
The� path through th� wilds to Wolf Bayou was a th�or�tically straightforward path.

Mark �xp�ct�d complications to aris� in th� form of monst�rs. Of bats that shot las�rs, or rabbits that 

unfurl�d into gaping maws of t��th and stomach acid. Theat would all still happ�n, for sur�, but th� firrst 

complications cam� in th� form of oth�r p�opl�. Hon�stly, Mark should hav� �xp�ct�d that most of all.

Mark and Isoko jogg�d through th� linking tunn�l that ran b�low th� Mississippi riv�r, conn�cting th� 

�ast�rn shor� to th� w�st�rn shor� outsid� of th� walls of M�mphi. The� tunn�l was kinda crowd�d at this

hour. A lot of p�opl� w�r� going hom�, and th� night guard was moving out. G�ttiing through th� tunn�l 

its�lf was a straightforward affaair, but foot trafficc slow�d down and Mark h�ard p�opl� y�lling up ah�ad, 

but th�n trafficc r�sum�d.

Mark n�v�r found out what th� probl�m was up ah�ad.

The� tunn�l its�lf was rath�r unr�markabl�. It look�d lik� som�on� had simply us�d som� ston�shaping 

Pow�rs to drill a hol� through th� ground and th�n r�inforc� it h�r� and th�r�, whil� som� oth�r p�opl� 

had install�d som� glowing rocks in th� sid�s of th� tunn�ls, and th� c�iling. Mayb� th� sam� p�rson, 

actually. Probably part of a t�am of rock shap�rs. Citi�s had a lot of thos� on call, all th� tim�.

P�opl� saw Mark and Isoko, and som� of th�m had scann�rs that w�nt wild on Mark, and som� p�opl� 

look�d at him funny, th�ir �y�s going wid� in r�cognition, or som� oth�r �motion that was too obtus� to 

prop�rly und�rstand at a glanc�. Most p�opl� look�d at Isoko, though, with h�r silv�r br�astplat� that 

was cl�arly Fr�yalan in d�sign, and th�y want�d h�r as a h�al�r on th�ir t�am.

Isoko got proposition�d for a t�ammat� slot twic� in th� trip und�rn�ath th� Mississippi Riv�r. Sh� said 

‘no’, both tim�s, though som� p�opl� did ask for som� h�aling and th�y got that h�aling. Just som� cuts 

and bruis�s; nothing sp�cial.

The� two of th�m mad� it out th� oth�r sid� of th� tunn�l soon �nough, into th� op�n air on th� w�st�rn 

bank of th� Mississippi. Theat’s wh�n th�y �ncount�r�d th�ir firrst r�al snag on th� ‘�asy trip through th� 

wilds’. The� s�tup ov�r h�r� was pr�ttiy much th� sam� as th� s�tup on th� oth�r sid�, with a big gat� with

multipl� small�r gat�s in th� wall, and a w�ll-b�at�n s�ri�s of footpath roads that l�d out into th� wilds 

to th� north. Mark bar�ly got to look around b�for� th�r� was an ‘�m�rg�ncy’.



Som� guys w�r� running down thos� footpaths, toward th� city. On� woman with a group of 5, 2 

wom�n 3 m�n, spotti�d Mark and Isoko, or rath�r, th�y spotti�d Isoko’s br�astplat�.

“The�r�’s a h�al�r! Holy shit— Can you cl�ans� inf�ctions?” The� woman got right into it, coming ov�r, 

saying, “W�’v� got an inf�ction w�’r� controlling. W� n��d it purg�d.” Sh� g�stur�d to a man b�hind h�r 

with his hand wrapp�d around his stomach. H� was clutching s�v�r�d l�ath�r armor. The� woman said, 

“It’s som� sort of �gg-thing. Plant-bas�d, w� think. Can you do it?”

Bas�d on th�ir v�ctor stat�s, Mark b�li�v�d th�m. The� guy with th� inf�ction had som� sort of w�irdn�ss 

to his own v�ctor stat�s, and not just in his b�lly, lik� a bunch of worms point�d in oth�r dir�ctions, but 

also in his l�ft arm, und�r his brac�rs. Anoth�r woman in th� group had som�thing w�ird going on with 

h�r own v�ctor stat�s on th� back of h�r right l�g. It was lik� �ach p�rson was a singl� v�ctor, mostly 

pulling toward Isoko and a littil� bit to Mark, wond�ring who h� was to hav� a h�al�r with him, and th�n

th�y dismiss�d Mark, but th�ir small�r, for�ign v�ctors w�r� all ov�r th� plac�, and mainly focus�d on 

th� p�rson th�y w�r� attiach�d to and trying to qui�tly �at.

It was not a pl�asant s�t of �xp�ri�nc�s to f��l. Mark b�t it f�lt wors� for th� affalict�d, for sur�.

Isoko quickly said, “I’m not that qualifir�d. H� is.”

Mark was on it.

H� conn�ct�d hims�lf and Isoko to th� �ntir� group of firv� p�opl� and �xp�ri�nc�d multipl� things in 

that mom�nt. Conn�cting to Isoko was diffa�r�nt this tim�. It was a lot nic�r, actually. B�for�, wh�n Mark

had gon� onto his training mission with Isoko and Eliot, conn�cting to th�m had b��n lik� conn�cting to

any normal p�rson. But now, with Isoko b�ing a part of th� Chos�n Syst�m, with a Union of h�r own, 

conn�cting to h�r was lik� conn�cting to th� p�opl� in H�aling Club. Inst�ad of r�aching out and 

touching Isoko, h� r�ach�d out and grabb�d hands with h�r.

Isoko jolt�d a littil�. Sh� had f�lt that, too.

Sh� r�ach�d back to Mark, and ‘h�ld his hand’ as w�ll. Sh� had som� �xp�ri�nc� with what Mark had 

just don�, th�n? Theat was good.



Mark focus�d on h�aling th� party. His h�art b�at hard, black v�ins fliick�ring into th� air all around 

him, pulling in r�sili�nc� and purging w�akn�ss. H� br�ath�d in purity and br�ath�d out impurity, and 

soon, th� t�am was both worri�d, looking at Mark and wond�ring what h� was doing, whil� soon f��ling

good. The�ir should�rs r�lax�d. The�ir muscl�s unt�ns�d. All of th�m had small h�alth issu�s right now, 

probably du� to sp�nding all th�ir h�aling it�ms and singl�-us� magics on h�aling th� inf�ct�d, but Mark

was b�tti�r than a singl�-us� it�m. H� h�al�d th�m all, fast �nough.

“Oh wow,” said th� guy holding his stomach. H� chuckl�d a bit as h� br�ath�d out, “Theat’s so much 

b�tti�r. Theank you.”

The� �xtra v�ctors insid� of th� t�am, and insid� th�ir cloth�s, vanish�d quickly, but not b�caus� of Mark. 

