire with the same mental image. The moment his mana left the confines of his skin, a blazing ball of molten death the size of his chest rushed from his upturned palm and devoured the cube. The unprotected parts of his arm sizzled and the oxygen inside his lungs burned away in a flash that left him choking and rolling on the ground in agony. A minute of tormented Regeneration later, he was lying on his back in the dirt trying to figure out what went wrong.
My mental image of fire was way too strong. It was fine when I used the basic fire control technique because it was such a low level. I suppose I’ll need to make a sloppier mental image on purpose just to ‘dumb down’ the power since that was the smallest amount of mana I could control.
Ugh, gross.
Feeling revolted that he had to do something in a less-than-optimal way, Jiran spent several minutes carefully loosening his mental image until he had a stable flame that wasn’t quite so eager to devour him alive. When he activated his fire under the cube, it hovered several centimeters above his palm as if it were eating his flames and using them as fuel to power itself.
He watched, transfixed as several wires and cogs began to slowly unwind from the cube and fold outward, revealing more mechanisms deeper within.
This thing is so awesome. I wish I could meet whoever created it. Too bad they’re long dead.


Oliviala Le’Cruex



The ground reached up and grabbed Olive in a painful embrace. Cameron and Dommell joined her a moment later, each with their own accompanied grunts of pain at the sudden fall. She stood, blinking the dust from her eyes before scanning their surroundings.
Where are we? And why hasn’t someone come to rescue us yet?
They were in another forested valley. As far as she could tell at first glance, it was exactly the same as the last one.
No, it’s different. Those hills are capped with sharp, jagged rocks and I can taste the ocean. Somewhere southwest of Cruex near the coast? At least it’s not the southeast, the Outlands or Undead Barrens would be a deathtrap for us. The Southwest Reaches are known for having relatively low tier beasts, so maybe we have a chance of escaping on our own. 
Who am I kidding? Even if we got away from this madman, it’s densoon season. If we encountered a mutant, we wouldn't live long enough to scream.
Suddenly, a reverberating roar blasted her back onto her ass. A dozen trees in front of them were torn clear out of the forest floor and thrown over their heads in a display of power that sent dread shooting through her body. 
Before them stood a beast straight from her nightmares; a mutant beast larger than a building with glowing red and gold eyes that stared directly at her. The smooth insides of its gaping maw were like two huge slabs of iron. She instinctively knew that If they slammed shut on her, she would be squished flatter than a skipping rock. The hard scales that covered its face rattled menacingly as it drew in huge breaths of air through large nostrils.
It took a step toward them and the ground shook. She tried to stand and run, but the mutant's impossible weight impacting the dirt stole her footing. A low growl escaped its throat that shook her bones and left her teeth rattling.
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For the first time in her life, Olive was awake.
As the beast took another step and death loomed, she finally understood what her parents had been trying to prepare her for. This was the real world. This is what all of her siblings had to face eventually, and she would be no different. Every lecture, tutor, and boring rehearsal was all for this. 
As her life flashed before her eyes, she remembered rolling her eyes and calling them all dramatic. Now she knew the truth, and she was not prepared. Wetness spread down her leg as pure terror took her body captive.
A clear voice, bored and uncaring, cut through the beast's noise as if it were merely hot air and bluster. “Look at this adorable little critter that we accidentally, completely by serendipity, happened to teleport right next to. My goodness, whatever should we do?” Mark the Hiss announced to his audience of tear-stricken children.
Never again.
“Oh, I know! I’ll just let you kids go free right now. Surely you’re excited to get back to your parents and the safety of your comfortable beds. Well, ta-ta then.” He said with a too-wide smile and a gentle wave of his hand. Three sets of eyes gravitated to him as if drawn by a magnetic force.
Seeing he had their complete attention, his voice turned to a vicious snarl, “Say it! I want to hear it from your lips. You’ll do as I command until you are released. Give me your filthy, lying word!”
“I’ll do as you command!” Dommell cried without hesitation.
“I swear it,” Cameron said through gritted teeth while turning to look directly at Olive, his face pleading with her to acquiesce.
“I swear it,” Olive snarled, for the first time in her life, hating the sound of her own voice.
Never again.
“Good! Wonderful. You’ve served your purpose little ant, now shoo, shoo!” Markhiss held up his palm and a tiny red ember popped into existence. He gently blew on the flame and sped across the freshly cleared section of forest. When it collided with the beast, a new sun was born and hungrily devoured the monster until there was nothing left, not even its bones.
“Shall we? My most esteemed guests,” His overly dramatic bow was back. While his head was lowered, he pointed in a seemingly random direction through the woods. 
The three of them rose on shaky legs and followed. What other choice did they have?
Never again!
I refuse to be helpless like this again. That, I swear with my whole heart.
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THE FIRST LESSON


“Mister Jiran, your cousin is here to see you.” A soft voice spoke, disrupting his train of thought. 
Jiran glanced over his shoulder to see the maid who had been acting strangely all day. She gave him a bright smile that was gone in the next instant as she ran back into the manor. He looked up to see First Mother’s light-blue sheen descending toward the horizon while First Father was only a sliver of red.
Lost track of time. This cube is so fun. I’ll have to make sure I thank Lenton the next time I see him.
He hopped to his feet and met Niya in front of the manor where she fidgeted nervously. She wore a long pleated skirt, a thick shirt with long sleeves, and a wide apron that covered her front. 
“Sorry, I’m late,” Jiran said while giving her a slow up-and-down look with an expression of doubt. “You know we aren’t going gardening, right?” Her face lit up scarlet and she clenched her hands into little fists.
“I just thought we would be getting dirty and these are… whatever! C’mon let’s just go.” She said while stomping away from him back toward town.
“We’re running to the woods, this way.” Jiran took off jogging at a speed he knew would push her. Niya scrambled after him, lifting her apron and skirt so her legs could move freely. By the time they reached the first training field, she was sweating profusely and gasping. Not out of breath or even feeling warm, Jiran’s voice was bright and chipper, “All right, what do you want to start with? Mana control, or fighting.
“Mana… control… sounds… easy…” She fit each word around a lungful of air.
“Okay, molding it is. Why don’t you walk me through how you currently use the skill so I know where to start.” Niya looked up at him in annoyance that he wasn't giving her any time to recover. Jiran just smiled back at her, fully enjoying the moment. After a few more breaths, she stood up with her hands on her hips.
“When I need to go a little faster, or pick up something heavy, I activate the skill. What else did you want to know?” Jiran’s open hand smacked his forehead as he groaned.
At least this is going to be a good distraction.
“Okay, let’s start at the very beginning, come sit,” He motioned to a spot on the ground in front of him as he sat. Pay close attention when you activate the skill. I want you to find the little burst of feelings that flow out of your head. Keep turning the skill on and off until you have a clear grasp of it.”
“Okay, I think I got it,” She said ten minutes later.
“Good, what do you think that is?”
“I have no idea,” Niya responded with a bright smile and shining green eyes.
“That feeling is how your thoughts connect with your mana. When you form an image in your head and then activate the skill, the thought travels through that little feeling and into your mana to tell it what to do.”
“That’s neat,” She said while looking around at the surrounding trees.
“Yes, very neat… Now, the hard part. You’re going to learn to make that little feeling without using the skill.”
“Why?” Niya asked innocently, truly not comprehending why this was important.
“So that someday you can learn to do this.”
Jiran pointed toward a tree and activated a lightning Shaping. Within a split second, the current arced from his finger to the wet tree. Mana-fueled electricity flowed through water and sap, deep into the interior of the tree. The liquids trapped within heated, expanded, and turned to gas causing the trunk to explode in a shower of kindling.
“Ouch!” Jiran looked at his hand in annoyance.
Forgot the Coating, whoops.
Blackened skin rapidly turned to blisters that leaked dark red blood. Niya blinked several times to clear her vision. Upon seeing his burned skin, she gasped while covering her mouth with both hands. Jiran grit his teeth and focused on the body's natural healing abilities before he activated Regeneration for the first time.


Technique evolution triggered: Regeneration > Rapid Regeneration


Technique evolution triggered: Rapid Regeneration > Restoration


Restoration: + 7


Ahh, that’s better. Twenty-five percent of my mana down the drain but it's nice to see another skill evolution.
Jiran looked at the new pink and healthy skin on his hand, enjoying the lack of burning pain.
“What did you just do?!” Niya yelled while leaping forward to grab his hand. She turned it around inspecting every inch of healthy skin while trying to find the blisters and blood she had seen moments ago. “Teach me how you did that!” She demanded, the earlier joviality and lackadaisical tone replaced by desperation.
“That’s what I’ve been trying to do! Before you can shoot lightning, you have to learn to control your mana.”
“What? Nobody cares about your stupid lightning! Show me how to heal like that, I have to know.” She pleaded, turning the puppy-dog-eyes up to full power.
Rude. Everyone wants to learn how to shoot lightning.
“Then focus!” He snapped, which caused Niya to sit ramrod straight and nod vigorously. “That little feeling when you activate a skill is fake emotions connecting with your mana.”
“Emotions… can be fake?”
“No, I guess fake isn’t the right word. Those emotions are obviously real, since you can feel them and they are doing something. It’s more like a parody of reality…Hey, pay attention!” He snapped his fingers and tried again, “Mana, density, these emotions our skills produce, none of it is necessary to live, it's not supposed to be there. But it is. It's inside of you, so use it. Take it as your own.”
“But how do I do that?”
“If you listen, I’ll tell you.”
“Fine, okay, sure thing, Master Jiran,” Jiran rolled his eyes when she bowed, touching her forehead to the ground.
“The brain,” he leaned forward and tapped her head with a finger. “Produces emotions with almost every thought. Usually, they are so subtle that you never notice them but when you think about something that makes you angry—
“Like your face,” She interrupted.
“Yes, like my face. Now shush! When you think about something that makes you angry, you can feel that anger spread through your whole body, same with fear or love. Any strong emotion is easy to track as it makes your fists or jaw clench, your heart beat faster, or your toes curl. Well, that’s how communicating with your mana works. Instead of making your toes curl, you need to hijack those emotions and push them into your mana to make it curl instead. Now, give it a try.” He motioned with his hand.
Thirty minutes later, she huffed in annoyance and stared at him like he was tricking her. “This isn’t working,” She complained.
Hmm, what am I missing in my explanation? She should have figured it out just as quickly as I did. Oh, I never mentioned that emotions actually exist in a physical sense.
“Try using the skill again, but this time imagine that little feeling is actually a liquid emotion that your brain produces and uses to communicate with your mana.”
A few seconds later, she leaped to her feet in surprise. “I got two whole levels in molding! No way, it’s really working,” She shouted.
“Only two? We must still be doing something wrong. Okay, we’ll have to try reenacting what happened to me and work from there. When I learned this, I didn’t have any mana and only a sliver of density that I was absorbing through breathing,” Jiran circled around her and placed his hand on the back of her neck.
Samris was able to track the mana inside my body like this, maybe I can do something similar with Mana Expansion.
Jiran pulled mana onto his skin then created a tiny sliver which he gently pushed into Niya’s neck. The sensations he felt through the small trail of energy were completely overwhelming. Every strand of muscle and fat, the blood pumping through her, it all came alive in his mind's eye as she squirmed under the invasive feeling of his mana.
How am I supposed to find her mana in all this? It's like looking for a grain of rice inside a blanket with your eyes closed.
“That tickles! What are you doing?”
“Activate your molding again.”
She huffed but complied. Immediately, Jiran felt something shifting against his sliver of consciousness. He followed the feeling, chasing it deeper into her chest until his thread of coating pressed up against what he could only assume was her manapool.
Found you! Now, you belong to me!
Jiran imagined grabbing her mana by the throat and claimed it as his own with overwhelming force. He heard her gasp as he withdrew what was now his. Her mana slid through his coating, all the way back to his skin where it joined with his own mana.


Congratulations: Mana Siphon technique discovered


Awesome. Magic just keeps getting more amazing. I hope I never run out of techniques and skills to work on. Oh, crap, she’s crying.
Niya was looking up at him with wet cheeks, her eyes full of betrayal and confusion. “M-my mana. What did you do?” 
“Exactly what I said I would do, now focus! Use your emotions to connect with the density you inhale with each breath. When you feel it respond, claim it with everything you have. If you can’t even do this, then there’s no hope of you ever leaving Feylon.” Jiran forced harshness into his voice while giving the back of her neck a gentle squeeze.
I don’t like this any more than you do, Niya. You need some motivation though. Without desperation, I doubt you will succeed. I know I sure wouldn’t have. You can do this, I know it.
Niya took a deep, shaky breath and closed her eyes. Jiran’s snake of mana was still burrowed inside her chest, brushing up against her now empty manapool. He used it to watch from the inside as she struggled to claim her mana for the first time. Hours passed as Niya sat in quiet meditation, only broken by occasional densoon waves. Jiran used each one as an opportunity to search for that fleeting feeling of connection he needed to properly absorb the density.
The sound of a twig snapping in the distance attracted all of his senses.
His concentration was so sharp that he could feel the moisture on his skin as a gentle breeze rustled the hairs on his arms. Jiran’s entire field of vision came into focus as the world seemed to come alive around him. He placed himself between the noise and Niya, his breathing was loud in his ears as he forced his lungs to pump oxygen rather than letting them breathe automatically. Every part of his body was alive at that moment. Focused and sharp, like a blade ready to swing.
A densoon wave washed over the glade and impacted him harshly. He responded instinctively with a Coating that writhed under the swirling, chaotic density. He claimed the energy as his own like an animal, dying of thirst, greedily drinking from a river. His senses were still sharp, scanning intently for whatever had made the sound beyond the brush. He waited, ready for a beast to leap out at any second. Niya grunted beside him, distracting him enough that his moment of supreme focus faltered and faded.
The connection with his mana dimmed along with the sharpness of his other senses and he could no longer anticipate the movements of the chaotic density. His purposeful breathing stopped and the clarity of his vision returned to normal. As the world dulled, he realized what he had been doing wrong this whole time.
He put the thoughts aside as a beast with the snout of a wild boar charged into the clearing. It snorted a bellow just before it met with a bolt of lightning that fried its brain. Jiran happily butchered and began to roast the creature while Niya continued to focus with a level of determination he would never have expected from his rambunctious cousin. With the meat sizzling before him, he finally reviewed his thoughts from the moment just before the beast appeared.
I've been focusing on the image I want, thinking about the result when I need to do the opposite of thinking! It's the absence of thought and distraction that I need. When I’m fully focused on everything, all at once, my brain has no room for random thoughts and that's when the connection forms automatically. That makes so much sense, I can’t believe I didn’t figure that out before.
Second Father had long descended, plunging the world into darkness before Niya’s eyes snapped open. They reflected the light from his little campfire, dancing with a pale, green glow. “I did it,” She whispered in a soft tone of wonder.
“Congratulations, Niya,” Jiran said with honest praise.
“W-w-what the heck, I just got fifteen levels. My molding is level twenty!” Her eyes went wide as saucers as her voice trailed off in disbelief.
“Perfect, tomorrow we can work on forcing,” He said while handing her a cooked boar's leg. She gazed at the meat with naked desire before taking a big bite. A satisfied moan escaped her mouth as juices ran down her chin. Jiran smiled, happy to see her enjoying the food he caught and cooked, “That took a lot longer than I expected. Did something happen?”
“The density refused to cooperate until I remembered what you said; that it wasn’t supposed to be there. As soon as I pictured density being something unnatural that I wanted to take as my own, it all clicked into place.”
“Interesting.”
Well shit. So that’s the key. As soon as you realize that density isn’t something natural, you gain all those levels and gain the ability to convert density to mana instantly. The Voicers are bad enough already, they are going to be so pissed if they find out about this. Their whole shtick is faith in the natural bounty that is density.
“Hey, you probably shouldn't tell anyone about any of this. I might get in trouble if too many people find out, okay?” She nodded vigorously and finished eating. When she was done, Jiran led the way back to town, his hand glowing with a gentle fire that lit their way. “Why are you so interested in healing?”
Niya took so long to respond that Jiran thought she might have decided not to. When she finally spoke, her words were quiet and soft. They carried a sad tone he had never heard from the exuberant girl before. “Father told me Momma died giving birth to me. They knew she was sick and didn’t have long to live so they chose to have me early, in spawning season, rather than waiting for calm like everyone else. She died giving birth to me because nobody could fix her. So, so that’s—”
When Jiran saw real tears streaming down her cheeks for the second time that evening, he suddenly found the courage and strength to stop running away from his problems. his hand landed on top of her head where he rubbed her hair affectionately.
No matter what this stupid timer means, I’m going to figure it out. I'm not going to give up, ever. I can’t. I have too many good things to live for. Thanks for helping me so much today, Niya.
“Thanks for telling me, I never knew that. Just you wait, little cousin. We’re going to make you into the best damn healer the empire has ever seen.” She wiped her tears with a sniffle and Jiran’s flames reflected in her eyes as she nodded.
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A NEW ADVENTURE


Jiran awoke to an unusual cadence of banging and shouting. His eyes snapped open in alarm before the source of the sounds registered and his heart calmed. The maids' running feet banged back and forth down the hallway, in and out of rooms. They shouted at each other about getting things ready, not forgetting anything, and packing individual items as quickly as possible. 
Is Samris going somewhere?
Jiran dressed himself quickly with jerky, uncoordinated movements before heading into the hallway. Just as he was about to corner one of the girls for questioning, his stomach flipped as the world spun. He barely caught himself from falling face-first into the floor of Samris’s study.
I thought you had to touch someone to teleport them?
“You, disciple, are a fool.” Jiran followed the stern voice to find Lenton sitting behind Samris’s desk. Jiran’s confused expression was met with a scowl by the old wizard. “Clearly, subtlety is not one of your gifts. I warned you that if I can hear you, others can as well. Where, then, did my warning lead you?” Jiran could feel the rhetorical nature of the question and wisely remained silent. “Not even a day passes before you’re running into the woods, spilling secrets that could tear the empire apart as if they are nothing more than the first lesson every child should learn.”
“I-I don’t understan—”
“Thrice-damned, fool boy. Learn to keep your mouth shut!” Lenton slammed a hand on the table causing the entire manor to shake. Jiran gulped nervously, feeling a mysterious energy in the air come alive with Lenton's wrath. “Go fetch your cousin and grab the clothes I requested from that bewitching seamstress then get your ass back here.”
“Yes, Master Filibree,” Jiran responded with a firm nod.
When Jiran didn’t immediately move to leave, Lenton’s demeanor turned even more predatory but he nodded his assent for Jiran to speak. The look in his eyes made it clear that his question had better be a good one.
“Are we leaving Feylon?”
“That’s correct. If you cannot be trusted to keep your mouth shut then we will have to go somewhere with no ears. Now, get going, we’ve much to do,” A sharp shooing motion with his hand was accompanied by an overpowering force that pushed Jiran's body toward the door. When he arrived in the hallway, the door slammed in his face. Jiran stood still, unable to move as his perception of the world shrank to a pinprick and a bout of dizziness found him slumping against the wall.
We’re leaving. This isn’t some temporary thing either. I can tell he means for us to never come back here.
Jiran had no idea how much time had passed when he came out of his shocked state. He walked slowly through the manor and down the street toward Micah’s house. He savored every inhalation, wanting to commit the smells of his home to memory. Birds were just beginning to welcome the morning as he walked the still-dark street. He methodically banged on the door until Niya answered with a yawn. She peered up at him through uncomprehending eyes.
“Hurry and get dressed, we have to go right away,” Jiran tried to instill some urgency into his words but failed, melancholy still grasping his heart in a steely grip.
Get it together, Jiran. When you’re strong enough, nobody can tell you where to go. That’s right, I just need to ascend the tiers and then I can do whatever I want, whenever I want!
Niya blinked at him groggily, unmoving, “Where are we going? Why?” She asked around another yawn.
“Master Filibree wants us to go to Ms. Thedweil’s shop to pick up some clothes and then head back to the manor.”
“Who’s master Filibree?”
“A mysterious, ultra-powerful wizard,” Jiran spoke with gravitas.
“What’s an ultra-wizard?”
“You know what, never mind. You’ll meet him soon and see for yourself. C’mon let’s go-go-go!” Jiran hustled her back inside and shut the door behind him. “Bring everything you need for a trip out of town, we’ll be gone for a while,” Jiran shouted through her closed bedroom door.
“M'kay,” Came Niya’s mumbled response.
How do I tell her?
Several minutes flew by as Jiran fidgeted anxiously. Niya emerged wearing light traveling clothes and a thick morning shawl. She yawned again as they left the house, soon arriving at the seamstress’s shop. Lamps were lit within, sending out a beacon in the darkness that felt inviting and warm. Jiran lightly rapped on the door which flew open almost instantly. The proprietress stood before them scantily clothed and with a rapidly fading, clearly disappointed to see them.
“That old fox pulled a fast one, did he?” After a grunt of annoyance, she motioned them inside. She motioned toward four large linen bags that rested against the wall nearby. “Those are the promised goods. Everything’s been accounted for. Now get along, I’ve no desire to entertain this morning.” 
She gave Jiran a toothy grin while licking her lips, sending a shiver of revulsion creeping up his spine as she spoke in a sultry voice, “Please do remind that handsome devil about our deal, won't you dear?”
Nope-nope-nope. I don’t want to know, I’m out.
Jiran and Niya couldn't escape fast enough. The bags barely slowed them down as they took off toward the manor, a mad cackle of laughter chased them through the darkness.
Definitely don’t want to know.
At the manor, the maids were hustling supplies onto a large cart Jiran had never seen before. He noticed Sharaal’s head pop out of the servants' entrance. When she spotted him, she shouted, “Help them finish loading and throw those bags in as well. Breakfast is almost ready,” Then she disappeared back inside.
Jiran and Niya pitched in, and between the five of them, they had the cart loaded within a few minutes. Together, they entered the kitchen to find a spectacular feast. They dug in with abandon. Amidst the sounds of chewing and pleasurable groaning, Sharaal addressed Jiran and Niya, “Take care of your cousin out there, Jiran. She’s not as strong as you are so she’ll need your protection.”
“Of course I will. Thanks for everything, Ms. Sharaal.”
“Don’t sound so glum about it. All rivers flow to the ocean. I’ll be seeing you again soon enough.”
Niya bounced in her seat while shoveling one bite after another of Sharaal’s delicious cooking into her maw. “I’m sho exshited! I can’t ait to eave, ere are e oing?” Seeing their matching scowls she quickly swallowed, “How long will it take us to get there? Do you think we’ll be back before Father returns?”
“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Master Filibree,” Jiran sighed, unable to meet her eyes or find the words to say they might never be back.
I’m sure they wouldn’t take her away from her Father forever. Once things settle down, they’ll bring her back, or bring him to us. I’ll make sure of it. No matter what I have to do to convince them.
“It’s time,” Lenton’s voice cut through the air as if he were standing right next to them.
Everyone in the room except Jiran jumped in surprise before they shuffled outside. Lenton and Samris were standing next to the cart looking like today was nothing outside of the usual in any way.
I’m looking forward to the day that something actually manages to ruffle their feathers.
Without a word of warning, Lenton waved his hand. The world distorted as a familiar flipping sensation twisted Jiran’s guts. He shot his hand out above his head to catch his fall, smoothly moving through a cartwheel and coming to his feet while Niya face-planted in the hard dirt and grass. Jiran smiled, despite the tense situation, enjoying watching someone else going through his suffering for a change. 
He spun in a quick circle to get his bearing while Lenton spoke. “You see that hill over there? We’ll be waiting there. I suggest you do not tarry. Do keep in mind, the longer you spend within the plains, the more danger you will encounter.”
In every direction, the land was coated in a thick layer of early morning darkness, just bright enough that he could only see a few hundred meters. Waves crashed in the distance, but the only thing within sight were tall stalks of wild wheat.
“Wait, what hill? It’s too dark to see that far,” With a whoosh of displaced air, Samris, Lenton, and the cart vanished.
Aaaand he’s already gone, wonderful.
“C’mon Niya, we'd better get started. He wouldn’t warn us for no—” As Jiran completed his survey, he saw the spot she had fallen on the ground held nothing more than an indent of her passing.
Oh, he took her with them. That makes sense, if it’s dangerous for me, it would be downright deadly for her. Guess I’ll get to it before that ‘danger’ turns me into a tasty morning snack.
Jiran set off in the indicated direction. The fear of leaving home that had gripped him until now vanished as his heart pounded in his chest. His breaths came fast and heavy as excitement for his first real adventure refused to be ignored. As he jogged, First Father began to rise over the nearby ocean and revealed the surrounding lands.
South, to his left, the Murinth Ocean stretched endlessly into the horizon. He looked down a steep cliff pounded by waves. Their crashing sent misty droplets of moisture all the way up slope and high above his head, suffusing the air with the soothing scents of the currents. He inhaled deeply through his nose, feeling invigorated. Jiran ran west along the top of the cliff while warily watching the tall grasses that sprang up a hundred meters away from his rocky vantage.
If there are beasts hiding around here, that’s where they’ll be. The plains.
The grass stretched a dozen kilometers to the north before running into a wall of massive trees that stretched far into the distance where a mountainous ridge blocked his sight. Squinting, he could barely make out a series of hills in the direction Lenton had pointed.
That’s got to be two or three hundred kilometers away! I see how it is. Always training with those two. Leaving me to run while they teleport ahead. I bet they’re kicking back sipping tea already. All this excitement distracted me, today is the day I figure out what this timer means, whether I like it or not.


