
The� bas� was 3 stori�s tall, mayb� 10 m�t�rs squar�, with m�rlons rising around th� top lik� squar� 

t��th. A f�w diffe�r�nt scanning tow�rs ros� h�r� and th�r� upon that roof, all of th�m cov�r�d in glass 

and ston� to mak� th�m hard�r to d�stroy. Basic gun turr�ts, that w�r� mor� lik� rock sling�rs, h�ld on 

th� �dg�s of th� tow�r, all of th�m with cl�ar lin�s of sight to ground, to th� kill zon�s that Eliot had s�t 

up in th� dry moat that surround�d th� plac�. Ev�ry squar� foot of spac� out th�r� had tall, sharp 

pyramids of ston�, for 10 m�t�rs in �v�ry dir�ction.

“Why pyramids?” Mark ask�d. “Why not spik�s?”

Eliot said, “B�caus� goblins will br�ak ston� spik�s with a hamm�r, or just kick th�m ov�r, thus 

r�moving th� purpos� of th� trap zon�, which is to k��p th�m slow and injur� th�m. The� pyramids ar� 

2/3rd’s as tall as th�y ar�, so th�y’r� a good hindranc�, and p�opl� only do spik�s wh�n th�y hav� no 

tim� or ability to mak� r�al d�f�ns�s. I hav� th� tim� and th� ability to mak� r�al d�f�ns�s.”

Isoko ask�d, “The�y’ll just sacrificc� comrad�s to mak� a bridg�, right? And that’s PL0 ston�. The�y won’t 

giv� a shit about it?”

Mark said, “I can mak� th�m giv� a shit about it?”

Eliot br�ath�d in, and said, “All tru�.”

David just watch�d.

The� north and south tow�rs that abutte�d th� main tow�r �ach had las�r turr�ts that could blind and 

disori�nt th� goblins. The�y w�r� pr�ttey basic, though. Nothing sp�cial.

“I hav� no r�al pow�r sourc�s, �ith�r, so I can’t do mor� than blind th�m with som� automatic targ�ting 

softwar�,” Eliot said. “Not much mor� than that, anyway.”

“The�y’ll r�cov�r fast, sinc� it’s just light?” Isoko ask�d.



“Ultraviol�t light, so it will burn out th�ir �y�s whil� k��ping th�ir �y�s dilat�d with th� dark,” Eliot said,

“If I could support a lot of thos�, I would. The�y hav� good track r�cords against monst�rs in th� dark that

can’t s�� ultraviol�t. Goblins can s�� ultraviol�t, but not v�ry good. Basic spotlights will also b� us�d to 

disori�nt.”

Eliot had tak�n down th� bridg�s l�ading to th� c�ntral tow�r, as w�ll as part of th� wall that l�d to th� 

south, l�aving th� north�rn sid�s cov�r�d by th� tr��. P�rhaps th� tr�� would not lik� th� goblins g�tteing 

clos�? And b� a good kill�r in that dir�ction? Hard to know!

And h�r�, in th� tow�r, in th� c�nt�r of Eliot’s d�f�ns�s, was a d�tail�d holomap rising from th� ston�, in

full color, with blu� dots �v�rywh�r�. Theos� blu� dots w�r� goblins.

Mark could not f��l �v�rything out th�r� through Union. Not y�t.

But h� could c�rtainly conn�ct to stuffe h� could not s��. To th� w��ds and small tr��s growing in th� 

buildings all around, th� monst�r tr�� ov�r th�r�, th� monst�r ficsh in th� crat�r lak� in th� oth�r 

dir�ction, and �v�n th� goblins hiding out in th� n�arby buildings. H� didn’t hav� th� rang� to g�t many 

of th�m, for th�r� w�r� hundr�ds out th�r� and th�y w�r� staying back, but h� was abl� to r�ach out and 

touch som� of th�m, now that h� could t�ll wh�r� th�y w�r�.

H� kn�w h� miss�d som�.

H� couldn’t t�ll wh�r� things w�r� out th�r�. Not y�t.

Mark look�d at a n�arby clump of 120-ish blu� dots, and th�n at th� oth�r clumps out th�r�. “The�y’r� 

planning how th�y’r� going to atteack, ar�n’t th�y.”

Isoko was qui�t. Sh� look�d frustrat�d. All sh� had was h�rs�lf and h�r Platinum Body; it was bar�ly any

us� at all against th� goblins. Sh�’d still b� upstairs throwing rocks. B�tw��n h�r and Eliot, th�y had 

d�cid�d that sh� was not going to b� throwing st��l, b�caus� th�y n��d�d that st��l, and th�y didn’t 

want th� goblins to hav� it, to us� it against th�m.



Eliot was conc�ntrating on making pow�r sourc�s for his various �l�ctronics. Batte�ri�s cam� tog�th�r 

b�low, in thick stacks, b�yond a pan� of thick glass that allow�d Eliot to look and focus on what h� was 

doing. H� was up to batte�ry tow�r #4 now. The� oth�r 3 tow�rs w�r� all lit with lights, alongsid� a 

comput�r bank that would run th� automat�d d�f�ns� syst�ms.

David said, “The�y’r� doing mor� than planning how to atteack. The�y’r� also organizing th�ms�lv�s into 

trib�s. Theis happ�ns wh�n th� goblins g�t advanc�d. Looks lik� w� hav� at l�ast 4 or 5 goblin l�ad�rs 

now. On� of th�m is th� corrupt�r goblin.” David point�d at th� larg�st clump of goblins, far back from 

th� r�st, almost insid� th� toxic y�llow slim� ar�a of th� Vatican. “Probably that on�.” David continu�d, 

“The� goblins w�r� watching us for a whil�, probably using hiv� mind capabl� goblins to communicat� 

what th�y know about us to oth�r goblins. Not �v�rything, though. Goblins ar� monst�rs, but th�y’r� 

also a p�opl�. The�y will communicat� with �ach oth�r just �nough so that what th�y l�arn ficghting us is 

not lost, but th�y want th� Pow�rs that w� hav� for th�ms�lv�s. The�y want to b� th� on�s to g�t to us, 

now th�ir f�llow trib�sm�n.

“N�ar as I can t�ll, som� of th�m ar� hiv� mind capabl�, and high l�v�l bl�nding capabl�. Theos� two 

Mind Nudg� goblins that I kill�d lik�ly w�nt through th� Monst�r Tutorial. The�y had actual Pow�rs. 

The�r� might b� anoth�r 2 or 3 mind goblins with th� sam� sorts of Pow�rs, a bunch of Hiv� Mind 

goblins, th�n th�r�’s th� corrupt�r goblin at th� h�art of it all.

“How th�s� things usually go is that th� p�opl� in this situation h�r�, �v�n if th�y hav� d�f�ns�s lik� w� 

hav� h�r�, will b� tak�n by th� goblins. It’s just a matte�r of tim�.”

Sil�nc�.

Cont�mplation.

Mark said, “The�ir unwillingn�ss to t�ll th� oth�r trib�s our strat�gi�s is a w�akn�ss that w� can �xploit 

for a whil�, but not for�v�r. All of our tactics will �v�ntually g�t found out.”

David did not answ�r.

Isoko said, “Y�s, but w� still hav� mor� Pow�r p�r p�rson than th�m. W� only di� if w� g�t 

ov�rwh�lm�d.”



Eliot spok� up, “The�y’ll com� at us in wav�s, throwing 50% of th�ir forc�s at us whil� th� oth�r 50% go 

hunting monst�rs to mak� mor� of th�ir kind. Theos� that di� will t�ach thos� that surviv�, and 

�v�ntually th�y’ll commit to an atteack that th�y b�li�v� th�y will win.”

Isoko said, “Theat is th� r�ason that normal city d�f�ns� tactics ar� turr�ts on th� walls and roaming 

groups of monst�r hunt�rs out in th� wilds. So… w� n��d to funn�l th�m. The� spik�d ground is good. I 

n��d to b� out th�r� with a w�apon, and prot�ct�d by you, Mark, whil� I ficx probl�m spots in our 

d�f�ns�s and d�f�nd th� turr�ts.”

Down in th� m�l��?

Mark frown�d at that, but it was th� probabl� b�st way to do this. H� look�d at Isoko with his scann�r 

glass�s, as his h�art b�at with a Union of r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss. With a tap to th� butteon at th� sid� of

th� glass�s, th� scan chang�d from goblin r�cognition to human scanning. Isoko glitte�r�d with an outlin�

of a high ti�r 3 Body, and �v�rything �ls�. Mark focus�d mor�, and Isoko’s bas� scan glitte�r�d strong�r. 

High ti�r 3 b�cam� low ti�r 4.

Isoko stood a bit straight�r. Sh� look�d to Mark, and h�r Platinum Body practically shimm�r�d as it 

str�ngth�n�d, and sh� b�cam� high ti�r 4. Almost ti�r 5.

Mark ask�d, “How you f��l?”

Isoko said, “I know I can’t k��p this up for�v�r. Can you?”

“For a whil�, but not for�v�r. I n��d to constantly br�ath� in and out sust�nanc� and d�privation, too, 

oth�rwis� you’r� just going to faint of �xhaustion; w� all will. And you don’t hav� a good w�apon to go 

against th� goblins. St��l will b�nd.”

“I n��d to l�arn b�tte�r Tactil� T�l�kin�sis, anyway,” Isoko said, as sh� look�d to Eliot. “The� mac� is too 

hard to work. Too big. I n��d a sword. Thein and strong.”

Mark said, “You n��d a radio, too.”



“And a radio, too,” Isoko add�d.

Eliot craft�d a radio out of a h�ads�t and a n�w pair of scanning glass�s, as h� ask�d, “Katana, 

longsword, rapi�r?”

“Rapi�r, probably,” Isoko said, as sh� put on th� n�w scann�r/radio. “Can you do an �stoc? It’s th� sam� 

but a bit thick�r. And a buckl�r.”

“I know �stocs,” Eliot said, pulling out st��l from a hol� that l�d to th� ficrst flooor. Within s�v�ral s�conds,

h� had two thin swords, a b�lt, and a small, round shi�ld that could b� brac�d onto an arm. “Theat’s th� 

b�st I can do with normal st��l.”

Isoko strapp�d th� shi�ld on and start�d waving around th� sword, as sh� said, “Theanks.”

Eliot said, “I’ll mak� �xtra.”

Mark ask�d Isoko, “You want m� to l�av� th� goblins around you alon�? Or down th�m so you can 

stomp th�m and mov� on?”

Isoko said, “Stomping. I’m hoping to pok� brains and that’ll b� �nough to kill. Som� goblins can h�al 

wh�n th�y �at th� d�ad, but th� d�ad can’t h�al th�ms�lv�s at all, and that will hav� to b� �nough.”

Mark br�ath�d in, pr�paring to say som�thing h� r�ally didn’t want to say. “I’m gonna kill goblins 

through Union. Lola told m� a f�w diffe�r�nt ways, but I hav�n’t don� th�m y�t b�caus�…” Mark didn’t 

want to say that it scar�d him to kill with Union, that it scar�d him to tak� som�thing good and 

prot�ctiv� and that h� us�d to h�lp p�opl� all th� tim�, and to us� it as a w�apon. So h� didn’t talk about 

that. H� ask�d, “Wh�r� do you want m� to kill th�m?”

Isoko and Eliot w�r� sil�nt. The�y w�r� probably having similar thoughts… Or mayb� th�y w�r� thinking 

of som�thing compl�t�ly diffe�r�nt.

David just watch�d.



Isoko said, “The� straggl�rs. W� don’t want anyon� running and r�grouping— B�tte�r than that, th� hiv� 

minds. If you and Eliot can ficgur� out wh�r� th� hiv� mind goblins ar�, th�n kill th�m from afar.”

Mark nodd�d. “Okay. The�n…”

H� look�d to th� holographic display of th� n�ar�st 500 m�t�rs, and th� blu� dots circling and moving in.

A lot of th�m w�r� alr�ady within rang�, but Mark wasn’t conficd�nt h� could kill th�m from h�r� and h�

didn’t want to start th� atteack �arly. The� n�ar�st group was stopp�d about 30 m�t�rs outsid� of th� wall 

that surround�d th� tow�r. The�y w�r� insid� a building n�ar a road that l�d straight to th� tow�r walls.

The�y w�r� going to start.

Planning tim� was ov�r.

Mark said, “The�n I think w�'r� as r�ady as w� can b�.”

Eliot said, “I’m almost don� with batte�ry 6. I’v� us�d up most of our suppli�s, but I can r�pair th� �y�-

burning turr�ts a f�w tim�s. The� ston� sling�rs will mostly b� a d�t�rr�nt, and not much of on�. W�’r� 

s�t for pow�r and d�f�ns�… but wh�n th�y g�t h�r� I won’t b� abl� to chang� th� land out th�r� at all. 

Not aft�r th�y touch it. Anything th� goblins touch falls out of my ability to Manipulat�.”

Mark had an id�a. “Can you adjust this holo display to highlight which turr�ts upstairs ar� burning 

�y�s? I want to b� abl� to w�ak�n thos� goblins sp�cificcally, so you can actually burn th�m.”

Eliot frown�d as h� look�d at th� holo display. “… I think I can. Y�ah. Should b� abl� to. The� syst�ms ar� 

on automatic targ�ting, but I can f��d th� automation into th� display.”

Isoko ask�d, “How about sound mak�rs, too?”

Eliot laugh�d sudd�nly. “Y�ah. I can do dir�ct�d sound atteacks. I can’t b�li�v� I forgot about that…” H� 

lost his mirth. “I’m probably forg�tteing a lot.”



A qui�t cont�mplation ficll�d th� room, as Mark star�d at th� holo display, f��ling out th� world with 

Union, Eliot’s ficng�rs hov�r�d ov�r an invisibl� k�yboard, and Isoko h�ld h�r rapi�r tightly, as sh� pok�d 

th� ground. Mark glanc�d ov�r to s�� Isoko poking th� tip of th� sword into th� ston�, lik� slipping a 

knif� into hard-pack�d dirt, �xc�pt th� dirt crinkl�d and brok� into tiny ston� shards. It mad� a grinding 

sort of nois�. With a floick of h�r hand, sh� dr�w half of a lin� through th� ston�, but th�n th� rapi�r 

caught. The� st��l scrap�d and brok� offe at th� tip, and Isoko frown�d.

Sh� had b��n t�sting h�r TT, and it had fail�d som�wh�r� in th�r�.

Eliot r�ach�d out and sil�ntly ficx�d both th� ston� and th� rapi�r.

Isoko look�d frustrat�d that h�r atte�mpts at tactil� t�l�kin�sis w�r�… not gr�at. But sh� was r�ady for 

battel�.

David startl�d th�m as h� spok�, “My prof�ssional opinion is that this plan is going to work, until it 

do�sn’t. Wh�n that happ�ns I will r�scu� all of you and pull you out, away from this location, and th�n 

w� will b�gin a count�r assault, or flo��. Theat ficnal outcom� d�p�nds on your p�rsonal choic�s b�tw��n 

now and th�n.”

Isoko ask�d, “What do w� n��d to chang� to mak� this a stabl� plan?”

David said, “Theis is a l�arning �xp�ri�nc� and th� goblins ar� about r�ady to atteack. I’ll giv� you tips 

lat�r.”

Mark winc�d. The�y w�r� forg�tteing som�thing painfully obvious, w�r�n’t th�y.

What was it?

Funn�ling th� goblins? Ch�ck. The�r� was on� main path from th� south and th�y’d probably com� from 

th� north, just b�caus� th�y want�d to avoid th� main path. But that was by th� tr��. The� goblins w�r� 

avoiding th� tr��, though, b�caus� it was obviously a monst�r tr��.

Trap th� land? Ch�ck. The� ston� pyramid ground wouldn’t last for�v�r, but it would hind�r th�m.



Turr�ts? Ch�ck. The�y wouldn’t last for�v�r, �ith�r. The� las�rs could ficr� for�v�r, though, as long as th�y 

w�r�n’t targ�t�d by monst�rs, but Eliot had s�t up ablativ� glass �nclosur�s for th�m that would stop 

simpl� rock throws, and thos� could b� r�mov�d and r�plac�d by Isoko, or �v�n Mark if Isoko was busy.

W�apons? Ch�ck. As much as could b� ch�ck�d, anyway. Mark didn’t hav� mor� than a grain of 

adamantium insid� of his body, so h� couldn’t us� that against th� �n�mi�s, and �v�n if h� could h� 

wasn’t strong �nough to wi�ld it. H� n��d�d to b� practically ti�r 8 to pick up mor� than th� f�w grains 

of adamantium insid� his body, to us� th�m, and h� wasn’t anywh�r� n�ar that.

All th�y had was st��l and Isoko’s unr�aliz�d tactil� t�l�kin�sis—

Wait.

Mark f�lt a cold sw�at as h� thought about w�apons mad� of monst�r parts that had naturally high Body

ratings, and oth�rwis�. His adamantium was grown insid� his own blood and it was a fantastic magical 

w�apon. The�y us�d monst�r parts all th� tim� as w�apons ov�r on Daihoon, too!

Mark blurt�d out, “Should w� hav� grabb�d thos� wyv�rn bon�s to us� as w�apons?”

Isoko’s �y�s w�nt sup�r wid�—

Eliot said, “No. Monst�r parts mak� good w�apons ov�r on Daihoon, but on Earth th�y rapidly d�grad� 

du� to soul-l�aving th� body or som� shit lik� that. It’s a V�il-thing. W� similarly don’t hav� to worry 

about monst�rs making w�apons out of bon�s, or anything lik� that.” Eliot chuckl�d. “Gods. Could you 

imagin� if monst�r parts work�d lik� that ov�r h�r�?”

Mark had a surr�al mom�nt. “But—”

Eliot snapp�d, “W� don’t hav� to worry about that!”

Mark paus�d.

Isoko look�d at Eliot.



Eliot br�ath�d, th�n said, “Sorry. I… I hat� mind monst�rs.”

A mom�nt th�y didn’t hav� str�tch�d a bit long.

David said, “You don’t hav� to worry about monst�r-part w�apons h�r� in this sc�nario, Mark, Isoko. 

The�y’r� actually r�ally rar�. Ev�n on Daihoon. You n��d to pr�par� th� monst�r b�for� you kill it in 

ord�r to mak� w�apons out of it. Most stuffe, �v�n on Daihoon, d�grad�s down to som�wh�r� b�tw��n 

Pow�r L�v�l 1 to 15. On Earth th� d�gradation is all th� way to PL 0. The�r� ar� som� big �xc�ptions to 

this, most notably th� magical m�tals, c�rtain ston�s and crystals, all �l�m�ntal-cor�-touch�d it�ms, and 

most h�artwood from monst�r tr��s. Wyv�rn dog bon�s and most monst�r parts would not mak� good 

w�apons unl�ss h�avily tr�at�d, and th� goblins h�r� will b� d�ad long b�for� th�y progr�ss to industry.”

As David spok�, Mark f�lt mor� s�cur�. Isoko look�d calm�r as w�ll.