Mark’s purity/impurity purg� only got rid of th� putr�sc�nc� or n�crosis that th� worms w�r� doing, h� 

was sur�. The� worms th�ms�lv�s w�r� still th�r�, unabl� to b� cl�ans�d away that quickly. The�y w�r� 

living things, aft�r all, and Mark was not going to b� purging away living things unl�ss h� was sur� h� 

was killing what n��d�d to b� kill�d.

And y�t, th� worms start�d dying anyway, or mayb� purity/impurity mad� th�m w�ak�r �nough for th� 

inf�ct�d guy’s body to kill th�m? Mayb� th� guy had tak�n som� antiparasitic m�ds, and thos� w�r� 

firnally working?

Mark wasn’t sur� about anything that was happ�ning right now, but h� kn�w that if h� continu�d on 

this slow h�aling path, that th�y’d all b� firn� soon �nough.

But to try and diagnos� what h� was s��ing, Mark ask�d th� guy, “You a brawny? You’r� cl�aring up 

fast�r than I �xp�ct�d.”

Brawni�s h�al�d r�ally �asily, as soon as th�y got any h�aling at all. Ev�n basic parasit�s w�r� no match 

for th�m. Mayb� that’s what was happ�ning. The� guy look�d pr�ttiy normal, with light armor, a sword at 

his right hip and a gun in a holst�r on his l�ft hip.

The� guy said, “Basic Brawn, y�s sir. Fuck, that f��ls so much b�tti�r.”

Mark smil�d a littil�, glad h� had b��n right. H� said, “Glad I could h�lp. You hav� som�thing und�r your

brac�r th�r�, too, but it’s w�ak�ning. You still n��d to tak� that offa and cl�an it up.”



The� man got a conc�rn�d look to him, and th�n h� pull�d offa his brac�r. Som� worms and �ggs f�ll out 

and th� guy fr�ak�d out a littil�. The� oth�r p�opl� in th�ir group almost said som�thing to him—

But Mark look�d to th� oth�r woman in th� group, saying, “You hav� som�thing stuck to th� back of 

your l�g— No. Oth�r on�. Yup. Right th�r�.”

The� woman pull�d offa h�r out�r l�ath�r armor instantly, cursing as sh� r�v�al�d a gath�ring of worms 

and �ggs in a big cut in h�r armor. “Fuck! Wh�n did thos�— Oh fuck.” Sh� show�d h�r backsid� to on� of

h�r partn�rs, scraping away th� worms and �ggs �v�n as sh�, ask�d, “Did th�y g�t through th� 

w�bw�av�?”

The� firrst woman pok�d at th� back of th� oth�r woman’s l�gs, saying, “No…? No. Do�sn’t look lik� any 

cuts in th� w�av�.”

The� oth�r woman chuckl�d. “Oh thank th� gods.”

A diffa�r�nt guy on th�ir t�am smil�d as h� said, “With as much as w� paid for this shit it should b� good 

against worm burrowing.”

The� t�am b�gan to talk among th�ms�lv�s about th�ir �ncount�r with som� ‘worm pigs’ which w�r�, as 

far as Mark could t�ll, f�ral pigs that w�r� inf�st�d with som� symbiotic worms. As th� d�ad and dying 

worms insid� of th� firrst guy fliak�d away into impurity, cast offa into th� air, into th� world, th�y scrap�d

offa and stomp�d on th� living on�s, and th�n thos� on�s vanish�d into th� miasma as w�ll. Soon th� 

t�am was fully cl�an.

“Theank you so much, again!” said th� guy who had had th� worms in his guts. “I didn’t think th�y had 

gor�d m� that d��p, but I gu�ss th�y had. The� skin just fucking h�al�d ov�r it too fast… Oh! Why ar�n’t 

you w�aring a br�astplat�, too? You’r� a h�al�r too, right? You two n��d a t�am?”

The� woman who had spok�n firrst, spok� again, smiling wid�. “W� hav� 5, but w� could do 7!”

“No thank you,” Isoko said, “W�’r� out h�r� on a mission to hunt bandits, who might hav� simply b��n 

opportunistic almost-kill�rs.” As th� t�am of 5 all jolt�d at that, Isoko continu�d, “Do you know of an 



old�r woman Mind Controll�r, a young�r woman Ic� Shap�r, and a pair of 28-ish y�ar old m�n who 

might b� a M�sm�r and a Brawny?”

The� firv� p�opl� kinda all had a mom�nt.

The� n�wly-uninf�ct�d man frown�d a littil�, saying, “I don’t know anyon� lik� that. Sorry. Theanks for th�

h�aling, though.”

The� oth�rs had similar small words of non-knowing.

Mark smil�d prof�ssionally, saying, “Theanks anyway. Good luck hunting.”

The� t�am of firv� got going, but at a much slow�r sp��d now that th�y w�r� don� with th�ir �m�rg�ncy.

Mark and Isoko atti�mpt�d to walk north.

The�y got stopp�d by anoth�r t�am that n��d�d h�aling almost right away.

Mark and Isoko �nd�d up stopping s�v�ral mor� tim�s, �ith�r individuals or t�ams �xp�ri�ncing 

�m�rg�nci�s in th� shap� of this, that, or anoth�r thing. All of th�m had b��n racing toward M�mphi to 

g�t h�aling at som� station just b�yond th� big gat�, but wh�n th�y saw Isoko out th�r�, th�y ask�d h�r 

firrst. Mark and Isoko d�alt with brok�n bon�s. On� guy had a m�dical patch on his stomach that h�ld his

guts insid�, but Mark and Isoko h�al�d that probl�m p�rf�ctly. On� p�rson was just th� upp�r half of a 

body, strapp�d into a backpack, carri�d by anoth�r. Theat half-body dud� was alr�ady h�aling, but r�ally 

damn�d slowly, so it wasn’t an �m�rg�ncy to g�t him back to M�mphi too fast.

As Isoko h�al�d th� half-th�r� guy, Mark stood with th� partn�r who had b��n carrying him. Mark 

look�d down as a spin� r�gr�w in a sploosh of blood and visc�ra, follow�d by slowly spooling guts. A 

liv�r cam� n�xt and th� guy’s arm r�gr�w.

As th� guy’s firrst firng�r cam� into b�ing h� scratch�d his for�h�ad and nos� and th�n his stomach and 

ch�st, moaning in comfort as mor� and mor� firng�rs join�d th� scratching. H� gurgl�d out words that 

Mark �v�ntually r�cogniz�d as, “Fucking h�ll, th� itching is th� worst part.”



Mark star�d at th� whol� �v�nt happ�ning on th� ground, and h� n�v�r stopp�d staring. It was so 

fucking morbid, but th� guy wasn’t in any r�al pain… Mayb�?