23:18:43


Jiran suppressed the knife of panic that threatened to stab him in the back. He pushed the sight of the timer away, refusing to let it distract him from his first, and hopefully not last, glorious adventure.
Having to run there alone is better anyways, I’ll have time to work on my techniques. Cue the training montage!
Despite knowing the dangers of the wilderness, Jiran found himself filled with energy and exuberance. The wild air and untamed land called to him. A need to explore and run free put the wind to his back as he picked up speed. Soon, the rocky cliff wall plummeted until he was running at the same elevation as the frothy waters. Rather than slog through the sand for kilometers, he chose to risk the tall grass with its more stable footing.
While he ran, he focused on unlocking the most obvious elements that he had yet to try with Shaping.
Sweat cools the skin while blood cools muscles and organs, both slow molecular vibrations to reduce heat.


Congratulations: Ice Control technique discovered


Particles in the atmosphere enter the lungs and circulate through the bloodstream to be utilized in dozens of chemical reactions throughout the body. The bacteria in the digestive tract break down food into gases and energy.


Congratulations: Gas Control technique discovered


The gut also produces water when it breaks down food. Hopefully, that image combined with the molecular composition of H2O works.


Congratulations: Water Control technique discovered


Success! What’s next? Oh, back to the gut once again.


Congratulations: Acid Control technique discovered


The body doesn’t actually create any minerals or metals, but it uses them for a ton of random things. Does that count?


Congratulations: Mineral Control technique discovered


Yes! So the body doesn’t actually have to produce, just manipulate, in order to unlock a technique. What other elements would that include? Oh! The eyes bend light. Let's see, light is electromagnetic radiation with a ton of wavelengths that travels as both a particle and a wave.


Congratulations: Light Control technique discovered


Goosebumps broke out across Jiran’s skin as he fantasized about playing with light magic.
Can I bend light and become invisible like Lenton? What about shooting lasers, or making a lightsaber? No, that’s not how those work at all, whatever! I have light magic! Sure it’s nice out here in the middle of nowhere, but how fun would it be to lock myself in a mad scientist's laboratory and play with magic for a week or twenty?
Suddenly, a gut-wrenching sensation of danger shot up Jiran’s spine. It was the same feeling that had accurately warned him time and again of danger. Trusting his instincts, he dove to the ground just as something heavy wooshed over his head. A crash in the distance was followed by a huge plume of dust and dirt thrown high into the air. He sat up and poked his head above the grass to see a ten-meter-long trench stretching directly away from him. A boulder larger than his body rumbled as it crushed the grass in its path.
As the rock came to a stop, Jiran looked behind himself to see what could have thrown a boulder hard enough to alter the landscape so casually. Far away, he spotted two spiky protrusions nearly indistinguishable from the grass. They bobbed up and down as whatever they belonged to loped toward his position. Other than that, all he could see for kilometers in every direction was grass gently swaying in the morning winds.
A beast that can accurately throw a boulder larger than me nearly a kilometer? What tier must it be to do that? Four, maybe even five. Do I fight, or run?
As he watched, another set of spikes poked above the grass, then a third, and a fourth. One of the beasts stood up for a split second, just long enough for Jiran to catch a glimpse of large glowing yellow eyes and bony protrusions before the creature ducked out of sight.
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Run, definitely run.
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COLD DEATH OF THE UNIVERSE


Jiran ran for everything he was worth. 
His legs pumped as quickly as his mana-enhanced muscles could contract and extend. A flicker of movement to his right was the only warning he had to dive once more as another boulder sailed overhead. It crashed several meters to his left with explosive force amidst a shower of dirt and dust.
I’m not even a quarter of the way to the hills yet! Is Lenton out of his mind? Just because I beat one little crab doesn’t mean I can take on an entire pack of zombie-looking minotaurs that can throw boulders a freaking kilometer.
He jumped back to his feet and took off running once more. Heavy breaths created puffs of condensation that fled his body with each exhale. A quick glance ahead revealed an additional two of the beasts closing in from the east.
Great, they’re surrounding me. Once they close in, I’ll unleash my ultimate trap card and be instantly slaughtered. How quaint.
The corners of his mouth curled upward as adrenaline pumped through his veins, turning fear into excitement. The beasts continued to close in from the side and rear, and with the ocean so close, he was effectively boxed in. Within only a few minutes, they were close enough to see details of their hunched, quadrupedal bodies. They ran on all fours in a leaping stride similar to a gorilla, covering vast distances with blurring ease.
Jiran noticed a rock forming between the two horns of one of the beasts. The rock swelled in size with each step it took until it was larger than the creature itself. Once the boulder was fully formed, the beast spun in a circle and whipped its head around, sending its attack hurtling through the air. Even after seeing it coming from the very start, Jiran barely managed to throw himself out of the way. The giant projectile sailed past, centimeters from his leg, before crashing into the ground in another shower of dust and dirt.
They’re being drawn in by the sound and the dirt in the air! Every beast in range will know exactly what those columns of dust mean: Food. Running isn’t working. I need a plan and I need it fast.
Jiran ducked down, hiding in the grass while his thoughts raced.
Think, Jiran. Think! They clearly hunt by sight. Maybe I could hide, but if they have a good sense of smell, once they close in I’ll be dead for sure.
Jiran closed his eyes for a brief second to scan his status for a solution.
Light Control!
A thin Coating covered his arm. He envisioned light bending instead of reflecting as he layered a Shaping atop his coating.
He stared intently as the process unfolded and when his arm faded from sight, his desperation-fueled grin widened. He waved his other hand on the far side of his arm, delighted by the novelty of seeing his fingers through solid matter. For a split second, he was distracted by the individual stalks of grass clearly seen on the far side.
Not quite good enough though. It’s fine if I hold perfectly still but as soon as I move, there’s a distortion. No way a powerful beast wouldn’t notice that. They might also have heat vision or something similar, I definitely can’t rely on this alone. And there’s still the issue of smell.
A boulder slammed into the ground a dozen meters away. It rolled toward his crouched position, coming to a stop right next to him. The cloud of dust it kicked up washed over him, eliciting a cough followed by a sneeze. His sight of the beast’s horns was blocked, and suddenly, he knew exactly what he had to do.
Rumbles filled the air as the monsters approached. Their hooves, strong enough to support the weight of large bodies and boulders alike, impacted like the beating of war drums. The sounds reverberated through the air and hard soil causing rocks to dance madly across the ground.
I need a gas, but which one? It doesn’t matter, Jiran. Just pick one! Eenie meenie miney mo, pick a gas by its B.O.
Methane shot out of Jiran’s hands as he spun in a circle with outstretched arms. His Shaping rapidly suffused the air with the gas which became highly flammable as it was mixed with the plentiful oxygen all around him.
Is it working? I can feel something coming out of my hands but it’s not smelly. I thought methane would smell like shit. No time to test it, here goes nothing.
Jiran shoved his face into the dirt, threw a protective Coating across his entire back, and created a small flame on the tip of his finger. The world shattered as a massive hammer slammed him further into the ground, blasting the air from his lungs. He tried to take a breath, but nothing entered his lungs. A whooshing sound brought relief as oxygen was pulled into the area around him and he inhaled with a gasp—equal parts sweet air and acrid smoke.
He couldn’t hear his own coughing over the sounds of the beasts’ bellowing and stomping nearby. As black smoke from burning grass filled the air, Jiran burrowed himself further into the ground while covering his Coating with a layer of light mana. Through sheer force of will, he compelled his body to stop coughing and lie perfectly still. He opened his eyes but there was too much smoke and dirt to see clearly.
He heard meaty collisions and heavy grunts punctuated by bovine bellowing. He waited with bated breath as he observed his mana drain away from the extended use of his techniques. Eventually, the sounds of frenzied thrashing crawled to a stop. He waited several more minutes without making a sound. Down to nearly fifty percent mana, he knew he couldn’t wait around any longer. After confirming one more time that there were no sounds of charging hooves intent on ripping him in half, he sat up and looked at the devastation around him.
The grass burned in a wide circle, slowly spreading further away and obscuring his sight with a billowing cloud that reached toward the skies. He was in the center of a narrow crater and covered in several centimeters of debris. He squinted past the pressure in his skull as he patted his limbs and torso, and upon finding only a few minor injuries, he released a relieved sigh.
That coating saved my ass, literally. Maybe next time I’ll try to extend it to cover my clothes though…
Jiran held up a strand of shredded fabric—one of the last remnants of his shirt. He tore the last of the useless garments away, leaving him in nothing but his underpants. Nearby, three of the beasts lay dead. Their blackened, burnt hides were covered with gashes from their pitched battle.
Did the others kill the ones that were wounded in the blast? Why? And wouldn’t they normally eat each other, too? Maybe the smoke scared them off.
Jiran warily climbed to his feet and approached one of the bodies. The creature was about three times larger than himself and packed with layers of powerful muscles. Many of its bones extended through the hide giving it a coat of spiky protrusions that could easily impale and maim anyone who came too close. 
Seeing the mighty creature torn asunder, its burned body wafting a sweet-smelling aroma into his nose, Jiran suddenly realized he was alone. Samris wasn’t here to save him, and neither was Master Filibree. His life was in his own hands and the realization he was solely responsible for his survival thus far filled him with a sense of personal power that left him giddy.
His hands, shaking with excitement, ripped off a piece of flesh. He roasted it briefly before popping it in his mouth. He had to stifle the moan of pleasure that wanted to escape his lips as his eyes rolled back in pure bliss. The savory meat melted on his tongue and its density instantly spread through his body, leaving him hungry for more.
Tier four meat. Yeah, they would have torn me to pieces. What do I do now? I’m in the middle of this plateau with who knows how many of these things. I bet they throw rocks at anything that makes the grass sway then come check out what they killed.
Well, if I’m going to make it all the way to those hills, I better come up with a better plan than running. I haven't checked my status in a while, I’ll start there.


Strength: + 1.4
Agility: + 1.3
Endurance: + 2.1
Durability: + .9
Wisdom: + 1.8
Intelligence: + 1.3


Molding: + 7
Shaping: + 11


Coating: + 5
True Origin of Fire: + 1


Further upgrades delayed due to lack of density


NAME: Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 8
WEIGHT: 79.69 kg > 87.30 kg
STATUS: Minor burns / Mild concussion
TIMER: 12:42:17


Mild concussion? That explains the headache.
A flash of Restoration and the pain behind his eyes vanished along with three percent of his mana. He replaced the lost energy with density from his stomach. The moment his debuff was gone, his vision cleared and a fog he hadn’t known was clouding his thoughts receded.
That’s so much better. Guess I didn't realize how hurt I was with all the near-death happening. What’s next? It seems I can’t absorb density fast enough to keep up with these attribute gains. I suppose that's a good problem to have, considering the alternative.


TIER: 2
GROWTH: 15.33 % > 23.12 %


MANA:	2
CONCENTRATION: 2


STRENGTH: 23.6 > 25
AGILITY: 23.3 > 24.6
ENDURANCE: 23.4 > 25.5
DURABILITY: 22.3 > 23.2
WISDOM: 22.9 > 24.7
INTELLIGENCE: 22.9 > 24.2


Jiran flexed the muscles in his hands and arms, feeling a little stronger than before the madness of his frantic escape and the subsequent death of the beasts.
Maybe having attributes waiting around for growth is why eating tastes and feels so good. With the density intake, those attributes are allowed to settle into my body, upgrading it and feeling amazing in the process.
For a brief moment, Jiran lost himself in a daydream of eating mountains of high tier food allowing delayed attributes to roll in like an avalanche, burying him in a mountain of pleasure. Pleasure just like when he absorbed that challenger density after killing the crab. With a tremendous effort of will, he snapped himself back to reality.
No! I’m still in danger and I refuse to be some junky jonesing for the next hit! 


SKILLS:		
Molding - Mana Expansion: 60 > 67 
Shaping: 20 > 31


TECHNIQUES:
Forcing: 34
Coating: 25 > 30
Revelation: 1
True Origin of Fire: 0 > 10
True Origin of Lightning: 20
Ice Control: 0
Gas Control: 0
Water Control: 0
Acid Control: 0
Mineral Control: 0
Light Control: 0
Restoration: 0 > 7
Mana Siphon: 0


OTHER:
UNIQUE: Foresight


Foresight huh? Figured as much but having it confirmed is pretty reassuring. What exactly does it do? There’s no description, but it has to be related to the danger-sense I’ve been feeling lately. I suppose the first time it activated was right before my first tiering when Elder Mireg gave me that bun. I knew something terrible was going to happen. I also knew I was running out of time before those priests came for me.
It seems to trigger when my life is in danger, though I think there were a couple times I had a bad feeling when there wasn’t anything life threatening, like right before I met Master Filibree. Would something bad have happened if I didn’t manage to convince him to mentor me? Does it do anything else? Is it responsible for the few times I’ve felt like my perception drastically increased? Or was that just adrenaline? An ability that gives me a glimpse of the future… No wonder these uniques come with a nasty curse, if they didn’t, it would just be way too OP.
So, what’s my curse? 
Ugh, it’s pointless trying to figure this out with such limited information. Enough random thoughts for now. I need to focus on getting out of here alive. How exactly am I supposed to do that? Moving through the grass is a no-no. Running for it obviously doesn’t work.
Jiran looked into the distance at the wave of slowly burning grass and the obscuring black smoke being released to clog the air.
Scorched earth it is.
Dragging one of the corpses behind him, Jiran crept forward inside a cloak of invisibility until he was close enough to the wall of burning grass to feel the heat on his skin. He pushed forward steadily behind the wave of burning grass and whenever it hit a wet spot, he doused the area with a flamethrower from his palm. Every hour that passed, he ate more of the corpse to replenish his dwindling mana supply. 
Five hours of hot, sweaty plodding later, he ran into his first real obstacle: One of the minotaurs was throwing dirt on his wall of flame from the far side. Instead of creating a rock between its horns, a mass of sandy dirt was spewing into the air. Behind the cover of black smoke and his camouflage, the beast had yet to see him.
Let's see how much you bastards like being hunted for a change. Lightning might work. Then again, all the dirt and rock they create might insulate them enough that I’ll waste my mana. Fire could do it as well but might not be hot enough to get through all those layers of tough meat before it gets to me.
No, I need a different approach, something that will give me time to run if this goes horribly wrong. I’ve got just enough mana to give this a real go and get out alive if it fails. Probably.
Jiran crept forward quickly, hoping his obscuring layer would keep him hidden until he was close enough to strike. He made it much further than he thought he would before the monster's nostrils flared and its head jerked in his direction. The creature released a howl of rage that would have caused him to panic just a week ago. Instead, he dropped his Coating, his attack long since prepared.
The minotaur moved far faster than he expected. It was nearly upon him by the time Jiran realized it had started charging. A single moment of instinct saved him from the horn that was angled toward his chest, ready to gore and pin him to the ground.
The glacial cold of a mountain’s peak blasted forward and slammed into the storming behemoth. Each step forward became a struggle against rapidly stilling molecules as the beast fought to kill the prey before it. In the epicenter of his own Shaping, Jiran scrambled in a desperate bid to keep himself from freezing to death before the beast did. Coatings were created only to crack and crumble apart. Every spare scrap of willpower not dedicated to offense was wholly directed toward the image of molecules vibrating and churning against his skin in an attempt to stave off the cold death of the universe.
Jiran’s skin turned blue and then black before finally, the monster froze completely. His mana sputtered out into nothing and a pervasive chill instantly soaked through him, leaving him shivering amidst an ocean of frost that spread out for several meters in every direction. A puff of frigid breath escaped the beast’s mouth as it shivered one last time before its leg snapped in half with a sickening crunch. It fell to the ground and shattered, only to release a thick, crimson mist.
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PLUS… ULTRA?


Jiran’s breath turned to icy mist. The frozen moisture hovered in the air before falling to the frigid ground under its own weight. The beast lay dead at his feet within a realm of frost that covered every surface. As he watched in wonder, the might of three suns and the heat from the grass burning nearby rapidly thawed the damage he had wrought. 
That was awesome! And stupid. I’m completely exposed out here with no mana. I need to—
Jiran’s thoughts were interrupted as he caught sight of the crimson energy pooling out of the remains of the beast. Once freed, it hovered just above the ground where it conglomerated into a ball of undulating fibers before it shot toward him too quickly to dodge and slammed into his chest.

[image: image-placeholder]
Jiran was only slightly more prepared than last time as the cascade of sensations and emotions bombarded his body. The density sank through his skin, leaving behind a trail of euphoria that ignited his nerves in scintillating waves. Everywhere the powerful density reached yearned with a burning need for more. He desperately erected mental barriers to keep himself from being swept away in the desire to kill. He focused on all the things he loved about his life: Family, discovering magic, adventure, reading, great food, and the beauty of the world.
With his mind safely cushioned, Jiran directed his attention inward. He followed the density with a cord of his mana in an effort to discover exactly what it was doing to his body. Part of the energy sank into his muscles where it vibrated soothingly before settling, leaving a blissful feeling of power in its wake. A portion went into his bones, reinforcing them as well. Still more went into his brain, he felt it itching behind his eyes as his vision sharpened and his thoughts accelerated.
It’s definitely adding to my growth and increasing my attributes all at once. I was right. That certainly confirmed why it feels so freaking good. I’m growing more powerful at an extreme pace, far, far faster than normal. 
Jiran blinked to watch his attributes. They ticked up one after another in rapid succession, confirming his theory beyond any doubt. The rapid evolution of his body finally ran its course and waned, leaving him gasping and sweat-soaked. When the feeling of loss receded completely a minute later, he took a deep breath and wiped his face before checking his notifications.


Challenger timer reset: + 2 hours


49:57:40


Seeing that his timer had not only reset, but also gained an additional two hours caused Jiran to sink to his knees on the cold ground with a sigh of relief.
So the timer is designed to keep me killing. Will any beast do? Or does it have to be two tiers above me like this one and the crab? What the hell is the point of not telling me that beforehand?! Maybe the system thinks it's self-explanatory with the whole desire to slaughter thing? 
Did Lenton already know? Is that why he left me out here?
Wait, why didn’t I get any challenger density from the beasts that surrounded me a while ago? I didn’t kill them myself but I definitely hurt them with that explosion. Maybe I need to land the killing blow? Or, I just can’t have much help. Skandor didn’t really do any damage to the crab on the beach so maybe his ‘help’ didn’t count? I’ll have to run some tests when I get a chance.


Strength: + .6
Agility: + .6
Endurance: + .6
Durability: + .6
Wisdom: + .6
Intelligence: + .6


Shaping: + 2


Coating: + 3
Restoration: + 1


Further upgrades delayed due to lack of density


Let’s see, my attributes cap at forty this tier, and they started at twenty, so point-six is a three percent increase and that perfectly matches the three percent growth I just received, too.
Laughter began to bubble up in his throat but he pulled himself together before he attracted one of the deadly beasts. Jiran grabbed a frozen chunk of meat and retreated back across the line of burning grass. He found a spot between two mounds of raised dirt and hunkered down out of sight. As he settled in, relief swept through his cramped muscles.
Watching that damn countdown the last two days really did a number on me. I’ve been so stressed I could barely even think about it. At least I figured out how it works well before the final few hours. If it got down to the last few minutes… Yeah, I don’t even want to think about it.
My mana is completely bottomed out and that red density is already fully absorbed so I can't convert any of it. I can either wait for a densoon wave to recharge, or eat a beast popsicle.
He looked down at the glacial chunk of meat and shuddered in revulsion at the idea of sucking on it raw.
These creatures seem to really hate the burning grass so I should be fine to wait a few minutes until I can cook this.
He lay down and shimmied into the blackened dirt while taking deep breaths and converting every scrap of density he absorbed.
Note to self: Never use all my mana again without density readily available to convert.
Despite his desperate situation, Jiran found himself deeply appreciative of his new lease on life. Additionally, each breath brought him closer to having enough mana to form a Coating and when the inevitable densoon wave finally came, he was ready. Afterward, with ten percent of his mana back, he roasted his lunch and ate.
This isn’t nearly as good as the last one. Maybe because the red density drained all the best stuff out?
Jiran converted the density into mana, then retrieved more and ate that too while enjoying the feeling of the meat dissolving into energy.
Well, I’m not even halfway across these plains yet. There’s no way I’m going to reach that hill today. Master Filibree must have expected me to take several days to get there. I can’t forget to thank him for leaving me out here. Not only did he show me how to reset the timer but this place is the perfect opportunity for me to reach the tier two attribute cap. How could I possibly leave when I’m only twenty-nine kills away from tiering up again? But first, I need to get a little stronger, and my techniques are the perfect place to start.
Jiran spent a few minutes using the automated versions of his techniques and unlocking their evolutions.


Technique evolution triggered: Ice Control > True Origin of Ice


Technique evolution triggered: Water Control > True Origin of Water


Technique evolution triggered: Gas Control > Gas Manipulation


Technique evolution triggered: Mineral Control > Metal Manipulation


Technique evolution triggered: Light Control > Light Manipulation


Technique evolution triggered: Acid Control > Acid Manipulation


Jiran shook his arm wildly as acid sprang into existence, instantly burning through the Coating on his hand and searing his skin.
Ouch! How am I supposed to use acid manipulation if it can burn through my coating that fast?! Note to self: Some magic isn’t worth playing around with.