Eliot said, “Y�ah. All that.”

Isoko said, “I’v� d�cid�d to g�t on th� ground. Mark; You can d�f�nd th� turr�ts. Eliot; Can you turn th� 

slop� at th� bas� of th� tow�r into som�thing thick�r, with a float surfac� a f�w m�t�rs wid� at th� top 

that I can ficght on? I don’t want th�m tunn�ling into th� ston� and I n��d a surfac� down th�r� to ficght 

on.”

Eliot said, “Sur�.” H� look�d to Isoko. “I’ll mak� a switchback at th� north tow�r that you can guard, and 

us� to com� up and down.”

Isoko nodd�d—

Sh� glanc�d at th� holo display. Ev�ryon� did. The� blu� dots at a south�rn group w�r� moving this way. 

The�y w�r� moving toward th� big gap in th� wall that Eliot had l�ft, on purpos�.

Isoko st��l�d h�rs�lf, which was r�ally just platinuming h�rs�lf, and said, “I’ll d�ploy from th� roof and 

pr�par� to m��t th� �n�my on foot.” And th�n sh� ask�d David, “Am I immun� to th� goblin curs�? Or 

do�s Mark n��d to do som�thing sp�cial to cl�an that away?”



David look�d to Mark.

Mark was alr�ady saying, “Purity/impurity br�athing with a focus on astral body tainting. It cl�ans up 

r�al fast, but it pil�s up fast, too. If you tak� a wound say som�thing, oth�rwis� I will b� cycling 

purity/impurity �v�ry f�w minut�s. The�y shouldn’t b� abl� to touch you �xc�pt through �xhaustion, 

anyway, and th�y can’t hurt you through normal w�apons. The�y hav� to bit� you, Isoko. The�y’r� PL 25, 

at th� most, going up against PL 35, at th� l�ast; t��th and claws against bio-platinum, so… You t�ll m� if

you’r� saf� or not.”

David nodd�d.

Eliot n�rvously look�d at th� goblins coming from th� south.

Isoko was looking mor� and mor� conficd�nt by th� mom�nt. Sh� grinn�d. “I can ficght all day long with a

good h�al�r at my back.”

Mark smil�d a littel�. H� was alr�ady br�athing in sust�nanc� and br�athing out d�privation. “You got 

on� of thos�.”

Eliot mad� hims�lf smil�, and th�n h� stood up and hov�r�d som� cam�ras around th�m, saying, “So 

h�r� w� ar�! On our training mission! Gonna kill goblins that wouldn’t acc�pt p�ac� talks; you know 

how it go�s. Platinum Princ�ss is g�tteing r�ady to br�ak gobbo skulls and Blackv�in is g�tteing r�ady to 

mak� h�arts �xplod�! L�t’s g�t this compl�tion!” H� h�ld out a hand, straight ah�ad, palm float and down.

Mark roll�d his should�rs, ignor�d th� nam� Eliot had nam�d him, and put a hand onto Eliot’s. Isoko 

was th�r�, too. It was a nic� mom�nt.

Eliot rais�d his hand, saying, “Go t�am human!”

Isoko said, “Go t�am human!”

Mark grinn�d. “Go t�am human!”



- - - -

Mark stood offe c�nt�r of th� bas�, toward th� south. A wall h�ld at his back and th� holo display of th� 

ar�a flooat�d in front of him. It was a mockup of th� whol� ar�a.

The� tow�r was at th� c�nt�r, at around 10 m�t�rs wid�. A ston� ring �ncircl�d th� tow�r, giving Isoko 4 

m�t�rs of spac� to ficght goblins upon, whil� th� �dg� of th� ring slop�d toward th� pyramidal-spik�d 

ground. T�n m�t�rs of that rough t�rrain continu�d along to th� walls, which w�r� only 3 m�t�rs tall 

th�ms�lv�s. An �ntranc� in th� wall stood op�n at th� south.

The� goblins hunt�d through th� city just out of sight, just to th� south. The�y spi�d from th� windows of 

ruins. The�y lurk�d around brok�n corn�rs, and und�r vin�s and bush�s.

The� sky was gold�n with suns�t, and d��p blu� on th� �ast�rn �dg�. The� night lurk�d, lik� th� goblins, 

th�ir r�flo�ctiv� �y�s r�s�mbling faint stars in th� gloom.

On th� holo display in front of Mark, th� goblins look�d lik� blu� dots.

On th� night vision cam�ras, Mark saw th�m cl�arly.

Big �ars, big �y�s, big t��th, tiny bodi�s. The�y look�d almost lik� humans, but shrunk�n and viol�nt. 

Som� had nos�s, most did not. Mark had h�ard that som� goblins cut offe th�ir nos�s so that th�y could 

bit� b�tte�r, so th�ir nos�s would not g�t in th� way. It probably wasn’t tru�.

… But som� of th� goblins w�r� dripping blood from th�ir nos� ar�as.

Mark had a gr�at rang� on Union; 160 m�t�rs, if h� was only going in on� dir�ction. 80 m�t�rs if h� had 

to go in multipl� dir�ctions at onc�. H� �asily cov�r�d th� �ntir� bas�. H� �asily r�ach�d th� goblins, 

who w�r� only 40 m�t�rs away. H� didn’t want th�m to think h� had that good of a rang�, though.

The� goblins look�d lik� th�y w�r� talking.



Mark turn�d up th� volum� on th� sound s�nsors that Eliot had built on th� roof. H� h�ard goblins for 

th� ficrst tim�. Mostly, th�y w�r� monst�rs. The� goblins snarl�d. The�y chirp�d. The�y snapp�d and spat. 

The�y slapp�d at �ach oth�r and giggl�d lik� grav�l mix�d in with th� sounds of childr�n.

On� of th� blu� dots b�hind th� walls command�d, in full English, “Go. Brats! Go. G�t dinn�r!”

Mark f�lt a chill.

And th�n th� small�r goblins in front start�d hissing, chitte�ring, clicking. It was a horribl�, nightmar� 

sound, full of promis�d d�ath and hat�ful, snapping t��th. It was also a laugh. A chortl�. A good humor 

h�ld in sur�ty at th� �xp�ctation of a good m�al.

The� ficrst goblins snuck forward, darting past bush�s and und�r brok�n rocks that Eliot had scatte�r�d out 

th�r� to giv� th� goblins known approach v�ctors. Theat guy truly did study bas� construction, didn’t h�? 

Mark hadn’t known �xactly how good Eliot would b� at all of this, but h� show�d his stuffe, for sur�.

Eliot said, “Ent�ring blinding rang�. Auto-las�rs activating.”

The� goblins p��k�d out into th� night and w�r� m�t with invisibl� light, slamming into th�ir �y�s.

It was not impr�ssiv�.

The� goblins blink�d. Mark saw on� or two rubbing th�ir �y�s, but th�y k�pt coming forward and—

It was a d�lay�d r�action.

The� goblins start�d to huffe and blink hard and shi�ld th�ir �y�s from a sun that wasn’t th�r�. Theat 

s��m�d to h�lp th�m som�. The�y chitte�r�d at �ach oth�r.

On� goblin b�hind th� big rock pok�d at th� on�s in front of him, and wh�n th� on�s in front just 

shi�ld�d th�ir �y�s and slapp�d b�hind th�ms�lv�s, not wanting to mov� forward, th� on� b�hind shov�d

thos� two forward, into th� invisibl� light. Ov�rh�ad, at th� top of th� bas�, th� blinding, ultraviol�t 

las�rs track�d th� �xpos�d goblins p�rf�ctly, burning th�ir �y�s. On� w�nt down, scr�aming, cov�ring his



�y�s. The� oth�r walk�d around, �y�s wid�, trying to s�� wh�r� h� was going. H� op�n�d his �y�s wid�r 

in th� dark, in th� gloom, and h� w�nt blind�r fast�r. Oth�r goblins laugh�d at th� blind on�s.

And th�n th�y tri�d coming forward, shi�lding th�ir �y�s much b�tte�r than thos� ficrst two.

Mark appli�d a Union to th�m, draining th�ir r�sili�nc�, imparting th�m with w�akn�ss. Just a littel�. Just

to s�� what happ�n�d.

Soon, any goblin who �v�n partially look�d up at th� tow�r, at all, w�nt blind almost instantly

The� ficrst goblin wav� of 10 atteack�rs �nd�d b�for� it got n�ar th� wall at all with �v�ry singl� goblin 

trying to rush forward and all of th�m going blind. The�y w�r� all still aliv�. Mark k�pt th�m as batte�ri�s 

of r�sili�nc� whil� f��ding th�m w�akn�ss—

David told Mark, “Kill th�m with Union, Mark. You n��d to mak� sur� you know how.”

Eliot whipp�d his h�ad toward Mark. His floying cam�ras mirror�d his mov�m�nt.

Mark winc�d, as h� whisp�r�d, “Fuck.”

Theis was part of his training from Lola, that sh� had told him in s�cr�t and swor� him to furth�r s�cr�cy.

It was truly �asy to kill som�thing with Union, �sp�cially if you ov�rpow�r�d th�m in body siz�, or 

r�sourc�s. Using th� id�as of ‘lif�’ and ‘d�ath’ did not actually work that w�ll for killing som�thing, but 

that’s wh�r� most p�opl� w�nt wh�n th�y consid�r�d th� id�a. You could us� id�as lik� that, sur�. It just 

took a whil� to kill som�on� with that id�a. Minut�s. Days, som�tim�s, if th�y w�r� big �nough. You 

could kill a dragon by draining it to d�ath, but it took a w��k. According to Lola, anyway, who had 

gotte�n that information from historical r�cords on th� fact, and who had no p�rsonal �xp�ri�nc� with 

that matte�r.

The�r� w�r� oth�r id�as that Inquisitors us�d wh�n th�y truly n��d�d to kill som�thing, and thos� id�as 

work�d way too w�ll.



‘V�in int�grity’, and ‘v�in d�cay.’

Mark br�ath�d in ‘v�in int�grity’, taking all of that from a f�w of th� goblins at a tim�, and th�n h� 

br�ath�d out ‘v�in d�cay’, shoving that id�a into th�m, into th�ir v�ins.

Goblins gasp�d and drown�d in th�ir own blood as it spill�d out of �v�ry v�in in th�ir body, bruising 

th�m from th� insid� out. Som� di�d s�izing on th� ground as an�urysms burst in th�ir brains. Oth�rs 

gasp�d and cough�d up blood as th�ir lungs ficll�d. Som� last�d long�r than oth�rs.

It took two minut�s to kill 10 baby goblins, but th�y w�r� incapacitat�d long b�for� that.

All di�d, all w�nt still.

Mark frown�d.

H� hat�d how �asy it was to kill. It f�lt so wrong—

“Good.” David nodd�d. “You won’t b� abl� to do that against most �n�mi�s, but th�s� on�s ar� w�ak 

�nough. Mayb� a 5 in �v�ry cat�gory, across th� board? You can mak� it mor� �ffe�ctiv� in th� ways that 

Lola lik�ly told you, and which I will not b� r�p�ating anywh�r� n�ar cam�ras.”

Eliot whisp�r�d, “What th� fuck did you do?”

David answ�r�d, “Fr�yalan S�cr�t.”

Eliot shut up and look�d away.

Mark kn�w how to mak� it mor� �ffe�ctiv�, for sur�. H� n��d�d to drain th�ir Body as far as it could 

drain, and h� kn�w h� hadn’t b��n focusing on that, so that was an ar�a that h� could improv�. H� also 

could hav�—



Isoko spok� up on th� radio, r�minding Mark that sh� was still ‘in th� room’ if sh� wasn’t actually in th�

room at all. “How difficcult was that?”

David tilt�d his h�ad; Mark was fr�� to answ�r that on�.

Mark said, “I could hav� b��n a lot mor� �ffe�ctiv� with that on�, in multipl� ways. I didn’t includ� you 

two in that, and I didn’t includ� th� big tr�� in it, �ith�r.” Mark w�nt back to br�athing in sust�nanc� and

br�athing out d�privation. “I also could hav�…”

… And Mark should probably stop talking about it. Theos� goblins w�r� w�ak; lik� David said at 5 in 

�v�ry cat�gory, or som�thing lik� that. Theat was th� only r�ason Mark had b��n abl� to kill th�m so 

�asily.

Mark had b��n at PL 33 in Union, ti�r 3, wh�n h� cam� out on this mission. H� had lik�ly gain�d som� 

str�ngth in that alr�ady. So mayb� h� was PL35. Union was alr�ady hard for p�opl� to notic� wh�n it 

was b�ing us�d on th�m. All of that m�ant that thos� goblins had no way to truly notic� or ov�rcom� his

Union. So of cours� h� could kill th�m with a simpl� w�ak�ning of v�in int�grity.

It was pr�ttey �asy to accid�ntally kill a bas�lin� with a Pow�r us� of any invasiv� kind, b�caus� bas�lin�s

simply didn’t hav� any astral body at all, lik� Mark, back wh�n Lola put him in a coma at his and 

Addashi�ld’s r�qu�st—

Mark shook his h�ad a littel�. H� said, “Anyway. Theat’s th� ficrst littel� group d�ad and kill�d. I can do that 

pr�ttey �asily to n�wborn goblins, Isoko. You’ll hav� to cont�nd with th� full grown on�s…” Mark caught 

mov�m�nt on th� map that wasn’t just goblins milling around. On� goblin start�d coming th�ir way, and

th�n anoth�r thr�� follow�d, and soon th� �ntir� group was moving. Mark said, “H�r� com�s anoth�r 

group, this tim� from th� south w�st.”

Eliot star�d at thos� blu� dots as h� typ�d at th� air. H� said, “Two str��ts down, on� hous� w�st. The�y’r�

coming through th� brok�n buildings.”

Isoko ask�d, “Can I g�t a h�ads up display of distant goblins, Eliot?”



Eliot was surpris�d for a mom�nt, and th�n h� start�d typing furiously. “Working on it right now. L�t 

m� know wh�n you can s�� it—”

“The�r�,” Isoko said.

“Good,” Eliot said, “I add�d anoth�r butteon to th� sid� of your glass�s. It will toggl� b�tw��n distant and 

n�ar, and automatically r�v�rt to clos� wh�n a goblin is within 20 m�t�rs.”

“Theanks, Eliot.”

Mark kn�w th�y w�r� forg�tteing things. Eliot and Isoko kn�w it, too. The� probl�m, Mark susp�ct�d, was 

that Eliot had a vast, vast library of knowl�dg� to pull from for bas� d�f�ns�, but h� had n�v�r r�ally 

don� this b�for�. Not in p�rson, and c�rtainly not with only a f�w hours of pr�p tim�. The�r� w�r� 

probably b�tte�r ways to d�f�nd a location that would compl�t�ly solv� th�ir probl�ms, but all th�y had 

was Eliot and his limit�d, y�t vast, ability to mak� things, and th� r�striction that as soon as thos� things

w�r� touch�d by monst�rs, th�y b�cam� unchang�abl�, or th�y simply brok�.

But a glut of r�sourc�s and options was a b�tte�r probl�m to hav� than a d�arth of th� sam�.

Mark studi�d th� holo display, watching as th� goblins crawl�d through th� buildings. It was a whol� 

pack of th�m, a whol� littel� trib�. Mayb� 25 of th�m—

Eliot said, “Mov�m�nt in th� northw�st, too. The�y’r� coming down that str��t, too. 27 in th� south, and 

34 in th� northw�st.”

Isoko ask�d, “Can you g�t a scan on th�m, Eliot? Actual Pow�r L�v�ls?”

Eliot said, “The�y’r� pr�ttey much th� sam�; n�wborns at ti�r 1 and a f�w old�r on�s at ti�r 2.”

“I imagin� I should go to th� north?” Isoko ask�d.

Mark said, “Wait to adjust location, Isoko. L�t’s s�� how many th�y s�nd for us and that w� can tak� out

b�for� th�y r�ach us. I’ll go aft�r th� north�rn on� ficrst.”



“Und�rstood,” Isoko said, sounding a bit r�li�v�d and y�t t�ns� in a compl�t�ly diffe�r�nt way.

The� goblins cam� in twos and thr��s, skulking through th� twilight, and th� d��p�ning night.

Mark saw th�m all, but only b�caus� of th� scann�rs, and th� display, and th� cam�ra f��ds to th� sid�. 

Gradually, imp�rc�ptibly, h� conn�ct�d to th�m all. It was not �asy. Mark str�tch�d his astral body to th�

limit, to try and conn�ct to way too many individual b�ings at onc�. The�y all had diffe�r�nt h�art rat�s. 

The�y all had diffe�r�nt br�athing rat�s.

But just as Badaira had shown Mark at Sparring Club, wh�n sh� had th� �ntir� H�aling Club start to fall 

into rhythm with its�lf, as a whol�, inst�ad of all br�athing or b�ating tog�th�r, Mark f�ll into sync with 

th� whol� advancing goblin trib� from th� north. In a floash of insight, Mark r�aliz�d that th� goblins and 

th� humans w�r� two halv�s to a whol�, both sid�s aim�d right at �ach oth�r. And Mark conn�ct�d.

If th�y notic�d him, th�y didn’t alt�r th�ir mov�m�nts or th�ir approach�s.

In thos� small groups, Mark br�ath�d in all of th�ir v�in int�grity, and gav� th�m all v�in d�cay in th� 

r�turn br�ath, whil� simultan�ously b�ating his h�art with a Union of r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss. H� could

not affe�ct th�m all. H� could not str�tch hims�lf that far. But it was �nough to start.

Burst v�ins in h�ads and lungs did a numb�r on anyon�.

The� small on�s, th� young on�s, took 3 br�aths �ach to falt�r and fall, but �v�n just on� br�ath was 

�nough to infloict a young on� with hacking, blood-ficll�d coughs.

A v�ry larg� goblin, with strang� blu� coloring, locat�d in th� back of th� northw�st group, took 13 

br�aths to kill, which was n�arly 25 s�conds, but it was th� most important on� to kill, Mark assum�d. 

Theis prov�d to b� mayb�-tru�, for th� northw�st group f�ll apart as soon as that on� di�d. The�y blink�d, 

th�y look�d at �ach oth�r, and th�y start�d splitteing offe from th� ficght, snapping at �ach oth�r as th�y 

y�lp�d/roar�d.



Mark had kill�d a Hiv� Mind goblin, and h� r�aliz�d it instantly both in th� way that th� group f�ll 

apart, and how his Union fray�d h�r� and th�r�. The� Hiv� Mind goblin had b��n gath�ring up his p�opl�

into on� group, and making it �asy to bring th�m into a Union.

Mark r�conn�ct�d, but th� goblins had r�ach�d th� wall by th�n.