Mark ask�d, “You’r� not in pain?”

The� guy laugh�d, his insid�s fli�xing on th� bar� ground as h� gurgl�d, “Ain’t no way! I’m on th�m good 

pain m�ds! Pain m�ds ar� ch�ap as fuck!”

The� guy’s partn�r scoffa�d. “Theis bastard is just a fucking r�g�n�rator so h�—” The� guy spok� loudly 

down at his fri�nd, “—H� thinks that m�ans h� can g�t up clos� and p�rsonal with th� big on�s.”

The� guy wav�d a r�growing hand, dismissiv�— H� gasp�d as his insid�s pass�d a pain thr�shold, or 

som�thing, and h� grinn�d, his voic� turning mor� normal and und�rstandabl� as h� said, “Ohhh! Theat’s

so much b�tti�r. Theank you, ma’am.”

Isoko was focus�d on h�aling, but sh� manag�d to nod a littil�.

The� guy’s partn�r scoffa�d again. “I’d say h� d�s�rv�s th� pain, but I always carry around an �xtra pain 

inhibitor for occasions lik� this, and h� sav�d my lif� today, so I can’t r�ally fault him… Much.” H� 

look�d to Isoko, saying, “Theank you for h�aling th� idiot. Mom hat�s it wh�n h� g�ts hurt lik� this.”

Isoko nodd�d again, still focus�d on h�r br�ath and h�r h�artb�at to h�al th� guy. Sh� was doing this on�

all h�r own b�caus� sh� want�d to str�tch h�rs�lf, but Mark f�lt lik� h� should st�p in to h�lp soon.

“Broth�rs, th�n?” Mark ask�d, watching as th� guy’s p�lvis start�d to r�grow, as his skin start�d to 

str�tch down onto that r�growing p�lvis.

“W� ar�!” said th� r�g�n�rator— The� guy star�d at his broth�r. “Don’t t�ll mom.”

“I wasn’t about to!”

The� guys talk�d amongst th�ms�lv�s.



To th� sid�, Mark ask�d Isoko, “You doing good?”

Isoko nodd�d, t�rs�ly, as sh� manag�d to say, “I’m good.”

Mark saw h�r struggling, but h�aling this guy h�r� was just about throughput, and not about doing 

anything sp�cial at all.

Soon �nough th� guy was abl� to put on pants, so h� did, and Isoko look�d to Mark with a small n��d in 

h�r visag�.

Mark st�pp�d in, h�lping Isoko firnish offa th� h�aling, and Isoko br�ath�d �asi�r.

With fr�shly r�grown f��t sticking out of basic brown pants, th� guy stood up und�r his own pow�r, and

soon h� was walking by hims�lf, with his old�r broth�r at his sid�, softly y�lling at him. The� guy thank�d

Isoko again, and th� broth�r did, too. Soon, Mark and Isoko wav�d goodby� and h�ad�d north, to th� 

int�rs�ction of a doz�n diffa�r�nt roads.

Was th�r� going to b� anoth�r d�lay?

Mayb�, mayb� not.

A gr�at big sign await�d th�m in th� c�nt�r of th� dirt roads that l�d offa into th� wilds. The� roads w�r� 

lab�l�d from Rout� NW-1 to NW-12, with Rout� NW-1 lab�l�d twic�, sinc� it was th� r�turn rout� for 

many of th� oth�rs, with th� r�turn rout� b�tw��n NW-9 and NW-10. Mark had s��n a similar s�tup on 

th� oth�r sid� of th� Mississippi, at th� North�ast�rn Riv�rgat�.

All of th�s� rout�s w�r� just th� start�r rout�s to a hundr�d small�r trails all throughout th� wilds, all 

across th� �ntir� northw�st�rn quadrant of th� lands outsid� of M�mphi. The� roads had l�ngths b�tw��n 

50 mil�s, and 250 mil�s, with thos� 250-mil�-rout�s s��ming to b� th� most pr�val�nt of th� rout�s. The�y

crisscross�d and m�and�r�d out th�r�. Most of th� trails b�tw��n th� roads w�r� unmark�d and warn�d 

to b� full of monst�rs. Among th� warning signs was a sign that r�qu�st�d p�opl� mak� n�w trails if 

th�y could, for th� wilds would grow to 100 m�t�r tall tr��s and truly dang�rous lands if M�mphi l�t 

th�m g�t that bad.



‘Burn th� for�st if you can! You probably can’t.’

Mark said, “So I think w� start—”

Mark f�lt a fliash of som�on�’s v�ctor slam into Isoko, who was standing b�sid� him.

“Hi. Sorry. Ar� you a h�al�r, ma’am?” said som� guy, walking this way, curr�ntly bl��ding from a bunch 

of bandag�s wrapp�d around his l�gs and sid�. His t�am stood b�hind him. Two guys w�r� holding a 

str�tch�r with a woman laid out on that str�tch�r. “Sorry to impos�. W� hav� som� wound�d, and w� 

know w� could go to th� h�aling c�nt�r b�yond th� wall, but—”

Isoko look�d kinda worn out and anxious �v�n as th� guy was talking.

Mark cut offa th� guy’s r�qu�st, saying, “I got it.” H� puls�d with h�aling, black v�ins �xt�nding into th� 

air. The� v�ins didn’t �xt�nd all th� way to th� group of wound�d, but his astral body did. In a f�w 

h�artb�ats th� p�opl� holding up th� str�tch�r, and th� woman on th� str�tch�r, w�r� all looking b�tti�r.

The� man who had spok�n firrst smil�d a littil�. “Theank you so much!”

Mark conv�rsationally ask�d, “What’d you run into out th�r�?”

The� firrst man grinn�d, saying, “Cat-typ�s. The�y lit�rally just app�ar�d out of fucking nowh�r�. Probably 

a V�il-slip. Damn�d unlucky of us. Theat was 70 mil�s ago, and th� injuri�s w�r�n’t so bad, but th�y took 

out our scout�r. Brok� th� damn�d thing, �v�n though it was mad� out of ti�r 3 mat�rials. I think th� 

alch�mical silv�r batch w�nt bad—”

“It was a fucking ti�r 5 cat, G�rald!” The� woman on th� str�tch�r was sittiing up now. “The� silv�r batch 

was p�rf�ctly firn�…” Sh� sigh�d out, br�athing d��p and f��ling b�tti�r, as sh� said, “And th�y w�r� 

sparkl� s��k�rs. Of cours� th�y w�nt aft�r th� shiny silv�r scout�r.” Sh� grunt�d in slight pain as sh� 

start�d standing up.

G�rald, th� firrst guy, roll�d his �y�s and dropp�d th� topic.



Soon, thos� guys walk�d on.

Isoko and Mark w�r� l�ft staring down s�v�ral roads.

Rout� NW-11 was th� road th�y want�d; th� on� dir�ctly to th� l�ft of 12.