Restoration: + 1


Looks like I don’t know enough about all of them to evolve the techniques more than once. That makes sense, my knowledge is shaky at best about most of this stuff anyway.
The idea that he had so much more to learn sent shivers up his spine as he continued to trudge ever closer to the distant hills. Jiran changed from a straight path to a meandering zigzag that would cover more ground. He burned the grass ahead of him, not rushing his advance while staying out of sight with a Coating covered in Light Manipulation enhanced by the cover of black smoke.
He kept his mana topped off between waves from the densoons and the beast meat he carried over his shoulder. An hour later, he found another of the beasts attempting to protect its territory from the raging flames.
If I’m going to be hunting these things for a while, I should figure out what element works best.
He raised his hands which were with an insulated Coating. The moment his obfuscating layer of Light Manipulation dropped, the beast turned toward him with a bellowing call. Jiran cringed at the loud noise, despite knowing he was about to make a much louder one.
“True Origin of Lightning!”
A stream of electric current leaped from his outstretched fingers and collided with the beast's chest. Amidst a thunderous clap, its muscles spasmed uncontrollably. Jiran blinked away the afterimage to meet the hollow sockets where the beast's eyes should be. They were glowing with a golden intensity as the convulsions wracking its body faded away. It shook itself, seemingly uncaring of the huge black scorch mark on its chest before it took a struggling step forward. It landed on all fours, then immediately launched into a charge, closing the distance between them.
That was thirty percent of my mana and it barely slowed down?!
“True Origin of Ice!”
Jiran barely managed to adjust his coating to protect him from the cold before all the moisture in the air froze into a solid wall of ice. The beast was trapped within as he pumped more and more of his mana into the resilient creature. Finally, when he was down to twenty percent of his mana, the light left its eyes. With a relieved sigh, Jiran crouched down to hide.
Okay, lightning bad. Do I dare try anything else? If I use fire on the next one, it might become impossible to freeze before it guts me. No, these things are too strong to play around with. I’ll stick to what works and experiment later when I’m closer to the tier two threshold. I should be strong enough by then to afford a little margin for error.
Within seconds, the expected challenger density pulled itself from the carcass like a living thing and flowed into him. With clenched teeth, he bared through the onslaught of sensations.


Challenger timer reset: + 2 hours


Another three percent increase in both attributes and growth. Would it be the same if I kill one that’s at the peak of tier four? That crab was a mutant, which is beyond peak, but I was too distracted at the time to see how many attributes it gave me.
After recharging his mana, Jiran continued westward. In the hours it took the suns to move past midday and dip toward the horizon, he found two more of the beasts. He took the time out of his busy schedule to instruct them both in the way that brain function ceases upon being subject to extreme temperatures. 
As darkness descended, he dug a hole with Metal Manipulation and burrowed inside of it to sleep. The next day progressed smoothly with five more successful hunts before he encountered a group of three minotaurs who rapidly doused his flames between their combined waves of dirt. He retreated as quickly as he could while keeping the thick smoke between himself and the beasts. 
No way I’m fighting more than one of them at a time.
Jiran circled wide around the group, working his way back toward the ocean while angled only slightly toward the distant hills.
I hope Niya is doing okay with those two. Yeah, no way she’s doing okay. Stay strong cousin! I’ll be there soon.
By the end of the third day, Jiran was ready for a bath. His skin was darkened with mud and dried blood. His hair was worse, a plethora of sticks and grass was matted to his scalp with thick gunk that he was pretty sure wasn't his blood.
At least I’m almost done here.
He looked to his right at the low hills that stretched into the distance with tall snow-capped mountains rising beyond them. To his left, the vast plains stretched as far as he could see. They were criss-crossed with burnt pathways and the bloody remnants of his prey. He blinked, reviewing the changes to his status one more time before his final hunt.


NAME: Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 8
WEIGHT: 89.30 kg > 122.18 kg
STATUS: Filthy
TIMER: 102:40:38


TIER: 2
GROWTH: 23.12 % > 98.50 %


MANA: 2
CONCENTRATION: 2


STRENGTH: 25 > 39.7
AGILITY: 24.6 > 39.7
ENDURANCE: 25.5 > 39.7
DURABILITY: 23.2 > 39.7
WISDOM: 24.7 > 39.7
INTELLIGENCE: 24.2 > 39.7


SKILLS:	
Molding - Mana Expansion: 67 > 70
Shaping: 31 > 36


TECHNIQUES:	
Forcing: 34
Coating: 30 > 46
Revelation: 1
True Origin of Fire: 10 > 11
True Origin of Lightning: 20
True Origin of Ice: 1 > 16
True Origin of Water: 1
Gas Manipulation: 1 > 3
Acid Manipulation: 1
Metal Manipulation: 1 > 3
Light Manipulation: 1 > 4
Restoration: 7 > 12
Mana Siphon: 0


OTHER:
UNIQUE: Foresight


I’ll have to ask Samris if this is breaking a record for how quickly someone has advanced to tier three from tier one. I can’t believe it's only been a few weeks! It feels so much longer than that. Only eight seasons old and nearly tier three. That definitely can’t be normal. Am I going to get even bigger when I tier up again? Probably, that’s crazy to think about. 
Focus, Jiran! You’re not there yet, one more fight.
Jiran charged at the final minotaur standing between him and reuniting with his mentors and cousin. Forcing released a low kick that shot Jiran’s newest creation forward in a crescent-shaped bubble of Coating at incredible speed. When it collided with the beast's legs, the bubble popped and the frigid, True Origin of Ice trapped within exploded outward to envelop the minotaur. The monster screamed as the lower half of its body was instantly frozen to the ground.
Its eye sockets glowed with the promise of retribution as Jiran appeared before it. His arm was entirely Coated with a blue sheen that sapped the heat from the air. Moisture turned to wispy white streamers that followed the arc of his arm as his fist planted into the beast’s face. When icy knuckles met leathery skin, an arctic blast turned the beast, and the space three meters behind it, into a glacier of numbing cold. A follow-up kick propelled by Forcing shattered the block of ice, bringing a swift end to the once mighty beast.
Thirty-seven percent, almost two percent cheaper with the forcing added in. Hard to beat such a mana-efficient technique. Just wish I understood it more so I could increase its level. I’m dying to know what subskills it will unlock.
Jiran waited patiently for the challenger density to sweep through him. When the energy settled, he turned toward the hills, more than ready to move on. He glanced at his notifications and status, excited to see his maxed-out growth and attributes only to stop in his tracks as his thoughts churned in confusion.
W-what the hell am I looking at right now?


Growth 98.50 % > 101.50%
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QUESTIONS WITHOUT ANSWERS


Jiran’s mind raced as he processed the implications of his growth exceeding one hundred percent. 
Not just my growth, but my attributes exceeded their caps too! They should have stopped at forty.


STRENGTH: 39.7 > 40.3
AGILITY: 39.7 > 40.3
ENDURANCE: 39.7 > 40.3
DURABILITY: 39.7 > 40.3
WISDOM: 39.7 > 40.3
INTELLIGENCE: 39.7 > 40.3


A memory surfaced of his father and uncle talking. They were making fun of an idiot who had ascended to tier three with only thirty in each of his attributes and was then stuck at a cap of only sixty instead of the normal eighty.
If I had ascended to the second tier with only fifteen in every attribute, they would have doubled to only thirty instead of the normal forty. Which is why only the desperate are idiot enough to tier up before maxing their attributes.
But does the opposite hold true? If the challenger density increases my attributes to forty-five this tier, will my new maximum in tier three double to ninety instead of the normal eighty? What if I can push them even higher than forty-five? What if I can go beyond one hundred percent in tier three as well… How high will they be when I reach tier four or five?
None of that matters right now. I don’t know how high the challenger density can take me or if it affects the next tier’s doubling. There's no point thinking about it until I know what it can do. One thing is absolutely for sure: I’m going to find out. There isn’t a single chance in hell I’m going to leave attributes off the table when I tier up. The potential gains are impossible to ignore. 
Jiran was uncomfortably aware of the stuffed-full, pushing and pulling sensation throughout his body. It was clearly time to tier up, but he steadfastly ignored it. 
Before I push the challenger density any further, I need to check in with Niya to make sure she’s okay. Besides, I could really use a break. I’ve been out here fighting non-stop for three days.
105:55:23
I’ve got four and a half days. These beasts aren't going anywhere. I should be fine.
He took a single step forward and stopped in his tracks, a sudden thought freezing his heart.
If people found out they could increase their attributes beyond one hundred percent. They would leap at the chance to fight beasts well beyond their means. So many people would die. If enough high tier people got themselves killed, Would it mean the end of the empire? Is that why the system won’t let me talk about all of this? Maybe that’s a secret that really should be kept in the genie's bottle.
Jiran shook his head to clear the morbid thoughts and then sprinted to the top of the nearest hill.


Lenton Filibree



Lenton sat on thin air high above a hill at the edge of the plains. Density had long ago made his body too heavy to stand upon the ground. At the fifth tier, ascenders gained access to their ever-expanding manabody, which spread their considerable weight over a large area. Lenton’s was nearly a kilometer in radius, marking him as one of the oldest and most powerful in the empire.
He watched Jiran from a hundred kilometers away as if the distance were just a few meters. He inhaled sharply between bared teeth as the insane boy stealthily approached another tier four beast. His sharp exhalation nearly blew down a nearby tree as he ruminated, once again, about how he had specifically warned Jiran that the plains were dangerous.
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What kind of fool walks straight through the area they are warned is the most dangerous? Is he mocking me by staying in danger knowing I'll swoop in and save him?
Time crawled forward as he observed Jiran advancing under the guise of a shaping far more powerful than it should be. Lenton’s eyes examined every fluctuation of mana as easily as if he were reading words on a scroll.
Mana bends to his will like nothing I've ever seen before.
Every child develops a connection to one element, sometimes two. An inner ferocity can blossom into a deeper understanding of fire. A girl scorned can become as hard as ice, a tearful whelp may develop an affinity for water. A child struck by lightning, the list goes on and on. 
So how is he using so many different elements at such a high level? He’s even bending light! That’s simply impossible with access to only molding and shaping, yet he’s doing it as I watch. To top it off, his shapings are ten times stronger than they should be and likely twenty times more efficient. 
Frustrated, Lenton scratched the persistent itch on the back of his head from his unique curse’s age-old unresolved bargain. He took a deep breath and stretched, causing a series of cracking pops to snake up his spine before returning to his ruminations.
Someone must have taught the boy some very powerful concepts which border on the truth of density. There is simply no other explanation. Certainly not Samris. His royal castings are not even as advanced as Jiran’s most basic shapings. It couldn't have been his parents, they’re just as foolish as the child himself. They failed to instill basic survival skills, such as avoiding the dangerous areas that you’ve been warned about! I would be hard-pressed to find another child in the entire empire so foolish!
Yet, he also repeatedly does the impossible, constantly tipping the scales in his favor. This child will be the death of me.
Lenton’s curse was as complex as its repercussions were simple. On its surface, he simply had to adhere to a code of reciprocity. If someone gave him something, he needed to give them something of equal value in return or suffer an itch. Luckily for him, it was his own ideals that determined the value. There were many things Lenton considered worthless. If a man handed him a loaf of tier two bread, a simple thank you would suffice.
The imbalance of the scales determined the severity of the itch. If things were ever to get truly out of control, it was entirely possible for him to scratch himself to death. Unfortunately, what Jiran offered was of the highest value to Lenton, for Madra adhered only to knowledge and truth. Those with it were powerful beyond belief, and those without it were little more than cattle.
I tied my fate to him with that bargain we struck. To think I of all people would make such a mistake. Now I’m stuck watching night and day without sleep. If he were to die with the scales imbalanced… 
Lenton shivered as his thoughts brought him to the first time he realized he made a mistake with the boy.
My lessons about the truth of the world should have been enough to appease the scales for some time. To think his insights into the chaotic nature of the densoons would instantly push the scales so far into his favor that I had to make him a priceless seer-filter. Then he offhandedly revealed how powerful and efficient the regeneration technique can be, invalidating all of my efforts. Fortunately, I was able to abscond with the cube from the academy. As an artifact impossible to replicate from an age long before the empire, it easily tipped the scales.
Of course, he once more turned everything on its head when he taught his cousin that ‘simple’ lesson. The implications of that knowledge nearly had me itching off my own skin. Scholars have been arguing about the true nature of the mindlink since long before the empire was formed. Now I’m sitting on the answer, the undeniable truth. Who would have guessed emotions are liquid, not much different from blood. Skills and techniques use artificial emotions to bridge the gap between thought and mana. So simple, elegant, and absolutely impossible for a bumpkin to figure out on his own!
Then there is the most disturbing truth in everything he taught her. The thing that will turn the empire upon itself like a slab of meat thrown into a cage full of hungry beasts.
Lenton breathed in the wild, country air. He flexed his aura in a calming cadence that rapidly brought his blood pressure back under control.
I can’t wait for the day I unleash him on those morons and watch him tear down every one of their so-called truths of Madra. It’s unfortunate that so many people are going to have to die when that truth finally comes out.
His train of thought once more brought him back to the scales immediately aligning after they arrived at the edge of his first teleportation’s range.
For whatever reason, bringing him to that place was a massive boon. It likely has something to do with how he grows so much more powerful after each kill. Everyone knows that greater challenge begets greater reward. While I’ve never heard of someone killing a beast two tiers above themselves, it stands to reason the gains would be massive. But why did giving him the opportunity to do so have such an effect on our bargain?
I certainly won’t be asking him! That knowledge might invalidate our delicate balance, then where would I be? No, I must do whatever I can to keep things in my favor. Besides, it’s better this way. A good mystery, a problem to solve, that’s how life should be. Ahh, I haven't had this much fun in fifty years.
Lenton waited, poised to jump in at a moment's notice as the child killed the beast that should have torn his head from his shoulders before he could even react. Only when the beast’s frozen body grew lifeless, did he relax with yet another deep sigh.
At least he’s not another mindless drone like the academy churns out every year while clapping themselves on the back. He instantly understood that their books are irrelevant garbage. I must continue to guide him toward thinking for himself, or how will he ever help solve problems we have yet to discover the answers to?
Giving him the cube was the correct choice in more ways than one. Teaching while stimulating his curiosity and problem-solving skills without relying on the guidance of others. A perfect solution… for now. Even with his propensity for mana, it should take him several seasons to solve, giving me plenty of time to put him more in my debt. 
If he ever discovers something about the unique abilities that I don’t already know, I’ll be prepared.


Jiran of Feylon



Jiran’s legs pumped with a strength that would have been nothing but a dream just a few weeks ago. Despite his drastically increased weight, he felt light as a feather as he flew up the hill, topping its impressive height in mere seconds. When he reached the crest, he bent his knees and pumped his legs full of mana until they were near to bursting. With a grunt, he leaped high into the air. A minor bout of vertigo struck as he looked down at the rapidly receding ground.
Twelve meters, maybe more? That’s nearly as high as a four-story building!
With a touch of Forcing, Jiran spun himself in a slow circle. He spotted a trail of smoke lazily drifting through the air just a few hills away amidst a copse of trees. With an undignified grunt, he landed on his feet which sank deep into the soft ground.
I should make it there just before dark, so long as these hills don’t have any beasts as dangerous as the plains.
A layer of bent light sprung up around his body before he set off toward the smoke. Jiran took his time, not rushing blindly into what could be just another lesson set up by his mentors. When he arrived just after Second Father descended, he was relieved to see a small, comfy camp set up within the protection of the trees. He spotted Samris reclining in a comfortable chair that looked completely out of place in the middle of the woods.
Niya lay sprawled next to him on the ground, in even worse shape than Jiran was. A spear he was intimately familiar with was clutched in her hands. Her clothes were in tatters, the holes in the fabric revealed bruises and cuts that oozed small trails of blood. Jiran approached them while waving happily. Samris’s up and down look mixed with a grunt of amusement reminded Jiran that he was wearing nothing but his underpants and three layers of dried mud.
Jiran’s smile never faded as he approached and sat down in the dirt at the other side of the fire. He nodded at Samris, happy to be back among friends. “I got the rest of my letters. It’s called Foresight,” Samris perked up instantly, sitting fully erect in his chair, his gleaming golden eyes begging Jiran to continue. A groan escaped from the collapsed Niya which Jiran assumed was a greeting. “It’s good to see you too, Niya. I’m glad you’re still alive.”
Jiran turned back to Samris, deciding not to spill all the beans out loud as talking about things he shouldn’t was why they were out here in the first place. “I’ll write down everything I know about it for you as soon as I get some rest. I’m exhausted.”
Samris nodded his assent before reaching for an empty cup. He ground a pinch of herbs into the cup before a little stream of hot water sprouted from his fingertip.
You have got to be kidding me! I’m such an idiot.
Suddenly filled with a burning passion, Jiran hopped to his feet and cast his gaze about for the perfect spot to implement his plan. At the edge of the camp was a flat area where no trees or shrubs grew. Hoping that meant hard-packed ground, he hustled over and got to work. Multiple swift stomps empowered with Metal Manipulation pushed into the soil, compacting it until there was a two-by-two-meter hole. A hasty dose of True Origin of Fire filled the new hole in the ground until the walls were smooth as baked clay.
Jiran filled it with water before heating it to nearly a boil and climbing in. A moan of pleasure escaped him as the hot water soaked into his skin. It felt like his muscles were being pulled apart before all the stress from the last few days was squeezed out of them. He had no idea how much time passed before he heard a shuffle nearby that made him open his eyes. 
Niya stood at the edge of his makeshift bath with a look of longing on her face. Jiran shook his head fiercely, doing his best to not let her see his grin, “Don’t even think about it, cousin. You’re all dirty and bloody, go make your own bath.”
“You were dirtier than me when you climbed in there! There’s plenty of room. Please?” She begged.
Jiran put his finger to his chin, pretending to be in deep thought for several seconds before he responded. “Okay, Niya. You can get in the tub, but it’ll cost you a foot rub,” Jiran lifted his feet from the water and wiggled his toes with a devilish smile.
Much to his disappointment, Niya didn’t take the bait and leaped into the tub with a shout of joy. She stripped under the water, throwing her soaked clothes onto the ground before relaxing back in the dirty water with a sigh of contentment. Jiran coughed loudly while sticking one of his feet in her face. She grabbed the offending limb and began to knead his muscles with her thumbs while sticking her tongue out at him.
“I see Samris has been helping you increase your attributes. You’re already getting stronger, good job.”
"Helping?! You can't call what he's doing, helping! Torture is more like it. Yes, that’s it exactly. He’s torturing my attributes into increasing against their will.”
Jiran chuckled at her melodramatic outburst while trying to enjoy himself despite her long nails digging into his flesh. “What about your molding, have you been working on that too?”
“It’s so hard! When I’m sitting down focusing it’s pretty easy to control my emotions and connect with my mana. The moment Samris starts abusing me, I can’t get my mana to cooperate at all and have to fall back on the skill. I’ve been dying to ask how you do it but you’ve been taking forever to get here. Where the heck have you been anyways and what happened to your clothes?”
“Beasts happened to my clothes. As for controlling your emotions when fighting, that takes a lot of practice. I try to always keep a connection with my mana so it becomes as normal as breathing. It’s working pretty well so far but staying in a state of constant emotional flux is super annoying. If I come up with something better, I’ll let you know.”
“That sounds like such a hassle,” She complained
“Sure it is, but I can shoot lightning from my fingers, Niya. What more do you need from life than that?”
“You’re so stupid,” She grumbled so quietly Jiran almost missed it.
A smile spread across his face as a sudden idea struck him.
Jacuzzi jets, that’s what's missing! But how would I make them automated so I could actually relax?
Satisfied with his answers, Niya showed her thankfulness by switching to his other foot and no longer digging her nails into his skin. Jiran groaned in response as his thoughts turned bleary. The combination of hot water, relaxation, being safe, and the exhaustion from days of fighting finally caught up to him. 
Within moments, he was asleep.
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HUNGER FOR KNOWLEDGE