The� south�rn goblins had alr�ady r�ach�d th� op�ning in th� wall, wh�r� th� ston�-spik�-pyramid moat 

b�gan. The� las�rs k�pt th�m b�hind thos� walls, and b�hind thos� bould�rs that Eliot had put out th�r�, 

but th�y w�r� alr�ady l�arning to shi�ld th�ir �y�s—

Mark r�aliz�d h� should, inst�ad of using just th� 4 of hims�lf, David, Isoko, and Eliot, to ov�rpow�r th� 

groups, h� should us� th� bigg�st lif� out th�r�, th� monst�r tr��, to truly crush th� goblin packs…

But that might wak� up th� tr��, turning it from s�d�ntary and s�nti�nt to activ� and sapi�nt, so Mark 

put that id�a to th� sid�, for �m�rg�nci�s, and d�cid�d to us� 15 of th� north�rn goblins to kill th� oth�r 

15.

Mark switch�d g�ars, and th� r�sults w�r� instantan�ous and dramatic. Lik� switching a car from 

n�utral to forward.

Mark r�aliz�d som�thing v�ry d��p in that mom�nt.

Goblins work�d tog�th�r, but th�y w�r� also in vast comp�tition with �ach oth�r, all th� tim�.

Theat innat� comp�tition was probably th� only r�ason why Union was abl� to tak� th� 15 Mark had 

grabb�d and us� th�ir natur� to crush th� small�r group with th� �xtra draw, th� forc� of 19 bodi�s 

working against 15 bodi�s. Mark, his p�opl�, and 15 goblins, took all of th� r�sili�nc� and v�in int�grity 

of th� oth�r 15 goblins, and gav� th�m back w�akn�ss and v�in d�cay.

On� particularly w�ak goblin practically m�lt�d into a puddl� of blood, all of his int�grity l�aving him, 

all at onc�.



The� goblins panick�d, and th�n Mark switch�d th� division of Union again, using 7 goblins and his own 

p�opl� to kill th� oth�r goblins. Rapidly, Mark w�nt through th� �ntir� northw�st grouping, killing th�m 

all to a goblin, d�stroying th�m b�for� th�y �v�n r�ach�d th� walls.

Half of th� south�rn goblins had alr�ady rac�d across th� ston� pyramids, most of th�m abl� to navigat� 

th� pyramids by standing on th� sharp tops and rac� across th�m, grinning and baring fangs all th� 

whil�. Som� falt�r�d and f�ll, struck by las�rs and missing a st�p on th� pyramids, to fall, crashing and 

bl��ding to th� ground. The� on�s that stay�d up laugh�d at th� on�s that f�ll, all whil� th�y shi�ld�d 

th�ir �y�s from th� las�rs.

Isoko was ficghting two big on�s, h�r rapi�r slashing. Sh� had alr�ady kill�d on� big fuzzy-ish on�, with 

big spid�r �y�s.

Mark fully switch�d to th� south�rn incursion, ripping out th�ir r�sili�nc� and giving th�m w�akn�ss, 

focusing on th� on�s standing by Isoko ficrst. Theos� on�s falt�r�d hard and Isoko rush�d in with h�r 

rapi�r, stabbing th� �n�mi�s in th�ir brains and th�n kicking on� body across th� incursion, making it 

smack into its comrad�s.

The� south�rn incursion had a Hiv� Mind goblin, too. It was big, with blu� markings, hanging out b�hind 

th� bould�r, outsid� of th� wall, watching th� whol� ficght and coordinating th� whol� thing.

Mark l�ft that on� alon� to mak� th� killing �asi�r.

Mark focus�d half of th� goblins in th� back on th� half that had pass�d th� pyramid moat, popping 

th�m on� aft�r anoth�r, �ach br�ath making on� of th�m spill out, into th�ir own body and out of th�ir 

mouth, nos�, and �v�n anus. Each kill took 2 s�conds of inhaling and 2 s�conds of �xhaling. Mark k�pt 

�y�s on th� Hiv� Mind goblin most of all, and wh�n that on� look�d lik� it was going to bolt, Mark 

switch�d to him, focusing �v�rything on that on�.

The� blu�-strip�d goblin took two st�ps and f�ll onto his fac�, bl��ding out int�rnally.

Cl�anup took anoth�r minut�, with Isoko cutteing down thr�� goblins b�for� h�r rapi�r snapp�d and sh� 

curs�d th� blad�.



Mark switch�d to sust�nanc�/d�privation br�athing aft�r th� battel�. The� black v�ins coming from his 

body and ficlt�ring into th� air n�v�r stopp�d b�ating with r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss.

And th�n it was ov�r.

Mark sw�at�d, so h� br�ath�d purity and impurity, making sur� Isoko was okay. Had sh� tak�n any 

wounds at all? Mark didn’t think so—

“Holy gods,” Eliot �xclaim�d, as h� surv�y�d th� battel�fic�ld, making sur� �v�rything was d�ad. A dron� 

dropp�d a n�w rapi�r to Isoko and sh� caught it as Eliot said, “You kill�d most of th�m, Mark. Theat was 

amazing. Can you do mor�?”

David ask�d, “And y�s; is that th� �xt�nt of what you can do?”

“Theanks for th� purity,” Isoko said, ov�r th� radio, as sh� floick�d h�r n�w rapi�r through th� air, t�sting 

it. “The�y didn’t g�t m�, though.”

Mark said to Isoko, “B�tte�r saf� than sorry.” H� told his t�am and David, “I could do mor�, but I don’t 

want to involv� th� monst�r tr��. I could wak� it up. Oth�r than that, I am str�tch�d thin, h�r�.”

Isoko humm�d in thought, on th� radio.

Eliot w�nt wid�-�y�d, looking worri�d.

David said, “It’s an okay limitation for now. You should �xp�ct to us� th� tr�� lat�r. For now, str�ss 

yours�lf until you don’t n��d to us� th� holographic crutch. I sugg�st you glanc� at th� hologram for but 

a mom�nt to ficnd th� g�n�ral locations of th� goblins out th�r�, and th�n focus on th� �xt�rior to f��l out

how many bodi�s ar� in an ar�a. Count th� bodi�s you conn�ct to, and th�n look at th� hologram again. 

L�arn how to ficnd things without your �y�s. I b�li�v� you’v� tri�d to l�arn scouting in H�aling Club.”

Mark nodd�d. H� had tri�d to l�arn how to scout with Union in H�aling Club, y�s, but h� had n�v�r 

gotte�n far with it. It had n�v�r b��n this dang�rous b�for�, �ith�r.



David mov�d on, looking at Eliot. “Eliot. I sugg�st you consid�r things lik� frictionl�ss coatings to mak� 

th� �nvironm�nt mor� hazardous to th� �n�mi�s. It’s not a m�thod that is us�ful most of th� tim�, but 

carbon, hydrog�n, and oxyg�n is �v�rywh�r� out th�r�, and hazardous t�rrain is always som�tim�s 

us�ful.”

Eliot was alr�ady typing away at th� air, focusing on th� ficrst flooor b�low th�m, �v�n b�for� David 

ficnish�d. H� mutte�r�d to hims�lf, “Fuck! I forgot about that! Would sticky bombs work— No. I don’t 

hav� �nough mat�rials for that. Ultraslick guns it is— I should do acids, too, to cl�ar up th� bodi�s… 

Acids that turn bodi�s into frictionl�ss slim�?” H� look�d offe into th� air, asking hims�lf, “Do�s such a 

thing �v�n �xist?”

David was alr�ady sp�aking to Isoko on th� radio, saying, “Isoko. You’v� don� a ficn� job. Hav� you b��n 

abl� to f��l that your Platinum Body can �xt�nd to your w�apon? Theis is how you should b� �nvisioning 

your tactil� t�l�kin�sis.”

Isoko said, “I’v� gotte�n glints of that, but not much. I f��l lik� I’m missing som�thing basic, and 

important.”

David nodd�d. “Consid�r that Platinum Body boosts all asp�cts of th� 6 cat�gori�s. P�rhaps you might 

hav� an �asi�r tim� thinking of your Body skill as l�ss of a Body skill, and mor� of a ‘whol� b�ing’ skill.”

The�r� was a tiny br�ath on th� oth�r sid� of th� radio.

And th�n an, “… Oh.”

Mark glanc�d at th� cam�ra that was train�d on Isoko. H� saw th� mom�nt wh�n Isoko’s rapi�r floick�r�d

to full-platinum, just lik� h�r skin.

Isoko whisp�r�d again, “Oh.”

And th�n sudd�nly Isoko falt�r�d, h�r skin fading to gr�y as sh� had to catch h�rs�lf, almost fainting.



Mark rapidly infus�d h�r with as much r�sili�nc� as h� could, taking away h�r w�akn�ss in turn and 

giving it to th� world.

Isoko br�ath�d d��p and right�d h�rs�lf, blinking out �xhaustion, h�r skin turning back to full platinum.

For a mom�nt, Mark thought about a ‘Union of Blinking’, and th�n h� ficl�d that away for just a diffe�r�nt 

typ� of ‘danc�’ to us� som�tim�s.

Isoko whisp�r�d, “Holy shit, that was… A lot.”

David grinn�d. “I am a littel� surpris�d that no on� told you about that y�t, though.”

“Grandmoth�r said th� sam� thing but…” Isoko said, “I n�v�r r�ally got it. But I think I got it—”

“Found it!” Eliot announc�d, laughing. “N�w turr�t b�ing mad�! I’m going to dissolv� thos� bodi�s out 

th�r� and turn th�m into slipp�ry goo.”

Isoko ask�d, “It won’t affe�ct m�, will it?”

“I’m making th� anti-slip goo, too. I’ll d�ploy that in spray�rs n�ar th� tow�r; for us� if n��d�d— Shit. 

Incoming from th� w�st.”

Mark watch�d as thr�� mor� groups of goblins b�gan to advanc� in from th� w�st, all of th�m coming 

tog�th�r, and y�t s�parat�ly. Mayb� 50 goblins total in packs of 18-ish a pi�c�. H� start�d to focus in that

dir�ction, closing his �y�s, ‘s��ing’ if h� could targ�t th�m b�for� th�y got clos�—

David told th�m all, “Good ficrst showing, �v�ryon�. Good improv�m�nt on d�signs. K��p it tog�th�r. 

The�r�’s about 1,300 of th�m out th�r�, but that numb�r will only grow. It will n�v�r g�t small�r until w� 

go out and start killing th�m dir�ctly, and it will only g�t wors� wh�n th�y d�cid� to truly atteack, in full 

forc�.”

Mark crack�d op�n his �y�s and look�d at th� holo display.



The�r� was a lot of blu� out th�r�.

David said, “The�y will �xp�ct you to br�ak, b�caus� �v�ryon� always do�s. If th�y cam� at us all at onc�,

w� would fall. But you can win this. You won’t win this in a tow�r, but you’ll ficgur� it out. The� nights 

will b� th� worst.”

As n�w turr�ts w�nt up on th� roof, and plastics mov�d upward—

Eliot said, “Oh shit fuck m�. I should b� using atmosph�ric CO2 cond�ns�rs for mor� mat�rial.”

David nodd�d. “As I said: th�r� is lots of carbon, oxyg�n, and hydrog�n out th�r�.”

Isoko floick�d h�r sword outsid� of th� bunk�r tow�r, th� whol� l�ngth of it floick�ring solid platinum with 

�v�ry strok�, and th�n fading back to plain st��l aft�r th� cut. As sh� did that, sh� ask�d, “Can I pr�ss 

butteons to mak� it count as ‘human mad�’, Eliot? I n��d som�thing to do whil� waiting for th�m to show

up.”

All th� blood drain�d from Eliot’s fac�. H� mutte�r�d, “Ah. Y�ah. Fuck. Theat h�lps a lot, too. I should 

hav�… thought of that.”

Isoko said, “City d�f�ns� is a topic that tak�s 20 y�ars to truly l�arn, Eliot, and you’r� n�w at this. Don’t 

b�at yours�lf up that much.”

David grinn�d at that.

Eliot r�lax�d. “Y�ah… I gu�ss… Theanks, Isoko. I’ll put som� butteons out th�r� for you now.”

On th� cam�ras, som� butteons app�ar�d on th� wall n�ar Isoko.

Sh� pr�ss�d it, asking, “Theat h�lps, right?”



Eliot said, “Theat h�lps so v�ry much, actually. It always counts as mor� ‘human mad�’ wh�n oth�r 

p�opl� mak� th� stuffe. Just… hit th� butteon wh�n�v�r you want, pl�as�.”

Mark look�d to th� sid�s of th� room, on th� third flooor, wh�r� cl�ar, foot-thick tub�s w�r� ficlling up 

with som� sort of thick, hon�y-lik� cl�ar-ish liquid, and frosting ov�r at th� sam� tim�. Mark wasn’t sur�

what was going on with that, but thos� w�r� probably th� cond�ns�rs cond�nsing stuffe from th� 

atmosph�r�. Theat frost up th�r� was s�nding clouds of vapor down to th� ficrst flooor—

And th�n a barri�r of glass app�ar�d b�tw��n th� flooors, blocking offe this s�cond flooor from th� top flooor.

V�nts app�ar�d in th� walls, and cool air billow�d through.

Mark almost chuckl�d at that. “I forgot to ask you for good v�ntilation. Theanks.”

Eliot nodd�d.

Mark got back to f��ling out goblins.

- - - -

Eliot was ov�rwh�lm�d, but h� wasn’t in this alon�, and h� c�rtainly n�v�r would hav� gotte�n this far 

without th� oth�rs. H� had b��n f��ling ov�rwh�lm�d for th� last 4 hours, though, and th� goblins 

hadn’t gotte�n past any of th�ir d�f�ns�s, �xc�pt for th� out�r wall.

Watching a cohort of 120 goblins rush th� walls, just out of sight, and dig into th� bas� of th� wall lik� it

was nothing but particularly thick packing foam was a nightmar�. The�y took down that wall lik� th�y 

w�r� kids digging through dirt. And th�n th� wall f�ll on top of th�m and Mark ficnish�d sw��ping 

through th�m, dropping th�m on� aft�r th� oth�r. Eliot’s slipp�ry acids w�r� alr�ady striking th�m, lik� 



gr�nad�s shot from turr�t guns, to splash �v�rywh�r� and burn th� bodi�s. It didn’t work at all against 

th� living, b�caus� th� goblins w�r� all PL 5 to 25 and th� acids w�r� PL 0, tak�n from th� atmosph�r� 

and turn�d into mat�rials to ficr�. But as soon as th� goblins di�d th�y b�cam� PL, and th� acids start�d to

work. Goblin bodi�s b�gan to turn to slipp�ry, black sludg�.

It was midnight, now.

The� pyramid moat was absolut�ly ficll�d with slipp�ry black and cl�ar flouids, th� pyramid moat poking up

lik� uniform st�pping ston�s upon a black oc�an. Theat oc�an floow�d outward in �v�ry dir�ction, into th� 

crat�r lak� down th� way, and all th� way to th� tr��. The� lak� was d�ad now. The� f�w monst�r ficsh 

insid� of it had alr�ady floown offe, back into th� main Tib�rran�an riv�r.

Stray acid wouldn’t hav� kill�d �v�rything out th�r�, if Eliot had b��n throwing it out th�r� in normal 

quantiti�s, but Eliot was practically raining acid out th�r�. The� tr�� s��m�d to lov� th� slipp�ry black 

goo, though. It was biod�gradabl�, and would, in fact, b�com� just a sludg� of slipp�ry polycarbons that 

b�cam� f�rtiliz�r aft�r a f�w months.

Som� bon�s w�r� mor� r�sistant than oth�rs, though, and thos� bon�s flooat�d on th� m�ss of a battel�fic�ld

lik� whit� sticks in tar.

And th� goblins k�pt atteacking.

Som�tim�s th� bigg�r, strong�r goblins mad� it all th� way past th� turr�ts, past Mark, th� oils not 

slipping th�m up at all, Mark unabl� to touch th�m for h� was d�aling with t�ns of goblins on his own, 

only to crash into Isoko.

Eliot kn�w that th�y would hav� b��n lost without h�r, out th�r�, in th� thick of it.

Sh� danc�d wh�n sh� could, killing monst�rs l�ft right and c�nt�r. Mostly, sh� r�st�d, and sh� talk�d, and

Eliot lov�d h�r sugg�stions, and h�r atteitud�.

Isoko pr�ss�d th� butteon on th� wall n�xt to h�r station out th�r�, h�r platinum touch making all of 

Eliot’s machin�ry work a whol� lot b�tte�r, as sh� ask�d ov�r th� radio, “Flammabl� sticky napalm?”



Eliot shook his h�ad, though Isoko couldn’t s�� that. “No. Theat’s th� sam� probl�m as most of th� 

sugg�stions.”

“W�ll y�ah. It’s still ti�r 0. But ficr� still hurts and also blinds.”

Mark spok� up, “It chang�s th�ir br�athing patte�rns too much.”

Isoko said, “Ahhh… Not that on�, th�n. I’ll com� up with a n�w on� that works! Just you watch!”

Eliot grinn�d— And th�n h� �y�d th� map, and saw a hord�. “Hord� approaching from th� w�st again. 

Looks lik�… HOLY FUCK. 230?!  … Wait.” His stomach dropp�d as h� saw th� mov�m�nt of th� dots, and

h� mad� som� conn�ctions h� did not want to mak�. “Ar� th�y floying?! ”

Mark had his �y�s half-clos�d, as h� said, “Mostly babi�s. The�y hit up a wyv�rn n�st. I’ll tak� out th� 

floi�rs ficrst.”

Isoko look�d to th� sky, saying, “I can’t do shit against thos� fuck�rs.” Sh� smil�d, pr�ss�d th� butteon 

fast�r, and said, “Good luck, t�am!”

Eliot r�ficll�d his machin�s as b�st h� could.

- - - -

Isoko stood glitte�ring in th� spotlight. 



It was a v�ry fancy spotlight, and Isoko look�d v�ry t�mpting und�r that brilliant light. All th� goblins 

watching from th� distant, dark rooftops, only had �y�s for h�r. Theis was by d�sign. Eliot want�d h�r to 

look good for th� cam�ra, and also so that th� goblins would atteack along a v�ctor, aiming at th� targ�t 

l�ft out in th� op�n.

As far as strat�gi�s w�nt, it was a good on�.

Goblins w�r� incr�dibly dang�rous monst�rs, but th�y w�r� also rath�r pr�dictabl� bas�d on th�ir 

hi�rarchy of n��ds. The�y n��d�d to r�produc�, most of all, and so, th�y w�nt aft�r anything that might 

offe�r th�ir n�xt g�n�ration a good l�g-up.

Isoko was pr�ttey sur� th�y imagin�d platinum-skinn�d babi�s.

L�t th�m try.

Isoko was not th� on� killing th� most tonight, which was not how sh� �nvision�d h�r lif� as a h�ro, 

wh�n sh� was a kid. Back th�n, sh� had thought sh�’d b� lik� grandmoth�r, shaping th� sky into blad�s 

to kill and r�nd on vast scal�s. Tornado�s. Storms. Minor hurrican�s. Mayb� lightning if sh� could g�t 

r�ally good at sky shaping. But that’s not what happ�n�d. Isoko had Platinum Body inst�ad of Sky 

Shap�r.