Rout� NW-12 w�nt northward alongsid� th� Mississippi, at about 200 m�t�rs w�st of th� riv�r, b�for� 

th� road curv�d offa to th� w�st at around 50 mil�s down th� way. Rout� NW-12 was a mirror to Rout� 

NE-1, on th� oth�r sid� of th� Mississippi. Wh�n Mark was coming back to civilization, if h� would hav�

jaunt�d about 200 m�t�rs to th� �ast, h� might hav� s��n and walk�d back hom� on Rout� NE-1, inst�ad

of what h� had don�, which was following th� riv�r and hittiing all of thos� monst�rs on th� coast.

The�y want�d Rout� NW-11 b�caus� that’s what th�ir rout� calculator had said… Hmm.

Mark look�d past th� sign, to th� land… It was lik� a parad� ground. Ev�rything was trampl�d to sand 

and dirt, with small bits of grass h�r� and th�r�. Theis clos� to th� gat�, th�r� w�r� no cl�ar roads to tak�.

But th�r� w�r� signs on pol�s indicating rout�s.

Isoko look�d at a pol� down th� way that r�ad Rout� NW-11, saying, “Theat’s th� on�, right?”

“Yup!” Mark said, as h� start�d walking that way. Isoko walk�d with him, and Mark said, “So I didn’t 

�xp�ct to b� ask�d to h�al out h�r�, but I gu�ss you did. I compl�t�ly forgot that br�astplat�’d h�al�rs 

w�r� basically adv�rtising that th�y w�r� h�al�rs.”

Isoko smil�d a littil�, looking away b�for� sh� turn�d back, saying, “It was nic� to h�al p�opl�. Nic�r than

I thought it would b�, actually.”

Mark grinn�d. “It was, wasn’t it!”

Isoko said, “I n��d to practic� mor� b�caus� that took a lot out of m�, but…” H�r voic� trail�d offa as sh� 

look�d northward.



P�opl� w�r� coming into M�mphi, carrying loot in bags on th�ir backs, with blood and visc�ra on th�ir 

cloth�s and smil�s on th�ir fac�s. The� sky was gold and th� road ah�ad was mostly dirt and gr��n. Night 

was a f�w hours away, but Isoko and Mark could mak� it all th� way to Wolf Bayou by tonight if th�y 

want�d to mak� it; if th�y ran. Both of th�m w�r� firn� with camping out in th� wilds, though, and both 

of th�m w�r� looking forward to doing just that. Unl�ss th�y w�r� harri�d by monst�rs, th�n th�y had 

plans to carv� out som� plac� for th�ms�lv�s and r�st wh�n it got too dark.

But tonight was suppos�d to b� a good night to b� in th� wilds! Lots of moonlight.

The� clouds w�r� a bit thick ov�rh�ad, though. Mayb� th�y’d cl�ar away?

Most p�opl� coming out of th� wilds w�r� coming down Rout� NW-1 and NW-12. The�y w�r� don� with 

th�ir w��k in th� woods, or th�ir f�w days, or how�v�r long th�y had b��n out th�r�. It was �asy to s�� 

th� r�li�f on a lot of th� fac�s of th� p�opl�, as th�y look�d up past th� tr�� lin� to s�� th� wall of 

M�mphi looming abov� th� gr��n�ry.

Isoko had a grip on th� handl� of h�r wood�n sword, smiling as sh� said, “I’m firnally out in th� wilds, 

lik� a r�al hunt�r. A r�al ryoshi. I’m so fucking �xcit�d, Mark!” Sh� said to Mark, “You n��d a 

br�astplat�, though, b�caus� I’m not h�aling �v�ry singl� cas� that com�s our way.”

Mark grinn�d. “No way to grow strong�r if you don’t do th� work.”

“Ha ha,” Isoko sarcastically said, th�n sh� said— Sh� paus�d. Sh� w�nt, “Oh.”

“... What?”

“I, uh, just r�aliz�d—” Isoko ord�r�d h�r thoughts, th�n k�pt walking. “Okay. So. I was told that und�r 

th� Chos�n Syst�m, and as long as I’m pr�s�nting lik� a h�al�r, which m�ans th� br�astplat�, that I n��d 

to h�al anyon� who com�s to m� with obvious probl�ms, as long as oth�r duti�s ar� not mor� pr�ssing. 

T�chnically, w�’r� on a mission and th�r�’s a h�al�r station just b�yond th� gat� back th�r�, so non� of 

thos� p�opl� actually n��d�d my h�lp. But I was told that I n��d�d to h�al p�opl� if th�y cam� to m� lik�

that, and I’m glad to do it, and that I should �xp�ct r�qu�sts lik� that all th� tim�, as long as I’m w�aring 

th� br�astplat�.



“How�v�r.

“You ar� not in th� Chos�n Syst�m, so… I think th�y should hav� paid you or… som�thing. You’r� a 

privat� h�al�r. Not a paladin who has acc�pt�d th� capabiliti�s and th� duti�s to h�al oth�rs.”

Mark w�nt, “Oh.” And th�n h� wav�d a hand, saying, “I’m not acc�pting mon�y for h�aling p�opl�, but…

Do you want mor� of my h�lp to fulfirll your own duti�s?”

Isoko thought for a s�cond, th�n said, “Som� would b� good, I think. The� throughput on that r�g�n�rator

cas� was a probl�m. How did you do it so �asily? Was it just a matti�r of knowing th� right way to hit 

th� probl�m, or… or what did you do back th�r�?”

Mark said, “H� was a r�g�n�rator, which is som�thing I didn’t r�ally know �xist�d, so his bigg�st issu� 

was a throughput probl�m, as you id�ntifir�d. To solv� that you had his astral body that was supporting 

his r�g�n�ration, which n��d�d to b� support�d, which is what I did with a Union of Blood for 

r�sili�nc�/w�akn�ss, to mak� his astral body strong�r—”

“Y�s. Did that,” Isoko said, nodding.

“—But h� probably has som� sort of nutritional n��ds, as w�ll. So whil� I did a r�sili�nc�/w�akn�ss 

Union of Blood, I also did a sust�nanc�/d�privation Union of Br�ath, and that mad� th� whol� thing a lot

smooth�r.”

Isoko had a dawning �xpr�ssion of ‘duh’ on h�r fac�, as sh� said, “Ahhh, fuck. I should hav�— I wasn’t 

doing th� sust�nanc� thing at all.”

“You didn’t g�t much tim� at H�al�r Club, right?”

“A f�w days is all. All of th� l�ssons ar� onlin�, but actual �xp�ri�nc� is missing. I don’t hav� Union of 

Lif�, �ith�r, but you didn’t us� that on�?”

“I did; just a fliash for purity/impurity in ord�r to cl�an him up.”