Jiran awoke inside a tent made of thick canvas. Morning light bathed the material red while a gentle breeze rippled its surface. When he sat up, a sleeping roll he didn’t recognize fell down to his waist. To his right, the sack from the seamstress lay open on the ground, its interior stuffed with new clothes. 
Seamstress. Clothes. Lenton.
Jiran shuddered at the invasive mental image of the old woman’s taunting laughter while she wrapped her arms around Lenton.
Noooo brain! That is not the mental image I want to wake up to!
Jiran leaped out of his roll and threw on the first outfit that appeared to match before heading for the tent flap. Just before he exited, a small dark shadow in the corner caught his attention. Upon looking closer he recognized the artifact cube and a happy smile spread across his face.
That’s where you got off to, eh little buddy? Well, you and I have a date later, so you just wait right there. I’ll be back before you know it.
Beside the device was a notebook he recognized from Samris’s study along with an inkwell and quill. Remembering his promise to Samris, Jiran took a moment to write down the few details he knew of his unique ability before exiting into the cool dawn.
At first glance, the campsite looked empty. The crackling fire drew his attention and his eyes nearly passed over Lenton as the old man was sitting so still he blended into the background. A table crammed full of foodstuffs stood nearby. A grumble from his stomach reminded him why he was out here in the first place and not already experimenting with the cube. Jiran scooped some oats into a cup and poured in a thumb-full of boiling water. A dash of dried fruits topped off his breakfast.
He shook his head when his eyes landed on Samris’s comfortable chair. He instead chose the tree stump that was likely Niya’s usual spot. Lenton had yet to open his eyes. His face was a mask of serene relaxation. He sat so still, that Jiran couldn’t even discern if he was breathing until he suddenly spoke, “The prodigal fool returns.”
Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bedroll.
“I'm not sure I follow. Master Filibree.”
“I told you the plains were dangerous and you charged right through them. Who other than a fool would do such a thing? Perhaps next time someone is kind enough to warn you of danger, you will consider avoiding it entirely.
Oh. That’s what he meant. Well, it worked out for the best but he’s definitely right. I never even considered going around.
“You’re right. Sorry, Master Filibree. Also, Thank you for dropping me off there,” Jiran dipped his chin while rubbing the back of his head. He tried to add that Lenton had saved his life but the words wouldn’t form.
Too close to the secret, I guess. I should just be thankful, I got a ton of benefits from going straight through but if there had been tier fives sprinkled in with the fours, I would have been absolutely screwed.
Lenton’s breathing stilled and he once more seemed to sink into the background.
He usually teleports away as soon as he’s done speaking. This is my first chance to ask him some questions. What’s most important? I might only get one, better make it count. Even if I could ask about the challenger density and he warned me away from absorbing more of it, I would still do it. Now that I’ve stepped onto this path, I don’t want to get off until I know how far it can take me. 
After thinking for a while, Jiran finally settled on a question.
“What did I tell Niya that was so bad it could tear the empire apart?” 
Lenton smiled as if Jiran had passed some secret test. “The only way to take a true step forward in life is by correcting our problems one at a time. Choosing to resolve a weakness rather than chase after power is a path that will take you far. I’ll help you arrive at the answer you seek with a question. How do people normally activate their skills and techniques, Jiran?”
More round-a-bout answers packed full of life lessons, woohoo my favorite!
Jiran spent several seconds considering his childhood memories searching for clues. Not a single one surfaced where someone mentioned anything about activating a skill or technique outside of saying or thinking of its name. “They say the name, aloud or in their head, and then the skill activates.”
“An astute observation,” Lenton replied in a dry tone.
“And how does that differ from what you taught Niya?” A single of Lenton’s eyebrows curled in Jiran’s direction.
“All I told her was how to bypass the automated version of the skill because it’s so awkward to use,” Jiran replied defensively.
How is that so bad? Using a better method is obvious!
Lenton sighed, disappointment clear in his expression.
“Your intelligence attribute should be high enough to recall her words clearly. What was the last thing she said, the clue that helped her succeed in your method?”
Jiran imagined himself back at the training field in the woods. He remembered the boar, cooking, absorbing densoon waves, and waiting for Niya to claim her mana for the first time. Her exact words coalesced in his mind as clearly as if they were happening now and not a memory.
‘The density refused to cooperate until I remembered what you said; that it wasn’t supposed to be there. As soon as I pictured density being something unnatural that I wanted to take as my own, it all clicked into place.’ 
Okay, but what’s so empire-shattering about that? Obviously, density and mana don’t have a normal place in the building blocks of the universe… Oh, duh. How could anyone from Madra ever come to that conclusion? I’m the only one who thinks of this stuff as magic. To everyone else, it's just the way the world works. Density is in everything, it’s everywhere. As far as anyone from this planet is concerned, density might as well be the hand of god that built and maintains this planet which is exactly what the Voicers preach. 
If I shouted from the rooftops that mana and density were some kind of alien, mystical radiation rather than a natural part of the world itself, they would think me nothing but a madman. Until they tried my method and it worked to the extent of instantly gaining twenty levels in the molding skill.
How bad would it be if new technology or information came out that has the potential to upset the political balance of an entire country? Yeah, that’s never started any wars or witch hunts or anything like that. Double crap. I knew the church would be upset but it’s probably more accurate that they would want me dead. Why can’t they just want a better method for the benefit of everyone?
“I see you have arrived at a conclusion. My turn. Where do the unique abilities derive their considerable power if they have no basis within the tiers? If they are independent of density and mana, then how do they interact with us?” Lenton’s face was suddenly deadly serious.
“Uh, I have no idea?” Jiran replied hesitantly.
“What do you think this is, Jiran? Why should I teach you if you cannot answer the questions which are most valuable to me?”
“A lesson taught is a lesson learned?” Jiran parroted his own words back at him.
“I’ve been mentoring since before your great grandparents were a twinkle in their parent's eyes. I’ve little left to gain from teaching lessons.” Lenton shook his head with a look of pity in his eyes.
“When you can answer some of my questions, I’ll gladly tell you anything you want to know. Until then, figure things out for yourself. Above all, you must learn to think, reason, and solve. Then, one day, we can discover the unknown together. I’ve no use for a drone who only knows how to absorb information spoon-fed to them.”
Lenton sighed and looked up at the first fibers of red light filtering across the clouds. “Jiran, you’ve done remarkably well for yourself in an incredibly short amount of time. Already your accomplishments exceed some of the most vaunted academics in the empire. If I let you continue to forge ahead on your own, who knows what you’ll discover next.”
Wait, what? Seriously? How? 
“Yet there must be reciprocity between us. It is true I have learned from you, though not what I wished to learn. So, I’ll answer two more questions. Better make them count,” Lenton’s voice lowered as he leaned forward.
Stingy! Whatever, I’ll take what I can get. What to ask?
Jiran almost asked if he could save the questions for later but realized his mistake just as he opened his mouth to ask. He slammed his lips together around a spoonful of oatmeal instead.
What exactly is regular density? What about mana? Where do the status screens come from? What’s the best way to level and evolve techniques? Why are the seasons so long? Why does a mental image of molecular structure make techniques so much more powerful? What would be the most beneficial and increase my power the most?
Gaining attributes? No, I’ve already figured out a way to do that impossibly fast. Mental imagery? A clear mental image of mana and density would probably drastically increase the potency of all my techniques and abilities.
“What exactly is density?” Jiran finally asked.
Lenton released a dramatic sigh before responding, “How disappointing. A week ago, I thought density was a natural force that is necessary for the survival of all living things as well as Madra herself. Now I’m not even sure about that! So how in the twenty-seven layers of the inferno do you think I know the true nature of density?!”
“Did I not ask you the very same question the day we first met? If I knew, I wouldn’t have asked! Think harder about your last question, who knows when you’ll get another,” Lenton suddenly rose into the air and vanished, leaving Jiran’s second question to die on his lips.
Nothing is ever easy I guess. Oh well, it’s more fun to figure it out for myself.
Jiran quickly finished his breakfast and relieved himself before grabbing the cube from his tent and returning to the fireplace to practice. He started where he last left off; with a stable flame from his hand that warmed the aparatus. It immediately began to float and some of its red mechanisms unwound enough for the first section to slide apart, revealing the first inner layer. Most of the red filaments remained restricted by parts of different colors, showcasing how far he had to go before he unwound the device completely. Despite his flames covering the cube for several minutes, it was cool to the touch when he slowly spun it to figure out which element to incorporate next.
Blue looks like it's restricting most of the remaining red filaments. If red is fire, then blue should be water or ice. I’ll try ice first.
Jiran switched from a directly controlled Shaping of fire to True Origin of Fire so it would continue to burn automatically. He then covered his other hand in a warmth Coating to protect it from the cold and immediately his mana destabilized.
What just happened?
He tried again, going through each step with slow, methodical precision. He activated his Coating skill, covering his left hand with an icy barrier before True Origin of Fire bubbled through his protected skin. A second Coating began to form on his other hand before all three effects sputtered out and failed. He tried several more times, varying which technique was activated first and the quantity of mana used. The same result manifested with each experiment. The moment he added a third automated pull on his mana, they would all destabilize.
I can only use two techniques at once? Okay, I can work with that.
Jiran used a Coating on each hand and then activated a flame manually. After a deep breath, he split his focus between fire on one hand, and ice on the other. His brain spun with the conflicting mental images of molecules slowing for ice and speeding for fire. Closing his eyes, he envisioned a partition in the vastness of space. On one side a boundless, icy desert that froze all life in an endless blizzard. On the other side, an inferno raged like the surface of a sun.
After dozens of failures where his fire or ice was too strong, too weak, or failed to materialize at all, he finally felt the two techniques stabilize. He opened his eyes and blinked away the sting of sweat from his forehead.
A full third of the outer layer of the cube had slid away to reveal even more of its inner workings. Red and blue cables deeper inside struggled against the two remaining colors of gold and green, seeking a freedom of movement that was denied them still.
I can barely maintain these two. How the hell am I going to do two more? 
His rapid blinking revealed a series of flashing messages that refused to be ignored any longer.


Shaping: + 6
Coating: + 2
True Origin of Fire: + 2
True Origin of Ice: + 1


That’s it! Coating is level forty-eight and shaping is forty-two. Just a little more with both and I’ll unlock subskills. Wait, coating is a technique, not a skill. Will it be a sub-techniques then?
Jiran gazed at the two colors he hadn’t experimented with at all as hunger for knowledge burned in his eyes.







38







THE WORST OF HUMANITY


Jiran held the ancient artifact lightly in his grasp with a thousand thoughts spinning behind his eyes. An effort of willpower brought his wild imaginings back into a semblance of useful order as he arrived at this tent to begin his next experiment. 
If my immediate goal is to unlock the sub-techniques, I should focus on figuring out the other two elements. Playing with new toys always seems to give me a few levels right away.
Remembering Skandor’s green cloud of air that he used to fly around, Jiran released a dramatic sigh laced with mana. His breath gently caressed the elemental cube, which predictably caused no reaction.
Guess that only works in the movies.
Jiran pictured everything he knew about wind; Heat from the suns warmed the upper atmosphere causing the air to shift as it expanded. The changing of air across elevations dragged gases, particulates, molecules, and an uncountable amount of tiny bugs and bacteria through a cyclone of movement. When Jiran activated his Shaping with only a touch of mana, the device was blown from his hands in a torrent of air. It shot out of his tent and across the camp where it smashed into a tree, indenting itself into the wood.
“Whoops!” Jiran scrambled to retrieve the precious gadget and retreated back to his disheveled tent.
At least I didn’t burn my eyebrows off this time.
His second attempt was more successful as he imagined wind as nothing more than air shifting due to changes in heat. The cube floated above his hands and the green sections slid outward.
The final color is gold. That should be metal or light.
Jiran scooped up a handful of dirt and manipulated it around the artifact gently with Metal Manipulation but the mechanisms failed to activate. He then bent light around it, but that did nothing either.
What else could it be? I still have Gas, acid, and water. If it’s none of those, I’ll have to go back to the drawing board. 
Jiran pictured a V-shaped H2O molecule and then immediately scratched that thought, not wanting to flood his tent. He instead pictured the inside of a single drop of water, swirling with thousands of tiny organisms; a world unto itself. His Shaping surrounded the cube in a bubble of water that instantly had the gold mechanisms moving chaotically to unwind from their metal prison.
Odd choice for the color gold to represent water. Maybe whoever made this thing lived in a desert where water was more precious than gold.


Shaping: + 2


True Origin of Water: + 8


Congratulations: Wind Control technique discovered


Another new technique. The feeling of mana flowing through my body and activating techniques and skills is so freaking addicting! I wish I could sit here doing this forever. What could possibly be more fun than unlocking the secrets of Madra’s magic?
With a happy smile, Jiran walked to the edge of camp and activated the Wind Control technique with his most optimal mental image guiding two percent of his mana. A blast of wind exploded from his outstretched hands and tore through the trees. Limbs snapped and were blown away while older, half-rotten trees were torn down entirely. Green leaves and needles flew chaotically through the air in a mesmerizing cyclone that left him breathless.
Crazy. That was only two percent of my mana. If I put any real force behind that, I could probably blow down the entire manor. Not much use in combat besides creating some distance since beasts are so durable.


Technique evolution triggered: Wind Control > Wind Manipulation


Technique evolution triggered: Wind Manipulation > Origin of Wind


Technique evolution triggered: Origin of Wind > True Origin of Wind


Shaping: + 1


True Origin of Wind: + 5


Seven more levels in shaping for the subskill. Coating is a lot closer, I'll do that first. How do I protect myself from wind and water with coating? In nature, both elements excel at wearing down any obstacle, even rock and metal, with little more than abrasion over long periods of time.
Jiran focused on a Coating that was durable enough to withstand a raging desert sandstorm. He pictured the technique being so stable that all forms of erosion, even on a molecular scale, would be helpless against his mana. He forced the energy to pack together so tightly that not even an atom could find a crack wide enough to enter; this way, nothing would ever wash or tear away at the energy.
His mana leaped to obey the mental image. It wrapped around his hand and forearm in a solid sheet of energy so dense that it felt like metal armor. His mana bottomed out shortly after the Coating crept around his elbow.
Oops, looks like that version is crazy mana intensive. If I ever need to block something life-threatening, that's the way to go.


Coating: + 2


Coating threshold reached: Technique evolution available


Hold up. Evolution available? All of my other techniques just evolved automatically, why is this one getting options?!


Augmented Sensitivity: Increased reception of external mana


Augmented Sensitivity might allow me to learn more about density and increase my ability to absorb densoon waves. The waves are a temporary boon though as they only appear in a single season per year. Once they’re gone, I won’t see them again for nearly two and a half thousand days. So really, this one comes down to how much more sensitive my external mana would become. Somehow, I doubt it would let me observe molecules. If it did, and I could see what mana or density really are, how much could that improve my mental imagery?
Yeah, no way it’s going to let me cheat to that extent.


Adaptive Elemental Aegis: Coating adjusts automatically to counter known elements


Adaptive Elemental Aegis might let me use a single application of coating to protect myself from all of my own techniques rather than having to constantly change it around. How does it adjust? What changes does it undergo? Would I be able to use them for something besides countering elements? If I only need a single application of coating to protect against each element, I could get further in opening the cube… Best not to focus on short term objectives though.


Kinetic Dampener: Impacts are spread across a wider range of surface coatings


Kinetic Dampener looks useful for defending myself, which is something I’m not very good at. Hmm, discovery, utility, or defense. If I’m going to keep fighting beasts well above my tier, defending from their attacks means I’ve already lost. They move so fast and hit so hard, even my best defense might prove useless. Increased sensitivity won’t keep me alive if I try lightning and it fails, and then need to swap to fire with no time to change the coating.
That settles it. For both combat and progressing, it’s the superior option.
Jiran mentally confirmed Adaptive Elemental Aegis and immediately collapsed on the ground in a boneless heap.


Oliviala Le’Cruex



Olive put one foot in front of the other in a slow march through the woods. Cameron was in front of her, his tall frame and wide back blocked out the light that filtered through the gap in the trees before them. She heard his sharp intake of breath and poked her head around him to see what had upset him. The spike of fear that another mutant had found them was replaced by shock at what was actually there.
The trees opened into a huge clearing. An old village spread out to both sides. It was large enough that she couldn’t see the edges past the trees on either side of the pathway they traversed. 
What’s a village doing this far inland? I clearly remember Master Dolf saying the only settlements in the reaches are on the coast.
A short wall surrounded the village; it was low enough that she could have easily jumped over it.
What’s the point of a wall that low?
As they approached, she picked out more and more details that conflicted with what she imagined a small village should look like. Several of the buildings had holes in their roofs and walls. A door hung haphazardly from the single hinge that supported it. Shuttered windows without glass were boarded over and the hunched people who walked through the settlement moved listlessly as if their spines had been removed.
As she watched, a densoon wave tore through the air. Everyone paused to endure the pressure. A few seconds into the wave, an entire building collapsed, sending up a storm of dust which was then flattened into the ground a moment later. An arm waved from the rubble as a man trapped within struggled to break free. The wave passed and not a single person rushed to help as the man slowly dug himself free. He sat on his knees, staring at his ruined home. Olive could see the heartbreak on his face as tears streamed down his sunken cheeks.
There is no way this place was built by imperial engineers. How does a village survive without proper defenses and homes designed and reinforced by the engineering corps?
Olive watched as the unstable door fell off its final hinge, clattering to the ground with a bang that sounded like the final drum beat signaling the end of a long, hard battle.
I suppose the answer is: It doesn’t.
An archway was guarded by two nervous-looking men in the most pitiful armor Olive had ever seen. They saluted crisply to Markhiss before stepping out of his way without a word. The trio of kids stopped in front of the entrance to the village. They shared a feeling of knowing that to take another step would be to truly seal their fates.  A pressure Olive recognized as an aura pushed her forward into the village. Dust from the road and a nearby sign rattled under the force of the push.
Sloppy aura control which means he didn’t spend a lot of time in tier five and is unlikely to be very far into tier six. What is someone so powerful doing outside of the army? How have the inquisitors not caught him yet?
They walked down the central street toward the center of the village. She could see it in the distance, a clearing between dilapidated buildings with something blue in the middle that shined in the light of the Fathers. Olive’s eyes drifted to either side of the mass of shiny blue metal where she saw two wooden stages. The one on the right was a flat stage that looked like it was meant for village celebrations. The other stage made her heart quake as she recognized the shape of three skeletons hanging by their necks.
These scum have been executing our people?!
A seething hatred burned through her body as her vision went red. She turned around to face the madman, ready to fling the most viscous insults and promises of retribution. Markhiss was nowhere to be seen. Sickly sweet breath caressed her cheek as a voice spoke so close to her ear, she could feel the fine hairs within trembling.
“You proooooomised,” Markhiss gloated in a singsong tone.
Olive leaped away from him, baring her teeth with a snarl of hatred. She clenched her fists so hard she felt liquid dripping from her knuckles. She knew that if she opened her mouth, she would break her vow. She chose to remain silent. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she fell into line behind Cameron once more.
The blue metal turned out to be a cage. The bars were so close together she wouldn’t be able to squeeze through. The interior wasn’t tall enough for a short man to stand fully upright. It was large enough for around twenty people to sit shoulder to shoulder. Olive found her anger rapidly being replaced by dread as Markhiss’s aura pushed them closer to the cage. Bile rose in the pit of her stomach, causing her to swallow repeatedly.
Markhiss grinned wickedly, showing far too many teeth. “Oh, I do so love the looks on your faces right now,” He groaned as if experiencing some perverse pleasure. “Alas, I am quite hungry, or I would let you stand out here for the rest of the day and savor your torment. In you go, children. Your new home awaits.” His aura brushed against her again, forcing her into the cage. The bars slammed shut behind them and the lock slid into place with a resounding click.
She expected to feel hopelessness settle into her heart, but instead, it blazed with righteous fury for what he had done to these people.
I’ll show them how to stand tall and proud even in the pits of despair.
Her spine straightened in defiance, refusing to be stooped by the bars just above her head. She noticed Cameron trying to follow her lead but the cage was just barely too short for him to stand. He cast her a glance of apology before he sat down with his chin held high. 
Something within her tickled. It was such a strange sensation that it took her by surprise. Despite its gentleness, it refused to be ignored. She focused on the new fluttering in her chest, wanting to understand the alien feeling. A gasp of denial escaped her lips as she realized what it was.
We’re in a mana cage. This metal is draining our mana!
Within two minutes, her mana was gone and a feeling of emptiness she had never known settled into her bones. A flickering light in the sky caused her to look up with a wide smile. What she expected to see was someone already come to rescue her, what she saw instead took her breath away. A dome that must have been fifty kilometers wide shimmered into existence before vanishing from sight.
“What was that?” She turned to Cameron with fear-stricken eyes.
Her cousin shook his head, his usually steadfast voice quivering, “I don’t know, but it can’t be good.”
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BRING OUT THE BIG GUNS


Jiran awoke to the sounds of rhythmic thumping, grunts, and an occasional scream of outrage. Recognizing Niya’s voice, he shot to his feet in a panic. His foot tangled in his bedroll, nearly bringing him to his knees. With several awkward, hopping steps, he righted his balance and dashed out of his tent. 
It only took him a few seconds to track down the duo and before he even arrived, his brain woke up enough to realize they were only sparring. Much to his relief, nothing nefarious was happening to his precious cousin other than Samris beating the snot out of her as she charged at him repeatedly. Jiran shook the last of the cobwebs from his mind as he sat down to think.


62:20:13


I lost an entire day?! The last thing I remember is picking the Adaptive Elemental Aegis evolution. I think I might have blacked out when I upgraded my molding, too. I remember being in Samris’s study, and then waking up in my bed. I better be more careful with my timing on upgrades in the future. Well, I’ve still got over two days, I should be fine.
A subtle tingle up Jiran’s spine was his only warning as Lenton appeared beside him without fanfare. The white-haired man’s hand moved slowly to cover his mouth in a gentle cough that caused a ripple of force to travel through the air that was impossible to ignore. Samris and Niya immediately stopped their sparring and trotted over to see what Lenton wanted.
How is he so good at slowing his movements? He’s got to be a crazy high tier but he never moves in a blur around us. I wonder if he would tell me what tier he is if I asked. Hah, yeah right.
With perfect control over his voice, as usual, Lenton addressed them. “A hive of shrelks has been ousted from their territory by a mutated beast. The shrelks took to the shores and are now traveling east along the coast. Two villages have already been decimated,” Niya gasped at the implications while Samris bared his teeth in a silent snarl.
“That’s terrible,” Niya whispered.
“What tier are they?” Jiran wondered aloud as a thrum of excitement quickened his heartbeat.
Niya squinted her eyes at him with a frown but Jiran ignored whatever was bothering her, hopeful that Lenton would have good news for him. “Two and three,” He responded dryly.
It was Jiran’s turn to frown as disappointment snatched his excitement. He clicked his tongue, suddenly uninterested in the conversation. Lenton and Samris narrowed their eyes in unison, both piercing him with the same disappointed glare. Suddenly, Foresight’s tingling ratcheted up to a dire warning that raced up his spine with a vengeance. Jiran’s world suddenly flipped in the familiar feeling of a teleportation. Rushing wind and disorientation overwhelmed his senses for a brief moment before he was swept up in a feeling of floating on a cushion of air. 
I'm falling! He teleported me into the middle of the sky?!
The wind continued to roar in his ears as Jiran spun his body to reorient himself. Wild, uncoordinated movements flipped him much further than he intended and he saw a brief view of the ground far below before his momentum spun him back toward the clouds above.
Adrenaline raced and any vestiges of drowsiness were long gone. His focus sharpened as instincts screamed at him to fight. Instead of panicking and continuing to flail, Jiran used Forcing to gently spin himself around. He was falling fast toward a beach, the ocean spread out endlessly to one side, rocky hills to the other.  What appeared to be a mass of ants crawled across the beach in a long line directly below him. When he noticed the gleam of emerald scales, his breath caught.
Shrelks. Hundreds of them!
They waddled along the ground with short legs like a komodo dragon. Long tails smacked the ground as they passed, leaving lines in the sand. Spiky protrusions covered their bodies, refracting the early morning light in a dazzling display. They hissed and snapped their jaws at each other in a constant competition for dominance.
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Seeing the throng of bloodthirsty beasts, adrenaline raced, returning Jiran’s excitement in a flash. His body felt alive and energized as wind blasted his hair and the weightless feeling of freedom brought him to an emotional high that was only second to the feeling of absorbing red density. A laugh bubbled up in his throat and escaped into the howling wind that was so loud he couldn’t hear his own voice, which only made him laugh harder.
The ground was racing closer with each second, bringing vivid clarity to the world below that would soon reach out to embrace him. Jiran stood straight up and bent his knees to prepare for the impact. A moment before he landed amidst the beasts, he blasted wind from his feet in a full-powered Shaping. The air rushing from beneath him was so strong that it flung the closest shrelks ten meters across the sand.
He closed his eyes to protect himself from the raging wind that sent sand everywhere. Despite significantly slowing his descent, his feet pierced the ground until he was buried to his waist. Not hesitating for a moment, he yanked himself from the ground with Coating and Forcing before snapping his eyes open.
The shrelks charged, their sinuous forms racing across the shifting ground. Jiran pointed a finger at the nearest group of beasts. A thin layer of Coating shimmering like a rainbow, leaked from his skin, almost instantly covering his extended hand. Ignoring the new effect of his technique evolution in favor of focusing on the direct threats before him, Jiran unleashed his mana.
“True Origin of Lightning!”
A crackling arc of blue energy leaped from his finger and sailed across the distance to the nearest shrelk. Its body didn’t even have a chance to convulse as five percent of Jiran’s mana exploded two of its limbs before the electricity arced to the next beast, and then the next.
Sand and moisture in the air is giving the current a path to flow along so it’s able to jump between them!
When the bolt ran out of the mana that fueled it, six beasts fell to the ground simultaneously as if they were no more than puppets whose strings had been cut. A wicked smile spread across Jiran’s face as he charged to the next group. More lightning flashed as the monsters died by the dozen. Not a single one got close to him as he tore into their numbers. More died every second to exploding limbs that failed to contain his power before it arced away.
After a few minutes of wanton slaughter, Jiran stood amidst piles of gore. His excitement waned as thick ozone permeated the air. Further down the beach, he saw more approaching.
Why aren’t there any stronger ones?! This is a waste of my time. How am I supposed to get more challenger density with nothing but these weaklings to fight?
Jiran growled deep in his throat. It was a feral sound and even though it was a noise he had never heard himself make, it felt right and true in a way that talking never did. He took a step toward the distant shrelks and a caressing tingle cascaded down his spine. He was ready to charge into their midsts in hopes of finding a challenge when movement out of the corner of his eye caused him to snap his head around, another blast of lightning already formed on the tip of his finger.
It was only a piece of meat that had fallen out of the mouth of a dead shrelk. Now that he was looking directly at the blackened and bloody chunk of meat, he recognized it for what it was. A human arm, a small arm. Smaller than his own, smaller than even Niya’s, a child's arm. The beast had been chewing on it idly as they walked down the beach toward their next destination: Another village full of imperials. Jiran gasped, feeling like he was waking up for the second time that day.
What… What am I doing right now?
Jiran’s hands sank into the sand as his knees lost the strength to hold him upright. His stomach churned like the sea before wave after wave of bile demanded release. When he was finally empty, he took his time examining each of the beasts he had killed. He found the remains of several more people, his people, torn apart and scattered amongst them.
It must be the challenger density. I knew it would be addictive from the beginning, but did it do something else to me? Did it change the way I think in an effort to push me into fighting. Or is this the real me, finding an excuse to kill? No, this isn’t me. Fighting is fun for sure, but I wasn’t just fighting. I was hungry, ravenous. It's definitely the remnants of that density pushing me, changing me.
Challenger density. Suddenly, that name holds a lot more meaning.
I bet my mental state is even worse because I gained so much of it in just a few days. Absorbing that stuff is like taking a hit of a psychedelic. There were bound to be consequences. If I kill slower in the future and pay attention to my mental state, I should be able to avoid this happening again. It’s not like I’m still feeling that bloodlust. It only got so bad because it caught me off guard.
I’m going to keep pushing forward. I want to explore everything Madra has to show me, protect the people I care about, keep teaching Niya so she can achieve her dreams, and fight back against the graymin hordes so the empire can be at peace. If I want to do all of that, I’m going to need a lot more power.
For now, I’m going to do what I can, which means stopping these beasts from wiping out any more villages!
Knowing another round of shrelks would soon be upon him, Jiran climbed back to his feet.
I’ve only got a third of my mana left and I’m not even halfway through with these murdering bastards. 
He glanced at the clouds, hoping to see one that was near to bursting but there were only wispy gray puffs.
Hmm, I can either run and hide to regenerate, eat one of these things, or try to figure out something more efficient than lightning before they get here.
Looking at the corpses around him, Jiran found himself highly unsettled by the thought of eating something that had so recently eaten a human. A shudder of revulsion crept up his spine before he shook his head. He closed his eyes and scanned his status, grasping for a clue.
Efficiency, huh? Probably a combination would be best, but which ones? Water and lightning? Maybe, but there is already a lot of water in the air, would it help to have more? Wind and fire? That might only be slightly more efficient. No, I need something way better than that. What’s left? Acid, light, gas, ice, metal, and revelation. Which one?
A wicked smile spread across his lips. This time, his grin was not from a desire to crush his enemies beneath him. Rather, it was the chance to test something he had only done once before in a panic. Something that had been so powerful, he had been instinctively ignoring it. Until now.
Jiran rapidly scanned Brandon’s memories and listed off the reactions inside the human body which would be the most effective. With only a few seconds left before the next wave of beasts were upon him, he chose one he knew would be good, even if it wasn't the best.
Thanks to his practice with the cube, he easily formed two Shapings simultaneously. One was incredibly simple to imagine: An atom consisting of a single proton and a single electron. The second shaping was a gentle gust of oxygen-rich wind that blew trillions of the first Shaping's atoms over a wide area between himself and the fifty oncoming beasts.
Once he was satisfied that both gases were mixed and the area was saturated, Jiran burrowed into the sand and covered himself with an abrasive-resistant Coating formed from nearly twenty percent of his mana.
Whatever god looks down on this world, please don’t let this kill me!
Another Shaping caused a tiny spark of fire to appear trapped within a bubble of Coating between his thumb and index finger. With a flick, he released it to slowly travel in an arc through the air until it reached the mass of hydrogen and oxygen he had saturated the beach with.
When the bubble popped, Jiran’s perception of time distorted. Watching in slow motion, he saw his little flicker of flame spread out in a blue shimmer that rippled through the air like a curtain of light being revealed. The explosion that followed that beautiful gleam of light picked him up and threw him end over end. Time resumed its normal flow as a deafening boom rattled his defenses so hard his eardrums ruptured. A wave of sand kicked into the air by the spreading blastwave blocked out his vision.
An implosion of hot pressure pulled him in one direction and then the other with such fierce strength that he was completely powerless to resist it. He grit his teeth and focused with all his will on maintaining the rapidly-adjusting coating that was barely protecting him from the thunderous ignition of hydrogen and oxygen.
He felt himself bounce several times across the sand, which finally shattered the last of his coating, before water entered his mouth and invaded his lungs. His legs were under him in an instant as he hacked and coughed to get the salty sea foam out of his throat. A small wave crashed against his waist and sent him tumbling to the sand where more water entered his eyes and mouth. Sputtering on all fours, he looked through bleary eyes at the devastation his hasty, hydrogen detonation had caused.
Sand had blackened into glass within a thirty-meter-wide crater. Bits and pieces of the shrelks rained from the air in a macabre shower of gore. A few of the beasts still lived, though they were scattered about the beach, twitching, burning, and dismembered.
It’s a good thing I pushed that away with wind. If I had spread that all around myself like I did with the methane, I would be the one with missing limbs. Or just dead.
His hollow, nervous laughter went unheard over the ringing in his ears.