Sh� had hat�d Platinum Body.

Looking back on it, on th� months sh� had sp�nt at Citad�l, trying to g�t Chos�n by Fr�yala, always 

wond�ring why sh� had not b��n Chos�n y�t, �v�n though sh� was alr�ady ti�r 3… Sh� kn�w, now, why 

sh� hadn’t b��n Chos�n. Sh� had not lov�d h�r Pow�r. Sh� had b��n r�s�ntful, hat�ful. 

Fr�yala didn’t want that from h�r p�opl�.

But h�r�? Now?

Isoko was starting to lov� Platinum Body.



Isoko wait�d in th� spotlight, pr�ssing th� butteon on th� wall, as goblins f�ll out of th� sky and dissolv�d 

in th� oc�an of cl�ar acid, b�coming black sludg�. Oth�r goblins rac�d across th� tops of pyramids, 

aiming right for h�r. Many of thos� di�d, too. Mark was working ov�rtim�, doing The� Most, as was his 

lot in lif�.

And Isoko was taking out th� trash.

Sh� stopp�d pr�ssing th� butteon for two s�conds and th� lights in th� ar�a floash�d wid�, illuminating h�r

battel�ground stag� up ah�ad, lik� a platform sticking out of th� ground by just a m�t�r. Sh� slid down a 

short runway to that platform, h�r platinum f��t skidding on th� ston�, and th�n sounding out tap, tap, 

tap, as sh� walk�d to th� c�nt�r of th� platform.

Sh� await�d h�r �n�mi�s.

Isoko hadn’t r�ally gotte�n in touch with h�r Platinum Body b�for� tonight, b�for� this trial, b�for� 

Inquisitor David had r�it�rat�d a l�sson from Wand�ring Sag�, from grandma, that Isoko hadn’t r�ally 

und�rstood until that r�p�tition. Platinum Body �ncompass�d th� �ntir� sp�ctrum of Pow�rs; Body, 

Kin�tic, Mind, Natural, Soul, and Arch. It was still v�ry much a Body Pow�r. But it gav� h�r str�ngth in 

�v�ry singl� cat�gory. It m�ant sh� was abl� to d�f�nd in �v�ry cat�gory, but it was mor� than that.

Sh� wasn’t sur� how much mor�.

But sh� was l�arning.

The� goblins cam� for h�r, l�aping out of th� black moat of pyramids and acid, slobb�ring and salivating 

with maws op�n wid�.

Isoko danc�d.

Sh� wasn’t sur� why sh� danc�d, but it was probably du� to Mark. H� was h�r� with h�r, right now, 

coordinating th� �ntir� battel� in his Union. Sh� was h�rs�lf, but sh� was also an instrum�nt of d�ath. 

Theis is probably what it f�lt lik� to b� truly Chos�n by Fr�yala, and Isoko absolut�ly lov�d it.



Sh� spun, d�capitating a goblin and th�n kicking its body into anoth�r, s�nding th�m both into th� acid.

Sh� twist�d, h�r �mpty hand carving through fangs and fac� alik�, s�nding th� body spinning outward.

Sh� l�apt and carv�d, h�r sword floick�ring full platinum, bis�cting two goblins without stopping at all. It 

was lik� cutteing through air.

Sh� land�d on a goblins h�ad, smashing it, br�aking its n�ck and body.

A twist and a spin compl�t�d th� danc�, killing four mor� goblins who s��m�d to l�ap right into h�r 

sword, right wh�r� th�y n��d�d to b�.

And th�n th� battel� was ov�r.

Isoko kick�d th� d�ad goblins on th� platform into th� acid, wh�r� Eliot promptly targ�t�d th�m with 

mor� of thos� acid guns of his, and th�y start�d to dissolv� much fast�r. H� also spray�d th� platform, 

and Isoko, and Isoko’s butteon-pr�ssing ar�a with anti-acid stuffe. It tast�d t�rribl�, but Mark was on th� 

job, and soon sh� was purific�d of all possibl� probl�ms, and that includ�d th� tast� in h�r mouth and th� 

orang� oils on h�r body.

Sh� walk�d up th� stairs, not slipping at all.

Isoko got back to h�r butteon and start�d pr�ssing it again, smiling, as sh� ch�ck�d h�r visor and found all

th� �n�mi�s d�ad and dissolving in th� cl�ar acid that r�st�d atop th� black oc�an. “So that was r�ally 

good, wasn’t it!”

“It was good, y�s,” Eliot said, “The� wav�s ar� g�tteing bigg�r, though. The�r�’s 400 massing about half a 

kilom�t�r to th� north.”

Isoko said, “You’v� mad� a g�taway plan� y�t?”

Eliot said, “I got th� parts. Ass�mbling can tak� a minut�. I’m cl�aring offe som� stuffe that got damag�d 

by floi�rs now.”



Som�thing loud crash�d to th� right, and Isoko n�arly jump�d, but sh� saw th� splashdown of a turr�t 

and sh� laugh�d at it inst�ad. Sh� br�ath�d a bit, and th�n calm�d.

Isoko g�stur�d at th� turr�t with h�r sword. “The�y got past you both, huh?”

“Two of th�m did,” Eliot said, “It was �nough to ruin on� machin�. I won’t put th� parts up th�r� for 

th�m to g�t d�stroy�d in th� sam� way.

Isoko nodd�d. Soon, th� r�al battel� would start.

Mark said, “It’s a group of 418, but it’s also 40% of what th�y hav� l�ft. W� will surviv� this.”

Isoko grinn�d as sh� pr�ss�d th� butteon on th� wall and look�d up at th� night sky.

B�yond th� spotlights, and th� lights train�d on th� sky, and all of th� illuminat�d land around th�m, th� 

sky was black and dotte�d with stars. The� moon positiv�ly glow�d up th�r�, in th� sky; a ball of platinum 

inscrib�d in glowing gold. The� D�mon City of Arakino.

Isoko thought, for a mom�nt, about d�mons, and what d�mons could do for a p�rson.

As on� of th� d�mon’s l�ss�r-r�gard�d, but still important abiliti�s, wh�n a d�mon link�d to a p�rson, 

that p�rson gain�d an astral body that was strong in all r�sp�cts.

Just lik� Isoko’s Platinum Body.

Isoko had n�v�r r�ally thought about h�r Platinum Body in that way, but mayb�… Mayb� sh� should 

hav� thought about it lik� that. Lik� sh� was truly strong. Sh� floick�d h�r rapi�r through th� air and it 

turn�d platinum in a down strok�, �asily carving s�v�ral inch�s into th� ston� at h�r f��t.

Sh� grinn�d as th� gash in th� ston� h�al�d ov�r.

Eliot was on th� job, and Mark was, too.



- - - -

Mark abandon�d all pr�t�ns� at car�ful killing wh�n 418 goblins cam� for th�m from �v�ry dir�ction, 

�xc�pt for th� slic� of th� north wh�r� th� big tr�� gr�w.

With �y�s clos�d, h� sift�d through th� sky, linking to �v�ry h�artb�at out th�r�, and swaths of goblins 

di�d. The� w�ak�st ficrst. The� strong�st n�xt. The� floi�rs f�ll from th� sky and th� strong on�s falt�r�d into 

acid baths. Blood turn�d to slick and goblins rush�d ov�r th�ir falling f�llows to g�t traction, to r�ach th�

bas�.

Mark b�cam� th� wind, h�ld to his body with th� bar�st of t�th�rs.

H� tapp�d into th� big tr�� and puls�d with lif�, drawing in all th� goblins n�ar th� tr��, and th�n 

�ls�wh�r�. The� tr�� groan�d as it gr�w fast on th� liv�s Mark r�ap�d from th� hord�. Bark h�al�d ov�r, 

and goblins di�d fast�r and fast�r.

The� hord� di�d and th� tr�� gain�d half as much h�ight as it alr�ady had, twisting into th� sky with 

roots floick�ring out into th� wat�rs, into th� goblin hord�, grabbing th�m and drawing th�m d��p. It �v�n

start�d to grab th� living goblins. The� north b�cam� a d�ath zon�, doing A Lot to prot�ct th� tow�r, but 

soon th� tr�� would �ncroach on th� tow�r, and b�com� A Probl�m.

Mark cut offe his conn�ction to th� tr�� wh�n th� tr�� start�d to grow dir�ctly toward th� tow�r.

418 goblins had b��n r�duc�d to 65 by th�n. The�y had r�ach�d th� moat. The�y w�r� aiming at Isoko. 

Isoko star�d back at th�m from h�r platform wh�r� sh� danc�d, cutteing th�m down. Mark was on� with 

th� air, with th� Union of it all, and th� goblins di�d. H� h�lp�d Isoko wh�n h� could, but mostly h� 

kill�d goblins, which was �xactly what �v�ryon� was doing as much as th�y could.



T�n minut�s aft�r th� combat start�d, it was ov�r and th� humans had won.

Mark blink�d as h� cam� back to hims�lf, though h� couldn’t h�ar v�ry w�ll and h� couldn’t s�� v�ry 

w�ll, �ith�r. H� br�ath�d in th� good, and �xhal�d th� bad, his astral v�ins pulsing hard, black miasma 

thr�ading away from him, lik� shadows cl�aring, and soon h� could s�� again.

Mark blink�d som� mor� and look�d down at th� holo display, and at th� world around him. The� bunk�r 

was saf�, right? Y�ah. All th� walls w�r� intact, and th� lights w�r� on, and David was th�r� by Eliot, 

who was ficxing up som� machin�s that had turn�d r�d on th� display. Som� goblins had gotte�n through, 

onto th� roof.

Mark look�d out at th� cam�ras and saw Isoko on th� roof, kicking a goblin away. For a mom�nt, h� 

thought h� should hav� f�lt panic, but h� was too r�lax�d right now. Too worn thin. H� ask�d, “So som� 

goblins got to th� machin�s? W� still okay?”

Eliot look�d at Mark strang�ly.

Isoko chuckl�d. “You sound kinda thr�adbar� th�r�, Mark. You doing okay?”

Mark said, “I think I am. I think I wok� th� tr�� up, too.” And th�n th� truth of that stat�m�nt slamm�d 

into his mind, as h� fully wok� up, as w�ll. “Oh shit. I wok� up th� tr��. Is it growing toward us?”

Eliot said, “Y�s, but it stopp�d. I don’t think you can us� it again, Mark. It’s alr�ady tapping at our bas�.” 

H� chang�d th� holo display to show th� r�d roots of th� tr��. Two r�ally big roots w�r� alr�ady growing

this way. “Theos� two roots w�r�n’t th�r� half an hour ago. It knows w�’r� h�r�.”

Isoko said, “The�y’r� down to som�thing lik� 500 goblins, right? Should w� count�r atteack b�for� th�y 

can r�pl�nish th�ir numb�rs? Will th�y atteack with only 500 l�ft?”

Mark wasn’t sur� about any of that. H� said, “If th�y com� at us with n�wborns I can kill th�m without 

using th� tr��. The� probl�m is th� old�r on�s who g�t up to a high�r Pow�r L�v�l. It tak�s conc�ntration 

to kill thos� on�s.”



Eliot said, “I could r�build away from th� tr�� in th� morning… Theough mayb� not. Look.”

Eliot floick�d th� map, and th� map chang�d.

Ev�rywh�r� n�arby was taint�d with som� sort of color. Mostly goblin-blu�. A bit of r�d for th� 

wyv�rns. Gr��n for th� tr�� and to a r�markabl� distanc�, far b�yond th� und�rsid� of th� tow�r and 

�v�n a good hundr�d m�t�rs to th� south. Theat thing… Mark had mostly awok�n it. Damn.

Eliot said, “The�r�’s almost no plac� to build, insid� of a kilom�t�r. If w� l�av� th� bas� th�n w� risk 

g�tteing caught out in th� op�n, and it won’t b� a small atteack lik� b�for�, that David sav�d us from. The� 

goblins ar� all out th�r� now, s�curing th� land.”

Isoko said, “W� can d�f�nd this spot. You’r� still not using your Blood Union to infloict that killing, ar� 

you, Mark?”

Mark had consid�r�d that option, but h� had dismiss�d it, b�caus�, “W� n��d to k��p up our Pow�rs, and

Blood Union is th� b�st way to k��p you in Full Platinum mod�, and Eliot abl� to work his machin�s so 

w�ll. Br�ath Union do�sn’t do that n�arly as w�ll, and all th�s� oth�r possibl� Unions I’m looking at in 

�v�ry battel� ar� kinda… l�ss solid than blood or br�ath. Good for moving around g�n�ral id�as of 

combat, mayb� som� control of combat, too, but not much mor� than that.”

Mayb� if Mark was out th�r� hims�lf, in th� thick of it, h� could mor� accurat�ly g�t into th� floow of 

battel�, and truly orch�strat� th� ficght. But h� was h�r�, insid� a bunk�r, f��ling out goblins with 

�ph�m�ral t�ndrils of Union, and working his astral body in disconn�ct�d ways. It was probably b�tte�r 

this way, though. The�y n��d�d big-killing pow�r, and Isoko was doing w�ll as bait. If Mark had to b� 

bait, too, th�n h� would hav� fuck�d up som�wh�r�, h� was sur�.

Theings w�r� looking good, though, as long as th� oth�r goblins didn’t atteack.

H� had achi�v�d two big things tonight.

H� was abl� to f��l wh�r� cr�atur�s w�r� with his Union, and h� was abl� to mov� combatants around, 

lik� how Badaira and Lola had told him h� could. Grand H�al�r Badaira want�d him to b�com� a 



command�r of arm�d forc�s and city d�f�ns� for good r�ason, whil� Lola want�d him to b� an Inquisitor

for oth�r, just-as-good r�asons.

Isoko said, “Try doing th� d�ath-think with blood Union, Mark. Theis is a training mission. W�’r� not 

going to di�. W�’r� just going to fail if you can’t liv� up to your full pot�ntial.”

Mark winc�d… but y�ah. H� couldn’t us� th� monst�r tr�� anymor�. It was alr�ady too clos� for 

comfort.

David spok� up, “I agr�� with Isoko. Theough failur� h�r� will not b� a simpl� thing to r�cov�r from, I am

still conficd�nt I can g�t all thr�� of you out of h�r� should th� n��d aris�.” H� str�ss�d, “I would rath�r 

not do that. Pl�as� tak� this s�riously.”

With a strong voic�, Isoko said, “I am taking this �xtr�m�ly s�riously. Theank you, Instructor.”

David didn’t comm�nt.

Eliot said, “The�r� ar� som� things I could try. The�y’r� mor� �xp�rim�ntal than actual, though. Nucl�ar 

r�actors with lightning discharg�rs can kill small goblins, but th�y’ll only paralyz� th� larg�r on�s. 

Theat’s kind of… ambitious, though. Or p�rhaps a b�tte�r id�a…” Eliot said, “I can mak� a floying platform 

with th� oils and plastics I’v� coll�ct�d, and th� plan� parts I hav� stor�d upstairs. Mayb� mor� of an 

offe�nsiv� v�hicl� than an �scap� v�hicl�. W� could go hunting.”

Mark lik�d th� id�a, but th�r� was a probl�m—

Isoko spok� of it ficrst, saying, “The� actual, big wyv�rns will spot us if w�’r� not fast, and w� won’t b� 

fast, hunting from th� air. You can’t mak� a r�al hov�rvan, can you?”

“I cannot,” Eliot said, “Theos� r�quir� sp�cial mat�rials from Daihoon. L�viston� and gravcrystal and a 

bunch of small�r things. The�r� ar� lab-cr�at�d alt�rnativ�s, but I can’t mak� thos�, �ith�r, sinc� w� hav� 

no magical mat�rials to start with, and I cannot turn monst�rs into magical mat�rials, �ith�r. I can mak� 

a hov�r platform with som� masking sound-mak�rs and holographic mirag� displays. It won’t b� a fast 



or strong v�hicl�. You won’t b� abl� to go Full Platinum, �ith�r. I’ll b� straining w�ight r�quir�m�nts, as 

is.”

Mark ask�d, “How about a som�tim�s-floying platform? Som�thing with spid�r l�gs that can s�t down 

anywh�r�?”

Eliot glanc�d at th� holo display as h� thought. Mark look�d at th� display, too.

The� goblins w�r� out th�r�, but th�y w�r�n’t coming this way. Not y�t.

Isoko spok� up into th� sil�nc�, “I lik� that id�a?”

Eliot start�d saying, “It’s th� sam� probl�m as pow�r armor. I know David said som�thing about that 

�arli�r in all of this, but all of this stuffe is Pow�r L�v�l 0. Earth is Pow�r L�v�l 0. All of this st��l br�aks 

unl�ss it’s �mpow�r�d by a p�rson, and my stuffe sp�cificcally cannot b� �mpow�r�d by m� unl�ss it’s 

fully human-mad�.

“So m� g�tteing into a pow�r armor is just asking to b� trapp�d in a tin can that I cannot mov�, and 

which is �v�ntually crush�d against my body, as soon as th� monst�rs touch it.” Eliot look�d to Mark, 

saying, “A floying platform can b� tak�n down with rocks thrown by monst�rs, or by w�bbing cast 

through th� air. Theos� spid�r goblins hav� w�bbing. The� floying goblins can hold onto th� spid�r goblins. 

W� alr�ady saw that onc�, and th�y’r� not dumb. So a spid�r-lik� transport with l�gs that ar� in r�ach of

th� monst�rs? Theat’s just asking to g�t thos� l�gs chopp�d out from und�rn�ath us.

“The�r� ar� r�asons why I hav�n’t sugg�st�d a floying platform y�t, and… And thos� r�asons ar� myriad. 

And y�ah. The�r�’s th� actual-wyv�rn probl�m, too. The�y’r� out th�r�. The� long rang� s�nsors hav� 

pick�d up on th�m. But th�y’r� mostly day hunt�rs. I’m sur� w�’ll hav� to ficght th�m onc� night is ov�r, 

but Mark can probably kill on� of thos� on his own… Might tak� him a whil�, though. The�y’r� strong. 

Body 6. And th�r� won’t b� wyv�rns to us� against oth�r wyv�rns wh�n w�’r� ficghting thos�.”

So that was a lot.



Isoko paus�d pr�ssing th� butteon on th� wall as sh� w�nt, “Ahh.” And th�n sh� continu�d to pr�ss th� 

butteon on th� wall.

Mark ask�d, “So how about a spid�r with l�gs that ar� lik�… pillars that you can �xt�nd from plastic 

tanks that you k��p on th� platform, to continually mak� n�w l�gs?”

Eliot frown�d a littel� as h� thought.

Isoko said, “Theat’s th� w�ight probl�m again, right?”

Mark ask�d, “Big jumping spid�r platform? Only stays aloft long �nough to g�t to a location? How about

parachut�s that you aim fans at, lik� thos� paraglid�r things? Ev�r b��n in on� of thos�? I w�nt onc� 

with my Dad for…” Mark frown�d. H� shook his h�ad. “Do�s that h�lp with planning?”