“Hav� you �v�r tri�d purity/impurity against a monst�r? D�signating th�m as compl�t�ly impur�?”

Mark paus�d, not sur� how to tackl� this issu�, dir�ctly. “I did, just a bit, but I also don’t want to 

purpos�fully us� purity/impurity to kill things. I us�d to cl�an up th� worm m�ss, mainly, and allow th� 

body to attiack th� worms dir�ctly.

“I hav� an id�a of what purity/impurity m�ans and I want to focus on that m�aning inst�ad of ruining 

th� m�aning by d�signating c�rtain living things as impur�.

“My moth�r… Mom had a cl�ansing magic that sh� gain�d from a y�ar in arcana�um. I’m not sur� how 

Union purity/impurity works, �xactly, but I think it works along th� sam� lin�s, and Mom �nd�d up with

som� odd sid�ways-magics wh�n sh� work�d h�r cl�ansing. I us�d to think that moths had gotti�n into 

all of my cloth�s wh�n I was young�r, but nop�! It was Mom, accid�ntally cl�ansing hol�s into my 

cloth�s b�caus� sh� push�d too d��p with th� magic… Or som�thing. I want�d to ask h�r about what h�r

sp�cifirc issu�s w�r�, but I n�v�r got th� chanc�.

“I hav� talk�d to Lola about this v�ry sam� issu�, though, and sh� has said that purpos�fully staying 

away from living things as a purity/impurity targ�t is a good limit to that magic.”

Isoko said, “… Huh. Theat’s probably a good l�sson, y�ah.”

Mark smil�d a littil�. “Y�ah.”

Isoko ask�d, “So do you r�ally want to sp�nd th� night in th� wilds? Or ar� w� running?”

The�y w�r� mayb� a half a kilom�t�r from th� gat�. The� oth�r roads had p��l�d offa l�ft and right, whil� 

up ah�ad w�r� signs d�signating this dirt path as Rout� NW-11, and with a list of mil�/kilom�t�r 

mark�rs indicating distanc�s to oth�r roads and paths. The�y want�d to g�t offa of this road about 100 

mil�s north of M�mphi…

Mark paus�d at th� firnal signs b�for� th� parad� grounds turn�d into roads l�ading into th� wilds.



The� on� for Rout� NW-12 had a small sign und�rn�ath it that r�ad ‘Wolf Bayou and assort�d Exil� 

S�ttil�m�nts’.

… Shit. W�r� th�y on th� wrong road? W�r� th� dir�ctions Mark had pick�d up wrong?

Isoko notic�d th� sign, too.

“Why do w� want to tak� Rout� NW-11?” Mark ask�d.

Isoko humm�d.

Mark pull�d out his phon� and Quaark fliick�r�d silv�r on th� scr��n, as Mark ask�d, “How do you g�t to 

Wolf Bayou from h�r�?”

Quaark spok� in a plain mal� voic�, “The� road to Wolf Bayou do�s not �xist, but most p�opl� h�ad�d out 

of Northw�st Riv�rgat� would tak� Rout� NW-12 up to mil� mark�r 90 and th�n cut offa north into th� 

wilds. The�n you walk anoth�r 17 mil�s b�for� you r�ach Wolf Bayou, which is rath�r visibl� in th� dark 

and in th� daytim�. Wolf Bayou oft�n cl�ars a road b�tw��n NW-12 and its�lf, and th�r� is a big tow�r 

in th� woods at that location, indicating th� turn offa.”

Isoko turn�d right.

Mark qui�tly thank�d Quaark and put th� phon� back into his backpack as h� follow�d Isoko, toward 

NW-12 inst�ad of NW-11.

Soon, th�y pass�d und�r th� firrst tr��s of th� rout�—

A v�ctor app�ar�d dir�ctly abov� Isoko and a slim� dropp�d dir�ctly onto Isoko’s h�ad, but sh� turn�d 

full platinum and sh� ripp�d th� offa�nsiv� thing offa of h�r h�ad.

Mark paus�d.



Isoko said, “So I gu�ss that’s on m�. The�y say not to walk und�r tr��s without looking up, but I did it 

anyway.”

Som� guys walking n�arby chuckl�d.

On� of th�m call�d out, “You can b� a part of our t�am! W�’ll prot�ct you from th� slim�s!”

Isoko smil�d and said, “No thanks!”

Isoko was doing a purity/impurity on h�rs�lf, but Mark fliash�d a Union of Brain, instantly �vaporating 

th� probl�m, making sur� h�r backpack didn’t d�grad�. Isoko paus�d. “Ah. Theanks.”

“I didn’t s�� th�m �ith�r.”

“Not �v�n with your v�ctor s�ns�?” Isoko said, as sh� swip�d h�r wood�n sword —which fliash�d 

platinum— through anoth�r drop slim� that had b��n almost-invisibly clinging to th� und�rsid� of a low 

branch. The� slim� splatti�r�d as sh� struck its s�mi-solid cor�, killing it. “I can’t g�t any s�ns� of v�ctors 

y�t, but I can t�ll som�thing is th�r�.”

“Ambush monst�rs,” Mark said, and th�n wh�n that wasn’t �nough for Isoko to und�rstand, h� said, 

“The�y’r� not dir�ct�d attiacks. The�y’r� attiacks that ar� trigg�r�d by proximity.” Mark grabb�d a big, fall�n

stick with som� adamantium and th�n flioat�d it forward, smacking tr��s in th�ir path. Slim�s just 

start�d dropping, and wh�n th�y hit nothing, th�y crawl�d back ov�r to th� tr��s and climb�d th�m 

again. The�y w�r� slow about it, but th�y w�r� th�r�. “S��?”

“Ahhh! So I don’t f��l bad about not s�nsing th�m y�t.”

- - - -

Mark and Isoko walk�d alon� along th� dirt and sand road, und�r th� bright blu� sky.

The�y saw p�opl� far ah�ad of th�m, and also far b�hind, but mostly th�y w�r� alon�. Just th�m, and 

about firv� m�t�rs worth of spac� from th� for�st on both sid�s of th� path.



The�y h�al�d a f�w p�opl�, running fast toward M�mphi, but mostly th�y walk�d forward, making 

d�c�nt-ish tim�.

The�r� w�r�n’t many monst�rs, but th�n th�r� was a surpris�. An alligator app�ar�d out of th� right-sid� 

for�st, growling and rumbling as it charg�d som� guys who w�r� walking south, and who w�r� too clos�

to th� for�st for comfort.

It attiack�d, rushing forward, jaws wid� op�n and h�ld sid�ways, lik� a clapping trap that would hav� 

swallow�d a man whol�. The� m�n it targ�t�d w�r� pr�par�d, though.