40







REFLECTIONS


I can’t believe that explosion only used eight percent of my mana. Isn’t that just blatant cheating? Science plus magic equals cheating: Message received. 


Molding: + 1
Shaping: + 2
Gas Manipulation: + 5


A ripple in the air coalesced into Lenton. The old man squinted at Jiran imperiously, his gray hair swaying in the wind. “Feeling better now that you’ve butchered something?” One of Lenton’s eyes was twitching as he scratched his elbow.
“What? No. That’s… not it at all.” Jiran shook his head, unable to meet Lenton’s eyes.
Lenton sighed before sitting back on the air as if it were a comfortable chair. “Let me guess, you think you’re becoming some kind of monster? Maybe you’re thinking that enjoying killing beasts somehow makes you different from everyone else? Well, let me teach you a valuable lesson that will save your life someday.”
Jiran’s eyes were no longer on the ground as he hung on every word.
Even if what he says doesn’t apply to the challenger density and whatever it’s doing to me, it must be important. Who knows, maybe it will help.
“Enjoying the hunt, the slaughter, the blood.” Lenton paused dramatically with his eyebrows raised causing the wrinkles on his face to multiply, ”Is awful!” The clap of Lenton’s hands sent out a wave of force that cleared the smoke from the air and caused all the corpses to vanish as if they had never existed.
What?!
In the serene atmosphere that descended on the beach, Lenton’s voice cut through the wind and the gentle lapping of waves, “It’s also necessary. Absolutely vital for the survival of the empire. The weak hide behind the strong and if even one percent of their offspring are warriors, then the cycle continues. That is the nature of the empire. A few, standing between the many, and death.
“For us few, we will face challenges that the many will never know. One of those struggles is the desire to slaughter.” Lenton slowly opened and closed his fist several times, A wistful sigh escaping his lips. “Eventually, the desire grows too strong to contain, and that is the moment you must stop, or it will consume you. It is not the tiers that determine how high you can reach, it’s your own will to fight the desire that eventually consumes us all.”
Lenton’s voice grew softer, yet the steely determination in his eyes grew all the stronger, “I’m sure you’ve heard stories of people ‘going wild’ and being hunted by the inquisitors. Those are no tall-tales. When the need grows too strong, the warning signs ignored, and your mental stability wanes, you are only a single step from becoming a ravenous beast no different than any other.”
So what happened to me is normal? It also clearly has extreme consequences if I ignore it. And the challenger density is only making it harder for me. Fantastic.
Questions bubbled to the surface of Jiran’s thoughts and he spoke them without thinking, his need to know shining through clearly in the desperation within his tone, “What can I do? How do I stop those feelings from getting worse?”
“The best defense against such a bleak future is to surround yourself with people you love. Fall for a girl, raise a family. The desire to protect has brought many back from the brink. Barring that, find things outside of ascending that motivate you. Start a garden, teach, or paint. Enjoy the life you’ve fought hard to protect. Ultimately, ascenders are creatures of great passion. Remember: Always question your motives and doubt your desires, lest they consume you.”
None of those things sound bad at all. I can do that, enjoy my life a little more instead of seeking power so quickly.
Lenton cleared his throat, bringing Jiran out of his thoughts, “I do not recommend you ascend to tier three until you have a firm grasp on your mental state.”
Jiran’s eyes spread wide. Does he know I could tier up already? How could he possibly know that?
“Of course I can tell!” Lenton shouted. “I might be nearly middle-aged but these eyes still see just fine,” Lenton crossed his arms, his squint daring Jiran to object.
Okay, Grandpa. As if eyes can see other people’s density and mana. Or can they? Is that a higher tier skill? I don’t know anything about skills beyond tier five. How cool would that be?
“Thank you for the lesson, I won’t forget it, Master Filibree,” Jiran bowed his head.
A ratcheting bellow echoed its way up the beach as more shrelks drew near. Lenton casually glanced in their direction before looking back at Jiran. “You’ve done enough here. The hive has been reduced in number sufficiently to no longer be a threat to the next settlement. Unless you want to stay and kill more of them…” Lenton trailed off suggestively.
“No, not at all. I don’t want to kill anything else for… Today,” Jiran mumbled after blinking at his timer.
So much for taking a break and enjoying life. It’s okay, I’ve got this. I just have to relax, find more hobbies, and not give in to the desire to kill. That really doesn’t sound too hard. Considering how easily I regained control once I realized something was wrong, I don’t think I’m anywhere near the limit he’s talking about that leads to ‘going wild.’
With no warning, Jiran found himself back in their temporary camp as if he never left and the entire experience at the beach had been an illusion. Predictably, Lenton was nowhere in sight.
No flipping feeling followed by me landing on my head? Wait, does that mean they’ve been doing that on purpose every time?! Whatever, I’ve got much more fun things to do than complain about their archaic training methods. Hmm, which to pick: Cube, Niya, gas shaping, or go reset my timer? Cube! Definitely cube. Only five more levels for shaping to gain another subskill! I’ll head out to the plains tomorrow morning.
Jiran’s pulse hammered in his ears the second his choice was made. The cube, and whatever lay at the center of its mystery, sparked far more desire in him than killing ever could. Niya and Samris were back at it again. On his way to his tent, Jiran watched as she dove the short distance between them, spear thrusting toward his chest. The man’s form flickered for a brief moment before Niya flew backward and crashed into the ground with a groan.
Jiran hid his chuckle as he hurried toward the food table before entering his tent to solve the mysteries of the artifact cube. He started by finally playing around with his newly upgraded coating technique enhanced by Adaptive Elemental Aegis. He quickly discovered that it required him to actively think about what element he wanted it to adjust to, then it would simply change without any additional input or mana. He could have it block multiple elements at once, though that increased the mana cost to nearly triple.
How is it doing that? It’s not much different from me creating a flamethrower then changing it to an ice-thrower mid cast, which is impossible… isn’t it? Can mana really flip-flop between the elements so easily?
Jiran tried to mimic his coating’s new ability with creating elements but they refused to comply. Once formed into fire, the mana used became almost completely impossible to control beyond slightly directing its movement. Giving up for now, he changed focus to images of wind Shapings until he had one that wouldn't immediately blow the cube out of his hands.
He found himself instinctively wanting to create the most optimal and mana-efficient shapings. Unfortunately, those were far too powerful and the cube helped him slowly curb those tendencies as he cycled through each element. It took him several hours to design mental images that wouldn’t result in immediately cracking his evolved coating, or cause the cube to fly out of his hands, or destroy himself, or his tent.
I’m only using one percent of my mana for each of these. If I don’t figure out how to perfectly control the power of these shapings, when I use ten or fifteen percent or more, I’ll blow myself up. And probably whoever is standing next to me.
He noticed that the strength of his shaping also affected the cube’s movements. The stronger the shaping, the faster the mechanisms activated and moved. When he was ready, Jiran once more partitioned his mind to hold two images simultaneously. He activated both water and wind, imagining the duality of a tornado and a crashing tsunami.
What would happen if I combined them?
He pictured a hurricane with fierce winds churning up massive waves in the ocean. The resulting Shaping was a swiftly churning spray of water that the cube registered as a single element. When he increased the power of the wind, the mechanisms failed to move correctly, becoming tangled and failing to fully unfold.
Okay, so I need to keep the elements separate, using one at a time, in a specific sequence, while also modulating their strength. That way, the parts move quickly when I want them to and slowly when I don’t. If I get anything wrong, they tangle up and I have to start over.
This thing is so complex!
Jiran didn’t bother repressing the maniacal chuckle that escaped his lips. Magical energies raced through his body to fulfill his will. They pushed through his skin, forming into elements that danced harmlessly across his fingertips. Goosebumps ran up his arms from the enchanting display that was completely under his control.
I’m using magic to open a freaking magic puzzle box! My life is so cool.
He practically shook with excitement as he dove into his next experiment. By subjecting the cube to a low, manageable heat, the red mechanisms slowly unfurled but were soon blocked by their blue brethren. His other hand rapidly cooled as icy mist coalesced around it, freeing the red pieces as the blue ones moved out of their way.
He then drew in a deep meditative breath, his brain working so hard to hold three images that he felt his head growing warm. His exhale churned with a Shaping of air that swirled around the cube. His fire was enhanced by the additional oxygen. The increased heat destabilized his icy mist and the construct warbled unsteadily before its parts retracted back into their original shape.
So close! I didn’t expect the elements to interact so strongly with each other. 
A sharp headache sprouted behind his eyes and he blew a raspberry while falling onto his back to think.
How can I reduce the interactivity between the elements? Flicking them on and off like lightswitches would be impossible, that requires several times more focus than just holding them steady. Combinations don’t work. The cube takes about three seconds to start reforming after an element vanishes, can I use that time gap somehow? What if I pass heat over one spot, then replace it with ice, then wind, and finally water before starting the rotation over again.
But the entire cube needs to unwind at the same time. So, the elements obviously need to be in motion around the cube!
Jiran jolted back to a sitting position as his mind raced with possibilities.
Doesn't that solve several problems at once?! If the elements are in motion, they can maintain their distance from one another and use the cube as a wall to block the more violent reactions. Ice and fire on opposite sides with wind and water filling the gaps.
His hands ran through his hair in quick motions that sent his black locks into complete disarray.
Agh! How the heck am I supposed to do that though?
Jiran raised his hand and spread his fingers. He created a flame the size of his pinky nail on the tip of one finger. Like stretching an unfamiliar muscle, he pulled on the mana that was leaving his skin to power the effect. His eyes shot open in wonder as he dragged the output of mana down the length of his finger and across his palm. The tiny flickering flame danced along, chasing its fuel source like a well-trained pet.
Jiran brought his hands together by touching the tip of his middle fingers and thumbs to form a circle just large enough to encapsulate the cube. His flame sprung to life on one hand and he steadily marched the little ember over to the other hand before bringing it back to the first, forming a complete circle.
Moving the mana like that is so hard! I need to keep both hands suffused with mana, then stop one activation and pass it off to the other hand instead of letting it die out completely. This makes my brain hurt.
Despite the metaphorical nail being hammered into the nerves just behind his right eye, Jiran squinted and maintained his focus. When his mana drained, he converted more density, and when that was gone he grabbed another snack. He never stopped his practice, the flame slowly trailing around his skin in circles.
After several hours and a thousand rotations, the mana flowed smoothly in a circular motion from hand to hand as naturally as breathing. He added ice next on the opposite side of his fire. The two elements chased each other around the cube, each threatening to extinguish the other.
He felt his brain resist the complex control of two moving elements at once but he pushed through the pain, determined to succeed. Another hour passed and brought with it two densoon waves which he used to restore his dwindling mana. He failed constantly. Yet each failure brought him closer to the perfect synchronization of moving mana and thought. While each success brought with it a spike of agony that forced his eyes closed while air was sucked through his teeth.
Long after the suns had set, through bloodshot eyes, Jiran finally reached a perfect equilibrium between the two shapings. The opposing elements danced around the cube, like two comets circling each other on their voyage through the cosmos, bound together by gravity's cruel whims, never allowed to touch. 
Suddenly, everything in sight stretched as if he were moving a thousand kilometers a second. His perspective of time became a bloated delusion of reality that frolicked into infinity. The world shook, or was he the one shaking? Who was he again? He was vastness, everything and nothing. A connection with something greater formed. Jiran felt as if he was deep under the ocean and a great whale brushed past him, sending his body spinning through the depths.
He was acutely aware of a presence looking directly at him. An eye so large it blotted out the universe gazed at the infinitesimal speck that was Jiran. It searched through his existence in an instant, and found him wanting. A tremble in reality left the impression of the presence huffing in annoyance before it moved on to something more interesting, anything more interesting.
A slab of gray matter shifted behind Jiran’s eyes and he collapsed in a heap. The pain from before was nothing compared to the spike of agony being driven into his brain. It stole the breath from his lungs and left him a shivering, sweating mess. The pressure continued to ratchet higher while his eyes watered unceasingly. Then, with an audible click, his brain spasmed and the bliss of unconsciousness took him.


Oliviala Le’Cruex



Olive woke up to the uncomfortable churning of her stomach grumbling. She rolled to a sitting position and rubbed her sore shoulder where a loose rock had been assaulting her throughout the night. She found the offending stone and hurled it through the bars of her cage with a snarl. She missed, hitting one of the bars and the echoing clang accompanied by the entire metal cage warbling woke Cameron and Dommell instantly. 
“Sorry,” Olive muttered as the two boys sat up, their stomachs rumbled in unison, causing all three to smile sadly at each other.
Dommell’s black hair, which was usually immaculately cared for, was a complete mess. The smudges of dirt on his face and a speckle of dried blood added to his air of misery and resentment. “I can’t believe they didn’t feed us at all yesterday. How long are they going to starve us? What’s the point?” He complained.
“They want us weak. Unable to resist or flee,” Cameron remarked offhandedly, as if it didn’t matter to him at all.
Olive nodded her agreement, even as a smoldering fire began to burn in her gut.
I’ll not give up so easily. I swore to myself that I would never be so weak again and I meant it. I don’t care if I’m hungry and have no mana in this cage. I’m not going to waste another day of my life, I’ve lost far too many of them already.
Olive stood up and dusted herself off before assuming the first stance of the Shaplatka. Master Bandaer had assured her countless times it was the optimal form for increasing her strength. She transitioned woodenly through the first few movements, her muscles immediately protesting the abuse before her form smoothed and her body warmed. By the end of the first rotation through the stances, she was suffused with the pleasant tingle of exertion.
Much better. There’s no point in being so gloomy, we’ll be out of here soon.
Olive found herself smiling lightly as she continued to push her muscles and herself, reveling in the knowledge she was taking the first step of many along the new course of her life. A tinkling sound from outside the cage distracted her and she looked in its direction to find two villagers. One of them was pointing at her while they both laughed. The sound in her ears turned from musical bells to the braying of dogs as she watched their malicious smiles grow wider when they saw her looking their way. Like they won some competition, the two women preened as they sauntered out of the village square.
“No better than livestock! When my Father comes to rescue us, I’ll make sure those two are whipped,” Dommell seethed.
“Dommell! You will do no such thing!” Olive’s voice cracked, rising in pitch to an undignified, shrill sound, that caused her to blanch.” She collected herself, lowered her voice, and continued, “They clearly don’t know any better. They probably believe we would do no worse by them than that cretin if we were the ones in charge. Who knows how long these people have been under his rule. You must not blame them without knowing their circumstances.”
She leveled the best imitation of her birth mother's strongest glare at him until he relented with a nod. Satisfied, she resumed her previous stance, excited to continue. “Why don’t you join me? It will make you feel better to do something positive with your time.”
“No thanks,” Dommell shook his head before shuffling around in the dirt so he was no longer looking at her.
She met Cameron’s eyes but he shook his head as well which rustled his dirty, blond hair. His blue eyes shone with the same fierceness as hers when he spoke. “I’ll save my strength in case you need it later. Besides, I’m too tall to stand up in here.”
Fine, I’ll just push hard enough for all three of us!
Over the next hour, Olive forced herself until she could take no more and collapsed in a sweaty heap near her cousin.
If I can’t train my body any longer, then I’ll train my mind. Ms. Doperel taught me the perfect images for each of the elements.
‘Perfection's only suitor is practice,’ She heard her third mother's chiding words as if the strict woman was standing beside her. Hours passed by in silent meditation. Just as First Father was bidding Madra a good night, one of their captors brought them each a small bowl of watered-down soup. The man moved with a deadly grace and speed that she instantly associated with the fourth tier.
It’s not just Markhiss we have to be wary of. No matter, I will persevere! It’s only a matter of time until someone comes for us. This is nothing to the new me.
He sneered at them as he roughly shoved their bowls through a small gap in the cage. Olive watched in equal parts disgust and contempt as some of the precious liquid spilled onto the ground where it was immediately absorbed by the loose dirt. Despite the disgusting flavor, she greedily drank the liquid. Having never gone an entire day without something to drink, her throat was beyond parched.
She fell asleep on the rough ground while fantasizing about delicious treats and barrels full of crystal-clear water.
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FIREBALL!


Chirping birds and insect calls faded as Jiran awoke with a start. He reached up to hold his aching head but ended up smacking himself in the face as his arm moved in an unexpected flash. 
“Ow! What the heck?”
Did I pass out again? What is that, the fourth time? This is getting old quick. Wait, the fourth time… Time? Time!


24:12:39


Jiran sighed as his rising panic was put to rest.
Okay, that’s not too bad. I can work with that. The plains are only an hour away.
Clarity of thought rapidly returned and Jiran found himself inside his tent, the cube nearby on the ground. A flicker of Restoration was enough to clear up his headache. His mana leaped to do his bidding with a speed that left him momentarily stunned.
Something’s different. My body feels weird. Strong, and my mana is moving way faster than before.
A memory of a massive eyeball the size of a planet swam through his thoughts before the vision turned hazy, like a fading dream.
What was that thing? Better question: What tier? Not the time to be distracted by dreams. I should get a move on. But first.
Jiran closed his eyes and summoned his status, instantly focusing on the changes.


NAME: Jiran of Feylon
RACE: Human
AGE: 8
WEIGHT: 112.51 kg
STATUS: Active Dual Mind
TIMER: 24:12:01


TIER: 2
GROWTH: 101.50 %


MANA: 2 > 2.5
CONCENTRATION: 2 > 2.5


My concentration and mana both increased without tiering up?! That has to be from the challenger density! So it gives more than just attributes?
Isn’t that a little too much though? That half point in concentration is the equivalent of an additional twenty points in all my attributes! Beyond that, it also increases the potency of everything I do with mana by the same amount. No wonder I smacked myself in the face, I’m way stronger than I was when I fell asleep last night.
Jiran focused on Active Dual Mind, hoping for some illuminating text to appear.
Bummer, no description. What’s the deal with this one? I don’t think it’s from the challenger density and it’s not a skill or technique evolution so… where did it come from?
“Active Dual Mind,” His chant also failed to elicit any response.
Great, more questions without answers. Maybe Lenton will give me a clue. I’m surprised Lenton and Samris haven’t said anything about how often I’ve been falling unconscious lately. This can’t be normal. At least, I’ve never heard of it happening to anyone else outside of tiering.
What if this happens when I’m fighting, or when my timer is almost up? Is there an off-switch somewhere for being constantly forced into a state of unconsciousness?!
The moment Jiran jokingly thought to look for the nonexistent toggle, a flashing message scrolled across the inside of his eyelids.


Scanning…


Excuse me?


Multiple neural upgrades detected


Authority qualifications met


!WARNING! Further upgrades after disabling limit bypass measures may lead to: Severe Brain Damage - Irreversible Psychosis - Cerebral Neuropathy -


Woah-woah-woah-woah, hold on a second.