Sil�nc�, sav� for th� whir of comput�r fans downstairs, th� burbl� of coll�cting oils b�yond th� plastic 

lay�r that s�parat�d flooor 2 from 3, and th� low droning of th� air conditioning units blowing air 

through th� spac�. The� air sm�ll�d cl�an, and fr�sh, and Mark mad� sur� that �v�ryon� f�lt that way too,

�v�n Isoko, who was outsid� of th� spac�.

Eliot had add�d a f�w cooling fans to Isoko’s spac� out th�r�, but it was a pr�ttey nic� night, all things 

consid�r�d, so Isoko had shut thos� small fan v�nts h�rs�lf.

Mor� sil�nc�.

Isoko ask�d, “How about just dron�s? A dron� army? You said som�thing about th� spid�r goblins 

dropping lin�s, but how about you do that? Can you mak� mono-mol�cular kill-lin�s?”

Eliot said, “Theos� ar� bann�d for us� on Earth and oth�r plac�s, and I can mak� th�m, but I’m not going 

to. The�y stick around for�v�r, so th�y’r� a war crim�. I’ll do �xpanding d�gradabl� foam on bomb dron�s,

inst�ad. Should b� abl� to trap up som� gobbos for a littel� bit. D�lay tactics.” Eliot smil�d a littel� bit. H� 

said, “Actually. Y�ah! Theis is good.”



Mark glanc�d upstairs as a vat of th� oil burst and th�n b�gan transforming into plastic parts as Eliot’s 

�y�lids floutte�r�d, his mind focus�d on his astral body control of his magic. In th� corn�r of this s�cond 

flooor, a cl�ar tub� that l�d from th� ficrst flooor to th� third flooor ficll�d up with littel� m�tal bits, trav�ling on

th�ir way to th� dron�s up abov�. Som� cam�ra dron�s and stationary cam�ras angl�d upward to watch 

th� show.

Mark ask�d, “Ar� you running out of m�tals?”

Eliot said, “I hav� �nough for on� mor� big push and a g�t-away v�hicl�. W� will n��d to go out and g�t 

mor� in th� morning. It’s kind of truly hard to go out and gath�r mor� m�tal through dron�s, or �ls� I 

would b� doing that. The�r�’r� probl�ms of �fficci�ncy in automatic syst�ms all ov�r th� plac�, that I can 

only truly bridg� with my Pow�r, and car-cutteing dron�s cross that lin�. S�nding out car-cutteing dron�s 

is n�arly impossibl�. S�nding out dron�s that can drop �xploding foam bombs? Easy �nough— Oh shit. 

The�y’r� s�nding that last 500 at us, ar�n’t th�y?”

Mark whipp�d back toward th� holo display. At 200 m�t�rs out th�y w�r� surround�d by goblins on all 

sid�s, �xc�pt for th� dir�ct north wh�r� th� monst�r tr�� gr�w tall. The�y had b��n milling around at that 

distanc� for a whil� now. But now, th�y advanc�d.

Rapidly.

Running.

Mark’s h�art sunk a littel�.

And th�n Mark pr�par�d hims�lf to b�com� an ag�nt of d�ath—

Eliot rapidly crunch�d numb�rs and said, “The� big Pow�r signatur�s ar� stopping at 190 m�t�rs! All th� 

r�st ar� advancing!”

Isoko chuckl�d, t�as�d, “The�y ficgur�d out your max distanc�!”

As Eliot comm�nt�d, “The�y ficgur�d that out on th� third push.”



Mark said, “I’m doing th� blood kill, this tim�. It’ll b� hard to prot�ct you from stray shit, Isoko, and your

mind prot�ction is going away wh�n I do this, Eliot.”

Isoko said, “H�ard and und�rstood!” Sh� h�ft�d up a big st��l shi�ld that was sitteing to th� sid�, saying, 

“Shi�lds up!”

Eliot star�d at th� display, whisp�ring, “Shi�lds up.”

Mark b�cam� on� with th� world.

- - - -

W��ks ago by now, Mark had onc� s��n th� thr�ads of th� world wh�n h� was str�tch�d thin on th� ficrst 

day of H�aling Club, and wh�n h� had ficrst conn�ct�d to thos� cl�an�r plants, in that training room with

Lola. In th� ficrst r�al goblin push, th� ficrst 100 goblins th�y s�nt aft�r Isoko, Eliot, Mark, and David, 

Mark had caught glimps�s of th� world again.

Of th� thr�ads that bound th�m all.

Theinking of th�m as thr�ads was incorr�ct.

Mark had ficgur�d that out fast onc� h� got a r�al, gut n��d to ficgur� it all out.

The� thr�ads w�r� conn�ctions to th� world, to �ach oth�r. Forc� v�ctors, p�rhaps. Exc�pt th�y w�r� mor�

airy than that. Kinda �ph�m�ral. P�rhaps it was th� stuffe of astral bodi�s, or physicality, or �v�rything all

at onc�, tak�n tog�th�r in a cacophony that could not b� d�lin�at�d, only d�scrib�d.



Mark was a w�ight upon th� world, and so was �v�ryon� �ls�, and so was th� tow�r, and th� tools that 

Eliot had mad�, and th� tr�� und�r th� ground, and th� ground its�lf, and th� goblins h�ad�d this way.

Mark could not f��l th� goblins right now. Not dir�ctly. The�y w�r� too far away.

But th�y w�r� focus�d on Mark, and his p�opl�, and his whol� g�n�ral �xist�nc� in this tow�r.

H� did not n��d to s�� th�m, to f��l th�m.

Mark was lik� a kid, wrapp�d in blank�ts, hiding from th� world, pr�t�nding that th� monst�rs in th� 

night could not g�t him if th�y could not s�� him. But th�y could still g�t him. The� monst�rs in th� dark 

pull�d at that fabric, littel� hands pulling at thr�ads in th� black. Mark f�lt th� pr�ssur� of th�ir n��d long 

b�for� th�y �nt�r�d his rang�. The�y pull�d at Mark with th�ir d�sir�s.

Mark wait�d with th� cov�rs tight around his fac�, knif� in his h�art, for th� monst�rs to app�ar out of 

th� dark, to dar� a singl� ficng�r toward him, to st�p into th� light—

The�r�.

A thousand claws pulling at th� fabric surrounding Mark, yanking his blank�t away, r�v�aling all th� 

kniv�s h� had hidd�n und�r th� cov�rs.

Mark op�n�d his �y�s, and h� saw th� thr�ads of th� world.

Ev�rything mov�d in slow motion.

Eliot wond�r�d why th�y w�r� out h�r�, and if h� could nap y�t. H� was alr�ady b�ing affe�ct�d by th� 

nudg�s of th� mind goblins.

Isoko spok� at Eliot through th� radio, t�lling him that h� n��d�d to list�n, and h� n��d�d to stay awak�,

and h� n��d�d to turn th� lights back on, b�caus� Eliot had turn�d offe th� lights b�caus�, in his own 

words, it was tim� to sl��p, right?



Obviously it was tim� to sl��p.

The� monst�rs want�d th�ir pr�y asl��p.

The�y w�r� alr�ady atteacking.

Mark saw thos� atteacks in th� air, in th� thr�ads. The� mind magics of th� mind goblins. Theos� atteacks 

w�r� not thr�ads, but mayb� mor� lik� clogs.

Ev�rything mov�d so slowly.

But David mov�d in a normal tim�fram� as h� st�pp�d around th� room, looking at Mark. H� had pick�d

up Eliot and mov�d him to th� sid�, lik� a man moving in a normal tim� fram� picking up froz�n fram�. 

Eliot was still sitteing, half asl��p, �v�n though David had a hand on th� wiry guy’s should�r, and Eliot 

was in th� air.

It was fr�aky.

The� goblins w�r� th�r�, at th� �dg� of Mark’s rang�.

The�r� was no blu� on th� holo display, though. Eliot must hav� shut it offe, strang�ly �nough.

Mark didn’t n��d th� holo display, or th� cam�ras, which w�r� also offe.

Mark r�aliz�d a lot of things at that mom�nt.

H� was a part of a danc�. The� danc� was in th� br�ath, th� blood, th� v�ry mov�m�nt of lif� its�lf, and 

�v�n in th� mind, in th� dir�ct�d thoughts of hims�lf and th� mind goblins out th�r�. Mark wond�r�d, 

for a mom�nt, if th�r� was a ‘Union of Theought’, b�caus� if th�r� was, th�n th� goblins w�r� c�rtainly in 

a Union of Theought right now. The�y all want�d on� thing.

The� humans only want�d on� thing, too.



Just from diffe�r�nt dir�ctions.

The� monst�rs want�d to liv�, and th�y want�d th� humans to di�.

The� humans want�d to liv�, and th�y want�d th� monst�rs to di�.

Mark said, “But I am th� arbit�r of that sort of thing, in this plac�, in this tim�.

“And so,

“The� humans will liv�,

— r�sili�nc�, good, v�in int�grity

“And �v�rything �ls� will di�,

— w�akn�ss, bad, v�in d�cay

“Lif� to th� humans, d�ath to all monst�rs.”

- - - -

David watch�d a miracl� and h� tri�d not to run from it.

Mark sat on a ston� b�nch in th� dim lights of th� ston� room, and his �y�s glow�d whit�, whil� his 

h�art b�at black as night. V�ins of utte�r miasma shot through th� world its�lf, conn�cting David and 



Eliot and Isoko to Mark in a mom�nt that would for�v�r b� �tch�d on David’s m�mory. P�rhaps h� was 

th� only on� capabl� of truly appr�ciating what happ�n�d, sinc� it happ�n�d so fast, Eliot was 

incapacitat�d, and Isoko was outsid�.

Eliot’s cam�ras caught it, for sur�, but it was ov�r in a floash.

Black lightning �xt�nd�d out of Mark in �v�ry dir�ction, touching �v�rything, coiling through th� 

ground, instantly killing th� monst�r tr��, and th�n passing on into th� distanc�. David watch�d th� 

lightning spr�ad b�yond cam�ras that could not captur� it fast �nough, w�ll �nough, so David punch�d 

through th� wall and st�pp�d outsid�.

H� stood und�r th� light and watch�d a sky of black lightning skitte�r throughout th� goblins on th� 

rooftops and th� goblins floying in th� air. Black lightning crash�d into bush�s and th� normal tr��s and 

th� ficsh in th� lak� and th� grass�s on th� ground. It start�d in th� north, sinc� Mark had corr�ctly 

d�duc�d that h� had n��d�d to kill th� tr��, and th�n h� sw�pt in a count�rclockwis� mann�r, using his 

full, dir�ctional rang� to grab and kill. In a floash of thought, Mark had compl�t�d an �ntir� circling of th�

sky. Mark’s Union was a fast thing, moving at th� sp��d of thought, for h� had r�aliz�d on� of th� tru�r 

pow�rs of Union; th� ability to conn�ct to th� danc� of �l�ctricity in th� brains of monst�rs, and lif� 

its�lf.

P�rhaps, if Mark hadn’t b��n tutor�d so w�ll th�n it might hav� tak�n him a y�ar to g�t h�r�. Or mayb� 

h� n�v�r would. Mark s��m�d rath�r capabl�, though, so of cours� h� would g�t h�r�.

David watch�d as black t�ndrils touch�d goblin minds and �radicat�d thos� minds from �xist�nc�. It 

didn’t tak� much to kill a goblin if you w�r� truly pow�rful, and Mark was alr�ady th�r�. The� probl�m 

with goblins was that th�y w�r� t�nacious, and Mark was not g�tteing th� distant on�s, and h� was 

alr�ady falt�ring from astral body strain.

David wond�r�d if Fr�yala would command him to kill Mark now.

It was not outsid� of possibiliti�s, but David hop�d not. H� lik�d th� kid. David had doubt�d that Mark 

would g�t h�r� this fast, but Lola had told him that Mark was going to g�t h�r� fast�r than any of th�m 

w�r� r�ady, and that h� n��d�d to mak� p�ac� with that. The� Coll�ctiv� alr�ady kn�w what was going to

happ�n, and th�y had giv�n th�ir t�ntativ� approval.



Lola c�rtainly want�d th� boy aliv�. Sh� f�lt way too much guilt ov�r what had happ�n�d with 

Addashi�ld.

David f�lt som� guilt, too, but th� Coll�ctiv� had alr�ady d�cid�d that sh� had no guilt for h�r part in th�

shitshow that was th� �nd of Addashi�ld’s lif�, and now that th� dragon was around, th� Coll�ctiv� was 

‘v�ry happy’ with th� outcom�. The�y w�r� d�ficnit�ly looking for ways to tak� out th� dragon should th� 

n��d aris�, though.

And Mark was alr�ady point�d that way.

David susp�ct�d that Fr�yala would b� truly happy with this outcom�, with this much advanc�m�nt 

from Mark, this fast. And if not, th�n sh� would t�ll him.

At full sp��d, fast as h� could go, David watch�d th� sky for a full 5 minut�s of p�rsonal tim�; th� 

thr�ads of black wov�n among th� dark, and th� light.

H� could almost s�� th� world as Fr�yala must s�� it.

David grinn�d at that thought.

Gradually, but also rath�r quickly, David r�join�d th� normal floow of tim�, slowing down so th� world 

could sp��d up. Rapidly, Mark’s black v�ins fad�d away, and floying goblins b�gan to fall out of th� sky, 

whil� th� monst�r tr��’s trunk crack�d, its branch�s f�ll, and it ficnish�d dying, having n�v�r r�ally liv�d. 

The� l�av�s of th� thing w�r� alr�ady twist�d and brok�n black things, and th� trunk was not far b�hind. 

David nodd�d at that; th� tr�� was us�ful, but it was a monst�r, too.

Mark collaps�d from strain, of cours�. David saw that coming from a whil� away.

Eliot fr�ak�d th� fuck out, scr�aming about a hol� in th� wall and why was h� laying in b�d and all sorts

of things that it was normal to fr�ak out about wh�n confront�d by mind monst�rs.

Isoko calmly ask�d, “What happ�n�d?”



David was alr�ady standing n�xt to Mark, h�aling Mark from his small, int�rnal wounds. H� was 

h�aling fast; it was mostly just astral body strain, and Mark had H�althy Body. Mark would b� ficn� aft�r 

a whil�.

David said, “Mark cl�ar�d out almost all th� goblins th�n h� faint�d from ov�rstrain.” H� glanc�d down 

at th� holo display that Eliot was frantically trying to r��stablish. It look�d lik� Mark had kill�d almost 

�v�rything out th�r�, which was good. David said, “You hav� two choic�s. Wait for Mark to g�t back up, 

which looks lik� it might tak� a day, or risk going out th�r� to hunt down th� r�maining goblins right 

now, which looks lik� about… 30-ish. The� corrupt�r goblin is sur�ly among on� of thos�. Probably a 

mind goblin, too, and n�ith�r of you hav� a way to truly d�f�nd from that without Mark. But if you l�t 

th�m go, th�n th�y’ll com� back strong�r than �v�r.

“B�caus� th�y won’t marshal forc�s against you thr�� lik� th�y did tonight, with only 1300 goblins. 

The�y’ll go out on a biting spr��, biting �v�rything th�y possibly can, spr�ading far and fast and th�n 

coming back h�r� with an army of thousands.”

Isoko st�pp�d through th� op�n wall, saying, “W� r�locat� whil� w� can.”

Eliot floinch�d wh�n Isoko app�ar�d lik� a shadow in th� hol� in th� wall, and th�n h� chuckl�d, sigh�d, 

and said, “I’m ch�cking th� scann�rs. The� goblins scatte�r�d in �v�ry dir�ction. David is right; th�y’r� 

going to just start biting monst�rs and r�couping loss�s as fast as th�y can. Ev�ry historical r�cord of 

som�thing lik� this happ�ning only mak�s th� goblins mor� �ag�r to kill what�v�r hurt th�m this much.”

Isoko ask�d, “W� r�locating, or not?”

“Uhh… ! W�ll…” Eliot said, looking at th� scann�rs, tapping away at th� air to focus hims�lf. “It 

app�ars… Oh. Mark kill�d �v�rything in th� whol� ar�a. The�r�’s… oh. No lif� �xc�pt us within 150 

m�t�rs in �v�ry dir�ction. Furth�r?” Que�stioningly, “H� kill�d th� grass, too?” H� look�d up to David.

David grinn�d. “It was a miracl� of his own making.”

Eliot paus�d.



Isoko star�d at Mark—

Som�thing loud crash�d outsid� and Isoko whipp�d around. It was just th� monst�r tr��, furth�r 

br�aking apart. Isoko star�d outward for a littel� whil� as sh� look�d out at th� black sludg� oc�an, th� 

slipp�ry acid on top, and th�n sh� said to Eliot, “Mak� a mobil� bas� that w� can mov� �ls�wh�r� and s�t

down b�for� th� sun com�s up and th� wyv�rns turn activ�.”

Eliot said, “I don’t think w� can. Som� of th� goblins ar� in plac� out th�r�, watching from far away. 

The�y’d go aft�r us if w� ran.” Eliot look�d to Isoko. “W� can stay h�r� but I n��d m�tals, Isoko.”

Isoko mad� a d�cision, th�n said, “Anything in th� n�arby squar�?”

“Four str��ts to th� north, past th� tr��,” Eliot point�d at th� holo display, saying, “H�r�. It looks lik� a 

collaps�d garag�. You and I can go aft�r it whil� Mark r�cov�rs—” H� look�d to David. “A full day?”

“Mayb� 18 hours,” David said.

Eliot told Isoko, “W� can surviv� h�r� if w� g�t mor� m�tals, but w� can’t wait for Mark to wak� up.”

Isoko look�d to David. “Odds on us dying out th�r� without Mark’s m�ntal d�f�ns�s?”

David said, “D�p�nding on how fast you go, th�n it's anywh�r� from 80% survival rat�, to 20% if you go 

slow, at all.”

David almost spok� of using holographic cloaking fic�lds, but th�y w�r� l�arning fast, and—

Eliot pull�d som� dron�s up and th�y floick�r�d with holograms. With a grin, Eliot stood up, saying, “W� 

can incr�as� thos� odds by s�nding holograms in �v�ry dir�ction, and going fast.”

David h�ard som�thing spraying outsid�, so h� took a quick p��k to s�� what it was. Eliot was spraying 

all of th� n�arby oil/acid slick with orang� n�utralizing ag�nt. With th� orang� drops almost lock�d still 

in th� air, for David was moving fast, David took a wid�r glanc� around th� spac�, walking briskly to 

ch�ck on th� goblins h� kn�w to b� out th�r�.



The�y w�r� watching, but mostly just th� young on�s, l�ft as hiv� mind t�th�rs; not any r�al dang�rous 

on�s. If th� kids trigg�r�d th� goblins to chas� th�m, th�n h� would r�scu� th� kids, but hop�fully th� 

goblins would go aft�r th� fals� trails, and hop�fully Eliot would r�m�mb�r to mak� th� oil out th�r� 

splash with som� downdrafts from th� cam�ras. Theos� goblins had v�ry, v�ry good sight, and th�y 

w�r�n’t stupid.