The� firrst guy r�act�d fast �nough. H� took out a small handl�-thing from his b�lt and swung it at th� 

alligator lik� h� was striking with an invisibl� sword. The� alligator falt�r�d in its charg�, turning sl��py, 

and from a dark gr��n color to som�thing light�r, almost gr�yish. It splay�d out on th� ground and th� 

invisibl�-sword guy jump�d ov�r th� crashing body. The� alligator land�d at th� f��t of th� oth�r guy, 

who bunch�d his firsts and start�d wailing on th� alligator, punching through its skull and killing it fast 

�nough.

Mark and Isoko watch�d for a mom�nt as th� brawny punch�d th� gator to d�ath. Soon th� guy stood up

from th� d�ad monst�r, lin�d up his foot, and kick�d th� thing. The� gator w�nt fliying into th� woods. 

Tr��s brok� as th� almost-ton monst�r crash�d into th� gr��n�ry, s�nding sharp cracks into th� air, both 

from th� br�aking body and from th� br�aking branch�s.

The� brawny and th� invisi-sword guy walk�d on. The�y nodd�d to Mark and Isoko as th�y pass�d, and 

Mark and Isoko nodd�d back.

Theat had b��n �xciting!

Wh�n th�y w�r� far �nough away from th� pair of guys, Isoko qui�tly �xclaim�d out of th� sid� of h�r 

mouth, “Oh my gods what do you think th� invisibl� sword was? It had to b� a t�ch w�apon, right?”

“It was shiny, so mayb�. Could hav� b��n an artifact, too. It didn’t r�ally put th� monst�r to sl��p, but it 

drain�d it of… of what�v�r. Vitality? Sam� sort of �ffa�ct?” Mark glanc�d backward. The� two guys w�r� 

just walking along, talking about this or that. Punchy-guy was cl�arly a brawny, bas�d on th� punching, 

but th� invisibl� sword guy was… unknown. H� had on th� sam� sorts of cloth�s as th� oth�r guy, but h�



did hav� a f�w shiny baubl�s on his body h�r� and th�r�; his sword holst�r, and sword, his should�r pads

which w�r� kinda dark silv�r, and his boots which w�r� som� sort of shimm�ry purpl�, or som�thing. 

Mark fac�d forward, saying, “Tink�r�r, mayb�. Has on a bunch of small things that look incongru�nt.”

Isoko fac�d forward, too, adding, “Magic Tink�r. Mayb� �v�n a mag�. Theat’s a good combo for a 2 

p�rson t�am; on� mag� with a bunch of tricks and on� brawny to b�at th� shit out of a down�d monst�r.”

“Theat’s a good point about th� duo… What do you think p�opl� ar� thinking about us?”

Isoko burst out laughing. Theis rout� didn’t hav� many p�opl� on it, so th�r� was no on� to look th�ir 

way; not right now, anyway. Isoko said, “W�’r� just a poor littil� h�al�r and h�r big brawny guardian, out

for a stroll.” Sh� look�d up at Mark. “A Poison Body Brawny, too. V�ry d�adly.”

Isoko had call�d out Mark’s skill as Poison Body th� firrst tim� th�y had m�t in th� sparring ar�na, which

had b��n offa�nsiv� sinc� no normal p�rson would us� such a d�adly Tal�nt in a fri�ndly match. Mark 

had r�act�d with offa�ns� back th�n.

Theis tim�, Mark scoffa�d. “I am v�ry d�adly, thank you for noticing.”

Isoko laugh�d and th�n start�d jogging.

Mark k�pt up until Isoko start�d barr�ling down th� road, going fast�r than h� could k��p up, so Mark 

start�d ch�ating with his adamantium caltrops, fliying alongsid� h�r, smiling a littil�.

Without missing a b�at, Isoko said, “If you don’t k��p running and working out your r�al body, you’r� in

for a t�rribl� old ag�!”

Mark laugh�d and start�d running with his actual f��t… Mostly. “I’m not going to wast� away! I’v� b��n

working out without using my pow�rs just as much as I had b�for�!” And h� had H�althy Body, but h� 

didn’t comm�nt on that.

Isoko smil�d. Sh� ran fast�r.



Mark k�pt up, but h� had to ‘ch�at’ mor� and mor� as Isoko r�ally hit h�r strid�.

The� ground fliick�r�d platinum with �v�ry st�p und�r Isoko’s boots, h�r skin a mirror firnish, r�fli�cting all

th� gold of th� sky and th� gr��n and brown of th� for�st all around. Mark saw hims�lf in th� sid� of h�r

grinning ch��k, though it was mor� of a funhous�-mirror sort of sight than any r�al r�fli�ction.

Sh� was having fun.

Mark was having a blast.

Not firv� mil�s from th� city, wh�n th� road b�gan to turn to littil� mor� than a grassy path in th� wilds 

and Mark and Isoko had l�ft oth�r p�opl� b�hind, an alligator jump�d out of th� woods, all hissing and 

roaring, to ambush Mark. Isoko fliash�d platinum, rapidly angling away from th� b�ast, whil� Mark 

r�act�d with a scalp�l of adamantium, drawing th� black w�apon across th� monst�r’s n�ck. It was lik� 

sticking a sharp firng�r into particularly d�ns� g�latin. The� alligator di�d as Mark s�parat�d its h�ad from

its body, its roar of th� hunt turning into a whimp�r of d�ath. Mark us�d his oth�r bits of adamantium to

grab onto th� monst�r and fully arr�st its charg�, and th�n h� ripp�d th� h�ad offa of th� monst�r.

Blood pool�d out of th� s�v�r�d stump.

The� h�ad tri�d to snap tog�th�r in Mark’s adamantin� grip, but it fail�d to do mor� than injur� its�lf 

furth�r in its d�ath bit�s.

“Holy shit,” Isoko said, as sh� h�ld h�r sword toward th� ground, to th� sid�. The�n sh� put h�r sword 

away. “You kill�d that thing fast.”

“I kill�d a f�w of th�m b�for� wh�n I was running to M�mphi aft�r g�ttiing summon�d. Theos� on�s 

buri�d th�ms�lv�s in th� dirt of th� riv�rbank, though, and act�d lik� ambush�rs.” Mark lin�d up his boot

at th� sid� of th� body, to punt th� monst�r into th� woods lik� h� had s��n th� oth�r guy do… But th� 

body was at l�ast 2 m�t�rs long, with anoth�r 2 m�t�rs of thick tail, and Mark wasn’t sur� if h� had 

�nough str�ngth to kick th� thing. “I gu�ss th�y’r� mor� activ� wh�n th�y’r� not activ�ly waiting for 

pr�y to fall into th�ir mouths?”



Mark star�d at th� body, trying to d�cid� if h� want�d to br�ak his foot trying to kick it into th� woods, 

or not.

H� tri�d to kick th� monst�r into th� woods.

It did not work. It was lik� kicking a pil� of v�ry h�avy trash; th� trash didn’t mov� at all. Good n�ws: 

h� did not br�ak his foot!