Disable limit bypass measures?: Y/N


How about a rain check? 
NO, I don’t want to disable it! What kind of question is that?
Jiran waited for some kind of response to his outburst with bated breath. When none came after a few seconds, his annoyance grew.
What’s wrong, don’t feel like talking now after threatening to lobotomize me?
The seconds ticked by before Jiran released the breath he had been unconsciously holding.
I really don't want to consider the idea that something is listening to all of my thoughts and might decide to randomly gut my brain. At least it gave me a choice.
Annoyed by the pointless thoughts, Jiran slowly stood up. His balance was completely thrown off by the drastic increase in his strength, speed, and perception. Having recently dealt with the effects of his mana concentration increasing after his tiering, he was able to regain a modicum of mobility within a few minutes of light stretches. His mind raced with a new fluidity of thought that he had to actively ignore in order to focus.
‘Active’ dual mind. Would that be in opposition to passive dual mind? So, I have to activate it somehow but it’s clearly not like a regular skill or technique. Most likely it has something to do with what I was doing just before I was knocked out. I was focusing on two shapings at once, fire and ice.
Jiran pressed his fingers together to form a circle and created the two Shapings. He used the same mental image and quantity of mana from the previous day but when the elements sprang into reality, they came with a fluidity and power he was not expecting. His hands were instantly coated in ice and fire far stronger than they should be. The two elements struggled for dominance, creating a hissing steam that wafted through the air and blew his disheveled hair out of his eyes.
Oh yeah, my concentration increased. I have to completely change all my mental images now. That's… kind of exciting. How strong will my attacks be at full power? How efficiently could I kill a tier four now?
He adjusted the strength of the images behind each shaping until the mana flowed through his body without resistance and the two shapings calmed. He then moved the point from which the mana leaked out of his skin and the two elements danced in a vibrant circle. It was so easy to maintain that a little bubble of laughter leaked from his mouth. His brain felt completely untaxed as if thinking about two separate things simultaneously was no more difficult than a yawn after waking up.
Feeling emboldened by his success, Jiran added wind to the mix. The moment he began to call forth his mana for a third shaping, he felt something shifting inside his brain. Whatever it was spun rapidly through his synapses, and the faster it moved, the more clearly Jiran’s perception of the world became. Knowing the fire would burn brighter from the increased oxygen, he adjusted the flame before it overpowered the ice.
“Woah,” Jiran’s eyes widened as disbelief overwhelmed him.
This is so much easier today. I’m actually able to monologue while holding three shapings at once. Magic, science, and monologues? I would be such an awesome supervillain!
Despite the extreme upgrade in cognition, he didn’t get a sense that it was unnatural. It felt more like taking the first deep breath of the morning and his brain becoming fully awake. A huge grin began to creep across his cheeks as little bursts of laughter refused to be constrained.
As soon as I reset my timer, I’m going to crack this cube wide open.
Jiran released his shapings and felt that something ‘extra’ in his brain wind down before coming to a stop. His perception returned to normal, leaving behind a slightly queasy feeling in his stomach.
Active Dual Mind. Makes sense now. It’s like an overclocking processor that activates automatically when I need it. Glad I figured it out, would suck to have wasted my last question on it. Well, no more screwing around, I need to get a move on, time’s-a-tickin.
Breakfast, hunt, cube, and then training with Niya. Today is going to be awesome!
Jiran dressed and headed to the fire pit where he found a sack of salted and dried fruit that Sharaal packed. He happily munched on the assorted snacks, feeling like he was on top of the world. Lenton appeared in his usual spot and Jiran bowed in greeting, giving his mentor a wide smile. “Good Morning, Master Filibree.”
One of Lenton’s brows arched while the other eye squinted as it roamed up and down Jiran’s body.
I bet he could save me a ton of time. Hmm, how to ask without asking?
“I would be most appreciative if you would point me in the direction of the nearest tier four beast,” Jiran’s smile turned smug as his eyebrows danced.
“Interesting phrasing…”
“Well, you’re the one who told me to think harder, I didn’t want to waste my last question on something so trivial,” Jiran quipped.
“What will you do if I tell you?”
“Kill it,” Jiran said matter-of-factly.
Lenton gave Jiran one more up and down examination before he shrugged and jerked his head behind him and to the north. “Very well. Twenty kilometers that way. This is a freshly mutated, peak tier four. Nothing like those beasts you fought in the plains,” Lenton vanished the second the final syllable left his lips.
Why does he do that? I didn’t even get to thank him or ask about the system warning. Next time.
Jiran set off in the indicated direction while continuing to snack on the delicious fruits. He made every step count as he progressed through the rapidly thickening woods. He hopped nimbly from root, to rock, to tree limb, in an attempt to regain mastery over his freshly empowered body. With a Shaping in each hand, he adjusted the strength of his technique images while flickering from one element to another. Within an hour, he was feeling more confident in the control of both his body and mana.
A peak mutated tier four. I should prepare something really powerful in case my regular attacks aren't strong enough. Hydrogen for sure.
A shiver of anticipation crept up his spine at the idea of playing with the incredibly volatile substance.
He started by creating small puffs of the gas and trying to ignite them with an ember. It took him a while to get the exact ratio of oxygen to hydrogen right before even the tiniest pinch of mana with a shoddy mental image produced a burst of fire the size of his torso. Unwilling to reduce his mental image further as it drastically increased the mana consumption, Jiran changed tactics.
He formed a ball of Coating and pushed the gases inside of it before throwing it in the air. He knew from his experiments on the plains that the coating would only last a few seconds before degrading so he quickly formed a second Coating with a small flame trapped inside and then he chucked it into the air on the heels of the gas bubble.
“Fireball,” He joked as the little red ball flew.
A red ripple of light spread through the morning sky as the gases ignited with a threatening boom.
That was a lot stronger than my other tests even though I used the same image and mana. Why?
Jiran stopped and stood still within a copse of thick trees as he scanned his memories.
The gas was compressed. That’s the only thing that makes sense. Well, only one way to know for sure.
A tingle in his neck from foresight let Jiran know that what he planned to do would be dangerous so he took extra precautions by wrapping his body in a thick layer of Coating. He formed an additional Coating into a hard sphere attached to his palm before slowly filling it with hydrogen and oxygen. He pushed more and more of the gases that escaped from his skin into the bubble of mana until he felt it could no longer maintain the pressure.
That’s what, two hundred times more hydrogen than my little puffs before?
Jiran gulped and laughed nervously as he stared at the space above his hand. He could feel his coating of mana flexing dangerously under the pressure even though his eyes saw nothing. The gas was completely transparent, giving him no visual indication that what rested above his palm could easily kill him. His blaring foresight on the other hand, was more than warning enough.
Dual mind kicked in to assist him as he formed an additional bubble of Coating that surrounded the gas layer. He filled that small space with some oxygen so the flame he was about to make wouldn’t immediately suffocate.
This is so incredibly stupid. I need to get rid of this thing immedia—
The ground suddenly shifted sideways and up, nearly causing Jiran to lose his balance. He grabbed hold of the thick bark of the nearest tree for stability as the ground heaved. Dirt and soil split apart beneath his feet as a massive root tore itself free from the ground. Jiran tried to jump off the root but it dropped beneath him just as he prepared to spring, wasting the power he placed into his legs. The second his leap failed, the root continued its ascent, bringing him higher into the air.
The huge tree his hand rested upon also lifted into the air as more roots sprang from the ground to join them. Jiran’s stomach dropped from the sudden lifting force as he was pulled higher and higher until a looming shadow spread around him. A realization that maybe he had been wrong about his foresight caused him to look up into eyes that shone with a brilliant red light that screamed malice and violence.
Those aren't roots, they’re fingers!

[image: image-placeholder]
The beast's face split open,  revealing a hungry maw full of sap and sharp, wriggling roots ready to impale him the moment he crossed that deadly threshold. Jiran didn’t consider for a second before he threw the ball of compressed gas into the beast's mouth. With a yell, equal parts panic and anger, he raised both his arms. A stream of wind was expelled from one and a stream of fire from the other.
He felt himself flying toward the ground as his shapings applied thrust to his body. Only a few seconds passed before the world turned white. Jiran clamped his eyes shut even as the foot of a god slammed into him, turning his slow descent into the raging acceleration of being shot from a cannon. The coating that was supposed to protect him was instantly ripped to shreds and replaced by countless needles of pain.
His eardrums ruptured from the shockwave just before something kicked him in the back hard enough to blast the air from his lungs. A spike of agony tore through his leg with such ferocity his eyes snapped open against his will. The beast standing above him was now a giant, headless body. Debris from countless woodchips littered the ground and still fell from the air in a rain of shrapnel that stung his eyes. Glancing down, he found a splinter the size of his arm stabbing clear through his leg, pinning him into the dirt.
A panicked Restoration stole five percent of his mana as it healed his leg around the splinter which only increased his pain. The sounds of trees falling from his blast replaced the ringing in his ears as they were healed. His lungs filled with air that was clogged with heat and smoke. Foresight blared another warning alarm that pulled Jiran’s attention from his injured leg. He frantically looked around for the danger but only saw the headless beast teetering above him.
When he heard a creaking groan, horrific understanding fueled his maddening scramble to unpin himself. He grabbed hold of the spear with bloody hands and yanked as hard as he could from his awkward position. Agony stole the breath from his lungs as his flesh tore anew. He clamped his teeth closed, refusing to surrender as he continued to pull at the stubborn wood.
The shadows around him thickened just before a massive arm punched into the ground beside him. It sank deeper into the dirt as wooden flesh splintered and shattered. The world shook and the ground cracked before it opened up, swallowing him into darkness.
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AND I WILL RUN 500 MILES


Jiran’s right arm smacked into something hard, sending him spinning uncontrollably through the darkness. Air rushed across his skin as he picked up speed. The little light from the hole above occasionally flashed in the distance, growing smaller with each brief sighting. 
He pulled on his mana and it sang through his veins before leaking out of his skin to form a full-body Coating. As the protective mana oozed out of his pores, he received a rush of information about the spear of wood in his leg.
Not bleeding much. Need to focus but hard to think.
Through bleary thoughts growing rapidly dimmer, Jiran coated his hand in flames to light his surroundings. He saw rock and dirt speeding past him as he continued to hurtle downward.
Have to slow down.
A blast of wind from his other hand sent him crashing into one of the nearby walls. The spear of wood was painfully ripped free from the impact eliciting a scream of agony. Adrenaline clawed through his blood and gripped his senses in a desperate gambit to wake him from his semi-unconscious state.
Another blast of wind sent him back into the wall but this time, he maintained the stream of air to keep himself pinned. His coating slid across the hard surface, slowing his descent and correcting his wild spinning. Aiming the wind downward, Jiran rapidly reduced his speed.
Need to…
Instinct reared back his fire-coated fist before a quick application of Forcing blasted his arm into the dirt wall up to his elbow, immediately arresting his momentum and jerking his shoulder painfully. With his only light source now stuck in the wall, ragged breaths and a raging pulse were his only companions as the black void of the tunnel swallowed him.
Jiran released his wind shaping and sagged against the hard wall. He could smell the stone and dirt: Musty, dry, and devoid of life. He looked up to see light so far in the distance that it was indistinguishable from a star in the sky. As he watched, the light winked out, causing a seed of confusion to sprout in his mind.
That’s bad, isn’t it? Something is wrong with my head.
“Restoration,” Jiran mumbled halfheartedly. Unable to hold a cohesive image, the technique was not nearly as mana-efficient as usual. He felt a massive chunk of his mana ripped free by the automated technique before his thoughts rapidly cleared. His ears popped and a pressure inside his skull vanished like a puff of vapor.
Clarity of thought brought with it a variety of sensations and realizations. The most prominent was the immense pain in his leg. Another application of Restoration, this time far more efficient, deadened the pain. He nearly started another flame on his hand to light his surroundings before stopping himself.
Whoops, fire underground is a bad idea. There could be natural gases down here. The body creates plenty of light on different spectrums, I should be able to manipulate that into something visible.
Light Manipulation easily turned his palm into a glowing lantern and he finally got a good look at his surroundings. He was in a four-meter-wide, hard-packed, dirt tunnel interspersed with layers of rock. A sound like the splashing of pebbles into water echoed from below. Remembering the light above vanishing, Jiran looked up.
The hole I fell through closed. If that beast falling causes this whole tunnel to collapse, I’ll be screwed. I can’t stay here.
Jiran yanked his arm from the wall and controlled his descent by dragging himself into the wall with gentle applications of Forcing. A sound like rumbling thunder came from above and he immediately stopped trying to slow his descent.
Please be water down there.
He pushed more mana into his palm and the light brightened enough to illuminate a slight rippling motion below.
Yes! I just hope it’s deep enough.
Rocks began to fall around him as the roar from above grew ever closer. A hurried Shaping of wind propelled him down the shaft and into the water. Even after being submerged, he kept pushing out wind. A torrent of air bubbles chased him to the side as the collapsing tunnel crashed into the water on his heels.
Jiran surfaced and took a deep breath of stale cavern air. With his new lease on life, that single breath tasted as sweet as Sharaal’s desserts. 
Rock and dirt continued to fall by the metric ton as he swung his glowing hand around in the darkness until he spotted a rocky shore. Not wanting to waste anymore of his dwindling mana, he slowly swam to the shore. After pulling himself out of the water, he watched the falling soil as it filled in the cavern like a freshly flipped hourglass.
That sure is a grim sight. Digging my way back up through that is completely out of the question. And I didn’t feel any challenger density from that beast. Did I seriously not kill that thing? I blew off its entire head!


Molding: + 1
Shaping: + 1


Forcing: + 1
Gas Manipulation: + 4
Light Manipulation: + 1
Restoration: + 2


21:30:45


I… am such an idiot. I could have died. I should have died. Do I have a single bone of self-preservation in my body? What the hell was I thinking walking around with a mini hydrogen bomb in my hand? Knowing Lenton and Samris can swoop in to save me has made me way too complacent.
This isn’t a game, dammit!
Jiran’s fist ached from how hard he squeezed it. He smashed it into his leg that had yet to fully heal. The pain brought a sting to his eyes and cemented the harsh lesson deep into his flesh.
I need to do better. Playing with magic is a dream come true but I’ve gotten carried away. This stupid timer has made me so hasty that I’ve been taking shortcuts. I’ve become arrogant and foolish. I need to be better. I will be better. I’ll slow down, think things through, and stop acting like a child who thinks they’re invincible. I’m obviously not and I can’t expect Lenton to be fast enough to save me from blowing myself up.
Jiran took a slow breath and smacked his cheeks. When his eyes opened, they shone with an intensity and determination that had not been there before.


Lenton Filibree



Lenton sensed Jiran falling through the ground. He teleported to the boy's location instantly, then hovered above the trees. His weight, spread across the ground through his aura, created a rapidly growing crater as soft, unstable soil shifted. He immediately recognized that the ground had been severely weakened from holes dug by some tunneling beast.
Lenton took note of the beast Jiran had nearly killed. A moment later, it died under the weight of Lenton’s aura. Despite reacting quickly, Jiran was already out of the range of his aura by the time he arrived.
I’m destabilizing the ground by being here which is only putting him in more danger. 
A thought sent him hundreds of meters away after connecting with a shred of his manabodies essence. He stretched his aura deep into the ground, searching for the foolish child who was undoubtedly about to cause him to lose more sleep.
Our scales aren’t frozen, he’s still alive. There are plenty of tunnels, he should be able to find a way out. Going in to get him might do more harm than good, not to mention it would be extremely illegal for me to go down there. Unlikely anyone would ever find out, but if they did… That would cause me far too many distractions.
Lenton clicked his tongue as memories of his thirty-second daughter sprang into his thoughts.
She refused to grow until I gave her the space to do so. 
Lenton shook his head softly, disappointed in himself for needing to learn an old lesson once more.
We’ve been smothering the boy. He’s become far too reliant, reckless. Hmm, I’m not sensing anything he can’t handle. This could be the perfect learning experience for him.
Good luck, foolish disciple. I’ll see you when you emerge.


Jiran of Feylon



Better get a move on. I don’t have the luxury of hoping a tier four comes waltzing along and offers itself up on a silver platter. Since most beasts in the empire are tier three or lower, I’m definitely not going to find one while sitting on my butt.
Jiran tested his leg and winced with pain as he found it could barely support his weight.
Fifty percent of my mana left. Depending on the beast, that might not be enough to kill a tier four if I do come across one. Without knowing its weaknesses, I’ll be at a complete disadvantage. But I did just increase my concentration which should help. Well, I’ve got no choice but to cross that bridge when I come to it. In the meantime, I’m not going to get out of here quickly with an injured leg, and my time is suddenly in short supply.
Jiran pumped five percent of his mana into his leg with another dose of Restoration. Within a minute, his limb was back to normal. He swept his glowing palm around for an alternate exit since digging up was out of the question. 
The cave was easily two hundred meters wide in the shape of an oval. He saw several dark shadows that clung to the rock walls which might indicate small passageways like the one he had fallen through. With the cave-in making the entire center area inaccessible, Jiran moved to the outer wall where he had seen the most shadows. Two of them turned out to be passages leading away from the water-filled cavern. He picked one at random and moved quickly.
He claimed the last of his breakfast’s density bringing him back to forty-nine percent mana as he considered his best options for when a beast inevitably found him.
No gas, absolutely no explosions. Fire is out too for the same reason. Lightning is just as dangerous. What does that leave me with? Ice, water, wind, metal, and acid. Metal is out as I have no idea how to use that offensively. Acid could be good if I run into a rock lobster that wants to stand still as I slowly melt us both to death. Yeah, no thanks.
Despite the gloomy situation, he chuckled at the thought while shaking his head.
Of the three, ice is probably my best bet. I have experience with it in combat and it will hopefully be effective at slowing anything enough that I can escape if killing isn’t an option. Freezing the tunnels around me could also prevent a cave-in if the fight gets out of hand.
The walls of the tunnel turned smooth the further he got from the watery chamber.
Is this an old magma tunnel? Or maybe it used to be an underground river that eventually dried up, leaving that lake behind. Or it’s from a giant worm.
His skin prickled at the thought and he put more effort into reducing the vibrations of his footfalls. In an effort to conserve mana, he adjusted his light to a mere glimmer. His eyes soon adjusted to the lower light and he picked up his speed once he was accustomed to the softer method of walking. The floor was uneven, despite the smooth walls and ceiling. He constantly had to adjust his footing around the short, spiky stalagmites that littered the ground. 
Jiran gradually increased his pace over the next two hours without spotting any major changes to his surroundings, other than a slight increase in bugs and small critters. The little animals wanted nothing to do with him and scurried out of sight long before he could reach them. Not interested in eating something that might not provide density, Jiran ignored them.
A blue and green light pulsing in a nearby wall caught his attention and he approached carefully, after confirming it wasn't a part of any beast. It turned out to be a plant-like vine embedded in the wall. It was covered in bumps, giving it a coarse texture. He pinched it experimentally and found it to be squishy yet tough.
Being the most interesting thing he had found underground so far, he was reluctant to leave it behind without spending a few minutes to investigate. He used a Shaping to form a small blade on his finger, cutting into the vine caused thick, glowing sap to flow out. The moment the multicolored sap touched his mana, he instantly realized what it was.
Density! Not just any density, this is chaotic density from the densoons. This vine is connected to the surface? That’s got to be nearly three kilometers away! How did it get all the way down here and where is it going? Is there a plant even deeper underground that turns chaotic density into food? What part would that play in the ecosystem? What kind of ecosystem would crop up around something like that to begin with?
His breath quickened at the discovery and the possible implications. His chest ached in knots with burning curiosity and insatiable questions. Not willing to miss the opportunity, Jiran pulled more of the vine free from the wall and spread the sap over a Coating on his arm. He then focused fully on his surroundings to the point his mind became free from thought. The moment he felt his foresight anticipating the flow of chaotic density, he adjusted his mana coating to match and greedily claimed the energy into mana.
I wish I had more time to spend figuring out what this thing really is.
Within a few minutes, he was topped off. After blinking at his timer, he regretfully left the vine and its mysteries as he continued down the tunnel.
The ambient density is pretty low which is probably why I haven't seen any beasts despite there being plenty of food for them. It should be fine to pick up the pace a bit.
With his light shining brighter, he increased his speed to just below a sprint.
At least the stupid timer makes it easy to tell how long I’ve been down here. It would suck to be lost for days with no idea how long has passed.
Twenty minutes later, the tunnel began to rise and Jiran pumped his fist in the stale cavern air.
Yes! Thank the Fathers I don’t have to backtrack. Well, it’s probably a little early to celebrate but up is definitely a good sign. If it goes high enough, I should be able to dig myself the rest of the way out with metal manipulation.
Another hour passed with Jiran comfortably running several times faster than any human from Earth could have imagined. He skidded to a stop as the way forward was blocked by large boulders with only a tight space to fit between.
With careful, slow steps, Jiran approached the opening. He focused on his neck, hoping for some confirmation from foresight that he wasn’t just being paranoid. Despite feeling nothing, he prepared his mana and cautiously crouched low enough to see through the gap. One of the nearby boulders suddenly unfurled into a hideous insect that dove toward him at incredible speed.
Jiran was ready, a layer of his powerful anti-erosion Coating sprang to life across his arm. He slammed it between himself and the beast. The collision knocked him backward and the monster didn’t waste a moment as it coiled around him and began to squeeze with tremendous force. Its segmented body vibrated menacingly and a rumbling hiss filled the air as multiple bulbous eyes opened wide to glare at him hungrily.
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That’s right, get a good grip. No thrashing about and causing a cave-in for you!
Jiran channeled his frustration from his recent failures into his chest where the emotions firmly connected with his mana. A Shaping of blistering cold formed and jettisoned from the coating that he rammed down the beast's mouth. The moisture in the tunnel air solidified around him as the beast hissed in pain. It tried to uncoil from him but was freezing too rapidly to retreat. Not letting up, Jiran continued to pump his mana into the beast until its body was coated in frost and its thrashing stilled.
He released his technique and pushed against the tough monster’s corpse until it began to break apart around him. He kept a sharp eye on the remaining boulders as he caught his breath.
Tier three. It’s too bad anything above tier three is pretty rare in the empire. It would have been great to get a reset and be able to take my time from here. That abrasive coating is phenomenal even if it’s a big drain on my mana. That beast didn’t get close to breaking through it. 
Suddenly, a mocking laughter echoed all around him as the shadows along the walls came alive, forming into the shapes of several young women. Some pointed at him while they laughed, others bent over with their hands on their knees as their mirth seemed to overwhelm them.
What the fuck?!
Jiran tried to back away from the eerie creatures but found himself surrounded. One of the shadows lunged, its hand morphing into a long dagger. He raised his hands to protect himself causing the shadow to suddenly recoil as if burned. The apparition hissed at him and all the other shadows stopped laughing to hiss as well, turning the tunnel into an echo chamber of hissing snarls. Jiran’s confusion only lasted a second before he realized his Light Manipulation was the cause for the shadows' displeasure. 
He snapped his eyes closed and then ramped the mana expenditure up tenfold. The shadows didn’t even get a chance to scream as they were blasted apart by the intense light that flooded the small space. After reducing the light back to a normal level, Jiran blinked his eyes rapidly, trying to reclaim his night vision as he warily looked around for more of the unusual beasts.
Great, now I get to crawl through a little hole with ghosts coming out of the walls. What a fun day!
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MY FIRE


Jiran ran through the seemingly endless tunnel for what felt like days but he knew it to be only a few hours. The ghostly shadows came at him randomly and with no warning the entire time. One second he would be running, and the next, a dagger of darkness was plunging toward his back. They made no sound when they struck, forcing him to stay hyper-aware with every step.  
He tried to camouflage himself with light but they found him easily. He quickly gave up any attempts to avoid them and ran as quickly as he could. Having no other choice, he used exorbitant amounts of mana as often as needed to blast them back into nothingness. His thoughts were consumed with getting out of the tunnels; out of the darkness where they could come from any direction.
Whatever happened down here to make so many ghosts that are all women… I definitely don’t want to know.
After destroying another trio of shadows, Jiran resumed his headlong sprint. He only made it a few steps before spotting the first new scenery in hours; a collapsed wall in the tunnel.
Finally, something different. At this point, I wouldn’t even mind another beast ambush. Anything but more shadows.
Jiran approached cautiously after noticing deep, gash marks in the stone walls around the collapsed section. Where a normal beast’s paws usually had three to five claws, whatever beast destroyed this wall appeared to only have one large claw.
Do I check it out?