H� st�pp�d back insid� and r�join�d th� normal tim�fram�.

Eliot said, “Soon as th� n�utralizing ag�nts ar� don�, I can s�nd th� fals� trails out at th� sam� tim� as 

us. The�y’ll �v�n tap th� ground lik� us if w� w�r� r�ally running. Should mak� thos� goblins out th�r� 

think w�’r� actually running.”

As th� two kids mad� ficnal plans to run for it, David almost spok� up about how Eliot was only making 

floying dron�s show Isoko and hims�lf, and not including Mark in th� fals� trails, or as a fak� imag� in 

th�ir r�al dash across th� kinda-slipp�ry ground. H� should hav� includ�d Mark, b�caus� th�y would 

hav� r�cogniz�d that Mark was th� on� who did th� black lightning d�ath, and if h� wasn’t th�r�, th�n 

th�y w�r� �xtra vuln�rabl�.

But this was a l�arning �xp�ri�nc�, and som�tim�s action was b�tte�r than �xplaining �v�rything to �ach 

oth�r, and y�t, in a kind of �xp�ct�d way, th� goblins saw that Eliot and Isoko had dash�d offe to th� 

north, and th�y had s��n that Mark was not with th�m. The� goblins d�cid�d to atteack, but th�y w�r� still 

far away.

David mov�d back and forth b�tw��n Isoko and Eliot, as th�y crash�d into th� car park and start�d 

bashing shit and gath�ring m�tals, and th� scann�r in th� bas� that show�d goblins conv�rging on th�ir 

locations. The�y had corr�ctly ficgur�d out that Isoko and Eliot had ‘lost th� m�mb�r of th�ir t�am that 

had kill�d all th� goblins’, and now th�y w�r� circling back, all of th�m, to try and kill Isoko and Eliot…

Hmm.

David look�d at th� scann�r, and saw that… nop�.



The� big goblins w�r� staying away. The�y w�r� continuing on to th� normal goblin plan of killing and 

transforming anything that mov�d in ord�r to r�coup loss�s. The� goblins going aft�r Eliot and Isoko 

w�r� opportunistic kill�rs. On� mind goblin did go aft�r Eliot and Isoko, though. Just on�.

If all of th� goblins and th� corrupt�r goblin had turn�d, th�n Eliot and Isoko would hav� had a 

confrontation with th�m. But as it was…

David watch�d as Isoko slic�d a diving goblin in half with on� hand and grabb�d a sudd�nly-sl��ping 

Eliot with th� oth�r, throwing him into th� cart full of suppli�s and th�n pushing him fast, back toward 

bas�.

Isoko was immun� to th� mind monst�rs now, which was good for h�r…

The� mind goblin, and most of th� goblins with it, d�cid�d to turn around and r�turn to th� ‘r�coup 

loss�s’ plan.

Back in th� bas�, Eliot slamm�d awak� and Isoko chuckl�d, talking about risks and r�wards.

Eliot tri�d not to fr�ak out, but h� was fr�aking out a lot.

David thought it a good l�sson.

Eliot should not b� out in th� wilds at all. H� was too us�ful to humanity and his pow�r was dir�ctly 

count�r�d by all th� monst�rs of th� world. It was good that h� was scar�d. P�rhaps h� would forg�t his 

whol� bardic car��r thing and go back to Citad�l, or mayb� to som� city som�wh�r�. Anywh�r�, in any 

human plac�, would b� b�tte�r than out with th� goblins and th� monst�r tr��s and all th� r�st. Humanity

n��d�d Eliot bor�d and succ�ssful in a city mor� than it n��d�d Eliot out th�r� in th� wilds, dying.

Isoko would do v�ry w�ll out in th� wilds, though.

Sh� was smiling as sh� spok� of goblins raining from th� sky.

At l�ast th�y had gotte�n a bunch of m�tals.



Eliot start�d sorting through it, but h� had to throw half of it out as monst�r-touch�d.

Mark sl�pt soundly.

- - - -

Mark wok� up all at onc� and viol�ntly, his h�art slamming in his ch�st, b�ating out a drum of Union, 

drawing in r�sili�nc� from th� world and giving it back w�akn�ss in r�turn. H� f�lt Eliot and Isoko and 

David b�for� his �y�s r�gist�r�d th�ir pr�s�nc�.

And th�n h� saw th�y w�r� �ating soup around a tabl�, and Mark had wok�n up on a b�d sat to th� sid� 

of th� room.

No goblins.

No dang�r.

Just… soup.

Isoko grinn�d. “Soup’s hot!”

Mark groan�d and th�n tri�d to br�ath� in sust�nanc� and—

H� start�d coughing as som� foul �v�rything invad�d his lungs. H� hack�d out dark sludg� and switch�d

to br�athing purity/impurity, and that work�d just ficn�.



Mark cough�d a f�w tim�s as h� said, “Fuck. Did I blight th� land?”

“You did,” David said, and th�n h� sipp�d his soup.

Isoko said, “Eliot manag�d to mak� a ficshing dron� so w�’r� having ficsh soup whil� th� goblins ar� 

running �v�rywh�r� out th�r�, biting �v�rything in a mad dash to g�t strong �nough to ov�rwh�lm us. 

W�’v� had to f�nd offe a f�w small atteacks sinc� th�n, but just th� roaming kind, from s�cond g�n�ration 

goblins that don’t know who w� ar� in this tow�r.” Sh� hand�d Mark som� soup with lots of floak�d ficsh 

flooating in an oily broth.

Mark took th� bowl. It sm�ll�d good whil� it f�lt warm in his hands. “Theanks.”

“Theanks for th� purificcation,” Isoko said. “And h�r� I thought I was gonna n��d th� show�r Eliot mad�!”

“It’s a ficn� show�r,” Eliot said, �ating his soup. “It’s got j�ts from four angl�s. Gr�at show�r, �v�n. I could 

s�ll show�r �nclosur�s and mak� good mon�y.”

Isoko laugh�d.

David tri�d not to grin.

Mark was confus�d for a mom�nt. “How long was I out? I s�� th� sun is up.”

Eliot look�d at th� clock. “Almost 11 hours. It’s just past noon and th�r� ar� 3,500 goblins out th�r� and 

counting.”

… Mark loudly w�nt, “Uhhh-huh!”

Isoko said, “W� hav� a plan.”

Mark f�lt his hackl�s low�r. H� ask�d, “Good plan?”



“Workabl�,” Isoko said, waggling a hand lik� sh� was unsur�. “It’s th� hopping-floying-spid�r-fortr�ss 

plan. Basically, w� just go around, hopping and floying from goblin location to goblin location, and you 

kill things whil� Eliot navigat�s and I pilot th� thing. If a wyv�rn com�s, th�n w� kill that thing, too., but

hop�fully w� can duck down b�low th� buildings fast �nough that th� wyv�rns don’t s�� us. Oth�r than 

that! Kill �v�rything that mov�s. Mayb� if it’s not moving, too.”

Mark sipp�d his soup as h� thought about that, as h� op�n�d hims�lf astrally to th� world. H� couldn’t 

r�ally s�� th� thr�ads right now, but h� could half-s�� th�m. Mostly f��l th�m, in a way that was not 

sight at all. What h� saw, was Isoko, Eliot, and David sitteing around a tabl�. What h� f�lt, was th� 

pr�s�nc� of th� thr�� p�opl� h� was focus�d on, and a n�ar-absolut� abs�nc� of all land outsid�, and 

�v�rywh�r� within rang�.

The�r� was no lif� out th�r� at all.

Stuffe still mov�d, though.

Mark look�d up, with his actual �y�s. Eliot’s machin�s burbl�d oils into vats, whil� comput�r scr��ns 

and holo displays show�d th� local ar�a, and cam�ras show�d a whol� bunch of black sludg� cov�ring 

most of th� land out th�r�… Oh. And a f�w blu� goblins in th� far distanc�. Mayb� a kilom�t�r away in 

most dir�ctions—

A f�w w�r� only 300 m�t�rs away, though…

Hmm.

Mark �xt�nd�d his Union in th� dir�ction of th� n�ar�st on�, to th� North—

The�r� it was.

In th� north, on a tow�r of its own, stuck to th� sid� and looking this way. Mark couldn’t s�� it at all, but

h� could f��l it. S�ns� its g�n�ral ori�ntation. It was pulling in this dir�ction, looking at this tow�r, trying

to g�t to th� p�opl� in this tow�r.



Mark kill�d— H� stopp�d.

H� almost kill�d th� goblins looking at th�m.

Mark ask�d, “So I think my rang� has incr�as�d a lot. I hit a f�w goblins 300 m�t�rs out to th� far north 

and w�st. Should I kill th�m? I think w� could pr�t�nd to b� w�ak, right? Mak� th�m com� to us?”

Eliot rais�d an �y�brow. “I’d lik� to g�t it don� today, if w� can. Not sur� if w� can, though. Som� of th� 

goblins just took offe, you know. Theat’s th�ir whol� thing. The�y go up against strong oppon�nts and if 

th�y win th�n th�y progr�ss, but if th�y fail th�n th�y scatte�r to th� wind, running and running and 

biting along th� way. It’s lik� a g�n�tic, instinctiv� switch. Som� of th�m won’t stop running and biting 

until th�y di� to som� monst�r out th�r�.” H� add�d, “If w� mov� at a slow rat�, bas�d on pr�vious kill 

rat�s, it’ll tak� 2 days to track th�m all down, bas�d on av�rag� �stimat�s and what long rang� scans 

pick�d up.”

Mark nodd�d. “Theat do�sn’t sound good.”

“It’s not,” Eliot said.

David said, “W�’r� clos� to th� point that this is a fail�d training mission and r�al authoriti�s g�t 

involv�d.”

Isoko said, “I’d lik� to g�t up and running in a f�w hours, and if w� can do that, th�n w� won’t fail th� 

mission, but you’r� th� only on� that got any sl��p. Can you do th� no-sl��p stuffe again? The�n w� can all

wak� up?”

Mark rapidly said, “Of cours�! I think… I think th� sludg� out th�r� is biod�gradabl�?”

Eliot said, “Y�ah it is. Mak�s gr�at f�rtiliz�r aft�r a f�w months out in th� sun, but fungi can dig�st it 

right away.”

Mark focus�d on a Union of r�sili�nc�/w�akn�ss, focusing on what�v�r plant lif� might b� out th�r�, 

along with what�v�r fungi might b� lurking as spor�s in th� wind, or on th�—



The�r�.

Theat did it.

Just by b�ing conn�ct�d to a larg�r syst�m, th� spor�s in th� ar�a b�gan to grow lik� a wav� of chang� 

upon th� black oc�an of sludg�… which was mor� lik� 3 inch�s of black, �xt�nding out about 200 m�t�rs 

in �v�ry dir�ction.

Mark glanc�d at th� cam�ras in ord�r to s�� what h� could only f��l.

Lif� sprout�d from d�ath in a panoply of shap�s and colors, lik� a mat of hair str�tching through th� 

sun-baking black and th�n popping up with butteons and ridg�s and horns of mushrooms of �v�ry color, 

shap�, and siz�. Som� of th�m rapidly at� th� oth�r on�s and gr�w tall�r, b�for� bursting into spor�s of 

th�ir own, to spr�ad on th� wind and rapidly d�cay th� world into oth�r sorts of nutri�nts.

Eliot add�d spor� ficlt�rs to th� air conditioning in th� tow�r, and Mark didn’t grow stuffe insid� th� tow�r.

But outsid�, Mark gr�w mushrooms whil� h� at� ficsh soup, and talk�d about what had happ�n�d whil� 

h� was out of it. Soon, a f�w stray grass s��ds that had b��n buri�d wh�r�v�r, sprout�d, and grass�s 

coloniz�d th� mats of d�ad mushroom land. Dand�lions sprout�d and s��d�d th� air, spr�ading far, and 

that’s wh�n Mark start�d br�athing in sust�nanc� and br�athing out d�privation along with Isoko, Eliot, 

and David.

David was ficn�, b�caus� h� was k��ping hims�lf activ� and whol�.

But Eliot and Isoko instantly start�d to look b�tte�r.

Eliot sigh�d out, “Oh that’s th� stuffe.”

Isoko ask�d, “Spid�r l�gs up in an hour? Half an hour? How long do you n��d, Eliot?”

“The� parts ar� mostly mad�,” Eliot said, �y�s half-lidd�d, as h� typ�d away at an invisibl� k�yboard. “I 

n��d to put th�m tog�th�r and ficnish out th� various int�rnal syst�ms. Half an hour.”



Isoko walk�d ov�r to a b�d, saying, “I’m going to lay down for half an hour, th�n. Mark! You’r� on 

watch!”

Mark said, “Absolut�ly. Theanks for watching out whil� I… �r… I crash�d out on a mission, didn’t I? 

Theat’s not good, actually. Sorry.”

Isoko wav�d an arm. “And you kill�d most of th� probl�m b�for� you crash�d. It’s good.” Sh� laid down 

and was out lik� a light within mom�nts.

Sh� must hav� b��n running truly hard.

Mark told Eliot, “I can watch ov�r you for half an hour, too.”

Eliot smil�d, �y�s still half-lidd�d as h� tapp�d away at th� air. “Theank Fr�yala. I will tak� that offe�r, but 

wh�n I’m don� h�r�… 10 minut�s. Mayb� 5 if I hurry… Oh gods no. I’m just gonna lay down.”

Mark chuckl�d. “Sl��p w�ll.”

Soon, David was th� only on� still awak� with Mark.

Mark glanc�d ov�r at Eliot and Isoko. “The�y ran hard, huh.”

“The�y did,” David said, “You all l�arn�d n�ws tricks last night. L�t’s talk about what you l�arn�d, 

though.”

Mark r�call�d a conv�rsation h� had with Lola on� tim�, about what sorts of p�opl� in Fr�yala’s church 

g�t what sorts of Union Pow�rs.

Mark said, “Lif� has rhythms, and Union us�s th�m lik� a floow controll�r. The� main v�rsions of Union 

Fr�yala giv�s out ar� Br�ath, for almost all acolyt�s. The�n com�s Blood, for pri�sts and most 

accomplish�d p�opl�. But last night, I think I touch�d upon th� on� that Inquisitors g�t. The� main floow. 

The� ability to conn�ct to th� �l�ctrical signals of th� brain; a Union of Brain.” Mark ask�d, “Is that it? 

Union of Br�ath, Blood, and Brain?”



David smil�d softly. “Lola will want to t�ll you a lot mor� about that last on� b�caus� I think you hav� it 

right, but also kinda wrong. I’v� always thought of it mor� lik� th� Union of Lif�. Lif�, its�lf, is a floow. 

Your m�thod c�rtainly conc�ntrat�d on th� lightning-lik� asp�ct of it, though. Do you r�m�mb�r much 

of what you actually did?”

Mark had a lot of littel�, unficnish�d thoughts about David calling what Mark had don� a ‘Union of Lif�’. 

H� still thought of what h� had don� as �l�ctrical dancing in th� brain.

But anyway, Mark said, “I r�m�mb�r v�ins r�aching out and stabbing through… �v�rything. What I took

from th�m s��m�d to mak� th� atteack strong�r, in turn, too.”

David nodd�d. “You can’t r�ally do som�thing lik� that unl�ss you focus on th� brain—”

“Ah ha! The� brain was corr�ct!”

David chuckl�d. “Again. Lola would want to talk to you about that. But… Theat’s your trump card, Mark. 

Try not to us� it too much on oth�r p�opl�. On monst�rs? It’s ficn�, b�caus� you can’t kill yours�lf with it

and monst�rs you want d�ad. But try not to us� it on oth�r p�opl� too much. It’s too �asy to hav� stray 

thoughts �nt�r your mind whil� using Union of Lif�, and you might accid�ntally kill som�on�. Stray 

thoughts ar� d�adly.”

Mark… und�rstood wh�r� David was coming from, but h� thought David was wrong. It had not b��n 

�asy to us� Union of Brain. Mark said, “I’m pr�ttey sur� that it would b� hard to kill an �n�my with 

Union of Brain if th� �n�my wasn’t wishing so much for our own d�ath.”

David rais�d an �y�brow. “… Mayb� you’r� right. But you blight�d th� land 250 m�t�rs in �v�ry 

dir�ction.” H� add�d, “My point is: th�r� ar� a lot of r�asons why Union of Lif� is only giv�n out to th� 

most trust�d p�opl� in th� cl�rgy. It’s all about action sp��d.

“Union of Br�ath is slow, taking 5-ish s�conds for on� cycl�. 2 s�conds if you want to g�t fast with it.

“Union of Blood is your usual us� of th� Pow�r. It’s a cycl� p�r s�cond. 2 cycl�s wh�n you g�t r�ally 

going, your h�art b�ating fast.



“Union of… Brain, is incr�dibly fast, functioning at th� sp��d of thought. Theat sp��d is d�adly fast. I 

think th� quikip�dia articl�s call it a Union of Lif�, too, but y�s. It’s fast.

“You should grow us�d to always having Union of Blood activ� with that half-h�aling-half-prot�ctiv� 

thing you got going on, whil� using Union of Brain against monst�rs, only. Theat’s how Inquisitors ar� 

train�d in it. Union of Br�ath is som�thing that you switch up and us� as n��d�d, all th� tim�.” David 

add�d, “I gu�ss what I’m saying is… Wh�n you start �xp�rim�nting on your abiliti�s, Union of Br�ath is 

what you us� to t�st out a n�w way to us� Union. Union of Blood is for som�thing that you know how to

us� w�ll. Only �v�r us� Union of Brain wh�n you know —truly know— what you’r� doing.”

Oh.

Theat was a good way to think of it, huh?

Mark could actually start doing �xp�rim�nts with this stuffe, too, couldn’t h�?

Mark had anoth�r thought. “What if I want�d to us� Union of Brain mor�? Mak� it just a third v�ctor for

casual Union work? Lik� th� r�sili�nc�/w�akn�ss thing?”

David rais�d an �y�brow again. “Theat tak�s incr�dibl� m�ntal disciplin�, and I wouldn’t r�comm�nd it 

for any non-Mind�r p�opl�. If a Mind�r choos�s to g�t Chos�n, th�n th�y usually �nd up as an Inquisitor,

or th�y’r� not Chos�n at all. Any sort of additional brain pow�r mak�s Union truly strong, Mark… Or 

mayb� you n��d to think about signing up for th� Advanc�d H�aling Club. Do you want to b� a Grand 

H�al�r, lik� Badaira?”

Mark was a littel� surpris�d wh�r� that answ�r w�nt. “I’m not sur� about b�ing a Grand H�al�r… But 

h�aling is good, y�ah?”

David grinn�d. H� nodd�d. “H�aling is good, y�s.”

“You know? I’v� wond�r�d som�thing about Unity. It’s Tru� H�aling, isn’t it? Or is it not? D�-aging 

h�aling, I m�an.”