Isoko chuckl�d. “L�t m� try.”

Mark back�d up. “Go for it.”

Isoko kick�d and th� alligator’s body fliopp�d half ov�r b�for� coming right back down. Isoko paus�d. 

And th�n Isoko tri�d again. Sh� tri�d a f�w tim�s, but th� b�ast must hav� w�igh�d at l�ast 750 kilos. It 

was as big as a cow, aft�r all.

“… W�ll shit,” Isoko �v�ntually said, stopping. “Theat oth�r guy must hav� b��n a r�ally fucking strong 

brawny.”

Mark grabb�d th� monst�r with som� wraps of adamantium and cut into it a bit, b�for� h� spr�ad his 

adamantium out som� mor� to giv� a b�tti�r surfac� ar�a conn�ction. H� strain�d, but not ov�rmuch, as 

h� stabiliz�d hims�lf with oth�r spik�s of adamantium in th� ground. With an astral strain, Mark h�av�d

th� body into th� woods.

The� gator slapp�d against a tr�� and tumbl�d right back down, almost back onto th� road.

Mark nudg�d it into th� woods som�, saying, “I’ll l�t you g�t th� n�xt on�.”

Isoko chuckl�d, and th�n sh� look�d at th� sky. Night was mayb� an hour away. “So w� run until w� f��l

lik� stopping? Mayb� a f�w hours?”

“Sur�. And th�n w� can s�t up and sl��p for a f�w hours. I’ll watch ov�r you, and you watch ov�r m�. 

Mayb� around midnight?”



Isoko grinn�d. “Sounds lik� a plan.”

The�y ran.

The� numb�r of p�opl� on th� road was not much. Theat numb�r rapidly d�cr�as�d as Mark and Isoko at� 

up th� kilom�t�rs, trav�ling down th� g�ntly-winding, grassy road. Most p�opl� on th� road had alr�ady 

h�ad�d offa into th� woods to kill monst�rs, or th�y w�r� a lot fast�r and furth�r than Mark and Isoko. Or

at l�ast that’s what Mark thought was happ�ning.

Monst�r attiacks on th� road incr�as�d with th� d�cr�as� in p�opl�. Mostly, th�y w�r� unr�markabl� 

attiacks, and Mark and Isoko simply kill�d th� things and mov�d on. Rabbits turn�d to m�at bl�nd�rs and

got bl�nd�r�d th�ms�lv�s. Snails shot bolts of firr� and got stabb�d for th�ir atti�mpt�d attiack. Easy stuffa.

Som� incid�nts r�quir�d thought, though.

Cat-lik� things jump�d out of tr��s to sail th�ir way with claws outstr�tch�d, r�ady to grab, back l�gs 

r�ady to r�nd. The�y w�r� shap�d mor� lik� frogs than cats, with slick skin and no fur at all, but th�y 

w�r� cat-typ�s sinc� th� main thr�at was lurking in th� tr��s, r�ady to pounc�. Isoko dr�w h�r sword 

through th� frog that attiack�d h�r, splittiing it into half and st�pping through th� gor� to kill th� on� 

crawling up from th� grass�s. Mark kill�d anoth�r two that tri�d to g�t him, drawing his adamantium 

blad� through th�ir forms, punching through skulls and bursting brains b�for� h� grabb�d bon�s with his

adamantium and toss�d th� frogs away. A f�w fliicks of adamantium toss�d th� r�st of th� bodi�s into th�

woods…

And Mark h�ard growing and crunching on th� bodi�s, as unc�rtain v�ctors aim�d his way.

Mark had h�ard thos� crunch�s b�for�, but not n�arly this clos�. Som�thing was in th� woods.

Mark did not advanc�, and th� crunching continu�d.

Isoko grabb�d th� slimy skin of h�r own assailants, wrapping platinum firng�rs around limbs, b�for� sh� 

s�nt th� bodi�s into th� woods, dir�ctly at th� sounds of crunching in th� dark. Som�thing roar�d with 

complaint, and th�n it w�nt back to �ating.



Isoko ask�d, “W� killing what�v�r that is?”

Mark said, “It’s not hostil�… It’s probably a scav�ng�r monst�r. Scav�ng�rs ar� pl�ntiful around hunt�r 

trails, ar�n’t th�y? I r�ad som�thing about that.”

“I r�ad th� sam� thing, but… th�y hav� a t�nd�ncy to turn d�p�nd�nt and hungry for p�opl� �v�ntually.” 

Isoko look�d at Mark. “Which is why I think w� should kill it.”

Mark humm�d, and th�n h� st�pp�d into th� woods—

Instantly, th� crunching stopp�d. The� uns��n monst�r w�nt compl�t�ly sil�nt as it vanish�d from all of 

Mark’s s�ns�s. P�rhaps it didn’t actually go sil�nt at all, sinc� its v�ctor was gon�. P�rhaps it blink�d 

away?

Mark stopp�d. H� st�pp�d back out of th� woods.

Isoko ask�d, “… It’s gon�?”

“F��ls lik� it.”

“Will w� s�� it again, you think?”

“I hav� no id�a.”

The� sky was d��p purpl� with th� oncoming night. Fir�flii�s danc�d in th� air, lik� g�ntl� y�llow, whit�, 

and dimly blu� glows. Monst�rs prowl�d in th� dark, �ating �ach oth�r, procr�ating, and som�tim�s 

slipping through th� V�il, coming through from Earth to Daihoon and rippling th� foundation of r�ality 

in th�ir passing. The� air sm�ll�d of blood and for�st.

P�rhaps, if Mark had no ability to scout monst�rs at all, and if h� was unfamiliar with th�s� wilds, th�n 

h� might hav� b��n scar�d. But h� could s�� w�ll �nough in th� dark, for th� clouds w�r� rath�r thin 

ov�rh�ad, and h� could Union-s�ns� just firn�. The�r� w�r� things out th�r�, looking for �asy m�als. But 

th�y w�r�n’t looking at Mark or Isoko with hung�r.



Mark turn�d to Isoko. “Can you s�� �nough? I think th� clouds ar� g�ttiing thick�r.”

Isoko grinn�d. “It’s not that dark.”

- - - -

“Okay,” Isoko said, as th�y walk�d through th� dark woods. “It’s r�ally fucking dark now.”

Mark laugh�d, his voic� �choing in th� chitti�ring, buzzing night—

And th�n som� v�ctor from th� sid�, small and t�rribly hungry, slipp�d through th� tr��s and aim�d 

right at Mark. It was th� siz� of a bas�ball and Mark could only r�act, puttiing his adamantium into th� 

way of th� what�v�r-it-was. The� thing crash�d into Mark’s blad�s, squ�ak�d, and blood or som�thing 

lik� it splatti�r�d on Mark’s fac�.