13:48:17


Twenty minutes. If I don’t find the beast that left these marks by then, I’ll turn back. If I’m lucky, it’s tier four. Even if it’s not, a little meat would go a long way toward fending off these stupid shadows.
Jiran advanced quickly into the tunnel. He swept his palm back and forth, the light illuminated the passage to chase off persistent assailants. The further he progressed, the more deep claw marks he discovered. They crisscrossed the walls every few feet as if the beast had been looking for something within the stones.
Please be a tier four.
Jiran turned an unnaturally sharp corner and saw a snake the size of his arm, coiled and ready to strike. His arm was already raised with an ice Shaping formed and ready to blast. He stopped at the last second when he realized it wasn’t a snake but a rope and pickaxe laying in the shadow of a rock.
I’m such an idiot. Those weren’t claw marks. This is good news though! I must be close to an exit.
Haunting laughter split the air behind him and Jiran picked up speed down the tunnel that no doubt would lead to his salvation. He raced through the mineshaft blasting light every which way in an effort to keep the suddenly desperate shadows from materializing. 
He came to a fork and heard laughter from only one direction. He started heading down the opposite tunnel but stopped.
Screw that, I’m not going to let whatever those shadows are lead me around by the nose. Besides, if there was some kind of ritual suicide down here then it likely happened near the exit. If that’s the case, I should try to find the origin of the ghosts, not be running from them.
He turned and charged toward the eerie laughter. Just to be sure, he formed a Coating on his arm. Through the sensations of his mana, he could feel the density in the air along with a thousand other impressions. He grinned when he finally felt what he was looking for; minuscule droplets of moisture.
Fifteen minutes later, he turned a corner and his lights revealed an old mining operation. Seeing the rickety abandoned structures, he clenched his free fist in celebration while holding in the whoop of joy he desperately wanted to release. 
Moss and dust covered every centimeter of rotting wood. Rusted equipment was scattered haphazardly across the ground as if the miners had left in a hurry and never returned.
No time to investigate thoroughly, I need to find the exit before I’m out of mana.
He ramped up the energy flooding into his palm and shone the bright light across the large cavern. He quickly spotted five more tunnels and clicked his tongue.
Crap, which?
Shadows began to coalesce inside each building by the dozen. They looked out at him with empty, black eyes as they laughed menacingly. They streamed from broken windows and doors, howling with joy as he obliterated them. Jiran lit his other palm and with an arm raised in either direction, quickly spun in a circle waving away the suicidal undead.
The surface should be up. I need to go higher, which one looks like it goes higher?
All the tunnels looked the same. The laughing shadows pressed closer, his flashing lights keeping them at bay but with his mana swiftly dwindling, he was out of time and they continued to stream out of the buildings seemingly without end. 
Wait, up. I fell from a hole in the ceiling!
Jiran shined one of his lights at the ceiling and instantly found the shaft the miners must have used to get this far below ground. It was deep within the shadow of a huge stalactite. The moment he spotted it, the ghosts all screeched in unison, causing the cave to rumble and pebbles to fall from above.
Jiran pumped mana into his legs and jumped. He blasted wind from his feet, uncaring of how little mana he had left. He shot through the air at incredible speed as the wind he released blasted one of the old buildings to ruin. He entered the tunnel from an angle and slammed into the wall.
Shadowy figures grasped at his feet, setting off alarm bells in his neck as foresight blared a warning of impending death. With a scream of defiance, Jiran dipped into the last five percent of his mana. The wind from his feet exploded him upwards with such force his legs could barely handle the pressure. Forcing held them straight and strong as he rocketed up the tunnel at maximum speed.
Within seconds, he saw light above and raced to meet it. Jiran blasted out of the tunnel and into the open air with a joyous laughter. His jubilation died a second later when a vice-like hand gripped his ankle.
“Gotcha!” A deep voice yelled as the pressure on his ankle became a downward pull that was impossible to resist. 
“Quick little warbbit, ain’t cha!”
The sudden force turned his upward momentum into a downward dive and Jiran’s own wind-powered speed brought him slamming into the ground.
A blur of movement was followed by a blast of pain as a closed fist met his face. Reeling from the blow and his impact with the ground, Jiran lost focus on all of his shapings as he collapsed bonelessly. Before he could recover, something cold slid around his neck, followed by an audible click.
A dirty man in fine leather armor stood over him, dusting his hands in the air as if he just completed a hard day's work. Jiran barely paid the unfamiliar man any attention as his blurry senses were drawn inward, to a horrifyingly familiar feeling. The feeling of his mana being forcefully pulled through his body toward his neck, where it vanished from his grasp.
A spike of pure panic coursed through his chest as he felt his precious mana being stolen from him once again.


Oliviala Le’Cruex



Olive woke up and was instantly beset by confusion as she registered the state of her body.
Why am I in so much pain?
She moved her arm just a few inches and groaned. Every centimeter of her legs felt like someone was stepping on them. Her back and shoulders were no better. “Cameron. Cameron, are you there?” She whispered with her eyes clenched shut while she focused through the excruciating pain.
“I’m here, Olive. What’s wrong?” His gentle voice was full of concern.
“I don’t know, it hurts. Everything hurts. I can barely move. What’s wrong with me?”
“I think maybe you pushed your muscles too far with no mana or density to fix them. I think they call it being sore.”
“So then… this is my fault? Mother was right, I’m always getting into trouble because I’m too hasty. That’s why we’re here. This whole situation is my fault. I’m sorry you got dragged into this, cousin.”
“Well, I’m glad I’m here with you. I wouldn’t want anyone to have to go through this alone.”
A silent tear leaked from Olive’s eye at his words. She immediately forced her emotions under control like her father had taught her. She was far too thirsty to waste even a single drop of water on tears. “Thank you. This will become a memory we laugh about in the future, I’m sure of it. Our parents will find us soon. They can’t hide us for much longer.”
She heard Cameron sigh and forced her eyes open to look at him. He leaned against the bright blue bars of their metal cage, his gaze locked on Dommell who lay in a fetal position not far away.
Blast this infernal cage! There’s so little mana in my body I can’t even stand under my own weight. Who would ever imagine that becoming more dense could be a bad thing?
A memory of the two women from the day before flashed through her mind. Embarrassment warmed her skin as she remembered them laughing and pointing at her while she pushed her body too far.
This must be why they were laughing. It’s not that we are in a cage but that I was stupid enough to exercise without food, water, or mana. How was I to know this would happen? I’ve never gone even a minute of my life without mana! Why didn’t they just say something instead of laughing?
No more wallowing in pity!
Olive heard her father's stern voice as a memory of them in the garden surfaced. She had just fallen and now had a nasty gash on her knee. “Animals don’t feel pity for themselves nor others. If a wolf lost a leg, it wouldn't waste even a minute crying about the loss. It would hop about on the others and get back to hunting before it starved to death.”
Be the wolf, Olive. Don’t let them take the hope that tomorrow will be a brighter day. If I can’t exercise, then I’ll work on image training. Father didn't take the time from his duties to teach me the basics, only for me to not use them.
“Cameron, how did Uncle Nostrus teach you to envision the elements?”
“Burned me, buried me, drowned me. Yours?” He replied nonchalantly while pointing to the scar on his face.
“I-I had a similar experience. It’s good to know Uncle is as mean as he looks.”
“It’s okay. He made me strong,” Cameron shrugged.
“What about your father, Dommell?” Olive asked their silent companion.
“What father?!” Dommell spat before turning away from them.
“Sorry,” Olive replied lamely, upset with herself for forgetting about the recent passing of his father.
With the mood ruined, she decided to practice her elemental imaging. Olive wriggled into the dirt until she was as comfortable as possible before allowing her memories to consume her. In her mind, she was no longer in the cage. She stood before the raging ocean, her father’s towering figure beside her.
“The Uncrossable Murinth Ocean,” His voice was like flint but she sensed a note of sadness, “The empire’s southern enclosure. None have ever attempted to pass beyond her reaches and lived to tell the tale. Behemoths of a higher tier than myself inhabit vast territories larger than the entirety of our lands. All foolish enough to enter their waters are devoured.” He let the severity of his words sink in for a few moments before he snapped his fingers and the world turned blue. 
As far as she could perceive, the ocean froze solid. Waves shattered under their own weight creating shining dust that refracted light like a billion diamonds. The dust swept into the air as the instantaneous temperature change shifted the winds into a howling whirlwind. His aura pushed her forward onto the ice. She felt her feet freezing until they grew comfortably numb. Her fingers stopped obeying her commands and her nose leaked. Her breath misted and the moisture stuck to her eyelashes forming little icicles. 
They walked for hours across the frigid ice until her steps faltered and she fell to her knees. The freezing temperatures long ago having leaked into her bones. Her feet were swollen and every part of her was numb. Each lungful of air brought the invasive cold into her very core, freezing all that she was. All she wanted in the world was to take a nap, to fall asleep and succumb to that pervasive, warm numbness.
“Oliviala, this is the element of ice. Remember it well. For when you ascend, you will call upon these memories to fuel your techniques.”
Olive withdrew from the memory and focused with all her will on the feelings of the cold. She pictured the vast ocean, frozen solid, and the cold seeping into her bones as she slowly lost herself to the might of ice. With the image complete, she moved to the next element.
This time, her father had taken her to an active volcano. Wrapped safely in his aura, she was flown directly into the fissure that spewed turbulent smoke into the sky. Deeper and deeper he took her into the mountain until they were surrounded on all sides by molten fire. Only a small layer of invisible aura separated her from instant death.
“Feel it on your skin, taste it on your tongue. Fire consumes all life until it burns out even itself. A raging blaze can destroy a forest in a day, yet also sputters out quickly when its fuel runs dry. A forge’s heat, contained and controlled, can make even the strongest metals succumb, given enough time. You must look within yourself to discover if your fire burns hot and wild like your mother’s, or perhaps it will be controlled and meticulous like mine.”
Olive came back to the present, where she could still feel that blazing heat sizzling her skin. She opened her eyes and stared at the sky.
What is my fire?
She felt it in her chest, simmering just below a boil. It waited patiently, prepared for the day it could be unleashed into the fierceness of a raging inferno to devour these vile slavers. A wicked grin flashed across her face as she pictured unleashing her flames upon the murdering psychopath who had thrown her into this vile cage.
As if her thoughts had summoned the man, he appeared just an arm's length away on the outside of the cage. He looked down at them with a wide smile showing far too many white teeth.


[image: image-placeholder]
“I’ve brought you a present!” He shouted, causing all three of them to jerk which also elicited a moan of pain from Olive.
“We don’t want anything from you,” Olive grumbled, too drained to put the fire in her heart into her words.
“Don’t rush to thank me yet, no-no-no it would be much more fun to watch first. But before the show, I thought you might like to know your rescuer is on his way,” Seeing their hopeful expression, Markhiss threw back his head and laughed.
“Just kidding, just kidding! Not even your father’s senses can find this place. Whoever he is, he’s far too weak to have been sent here to find you brats. He’s been squirming underground, running from my girls for some time now. I will admit, he’s quite persistent. But fear not, He’ll be joining you all too soon, then we can ask him all kinds of questions together. Won’t that be fun?! Ohh, I just love a good mystery.”
Markhiss vanished, appearing a moment later on the nearby gallows with a woman's neck grasped firmly in each hand. Their struggles were futile; his arms didn’t budge in the slightest, no matter how hard they thrashed. Olive gasped as she recognized the two women. Their snickering smiles were nowhere in sight. Pain and terror were the only emotions that showed through their wide and panicked eyes.
With movements so fast she couldn’t follow his blurring arms, Markhiss tied a noose around each woman’s throat. He hoisted them into the air until just their toes were touching the wooden platform. With a vile, chittering snicker, he stepped back to observe his handiwork before turning to the cage and the horrified children within.
“Are you ready? Please tell me you’re ready. I don't think I can wait another moment! Look, my toes are curling! Oh, you can’t see through the boots. Well, you’ll just have to trust me. Unlike some people, I would never lie.”
Suddenly his voice shifted to that of an overly proud politician as he stuck his nose in the air. “Let it be known to all far and wide that lies are the root of all evil. These foul wastrels have lied before my divine self on this fine day. Their sentence… is death!” Markhiss proclaimed with a pointed finger. A whip of pure darkness sprouted from his hand and with one swift stroke, it lashed out and cut deeply into both women.
“NO! Stop this! What are you doing?!” Olive screamed but he paid her no mind.
The women thrashed and cried but quickly realized their own movements were causing them to choke. Desperately, they tried to get their toes back underneath them to relieve the pressure on their necks only for another strike to unbalance them. Again and again, the whip fell, each strike punctuated by Markhiss’s sickening laughter. Olive covered her ears as their screams clawed into her skull. She could not bear to watch, she closed her eyes and imagined the day she would bring him justice.
Long after their bodies were limp, Markhiss continued to lash into them with his whip of darkness. The hollow sounds of wet meat being struck reverberated within Olive as she focused with all her might on the next element.
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CAN'T KEEP A GOOD SLAVE DOWN


My mana is being stolen?! Again?! Did he punch me so hard that it reopened my injury? 
Jiran continued to ignore the man looming over him as he concentrated on the flow of his mana. He breathed an audible sigh of relief when he realized his mana wasn’t heading into the gaping hole of his foresight but instead out of his skin and into the strange collar clipped around his neck. He raised his hands and touched the cold, smooth metal. A tingle ran through the tips of his fingers as more of his mana flowed into the collar as his contact with it increased.
Oh, hell no.
Jiran unleashed the pent-up emotions he saved for emergencies. His rage bubbled forth and locked onto his mana like a steel chain, instantly halting its progress toward the collar. He grabbed every speck of the precious energy throughout his body and jerked it back into the ball in his chest. The mana leaped to obey his call like a well-trained soldier.
That’s better. Now, what to do about this guy.
Jiran opened his eyes to reveal two calm surfaces that concealed a sea of churning rage.
“That’s a right cheeky look you’re giving me, boy. You have a death wish? Hah! Wouldn’t matter if you did, you belong to Silence now and you’ll learn to obey,” A vicious grin spread across the man’s face as his foot slammed into Jiran’s side. The flash of coating that protected him went unnoticed before the mana was sent back to his pool before he hit the ground. Jiran rolled across the ground several times from the force of the blow before his momentum was arrested by a stump.
He’s not that much stronger than me. A lot faster though.
Not in the mood to try and play games to trick the man, Jiran sat up and resumed his cold stare. If the man noticed Jiran protecting himself, he gave no indication as he sauntered over to once more lord over the ‘injured’ child.
Only a few percent of my mana left. Not much I can do for now, I need to buy some time. I could try to act weak and scared but I’m really not feeling it after they tried to steal my mana.
“Not sure how you got down there, but nobody enters Silence’s territory without punishment. Going into that mine was the last mistake you’ll ever make.” The man gloated.
“Who is—” When Jiran tried to speak, the man moved in a blur that Jiran failed to anticipate. His fist connected with Jiran’s jaw so hard his head bounced off the ground.
“Guess I was wrong, maybe that was the last mistake you’ll ever make. Slaves keep their mouths shut until they’re asked a question. Do you understand me, slave?”
Slave? 
The word echoed through the ringing in his skull. A quick application of Restoration returned clarity to his thoughts. Blinking rapidly, He moved to sit up.
“C’mon, Clift. Let’s go, you can train your new pet later. You know better than to damage the merchandise.”
Jiran saw the second man appear from behind the corner of a nearby shed. He cracked his neck as he came into view. Rough hands grabbed Jiran by his shirt, pulling him to his feet. He was spun around and a boot kicked him in the back, sending him stumbling forward.
“Fine,” Clift responded with a snarl, clearly unhappy about the interruption.
Slavers, really? Slavery is illegal in the central metropole. Do these idiots really think they can drag me all the way to the Mashraha Desert? This guy’s not fast enough to be above tier four. I can see him moving at least. Are a couple tier four’s really gutsy enough to attempt an illegal slave trade?
Tier four…
Unable to help himself, Jiran blinked at his timer which was still steadily ticking down.


13:18:41


No, absolutely not. No way am I killing a person just to refresh my timer. That’s completely disgusting. Now, killing them because they are evil slavers is one thing, doing it for personal benefit is crossing a line. Besides, I have plenty of time left, I’ll kick their asses as soon as I have some mana back then find a beast to reset my timer. I’ll bring them to Lenton and let him figure out what to do with them.
“Move yah daft git!” Clift shouted behind him, spurring Jiran to reluctantly move forward one step at a time. When his speed wasn’t fast enough, another swift kick came from behind, sending him stumbling forward again.
Samris hits harder in his sleep. This guy is scum but at least he stopped trying to actually hurt me.
Jiran glanced at the sky, his brows drawing down in confusion.
What’s with the clouds? None of them look anywhere near bursting. Wait, are they even moving? They look so… fake.
They steadily advanced along a well-worn trail through hilly terrain. Jiran was kicked in the back two more times before he increased his pace, or the jackass slaver got bored of hitting him randomly. He kept his eyes lowered, allowing his rage to simmer into his mana where it maintained a strong connection to keep the collar from claiming what was his. An hour later showed the clouds no closer to being ready to unleash a wave of wild density.
They haven’t moved at all. Something is seriously wrong with the sky here. I only need a little mana! Maybe if I ask real nice they’ll give me some food.
He chuckled at the ridiculous thought, knowing the only thing they were interested in giving him was the collar around his neck.
The collar! If this thing can absorb mana, does that mean it holds mana, or does it just release it?
Jiran created a Coating between his skin and the collar. The moment his mana touched the cool metal, he could feel it fighting to drain the energy. With unrelenting resolve, he maintained the emotional bridge to his mana, refusing to allow the collar a single drop.
You want to suck on something? Suck on this!
Mana Siphon!
Like two opposite magnets repulsing from each other, his technique failed to penetrate into the stubborn metal.


Mana Siphon: + 1


I don’t have a clear mental image. The last time I used this was on Niya after I already put enough of my mana inside her to get a good look around. I need to see inside.
Jiran extended a sliver of his mana and wormed it into the collar one millimeter at a time before it stopped abruptly. The metal resisted him mightily as it created a feedback loop of static that exploded into his brain, causing an instant headache. Through grit teeth, he pushed as hard as he could but it felt like a physical barrier prevented his mana from penetrating any deeper. With a pained groan, he pressed on. Dual mind spun up to assist him and a flash of Restoration kept the headache at bay so he could concentrate.
Focused as he was, Jiran stumbled on a rock, causing the collar to shift on his neck and drive his spike of mana into it like a nail. A world of information opened up to him the moment his mana was finally inside. His coating had pierced a filmy, oil-like layer. Just beyond it, mana flowed through the metal within a dozen circular grooves that wound through it like a race track. The mana was packed into minute honeycomb fissures full of some kind of dust that adhered to the metal, reinforcing the entire structure.
So cool! It’s like a battery cell except the more mana inside, the stronger the metal becomes and the more pull on any mana it comes into contact with.
Jiran formed an image of draining the mana from only the circular grooves, not wanting to drain the reinforcing honeycombs which might break the collar. With a clearer image and a direct connection, the mana within the collar flowed smoothly into Jiran’s chest.


Mana Siphon: + 4


“Think this one will play nice with the others?” The second slaver asked Clift.
“I hope he doesn't! We can’t touch them, but it would be fun to watch if he did.”
Them? They have more slaves?
“Oh, I know! Let's make them fight over the food, the winner gets to eat.” Clift’s braying laughter rang through the air.
That’s not good. How many people have they captured? I don’t think we are very far from Feylon. What if they took someone I know? I have to find out. I guess I’ll be holding off on kicking their asses until I know where they’re keeping these ‘others.’
Hmm, do I really want to risk waltzing right into their hideout? What if there’s someone a lot stronger than them? It would be weird if there was. A tier five outside of the army is incredibly rare. Or so I’ve been told. It’s possible though. What are my other options?
If I escape to get help from Lenton and Samris, would we ever find them again? What kind of life would I be consigning those people to if I failed to at least find out where they are? Do I even want to help people I don’t know?
Jiran kept his pace up to avoid more abuse while he struggled internally with what the best course of action was.
At least my mana is full again, and with a battery around my neck, these idiots are so screwed when I decide what to do.


Oliviala Le’Cruex



Olive stood within a narrow valley tucked between two massive mountains. The wind blew so fiercely, her tier one body would have had no chance on its own. Only with her father’s aura supporting her was she able to remain on the ground within the raging tempest.
“Wind is an element of duality. It is both destructive and freeing. When I was a child, this valley was a mountain as tall as its brothers. Nothing more than wind has reduced it to the whimpering fissure you see now. Yet the wind sets us free. It lifts us into the heavens and brings with it the scents of the seasons; it is both gentle and powerful.”
Suddenly he was gone and Olive was left alone within the raging gusts. She clung desperately to a rock. Her feet were lifted into the air and she screamed. She clung to her last bastion of survival until her arms grew tired and her fingers lost their purchase. Just as the wind tore her into the air, her father returned.
Olive’s eyes snapped open and she gasped. The memory, as always, brought her heart to a gallop.
I think that’s enough of the past for one day.
She noticed that both Cameron and Dommell wore frowns on their faces as they stared solemnly at the ground.
They’re bored. Oh, I know!
“Let’s play a game!” She packed as much enthusiasm as she could into her words.
“Why?” Came Dommell’s surly response.
“Because, you’re both far too glum. You must realize my father will be here soon. It’s simply not possible for them to keep us hidden from him much longer. No matter what that monster said.”
“He’ll probably just leave me in here after rescuing the two of you,” Dommell spat on the ground.
“That’s preposterous, Dommell. There is no way Father would leave you behind. Now come over here, I know just the thing to cheer us up.”
“Fine,” He said with a tsk.
“Hey, something’s happening,” Cameron whispered.
She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, not desiring to experience the pain of turning her head. Two men were walking toward their cage pushing a boy before them. She immediately recognized the bandit who purposefully sloshed their precious gruel onto the ground the other night. The other man looked no less intimidating with the cold, vicious glint in his eyes.
“Who is that? Look at his neck, that’s a mana-draining collar.” Cameron noted. 
“I’d rather have that and be able to walk around than be stuck in this cage. He’s so lucky.”
“Dommell! That’s quite rude, even for you.”
Olive heard Dommell mumble something incoherent after her criticism. Not interested in arguing with him further, she inspected the boy who looked about their age.
Tier two by the way he moves. Strangely calm for a commoner about to be thrown into a mana-cage. Shouldn’t he be thrashing about in a panic seeing the fate that awaits him? I certainly had a hard time keeping it together and I’ve been trained for seasons on maintaining my dignity. Yet he’s more calm than I feel right this second knowing my rescue is imminent. His clothes certainly don't look like they belong to a noble. What does he know?
The man with the vicious glint in his eyes ran off to the north, leaving the cruel one to watch over the collared boy. “Is this it?” The boy spoke with a curled lip, clearly unimpressed by their cage. After speaking in that bored tone, he stopped walking and turned to face the vile slaver.
“Keep your fucking mouth shut, Slave!” The man lashed out in a blur that Olive could barely follow. She gasped as she heard the crack of knuckles meeting skin. The strike to his face lifted the poor boy’s body and he sailed several meters through the air to land within arms-reach of her prison.
No! That bastard is two tiers above him. Is he still alive?
With wide eyes, she frantically searched for a sign he had survived the terrible blow. The last thing she expected to see was the boy looking back at his captor with a grin splitting his face.
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LIES BETRAYALS AND TRUTHS