David didn’t know what to mak� of that qu�stion for a mom�nt, and th�n h� shook his h�ad. “No. The� 

Tru� H�al�rs of th� world ar� all— Ar� mostly all on a list, and not many of th�m ar� actual Union 

us�rs. V�ry f�w. The�r�’s always a f�w n�w Tru� H�al�rs that com� out of Tutorial �v�ry y�ar and choos�

to stay offe of th� list, but th�n th�y’r� always found out and abus�d for th�ir Pow�r. Wh�n that happ�ns 

an Inquisitor of som� vari�ty is usually call�d on to r�scu� th�m, and th�n th�y g�t r�scu�d and ask�d if 

th�y want to go on th� prot�ct�d list. The�y usually choos� to g�t on th� prot�ct�d list at that point in 

tim�.”

Mark was surpris�d again. “I didn’t know th� Inquisitors did that.”

“W� do a lot of th� cl�anup of humanity. The� dirty work, outsid� of city walls and som�tim�s insid� city 

walls, too, wh�n w� g�t cl�aranc� from thos� citi�s. Usually H�arthsw�ll Inquisitors work th� h�al�r list, 

though, unl�ss th� h�al�r g�ts tak�n out into th� wilds, and th�n a Fr�yalan Inquisitor usually st�ps in. 

Fr�yalan Inquisitors ar� only call�d on to do thos� r�scu�s and whatnot in th� ficrst plac� if w� alr�ady 

hav� contacts with thos� Tru� H�al�rs.”

Mark thought about a lot of small things.

H� had always h�ard that his Uncl� Al�xandro, Dad’s broth�r, was a Tru� H�al�r, but th� last tim� Mark

had s��n th� guy, Al�xandro h� look�d, w�ll, 45. Which was his r�al ag�.

Mark ask�d, “So what is Union classific�d as? Not Tru� H�aling?”

“Union is High H�aling,” David said, “No aging or crippling sid� �ffe�cts. A lot of diffe�r�nt cultur�s us� 

diffe�r�nt words that �nd up ov�rlapping a lot and confusing p�opl�. High H�aling, Supr�m� H�aling, 

Ultra H�aling. Theos� ar� all th� sam� sort of cat�gory I’v� h�ard of for Union. W� do try to stick to 

using ‘Tru� H�aling’ to m�an p�rf�ct, d�-aging h�aling, though.”

“I’ll just ask— Is my Uncl� Al�xandro a Tru� H�al�r, th�n? I always h�ard him call�d that but I’m 

wond�ring, now.”

“Yup. H�’s on th� list. H� switch�d ov�r to Fr�yalan ov�rsight two w��ks ago, actually, so that w� would 

giv� him mor� information on what’s happ�ning with you. You should call him again.”



Mark laugh�d. It was just so w�ird having p�opl� up in his busin�ss… H� smil�d. “Y�ah… I should…” 

Mark frown�d a littel�. “Why is h� 45 th�n?”

And why did h� liv� in a normal hous�?

Uncl� Al�xandro was rich, y�ah, but not stupid rich, lik� a Tru� H�al�r should b�?

Actually.

Forg�t all of that.

Mark had mor� qu�stions than answ�rs right now, and th�y w�r� in a battel� zon�.

“I don’t know why h�’s still 45,” David said, shrugging. “Why is Holy Moth�r Garin 95-ish? Theat’s th� 

on� I don’t und�rstand. Glorious Man has b��n 35 for a f�w y�ars now, but h�’s probably going to stay 

th�r� for a hundr�d y�ars or mor�. H�’ll probably b� th� ficrst human who g�ts a d�mon-touch�d lif�tim� 

without b�ing d�mon-touch�d. Nova N�xus has b��n 36 for 40 y�ars, and Echo has b��n 35 for 30-

som�thing. Mayb� your Uncl� lik�s b�ing 45? I hav�n’t inquir�d that d��ply into that matte�r.”

The� room f�ll to a sil�nc�, �xc�pt for all th� nois�s of normal things.

Mark ask�d, “How lik�ly ar� you going to n��d to call in th� big guns for this training mission?”

David said, “I’d hav� giv�n you guys a 50% chanc� of succ�ss in th� b�ginning, but Eliot is r�ally coming

into his pow�r and Isoko is proving to b� an unstoppabl� obj�ct wh�n sh� r�ally g�ts going. Both brok� 

ti�r 4 a f�w hours ago. You brok� ti�r 5 whil� you w�r� sl��ping.”

Mark was surpris�d. H� look�d around, grabb�d a pair of Eliot’s scann�r glass�s, and look�d at hims�lf. 

H� floick�d through th� butteons and soon h� arriv�d on a p�rsonal ti�r scann�r.

Ti�r 3 Body, 4 Shap�r, 3 Mind, 5 Natural, 3 Soul, 2 Arch.



Mostly in th� middl� rang�s for �ach of thos�, too.

“Huh! H�althy Body got up past ti�r 2?” Mark ask�d.

David nodd�d. “Tri Tal�nt �xp�ctations ar�n’t always in lin� with what actually happ�ns, as �vid�nt by 

H�althy Body g�tteing abov� PL25.”

“… Could I �v�ntually g�t Tactil� T�l�kin�sis with it?”

“Now that would b� un�xp�ct�d. TT com�s about from a brawny b�ing abl� to �xpand th� scop� of th�ir 

natural �nhanc�m�nt; th� 2.5x str�ngth multipli�r for most normal brawni�s. The� high�r that multipli�r, 

th� �asi�r it is for a p�rson to gain TT. You hav� no multipli�r at all.”

Mark nodd�d as David conficrm�d what h� alr�ady kn�w to b� within �xp�ctations.

Mark still tri�d to b�nd a spar� st��l spoon sitteing on th� tabl�. It b�nt, sur�. But not �asily. Mark was not

that strong!

Mark mov�d on.

H� touch�d a part of his Pow�r that h� hadn’t gotte�n to us�, but at such a rapid incr�as� to �v�ry part of 

his astral body, his Shap�r Pow�r had also skyrock�t�d und�r n�w str�ngth, so…

Y�s.

The�r�.

Mark f�lt grains of adamantium in his bon�s. On� grain was in his l�ft shin. Two w�r� in his spin�, n�ar 

th� top. Four littel� grains w�r� in his rib cag�. A whopping… 7? 8? grains w�r� in his p�lvis.

Theat was a lot of adamantium, but also, not much at all. It would tak� a full y�ar of growing th� biom�tal

in his bon�s b�for� it r�ach�d �v�n a ficng�rnail’s siz� worth of mat�rial; mayb� 15 grams of th� stuffe.



David add�d, “Ti�r 3-ish for most oth�r things. Giv� you anoth�r half a y�ar and you’ll fully grow into 

your Pow�r, as far as Pow�r L�v�l go�s. Or you could go lift that vial of adamantium you hav� in th� 

Vault and build som� strong�r astral muscl�s that way, and a lot fast�r.”

Mark grinn�d. “Gottea g�t thos� gains!”

David smirk�d. “G�tteing to th� p�ak of your astral body is only part of th� proc�ss of growing as a 

monst�r kill�r, though. The� main half, th� larg�r half, is actually killing monst�rs, and l�arning how to 

do that b�tte�r and b�tte�r. L�arning how to us� Union is th� work of a lif�tim�.”

Mark nodd�d; h� und�rstood what David was saying.

Mark wasn’t going to try and us� his adamantium now; not h�r� in th� fic�ld, wh�r� Eliot was r�cording 

�v�rything. H� would hav� n��d�d to �xplain wh�r� h� had gotte�n th� stuffe, wh�n it wasn’t normal at all

for a p�rson to grow th� biom�tal th�ms�lv�s— W�ll. Mostly. Mithralkin�tics oft�n gr�w mithral 

th�ms�lv�s, but adamantiumkin�tics did not naturally grow adamantium, most of th� tim�. Theat ability 

was in th� r�alm of monst�rs… And on� dragon that still hadn’t chos�n a nam� for hims�lf.

… Mark ignor�d that part of his lif� right now, and focus�d on th� pr�s�nt.

Mark continu�d to br�ath� in sust�nanc� and br�ath� out d�privation, using all th� lif� h� had h�lp�d to 

grow out th�r� on th� black goo slick from all th� d�ad goblins and th� tr��, whil� his h�art b�at with a 

Union of r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss. H� also ficnish�d up som� mor� ficsh soup. It was good to hav� 

som�thing in his b�lly.

David at� anoth�r bowl hims�lf.

Mark ask�d small qu�stions whil� Eliot and Isoko sl�pt, lik�, “How is it, moving so fast? Do your cloth�s 

burn up?”

David said, “I l�arn�d how to g�t r�al good with tactil� t�l�kin�sis, r�al fast.”

Mark laugh�d.



David grinn�d.

- - - -

It was 2 in th� aft�rnoon by th� tim� Eliot got his ‘citywalk�r’ compl�t�d.

By 2:36, h� had mad� a v�rsion that didn’t br�ak wh�n it walk�d.

Mark r�gr�tte�d his sugg�stion to build this thing.

The� whol� thing rock�d lik� a moth�r fuck�r as it mov�d, its 10-l�gs snapping into th� ground, into th� 

buildings, and �sp�cially wh�n it duck�d down low and turn�d on th� big fans ov�rh�ad, to str�tch out 

th� big parachut�s. It did that right now, and Mark h�ld on tight as fuck to his chair, his stomach 

dropping into his p�lvis as th� whol� citywalk�r dipp�d down r�al low—

A spring click�d.

L�gs, spr�ad wid�, cam� tog�th�r und�r th� v�hicl�.

Mark �xclaim�d, “OH FUUUUUU…” his voic� trailing away, as �v�rything sudd�nly w�igh�d so much 

mor� and th� citywalk�r l�apt into th� air.

The� citywalk�r push�d its�lf in th� air with its own fans and parachut�s.



Isoko laugh�d maniacally as sh� gripp�d th� st��ring wh��l, h�r platinum f��t lock�d into th� machin� 

and h�r waist strapp�d into a hold�r that k�pt h�r at th� controls. “What ar� you scar�d of, Mark! W�’r� 

just trav�rsing th� city!”

Mark sat in a h�avily cushion�d and prot�ct�d chair at th� back of th� control room, surround�d by 

plastic that hid a bunch of g�ars and �ngin�s and a lot of stuffe that h� only bar�ly und�rstood. Eliot sat 

in a chair b�sid� Mark, fully strapp�d in, k��ping th� machin� tog�th�r, his �y�s half-lidd�d. A big holo 

display in front of th�m show�d offe th� world around th�m.

Mark could s�� through th� plastic ov�rh�ad, and th� plastic in front of th�m. The� city look�d lik� a ruin,

and th�y w�r� so high up, and �v�rything was so light-f��ling, and h� couldn’t s�� all th� stuffe b�hind 

th�m, and th�r� was a lot of stuffe b�hind th�m. Eliot had pack�d up �v�rything that h� could from th� 

tow�r, �xc�pt for th� ston� its�lf—

The� citywalk�r hit th� ap�x of its jump, a good hundr�d m�t�rs abov� th� city, and it start�d d�sc�nding. 

Slowly, and th�n way too fast.

Mark’s stomach was in his throat now.

Isoko laugh�d, “Pr�par� for landing!”

Mark h�ld on tight as ov�rh�ad giant fans billow�d out th� parachut�s. The�y w�r� not �nough to 

paraglid� at all, and Mark was piss�d at that. “Isn’t th�r� som� sort of ballooning thing you can do, 

Eliot?! ”

And th�n th� citywalk�r did a controll�d crash onto th� ground, som� of its l�gs snapping offe insid� of a 

building, and th� oth�rs pr�ssing down onto th� str��t, th� whol� thing balancing as fast as Eliot could 

mak� it balanc�. Shock absorb�rs did th�ir b�st.

Mark r�fus�d to vomit.

The� only r�ason th�y w�r�n’t all past� was b�caus� Mark was h�avily working Union right now.



Eliot grinn�d as h� fully op�n�d his �y�s, saying, “W� did b�tte�r that tim�!”

Isoko rapidly pull�d down som� l�v�rs and th�n push�d up som� mor�, making th� ‘spring gaug�’ to th� 

sid� rapidly ris�, as sh� cackl�d, “H�r� w� go again, boys!”

Mark look�d out th� sid� of th� main vi�wing window.

David was out th�r�, standing on a roof, watching th�m. H� had r�fus�d to g�t into th� citywalk�r.

Mark tri�d not to b� j�alous.

Mark r�it�rat�d, “How about a balloon, Eliot!”

“What? Lik� a hot air balloon? No no,” Eliot said, “Balloons ar� so slow!”

“Stabl�, though!” Mark tri�d, just as th� spring gaug� got full again. Mark st��l�d hims�lf, rapidly 

ch�cking th� holo display and also th� w�ft of th� world. H� found 36 odd goblins n�arby, all of th�m 

coming th�ir way, and 2 wyv�rn dogs, running away as fast as th�y could from th� giant m�chanical 

spid�r thing. The�y all f�ll, d�ad, and Mark r�focus�d, saying, “W� n��d to b� l�ss jumpEEEEEEE—”

Isoko had pr�ss�d th� butteon, and Mark’s stomach w�nt back into his p�lvis.

Isoko laugh�d as sh� dir�ct�d th� fans ov�rh�ad to push th� parachut�s toward som� dir�ction or 

som�thing. Mark bar�ly car�d about dir�ctions. H� was on a diffe�r�nt mission.

Isoko announc�d, “Big clump up ah�ad! L�t’s g�t ‘�m!”

Mark r�fus�d to vomit.



- - - -

Mark st�pp�d out of th� wr�ckag� of th� citywalk�r, brushing blood out of his �y�s. A f�w br�aths of 

purity and that w�nt away. B�hind him, a platinum hand shot out of th� plastics, and th�n a mom�nt 

lat�r th� plastics b�gan to m�lt and r�combin�, as Eliot groan�d.

The�y had kill�d two wyv�rns, 2000 goblins, and a thousand oth�r small�r monst�rs sinc� th�y start�d 

hopping all around Rom�. The� smart goblins ran from th� citywalk�r, though. The�y’d all com� floooding 

in tonight, for sur�. Mayb� th�y could hav� caught up to th� smart goblins, but th� walk�r had th� most 

fucking awful st��ring that Mark had �v�r fucking �xp�ri�nc�d in his whol� fucking…

Mark took a d��p br�ath and tri�d not to b� mad.

Isoko said, “W�lp! The� third wyv�rn had b��n too much, I s��!”

Eliot happily said, “It br�ath�d ficr�! But I can do b�tte�r on th� parachut�s n�xt tim�!”

The� third wyv�rn had �v�ntually gotte�n th�m; y�s.

Mark had �v�ntually kill�d it, though, whil� Isoko did a whol� lot of dodging and Eliot shot som� 

in�ffe�ctual sticky glu� at it. The� stick glu� had blind�d it, at l�ast! So it hadn’t don� �xactly nothing.

And now th� wyv�rn rotte�d on th� ground ov�r th�r�. Blood drool�d from �v�ry orificc�; not spurting 

anymor�. It had tak�n a full 3 minut�s to kill th� fuck�r.

The�y w�r� lucky to b� aliv�.

David st�pp�d n�ar th�m, saying, “You’r� lucky to b� aliv�.”

Mark burst out laughing.

Eliot said, “I had faith in Mark! W� w�r� ficn�!”



Isoko said, “The� st��ring could us� som� mor� work, Eliot. I was thinking bigg�r parachut�s. Mayb� 

som� actual wings on th� spid�rcrawl�r, too.”

“I’v� b��n thinking about th� wings again,” Eliot said, “The�y didn’t work so w�ll—”

As th� sun start�d to s�t in th� distanc�, Mark said, “Can w� pl�as� try th� hot air balloon now? Pl�as�?”

Mark had alr�ady sugg�st�d it onc�, wh�n th�y ficrst got into th� half-floying d�ath trap, but th�y had shot

him down. H� had thought of a b�tte�r argum�nt in th� last half an hour, and mayb� it would work, this 

tim�. “You could �v�n paint th� sid�s with adv�rtis�m�nts for your chann�ls.”

Eliot w�nt from dislik� to d��ply int�r�st�d in a floash. “OHHHH!”

Isoko roll�d h�r �y�s. “I’m still piloting. Theat shit is fun. I think I want to g�t a prop�r pilot’s lic�ns�. Can

you mak� th� balloon fast, though?”

“The�r� ar� many things I can try,” Eliot said, thinking.

Mark smil�d as h� said, “And h�r� w� ar�, l�arning things about ours�lv�s and th� world. It’s just so 

grand.”

Soon, as th� sun start�d to s�t, and as Mark kill�d th� constant wav�s of monst�rs that cam� th�ir way, 

b�for� th�y �v�n saw th� monst�rs, Eliot smash�d a plastic bottel� full of bubbly oil on th� brow of 

‘Citywalk�r Mark 5’, and th� whol� thing lift�d offe with th�m insid�. With a balloon that ov�r match�d 

th� siz� of th� carriag� by 20 tim�s ov�r, and looking lik� a prop�r dirigibl�, Citywalk�r 5 flooat�d in th� 

air lik� an unmaintain�d hov�rcar.

It rock�d. It swung. It had probl�ms.

It was loads b�tte�r than b�for�.

The� outsid� was �v�n lay�r�d with holograms, shining brightly upon th� world, taunting all th� goblins 

who could s�� it, which was a lot. The�r� w�r� �v�n words spok�n through loudsp�ak�rs. It was a display 

of cartoon humans shaking hands with cartoon goblins, and, at David’s sugg�stion, Eliot had th� cartoon



goblins voluntarily r�mov� th�ir fangs aft�r th� handshak�. It was a particular insult among most 

goblins to call th�ms�lv�s fangl�ss, appar�ntly.

Theis had th� d�sir�d �ffe�ct among th� goblins.

The� city positiv�ly boil�d with th�m, all of th�m racing th�ir way, som� through th� sky on wyv�rn-lik� 

wings, most across th� ground.

Eliot add�d ‘succ�ssful’ goblin atteacks to th� illusionary display, having th� floi�rs ‘g�t into’ th� dirigibl� 

and disrupt th� display, and having th� dirigibl� ‘drop down’ to ‘crash’ into a tow�r so th� goblins on th�

ground could ‘g�t in’. But, in truth, Mark dropp�d th�m all b�for� th�y got clos� and Citywalk�r 5 n�v�r 

crash�d at all. Eliot shot acids at th�m, and som� fast-growing mushrooms b�gan to pil� up on th� 

corps�s v�ry quickly, which was �nough to hid� th� truth of th� assault from most �y�s.

Isoko pr�ss�d a big blu� butteon that was lab�l�d, ‘I’m doing my part!’. Littel� lights floick�r�d �v�ry tim� 

sh� did that, and a tick�r tick�d up. Ev�ry hundr�d butteon pr�ss�s was a dinging b�ll, and sh� was 

n�aring 20,000 pr�ss�s. Sh� smil�d.

Half an hour of killing lat�r and th�r� w�r� only a hundr�d goblins l�ft.

The�y look�d to b� holding back, though. R��valuating.

Mark said, “ ‘R�pair’ th� ship and hav� us ‘crash’ into that big �mpty spac� ov�r th�r�, by th� toxic 

slim�s in th� Vatican. The�y’ll think w�’r� running. I think th�y’ll tak� th� bait if Isoko drops out and 

runs away from th� ship, too. You and I can stay in h�r� and pr�t�nd to b� d�ad. Isoko… you can kill all 

of th�m, right? I’ll k��p you aliv�, of cours�.”

Eliot ask�d, “Can you d�al with th� toxic miasma in th� air?”

“Oh y�ah,” Mark said, 75% conficd�nt.

The�y had alr�ady v�ntur�d clos� to th� Vatican spac�, wh�r� toxic slim�s rul�d th� world. The� on�s at 

th� �dg� w�r� ti�r 3 Shap�r-Pow�r slim�s. Mostly acid-lik� toxins, according to Eliot, so Union could 



cl�ar th�m up �asily �nough. V�nturing into that spac� would b� a last r�sort to g�t away from th� 

goblins, though, so th� goblins should b�li�v� that th�y would crash into that spac� to g�t away.

Isoko smil�d brightly. “L�t’s do it!”

T�n minut�s lat�r, pr�t�nding to limp through th� sky and with goblins trailing in th� distanc�, hanging 

back in th� night, th� ship crash�d into th� big �mpty circl� in what us�d to b� som� sort of parad� 

ground in th� Vatican ar�a. It wasn’t far into th� spac� at all, and th� slim�s h�r� w�r� pr�ttey spars�.

The� ar�a was a whit� road-lik� spac� surround�d by a ring of ston� buildings that w�r� all half ruin�d. 

The�r� w�r� four toxic slim�s n�arby. Most of th� slim�s w�r� in th� surrounding buildings. Theat mad� 

this spac� on� of th� f�w that could b� consid�r�d ‘saf�’ in th� ar�a.

The� slim�s r�st�d in th� botteom of small crat�rs h�r� and th�r�, and all throughout th� buildings, lik� 

round�d pools of glowing y�llow g�latin th� siz� of cak�s. The�y taint�d th� night air with d�adly y�llow 

fum�s. The�r� was no gr��n lif�. The� slim�s w�r� pr�ttey much immobil�, too, r�sting only wh�r� th�y 

w�r�, and bar�ly moving at all. The�y didn’t n��d to mov�.

The�y ficlt�r f�d on ambi�nt mana. The�y didn’t �v�n �at organics, or multiply all that fast.

Mark kinda wond�r�d why th�y w�r� �v�rywh�r� around h�r�, if th�y w�r� so bad at multiplying and 

�ating. The� only thing th�y w�r� good at was killing anything that cam� n�ar th�m, which, Mark 

suppos�d, was good �nough.

Mark f�lt th� toxic miasma in th� air �v�n b�for� h� conn�ct�d to it with Union. H� winc�d.

David winc�d, too. “Theat’s a strong toxin.”

Eliot r�ad out a f�w diffe�r�nt things, “Ouch. The�y’r� ti�r 5 up in h�r�, but th�y’r� Kin�tic-bas�d, so it 

shouldn’t b� that hard for you.” H� look�d at Mark and point�d at th� r�adout, saying, “You n��d to kill 

this on� and this on�. Isoko can ficght th�r� if thos� on�s ar� d�ad. K��p this on� n�ar�st to us aliv�, 

though. It might mak� th� goblins not approach us.”



Mark said, “Sounds good to m�.”

Mark focus�d.

According to Lola, subduing a miasma-bas�d cr�atur� that poison�d th� air and mad� Union truly 

difficcult to us�, was rath�r �asy, onc� you kn�w th� trick. Actually killing a miasma-bas�d cr�atur� was a

lot mor� difficcult, but th�s� particular slim�s w�r� Kin�tic slim�s, which mad� th�m not-so-strong 

against Union, which was a Natural Pow�r.

Mark focus�d his Union upward, into th� air abov�, away from th� toxins on th� ground. H� br�ath�d in 

purity from th� world and br�ath�d out impurity into th� world, into th� air abov� th� miasma, 

cl�ansing hims�lf and his imm�diat� ar�a and s�nding impurity toward th� slim�s.

The� slim�s wiggl�d. The�y did not lik� that impurity.

The� usual n�xt stag� was to atteack th� slim�s dir�ctly, but th�y didn’t hav� h�artb�ats or anything, r�ally.

The�y just sat th�r�, g�lling. The�y didn’t �v�n hav� any activ� thoughts, so Mark couldn’t us� his n�w 

Union of Brain on th�m. So Mark had to ficnd a diffe�r�nt av�nu� of atteack.

Mark sat p�rf�ctly still, mimicking th� ways th� slim�s sat th�r�, ficlt�r f��ding on th� world.

It was pr�ttey �asy to mimic that id�a, actually, now that Mark was using Union to do som�thing v�ry 

similar to th�m, and that’s how h� �nvision�d his h�artb�at. Theat, right th�r�, was mor� than �nough to 

actually conn�ct to th� slim�s.

Black v�ins �xt�nd�d outward and pow�r floow�d back to Mark, and h� almost cough�d, so h� sp�d up his

br�athing of purity and impurity, k��ping his ar�a cl�an, driving away th� miasma of th� slim�s.

Mark dr�w on th� r�sili�nc� of th� slim�s and gav� th�m w�akn�ss in turn. Theis was �nough to conn�ct 

to th�m in truth, and �v�ntually, aft�r a minut�, th� two slim�s that Eliot had d�signat�d start�d to dim 

and di�. With a conc�ntrat�d-�nough w�akn�ss, and th� r�moval of all of th�ir r�sili�nc�, th� slim�s’ 

bodi�s could not sustain th�ms�lv�s, so th�y simply popp�d, r�l�asing clouds of miasma into th� air that 

�xpand�d lik� y�llow mist.



Mark ficnish�d offe th� �xpanding probl�ms with som� mor� purity br�athing, and soon—

Eliot said, “Conficrm�d battel�fic�ld cl�ar. Isoko, you’r� cl�ar to go through th� airlock and pr�t�nd to b� 

wound�d. The� goblins ar� picking th�ir way h�r�. The�y’r� only 5 minut�s out. I’ll turn on th� spotlights

—”

“No spotlights,” Mark said, “Sh� has to s�ll th� d�ath of both of us.”

Isoko grinn�d, th�n said, “Y�s; that.”

“… Mood lighting with th� r�mains of th� holograms, th�n.”

- - - -

The� corrupt�r goblin howl�d with jubilation as th� silv�r on� burst out of th� wr�ckag� of th�ir v�hicl�, 

as ficr�s start�d in th� wr�ckag� and light illuminat�d th� night. The�y had crash�d into a land of kill�r 

slim�s, but th�y had pick�d th� worst spot for th�m to crash; an op�n ar�a, away from th� majority of 

th� slim�s. Theat d�cision would l�ad to th�ir d�aths.

The� l�ad scout goblins w�r� alr�ady atteacking th� silv�r on�.

The� blackv�in thing had di�d, oth�rwis� th� clos�r goblins would hav� di�d alr�ady, and th� ship wasn’t 

coming tog�th�r again, so th� tink�r�r had di�d. It was a gr�at loss for th�ir p�opl� not to transform 

thos� two, but th�y w�r� too hard to tak� tog�th�r. The�y would b� cont�nt with just g�tteing th� platinum

on�. Mayb� th� oth�r on�, too; h� n�v�r s��m�d to do anything �xc�pt for that on� tim�. H� was 

obviously training th� young on�s, but h� was not going to sav� th�m from th�ir own d�aths, not r�ally.



The� corrupt�r goblin look�d upon th� silv�r on�, and h� want�d h�r. To bit� into thos� l�gs and stomach,

and watch a n�w g�n�ration spill outward.

Sh� kill�d and sh� kill�d, but sh� was slowing down—

A nudg� goblin rac�d forward, saying, “MINE!”

A hiv� goblin rush�d forward. “MINE!”

What! No! Sh� was his! Not th�irs!

Corrupt�r goblin y�ll�d as h� ran for th� kill, “Blackv�in should hav� kill�d you all, you stupid stupids! 

Silv�r is min�!”

Young goblins di�d to th� y�llow haz� in th� air, falling into slim�s, but th� old�r goblins w�r� past th� 

y�llow clouds and alr�ady aiming for th� bit� of cr�ation.

Corrupt�r was in th� middl� of th� pack now, racing forward. H� kick�d a stupid youngling out of th� 

way, launching th�m into a pool of y�llow d�ath. It scr�am�d. Corrupt�r would mak� mor� from th� 

silv�r on�’s corps�. A lot mor�. A lot b�tte�r on�s, too.

Soon, th�y would ov�rwh�lm th� silv�r on�, and corrupt�r would com� in for a bit�. H� was 20 st�ps 

away, and th� silv�r on� falt�r�d, almost g�tteing bit by th� nudg� goblin, but sh� slapp�d his fac� away 

with h�r sword, almost casually. The� nudg�r bl�d, hiss�d, and w�nt in again—

Corrupt�r’s h�art b�at hard.

Black �xpand�d in th� air, lik� cracks of d�ath, drawing th�m all inward.

Ah, h� thought, as black v�ins �xt�nd�d out of th� crash�d ship, and as th� lights of th� crash�d ship 

floick�r�d and chang�d. The�y w�r� not d�ad at all.



The� corrupt�r goblin f�ll to th� ground and watch�d as th� fancy lights of th� down�d ship show�d all 

r�d, and th�n brilliant whit�, with l�tte�rs, and th� down�d ship show�d its�lf as not down�d at all. 

M�r�ly hidd�n b�hind illusions. Theos� illusions b�cam� l�tte�rs. B�cam� a c�l�bration.

The� corrupt�r goblin almost f�lt bad for what h� was r�ading. H� had l�arn�d to r�ad th� languag� for 

this? For this much of an �nding?

A silv�r blad� floash�d, and th� last thing th� corrupt�r goblin saw w�r� th� words ‘Mission Compl�t�!!!’ 

in bright, shining, human scribbl�s.

- - - -

Mark look�d down at th� holomap which was str�tch�d out for kilom�t�rs upon kilom�t�rs. Nary a blu� 

dot in sight. H� still ask�d, “Theat’s r�ally all of th�m, th�n?”

Isoko smil�d as sh� march�d back onto th� ship, blood and guts falling away from h�r platinum body as 

dust, as sh� said, “Can’t you r�ad? It says Mission Compl�t� out th�r�!”

Eliot grinn�d as h� roll�d his �y�s, smiling for th� cam�ra, saying, “Mark Car��d can’t r�ad!”

Mark laugh�d as h� push�d Eliot away, saying, “Ha ha ha.”

“Say som�thing for th� cam�ra, Mark!” Eliot said.

Mark smil�d and roar�d, “DEATH TO ALL MONSTERS!”



“DEATH TO ALL MONSTERS!” Isoko shout�d.

“DEATH TO ALL MONSTERS!” Eliot proclaim�d.

It was a nic� mom�nt. 

And th�n Eliot smil�d as h� said to Mark, “So you h�ard th� goblins calling you ‘Blackv�in’, right?”

Mark had an instinctual r�action to say, “NO.”

Eliot laugh�d.

Isoko chuckl�d. 

David grinn�d. 

Soon, th�y w�r� back in th�ir s�ats, with David standing with th�m, and th� ship lift�d offe into th� night 

sky. Mark smil�d as h� saw th� world d�sc�nd, as th� ruin�d rooftops of Rom� cam� into vi�w.

Isoko laugh�d as sh� spun th� wh��l, s�nding th� ship twisting.

“Isoko!” Mark snapp�d—

Right as Eliot said, “Isoko!”

“It’s fun!” Isoko said, grinning, as sh� l�v�l�d out th� ship.

Mark clos�d his �y�s and br�ath�d, and th�n h� smil�d.

Isoko said, “L�t’s go kill anoth�r wyv�rn and do anoth�r crash landing! I’m sur� I can land b�tte�r this 

tim�.”



Mark burst out laughing—

Eliot said, “FUCK no. I’m alr�ady calling Citad�l for transport.”

Mark laugh�d �v�n mor� as Isoko spok� about having a bit mor� fun driving, and th�n sh� took control 

and gunn�d it. Mark h�ld on to a chair, chuckling now.

David smil�d and said, “I had compl�t� faith and w�’r� going back now, but w� can c�rtainly m��t th� 

hov�rvan clos�r to Citad�l. If you want to kill som� wyv�rns, you should, but with cav�ats.”

“Y�s!” Isoko said.

Eliot pilot�d a dron� cam�ra as h� mov�d up to sp�ak to Isoko, asking h�r qu�stions about th� whol� 

�xp�ri�nc�, framing it as an ‘�xit int�rvi�w’ or som�thing lik� that. Eliot told Mark that h� was n�xt, and

Mark acc�pt�d that, h� suppos�d.

But for now, Mark sat down in his chair, and watch�d th� night sky and th� dark city of Rom� floow by—

“Wyv�rn!” Isoko shout�d.

Spotlights whipp�d to illuminat� th� b�ast, offe th� right sid�, coming in from th� riv�r.

Mark launch�d out of his s�at and look�d out th� window wh�r� Isoko was pointing. It was a pr�ttey 

small wyv�rn, but it was still a fucking wyv�rn. Mark switch�d all of his Union, from br�athing, to 

blood, to brain, to taking in v�in int�grity and giving back v�in d�cay.

Black miasmic d�ath slipp�d through th� world, bouncing b�tw��n thr�ads of r�ality and crashing into 

th� approaching wyv�rn. It was a good 300 m�t�rs away, but Isoko’s �arly warning was �nough for 

Mark to latch on to it—

His thr�ads doubl�d in thickn�ss wh�n h� hit th� targ�t.



The� wyv�rn flo�w on, approaching lik� nothing was wrong at all. It was a strong on�…

But th�n it falt�r�d. A hundr�d m�t�rs away it roar�d. At 50 it simply dropp�d. It lay on th� ground 

b�low th�m, dying. It would not di� for a whil�, but it was on its way. The� ship flo�w on, but Mark 

conn�ct�d to th� wyv�rn for a good whil�. Half a minut�.

The�y l�ft th� wyv�rn b�hind b�for� it di�d.

Mark frown�d as h� blink�d, adjusting hims�lf back to normal op�rations. H� said, “It’s not d�ad.”

Isoko happily circl�d back, th� cabin und�r th� dirigibl� swinging outward as th� whol� ship turn�d fast. 

“W� can’t hav� that now.”

Mark glar�d at Isoko for a mom�nt, whil� th� ship s�ttel�d back to hanging und�r th� balloons, and Isoko 

just grinn�d at him.

Mark kill�d th� wyv�rn aft�r anoth�r minut� of conc�ntration. “D�ad.”

Isoko nodd�d. “Good kill.”

In a much mor� r�lax�d mann�r, Isoko turn�d th� ship back north and continu�d on.

Mark chuckl�d as h� sat back in his s�a—

The�r� was a pr�s�nc�.

A v�ctor point�d at Mark.

At Mark, sp�cificcally.

His h�art b�at hard.



Sw�at brok� out across his body.

A primal sort of f�ar took hold as though h� was b�ing star�d at from �v�ry corn�r of �xist�nc�. As 

though h� was b�ing unmad� by som� sort of uns��n sight. The�r�, in th� cabin of Citywalk�r 5, Mark 

was th� only on� not r�lax�d.

Isoko happily drov�, t�sting th� wat�rs with qu�stions about �xt�nding th� training mission. Sh� want�d 

to floy ov�r th� Tib�rran�an and kill mor� wyv�rns.

David, unawar� of what Mark was f��ling, said som�thing about how th�y n��d�d to l�av� c�rtain 

monst�rs alon�, b�caus� if th�y kill�d �v�ry larg� monst�r in an ar�a th�n what cam� n�xt might 

b�com� a plagu�. Stabl� �cosyst�ms w�r� b�tte�r than unstabl� syst�ms.

Eliot said som�thing about how, “Sp�aking of that! I did som� poking at th� int�rn�t, asking about th� 

w�ird toxic slim�s at th� Vatican. Mark said how th�y w�r� so immobil� and practically st�ril� with th�ir

r�production, ya know? And that is v�ry tru�! The�y’r� sp�cificcally br�d to b� that way. The�y’r� ‘Vatican 

Slim�s’. The�y w�r� br�d and plac�d th�r� to k��p th� sit� mostly untouch�d! The� slim�s do a v�ry good 

job of that, whil� l�aving th� location its�lf mostly undisturb�d. The� poison slim�s to th� north of th� 

Vatican ar� a subsp�ci�s of th� toxic Vatican slim�s that… Uh.” H� look�d at Mark. “Uh. You look… 

r�ally pal�, dud�. You… Okay? No. No, you’r� not okay at all, ar� you.”

Ev�ryon� look�d at Mark.

Mark still f�lt th� pr�s�nc�.

It was out th�r�, watching th�m.

Mark said, “Som�thing is out th�r�. It’s watching us. It’s… It’s clos�. Holy fuck it’s clo—”

Words fail�d Mark.

In th� dark of d��p twilight, all of th� lights of th� �ntir� ship floash�d to full, to illuminat� th� world out 

th�r�, to ficnd what�v�r was hiding in th� night.



It app�ar�d, but only b�caus� it want�d to.

The� world ah�ad of th� ship turn�d into silv�r scal�s lik� lay�r�d br�astplat�s. Black spik�s along a spin�,

�ach th� siz� of a car, drank in all light, r�s�mbling voids in th� dark. Wings th� siz� of str��ts. A fac� 

that was as larg� as th� cabin of th� floying ship.

The� thing �y�d th� cabin of th� dirigibl�.

It �y�d Mark.

All oth�r conc�rns f�ll away as Mark r�cogniz�d th� dragon who was Addashi�ld, and y�t not.

The� dragon ch��rfully said, “I wasn’t sur� if I want�d to app�ar, but you s�ns�d m� anyway. P�rhaps w� 

ar� talzarki, Mark Car��d. Wond�rful n�ws.”

The� dragon unmad� th� floying ship and sudd�nly Mark was standing alon� in th� sky on a bit of 

wr�ckag�, whil� �v�ryon� �ls� was rapidly d�sc�nding to th� l�ft, down to th� ground.

The� dragon s��m�d to smil�.

Mark hit it with black v�ins.

The� dragon rais�d a v�ry larg� silv�r arch of scal�s ov�r its �y�s, and th�n h� chuckl�d a f�w tim�s, 

vibrating th� world, and Mark’s pow�r simply didn’t touch th� dragon anymor�. H� grinn�d, showing 

offe car-siz�d fangs a littel�.

“Good ficrst try but I’m a bit b�yond you, my happ�nstanc� broth�r,” th� dragon ch��rfully said, “L�t’s 

talk!”