Jiran grinned at Clift as he dropped the  Coating that covered his cheek. Without taking his eyes from the cruel slaver, Jiran spoke to the kids in the cage. “How many bandits and what tiers?”
“He isn’t even bleeding?” Clift stood thunderstruck as he looked between his hand and Jiran’s face.
“Uh, what?” The big kid in the cage asked, sounding more unsure of the situation than the slaver staring at his hand.
Oh c'mon, please tell me you’re not the big dumb type. We don’t have time for ridiculous stereotypes!
“How many bandits are there in this village and what tiers are they? Quickly.” Jiran would have glowered at the oaf but he couldn’t afford to look away from Clift, the man was simply too fast and could decide to make his move any second.
A clear, confident voice that sounded like honey in his ears spoke through the blue bars. “Perhaps thirty villagers. I’ve seen twelve bandits at tier three. The two you came with are the only tier fours I’ve seen. Their leader is tier six and incredibly unstable. I suggest you stop whatever you are thinking as he will certainly kill you.”
Crap, a tier six is way too much for me. The others I should be able to deal with easily enough. We need to get out of here before he shows up. These kids aren't even from Feylon, do I really want to keep risking my life for them? I could just run and get Lenton…
The moment he had the thought, a spike of disgust bloomed in the pit of his stomach.
I might not feel the need to save everyone out there but if someone is in front of me and needs help, no way I’m going to just walk away without even trying.
A malicious smile suddenly bloomed on Clift’s face. His eyes slowly moved toward Jiran, his stained teeth flashing as he licked his lips. “This means I can hit you a lot harder without worrying about damaging the goods. Today just became so wonderful.”
I need him closer, if I miss even once he’ll learn how strong my attacks are and might run to get their boss. No lightning or gas either. The kids in the cage might get hurt.
Jiran’s mana thrummed as he spread it through his body, condensing as much as he could into his hands. “Well, what are you waiting for? Scared of a kid?” Jiran goaded. He heard the sounds of sharply drawn breaths from the cage. He narrowed in on Clift, peripheral vision dimming as the dangerous man before him became his sole focus.
The kick came in a blur of movement that Jiran barely blocked with an application of Forcing and Coating. He slid across the square before slamming through a wooden beam that propped up the stage. The entire structure groaned precariously but stood strong despite the snapped wooden beam.
Restoration!
Ninety-five percent left. One more taunt and I bet he rushes straight at me. No. No bets. No chances. One sure strike. I can’t mess this up.
“Weak. Is that why you're not in the army? Too weak and scared to fight a kid?” Jiran released a bark of laughter as he dusted himself off. Clift moved so quickly that it looked like he vanished before appearing behind Jiran. He grunted from the effort of his punch which sent Jiran hurtling through the air back toward the cage.
Once more, his coating stopped the attack. Not being able to see the direction of the blow, Jiran had been forced to use a much larger coating which drained more mana.
Restoration!
Eighty-Five percent. C'mon, freaking grab me, you bastard!
“Is that it? I hit your mom harder than that last night.” Jiran saw the rage ignite within the man as he slowly stalked toward him. He couldn’t help the smirk that lifted his lips before giving the man a final push. “And she liked it.”
Clift vanished again and a hand far stronger than Jiran grabbed his hair, lifting him into the air. Clift’s face was centimeters away, his rancid breath washed over his face, the moistness of it clinging to his skin. “You’re dead now, you little gelkshite. Merchandise be damned, nobody talks about my Mum that way.”
Finally!
Jiran screamed in faux agony as his flailing arms clutched at Clift’s wrist. Once he had both hands on the man, he immediately stopped screaming and stared him straight in the eyes.
True Origin of Ice!
Forty percent of Jiran’s mana flooded through his arms and into the man. Clift threw his head back and screamed as the air a meter around him froze solid, trapping all but his head and outstretched hand in a prison of glacial ice. Jiran broke free from his grasp, taking two of the man's frozen fingers with him. Frost crept up Clift’s neck and covered his face as his lips began to chatter. 
Clift’s skin turned blue as his breathing became shallow. In a bout of pure panic, he tried to spasm his body to escape. He threw all his strength and mana into his attempt but the bitter ice only creaked in response.
“Y-You just m-m-m-made a big m-mistake, kid,” The threat that passed through his blue lips was made moot by the chattering of his teeth. “I don’t know w-what kind of talisman you u-used but I’m going to find one just like it and s-shove it down your throat while I watch you f-freeze from the inside out. Then I’ll fucking k-kill you and find your f-family and feed them your r-rotting corpse!” Icey fog leaked from his mouth and frozen spittle steamed in the warm air as it fell to the ground.
He’s serious, this guy isn’t going to stop trying to kill me, no matter what. Yeah, no way I’m going to leave some psychopath around to cause me trouble later.
Jiran shook his head as he placed his hand on Clift’s forehead. A single percent of his mana flowed into the man’s brain, freezing it solid and ending his misery. Jiran fell back a step as the light left the man’s eyes. A thudding in his chest was an immediate reminder that he was alive and the human he just murdered no longer was.
I… Just killed someone. He barely hurt me, only kicked me around a little. Did I… really do the right thing?
Crimson density flowed out of the Clift’s frosted, blue hand like water draining from a faucet. It crossed the short space between them and flowed into Jiran’s muscles with its typical, euphoric frenzy. He clamped his mouth shut with a moan while doing his best to convince himself that it didn’t feel amazing.
Killing someone should feel awful. This damn density is so twisted.
Jiran stood on legs shaky with adrenalin as the drug-like sensations ran their course. As it faded, he saw the kids from the corner of his eye, their presence brought instant peace to his turmoil.
I did the right thing. That was no man. It was a bandit, a kidnapper, a slaver. There’s not a village in the empire that would take in someone like that. Kill on sight, no trial. That’s the empire I live in, the empire I want to protect.
Notifications were flashing behind his eyelids but he paid them no mind, there were far more important things to do and Jiran could feel his time to act was running short. He pressed the collar into his neck which forced his needle of Coating through the tough membrane.
Mana Siphon!
He pulled hard on the mana within and before he was full, the collar turned black and crumbled into dust.
Oops. I was hoping to save that for more testing. I thought pulling too much might damage it, I had no idea it would completely disintegrate.
He turned to face the captive children, ready to help them escape. Three slack-jawed faces stared back at him with eyes so wide he could see the whites around their pupils. Ignoring their looks, he reached for the door and grasped the lock in his hand, “Are there any more slaves or is it just you three?” 
“Slaves? We aren't slaves!” The boy with wild, black hair recovered from his shock as his face contorted into a scowl. He was so loud that all four of them flinched before looking around to see if the noise had drawn any attention.
“Okay? Does it matter what you call yourselves right now? We don’t have a lot of time.”
“There is only us, as far as I’m aware. Though, we aren’t going anywhere.” The girl’s smooth voice full of authority while she unilaterally decided their fates. She moved to sit up fully, cringing from the effort. The big blonde boy with a scar down his face moved to help her. “Thank you, Cameron.”
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Jiran was so shocked by her words that he nearly dropped the lock. The shaping of acid he was about to use to melt the metal faltering before it seeped out of his skin. His face contorted and he looked into her ice-blue eyes. Annoyance died before he spoke as he got his first good look at the dirty girl.
During Jiran’s pause, The black-haired boy spoke with frustration and a hint of pleading. “What?! You can’t be serious, Olive. This might be our best chance to escape!”
“We swore we wouldn’t cause any trouble and that includes attempting to escape. So we are going to stay right here.” She narrowed her eyes, daring him to disagree.
I feel sorry for whatever poor sap ends up with such a bossy girl. At least have a conversation about it before you decide for everyone else. If they really aren’t leaving, what should I do?
Cameron sighed before he plopped down to the dirt next to her.
“That’s irrelevant! The word of a hired killer is meaningless and therefore any promises spoken to one are meaningless. All we need is the key on that rogue and we can get out of here right now. You heard what he said, if we can just get a little ways from here, then they’ll find us!”
“We don’t need the key, I can have this open in a few seconds. Are you really not coming with me?”
“We appreciate the offer, but we are going to be just fine. However, if you have something to eat and drink that would be wonderful.”
She turned away from Jiran and scrunched her brows at the exuberant, black-haired boy before she laid into him with a demeaning tone. “Dommell, you swore as well. You saw how that madman treats people who lie to him. If you leave this cage, you will certainly die.”
I risk my life coming in here to help them and all she wants is a cup of water? Yeah, how about no. I’ll go get Lenton and Samris. They can deal with this mess.
She turned back to Jiran, at least adjusting her tone before addressing him again, “Please, tell my Father—"
Jiran raised his hand and cut her off, “I’m going to stop you right there. If you don’t have any intention of escaping, then I’m leaving.” Her eyes bulged as he spun around to leave.
A haunting laughter suddenly split the air and Jiran’s foresight went haywire. He stopped in his tracks and frantically searched for the threat. He spotted a dark man wearing pitch-black armor hovering several dozen meters in the air. The second tier four hung helplessly by a hand clasped around the back of his neck. The disturbing cackles coming from the man in black continued as he wiped away a single tear.
“This is too rich! Not one, not two, but three betrayals in a single day. Who knows how many people I’ll get to kill before I regain my calm after such a marvelous experience. How many do you think, Scalp? Twenty? Thirty?” The tier four was released to fall gracefully to the ground.
“All of them?” Scalp’s hesitant voice was accompanied by sweat dripping from his brow.
“No-no-no, not them you black-hearted torpic. Only one of them is expendable. Well, two if you count the interloper,” Jiran took an instinctive step back as a wave of pressure, laced with deadly intent, assaulted him.
“That’s some impressive channeling you did on Clip, or was it Crilip? Doesn’t matter! What’s important is that you’ve impressed me,” Waves of force smashed into Jiran, forcing him to his knees as the man clapped three times, pausing between each. ”Not only did you survive against my daughters but you even killed a bonafide henchman of the vaunted Silence. If you’re a good little boy and tell me who sent you, I’ll only cut off your legs and watch you bleed to death.” He flashed Jiran a brilliant smile.
Foresight began ringing in his neck like church bells as sweat prickled his back.
He wants to know who sent me? Do I name-drop Lenton? Though Lenton didn’t actually send me here. The girl said something about what he does to liars. Do I really want to risk lying to this maniac?
“Nobody sent me. It’s true my mentor pointed me in the direction of a beast to hunt but I fell into a tunnel and ended up finding my way to that mine completely by accident.”
“This day is truly wondrous!” The man threw his arms in the air, his face tilted back as his voice shook the ground, “Lies, truths, deceit, betrayal, and now more truth. Who would have thought my righteous deeds would bring an adorable little paragon of honesty to my front door?” Jiran’s throat was dry as a desert yet he had to fight the irresistible urge to swallow. The man’s maniacal gaze fell on him again, more intense than before. 
After a flamboyant bow, he continued. “Fear not, my virtuous child. I am known to my friends as Markhiss the Diviner and your life is secure here with such naked integrity upon your sleeve. We will have so many wonderful conversations, you and I. None will ever interrupt us. For not even the emperors can find you behind the obfuscation that protects this place,” A wicked grin and a wink were directed at the captives in the cage as he watched the hope bleed out of their eyes.
Is that why Lenton hasn’t found me? There’s some kind of barrier covering the village? That explains the clouds too. Double crap.
“What to do with you, what to do indeed. You’ve provided me so much entertainment. Perhaps there is a bit more in store? Scalp, throw him in with the others. As for the liar, the cheat, the noble who proved himself to be exactly as his birth demands. A noose, I do believe, is the only cure.” Jiran saw out of the corner of his eye as Dommell fell to his knees, his mouth hanging open and terror clouding his eyes.
“No,” Jiran mumbled with a shake of his head. The pressure weighing him down caused the movements to be barely perceptible.
Scalp cracked his knuckles as he advanced on the cage with a twinkle in his eyes. Time bloated into a convoluted concept for Jiran as adrenaline pumped through his brain and the twitching in his neck took on an electric intensity. He forced his head away from Dommell to Scalp, then at the two torn-up bodies swinging from the nearby gallows. He tracked back, teeth clenched from the effort, to Dommell, whose head was hung in defeat as his tears soaked into the dusty ground.
You think I’ll kneel here and watch a kid be hung right in front of me?!
“No!” A powerful Forcing brought Jiran back to his feet. His jaw ached as he growled deep in his throat. Scalp took step after step, his smirk a twist of his lips that promised pain. When he was only two meters away from Jiran and the front of the cage, foresight went silent.
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WHAT IS YOUR TRUTH?


My foresight stopped warning me. I’m safe here… he said I’m safe here! 
“Did you really mean what you said?” Jiran directed his question at Markhiss who still hovered in the air as if he were standing on solid ground.
Markhiss held his sides as he burst into laughter. He took great heaving breaths attempting to calm his guffaws. Scalp immediately stopped advancing on Jiran as his demented boss spoke. “Me? You’re questioning my honesty?!” Markhiss burst into giggles the moment the words passed his lips.
Just answer the damn question, you crazy weirdo.
Markhiss sobered instantly and his voice turned to steel. “I always mean what I say, unlike our betters,” He spat the word while looking straight at Dommell. “So long as you do not disobey me, I… will not harm you.” Markhiss nodded at Scalp, the twinkle in his eyes returned as he took another step toward Jiran.
“Great! Thank you,” Jiran sighed and stretched his neck. It was Jiran’s turn to grin which caused the hardened bandit to hesitate. 
Jiran shot him a wink and fury replaced caution as Scalp showed his teeth with a feral growl. “You stupid brat! Do you really think you can activate a talisman in time when I’m this close to you?”
“What are these talismans you guys keep talking about?”
“Quit your bluffing! Hand it over, now!”
Jiran maintained his calm, his smile never wavering as he drilled into the bandit with his eyes.
Now that I don’t need to worry about attracting their boss, I don’t need to hold back. He’s insane, practically wild already, but with foresight no longer acting up I believe him. Now, I only have two things to worry about.
With an exhalation of effort, Scalp’s chest began to glow red before his mana was rapidly transferred down his arms. They ignited in a bright orange flame that licked across his fists with threatening pops and crackles. “Maybe you’ll sing once I burn off one of your legs,” He opened and closed his fingers in quick, grabbing motions. “Last warning, give me the talismans or you’ll spend the next year screaming for mercy.”
Jiran cast a single glance up at Markhiss who was watching him with burning intensity while licking his lips.
Creepy. Fine, if he wants a show, I’ll give him a show. 
Jiran spread his arms wide, speaking loudly enough that anyone nearby would hear. "I'll tell you what. If you can burn even a single hair on my head without moving from that spot, I'll give you everything I have." 
“Yes-yes-yes show me your truth!” Markhiss’s insane laughter split the air again but Jiran and Scalp only had eyes for each other.
Jiran slowly took several steps so the cage was no longer behind him while he spread his palms away from his sides.
"Burn a single hair? I'll melt your fucking face and when you’re a husk of sizzling meat, I’ll take whatever I want!" Scalp pointed at Jiran and screamed.
“Infernal Spark of Destruction!”
What kind of stupid name for a technique is that?!


Oliviala Le’Cruex



Olive couldn’t breathe as a wall of fire rushed toward the suicidal fool.
Obviously, saying he would aim for his head was a ruse. As if a high tier talisman would be destroyed by some tier four flames.
A gasp was pulled from her lungs as the flames consumed the boy. He didn’t move a muscle, standing perfectly still and relaxed with his palms out in surrender. The fire washed all around him but instead of reaching him and instantly taking his life, it hit an amorphous barrier that stopped its progress a meter from his skin.
WHAT?!
Her mouth fell open as he didn’t even appear to struggle against his superior foe’s cyclone of radiant flames. Her eyes tracked upward as the enduring gout of fire was being sucked several meters into the air where it sputtered and died. Olive frantically searched for whoever was helping the boy, hoping to find a familiar ally but she found nothing besides a tower of dying embers. Movement snapped her vision back to the boy as he raised his palms toward the bandit.
He can’t see through his own flames!
The boy’s hands began to crackle with lightning. Arcs of blue energy danced across his fingers and up his forearms in a beautiful display of control that she knew could not belong to someone below the fifth tier. She could smell the ozone in the air as his channeling became eager for release.
I… don’t see any channels activating? That much power without channeling is impossible! How is he doing that? Is he actually the same tier as me? I thought he was faking it…
Suddenly, he turned and looked right at her with glowing green eyes that caused shivers to race up her spine. “You three might want to cover your ears.”
Cameron moved before his words even registered through her shock. He dove behind her, his own hands clamping over her ears, blocking out the sounds of flames and crackling lightning. Two snakes of electricity as thick as her legs leaped from his outstretched arms just before a flash of light blinded her. A thunderous clap of force blasted her into Cameron and her head rang like a struck bell. They fell backward in a heap, every muscle in her body screaming in protest at the harsh treatment.
She couldn’t see beyond the blinding white light. She couldn't hear, and then even the ringing faded. An overwhelming pressure built within her lungs that squeezed until everything grew fuzzy and dark. Only a single thought echoed through her mind before she slipped into unconsciousness.
He didn’t use a talisman.


Jiran of Feylon



Flooding the area with nitrogen to push up all the oxygen actually worked! That fire didn’t get anywhere near me. Only forty percent mana left after that lightning. Hopefully, that was enough to finish him. I’m going to need every scrap of mana for what comes next.
The last of the embers died, allowing Jiran to get a good look at Scalp for the first time since his fire had blinded them both. The man shook his head while he blinked repeatedly. Through two gaping holes in his armor, blackened patches of boiled skin dripped blood down his chest and onto the ground.
Scalp’s wide-brimmed hat had been blown off in the shockwave and his blackened hair stood straight up. Jiran’s next attack was already on its way before Scalp could recover.
A low kick whipped through the air powered by Forcing. It flew toward Scalp at blinding speed, a bubble of Coating already full from Gas Manipulation detached at its apex. The gas shot through the air, followed immediately by a small gust of True Origin of Fire.
Just before Jiran’s attack landed, the man regained his senses and immediately threw a punch with all the speed and ferocity of a fourth tier warrior. Jiran didn’t see if his attack landed as a fist connected with his face just as the explosion went off.
He heard screaming as he flew through the air. The noise was instantly cut off as his head smashed into something hard. Stars blossomed as white waving lights danced in his vision. He vaguely understood that someone nearby was falling. When he felt his face collide with soft dirt, he realized who it was. His empty stomach was roiling. Had he eaten anything all day, it would have come up immediately.
What… happened? Need… heal.
“Restoration,” Through an aching jaw, he let out a barely mumbled word. Unable to form the proper image and intent to go with it, his mana was robbed at an unprecedented rate. The feeling of being rapidly drained and the fog in his mind suddenly clearing, elicited a gasp like he was coming up for air after a long dive.
Only thirty percent left? Damn, tier fours are so fast. I should have put more into that lightning, I ended up wasting so much more mana and could have died.
Choking gasps helped Jiran locate Scalp. The man was spinning in a full-blown panic. He beat his chest while sticky flames clung to him, devouring his body. Each scream was shorter than the last as the fire raging within his lungs destroyed vital flesh. The tier four’s tough skin took long seconds to blacken and crack apart. Oozing blood that popped as it charred, filling the air with an acrid, coppery smell.
Jiran watched it all with wide eyes as morbid curiosity overwhelmed his desire to look away. Slowly, the man burned alive until eventually, he fell to the ground, finally still. A red blob separated from the corpse and shot into Jiran who bucked under the energies tender mercies.
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It’s not over yet. There’s still the main issue to deal with.
Jiran stood as his eyes tracked upward until he located the insane murderer who was watching his every move with intense interest.
Not laughing anymore, huh?
“Amazing! Stupendous! What are you going to do next?”  Markhiss’s body was subtly vibrating and the hunger in his eyes sent goosebumps up Jiran’s spine. “I can’t wait to see. Tell me, I have to know. What do you want? What is your truth? Say it, speak it to me NOW!” The word reverberated through the air so loud and deep that the ground beneath Jiran’s feet shook. A building nearby collapsed, sending a plume of dust into the air. Jiran felt his knees giving out and grasped onto the metal cage for balance.
He wants to know… my truth? What is my truth?
A small smile spread as Jiran met his eyes. “My truth is to know the truth!” His words held no lies and Markhiss heard them for what they were. He wrapped his arms around himself and crooned.
Jiran continued, using the insane man’s instability as an opportunity to creep closer to his goal, “My truth is the secrets of mana, density, and Madra. I’ll never stop until I know and see everything,” Jiran smashed his hand into the metal cage for emphasis. The membrane was penetrated and Jiran felt the mana within calling to him with a sweet, siren’s song. He reached for it, pulling it into himself with a voracious hunger that would not be sated.
“Mana Siphon!” He growled.
Mana far thicker and heavier than his own flowed through his body and out his raised hand. He struggled for control as a combination of True Origin of Wind and Gas Manipulation flooded the air with enough hydrogen and oxygen to easily destroy the entire village. The winds carried the gases high into the air as Jiran fought with the potent mana that demanded release.
“True Origin of Fire!“
Blue flames erupted a hundred meters into the air. Jiran screamed as the mana trapped within the cage sensed freedom through the conduits of his body. It tore through him shredding soft flesh that was never meant to constrain such concentrated energy.
The mana no longer listened as it ripped through him and out of his hand, sending more and more gas into the air. The torrential movement of air caused by the massive fire pulled his body from the ground and only his desperate grip on the metal bars kept him from being swept away.
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He felt something building up within him. It was mana, but unlike any he had experienced before. It rebelled, refusing to follow the flow out of his palm like the rest. Unwilling to be converted into gas or fire. It built inside of him until he felt like his body would explode from the pressure. He opened his mouth to scream but no sound came out.
The mana found its release through his open mouth. It exploded outward in a shower of sparks that hissed in the air. The sparks soon dissolved into a fine dust that settled over the four children before sinking into their skin. As the last of it left his mouth, the cage’s reserves were spent and the entire structure disintegrated.
Jiran immediately collapsed onto his back, looking up at the last of the blue flames that danced in the air. Even through bleary eyes and with a half-functional brain, he instantly spotted Markhiss. The man was completely unscathed as he remained floating above them. He bit his lip until it bled then licked at it with a feral grin. That look was far more terrifying to Jiran than the fact he had easily survived the raging inferno.
I guess tier six isn’t a bridge that can so easily be crossed. Why is he looking at me like that? What does he want? Can we just have a nice, normal, evil monologue without all the creepy perversion, please? It’s a simple enough script. Maybe if I start it, he’ll pick up the rest and stop being so weird.
Jiran opened his mouth to speak but only a dry cough came out.
Dammit. Fine, I'll do it all myself.
Jiran’s addled brain paradied Markhiss’s voice, ‘Your attack didn’t hurt me at all, foolish child. Now, I’ll grind your bones to dust!’
‘Hah, that’s what you think, foul villain. I wasn’t aiming for you at all!’
Jiran smiled, feeling his consciousness fading as the sky began to crack with the sounds of shattering glass. Broken shards of reality fell from the heavens as the barrier hiding the village fell all around a wide-eyed Markhiss. The world began to vibrate as energies beyond Jiran’s understanding rippled over the village like a mountain thrown into a lake.
Markhiss took one last look at Jiran before slamming a fist into his chest and vanishing. Jiran barely had time to register his absence before a regal mountain of a man, easily three meters tall, and made entirely of bulging muscles replaced him.
An instinctive dread filled Jiran the moment his eyes landed on the flying disaster. The gap between their existence was so vast that every cell in his body screamed in desperation to flee. His skin pulled taut and his muscles spasmed even as terror froze his heart and tears streamed down his cheeks. Nothing would ever be more important than staying as far away from this… thing as possible.
Beneath a golden crown, gray-blue eyes pinned Jiran to the ground. As they washed over his prone form, Jiran felt like every one of his secrets was laid bare for the whole world to see. Suddenly, the man was on the ground beside them. The air around him shifted continuously, tiny black holes appeared and then vanished, causing light to bend in strange turbulent patterns.
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He stood between Jiran and the unconscious kids for a moment before he bent over and gently wiped a lock of blond hair from the girl's forehead.
He’s not here for me? Thank every god in the cosmos he’s not here for me.
Lenton chose that moment to walk out of a ripple in the air. He knelt before the towering monster with a small smile. “My Emperor. It has been far too long. I see you’ve met my wayward disciple,” An arm swept low toward Jiran.
As the emperor turned to face Lenton, the old man gave Jiran a wink. “Excellent job, Jiran. Why don’t you take a nap while the adults speak, hm?” And with a snap of his fingers, Jiran knew no more.
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