Mark slash�d down at th� thing, s�nding it to th� ground, making sur� to grab and kill �v�ry part of it. It

crunch�d und�r Mark’s black m�tal, lik�… lik� an �xosk�l�ton, mayb�?

“What th� fuck was that?” Isoko ask�d.

“I think it’s a bug,” Mark said, poking at th� thing with his adamantium, f��ling it in th� dark. “Y�ah. 

Theat’s a bug. A small�r v�rsion of th� on� that tri�d to tak� your t�n minut�s ago, I think.” Mark fliick�d 

th� monst�r into th� woods, s�nding it d��p into th� shrubb�ry. It land�d som�wh�r� out of sight, which 

was not v�ry far. “I can’t s�� shit.”

Som�thing b�gan lightly crunching on th� bug’s body.

Mark and Isoko both said, “It’s back.”

“Yup,” Mark said, as Isoko w�nt, “Oh y�ah.”



Mark could bar�ly s�� Isoko. The� sky was black, th� moon bar�ly visibl� b�hind som� d��p clouds. 

M�mphi was far to th� south; far �nough that th� ambi�nt glows w�r� n�arly gon�. The�r� was absolut�ly

nothing out h�r�. Not a damn�d thing.

Exc�pt for th� monst�rs.

Isoko said, “So I vastly und�r�stimat�d th� numb�r of monst�rs out in th� wilds, and now w� hav� h�ad-

charging bugs. L�t’s stop?”

Mark agr��d, and y�t, th�r� w�r� a whol� bunch of diffa�r�nt ways to stop for th� night.

Mark said, “I kinda want to go until w� s�� oth�r p�opl� and th�n hang out with som� strang�rs out 

h�r�, rath�r than us two alon� in th� woods tog�th�r. I f��l lik� any plan w� mak� should go in that sort 

of dir�ction.”

“W� could build a firr� and camp out right h�r�? G�t som� p�opl� coming to our ‘t�nt’?” Isoko add�d, “If 

that’s how this works.”

Mark said, “I’v� r�ad a bunch of diffa�r�nt ways. W�’r� in a known cl�aranc� t�rritory, so if w� build a 

d�f�nd�d firr� th�n w� should attiract anyon� out th�r� in th� woods, but �v�n us talking lik� this 

probably has a f�w p�opl� out th�r� with long rang� s�ns�s f��ling us out, ch�cking to s�� if w�’r� 

monst�rs. Now if w� w�r� in an actual �xploration zon�, th�n w�’d n�v�r go out in th� woods lik� this; 

w�’d hav� a full t�am and w� would hav� stopp�d for th� night about an hour ago. But w�’r� h�r�, wh�r�

it’s saf� �nough to just… build a firr� and watch p�opl� show up. Or, w� can go until w� s�� oth�r p�opl� 

around firr�s.”

Sil�nc�.

… Exc�pt for all th� bugs chirping, th� birds making nois�, and th� monst�rs in th� woods making 

w�ird�r nois�s h�r� and th�r�, in th� distanc�.

“W�’r� still on th� main road?” Isoko shuffal�d around a littil�. “Right?”



“I could tak� out th� GPS and ch�ck?”

“Nop�! L�t’s just start a firr� and s�� what happ�ns.” Isoko walk�d ov�r to th� woods, to th� sid� of th� 

path. D�adfall crush�d und�r h�r f��t as sh� slic�d h�r sword through som� und�rgrowth. “H�r�’s good, 

y�ah?”

Mark b�gan cl�aring th� woods with Isoko, blad�s fliying through young tr��s, as h� said, “S��ms good to

m�. You want to start th� firr�, or do you want m�?”

“I would actually lik� som� prop�r light soon�r, rath�r than lat�r, so can you do it?”

“Absolut�ly!” Mark f�lt around for a big �nough tr��—

Som�thing tri�d to attiack him, aiming at him with a d�sir� to ‘KILL KILL!’, hissing loudly, fangs 

snapping in th� dark. Mark slapp�d it asid� and th�n tor� it apart, what�v�r it was. H� toss�d it into th� 

woods and w�nt right back to chopping a tr�� into pi�c�s. Soon, h� drill�d his m�tal into a long bit of 

wood and th�n spun it fast, twisting th� m�tal as h� turn�d th� insid� of th� trunk to wood pulp. It was a

w�t tr��, but with �nough h�at anything could burn. The� tr�� trunk, all m�t�r-long of it, simply took 

som� �xtra tim� to g�t fliam�s roaring out of hol�s Mark had drill�d insid�.

Soon, light r�turn�d in fliick�rs and glows, and Isoko’s skin r�fli�ct�d it lik� a mirror. Sh� was shiv�ring a 

littil� in th� dark, but sh� calm�d wh�n th� light cam� back.

“I’ll driv� som� spik�s into th� ground to us� as a backing,” Isoko said, “If you can carv� th�m into shap�

for m�?”

“Sur� thing.

Soon, th� two of th�m w�r� sittiing on a big log that Mark had carv�d out of a tr��, a firr� glowing in 

front of th�m, tr�� branch�s, lik� spik�s, driv�n into th� ground b�hind th�m by a good 4 m�t�rs. The� 

short wall of tr�� spik�s was just so that th�y could hav� a kinda-wall in on� dir�ction. It was a pr�ttiy 

d�c�nt campground, mad� all th� mor� pr�s�ntabl� by Mark shaving down shrubb�ry and tr��s and 

piling all of it into a pil�, into a bonfirr�.



The� bonfirr� soon roar�d into th� night sky. It was smok�y and hot, and Mark luxuriat�d in th� warmth 

of it all whil� h� purifir�d th� smok� from r�aching him. Isoko did, too, h�r �ntir� body still fully 

platinum, h�r h�art b�ating with r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss, just lik� Mark’s. Isoko’s fac� r�lax�d, but h�r 

Pow�r did not.

By th� tim� th�y had gotti�n to that point with th� firr�, Mark had kill�d four b�asts, two of th�m wolf-

typ�s, and th� oth�r two cat-typ�s that had tri�d to pounc� down from th� tr��s. Isoko had kill�d t�n, 

�ag�rly fliashing h�r t�mporarily-platinum wood�n sword through various monstrous bodi�s. The�y had 

kick�d thos� bodi�s into th� d��p darkn�ss far away from th� firr�, and though th� monst�r out th�r� had

vanish�d a f�w tim�s, it had com� back a f�w mor� tim�s.

Bon�s crunch�d in th� black of d��p night, th� monst�r unwilling to allow its�lf to b� s��n—

Sudd�nly, th� crunching stopp�d.

“It stopp�d again,” Isosko said, as sh� look�d around. Sh� frown�d. “I don’t s�ns� any monst�rs y�t… Not

at all, actually. I thought I got th� last on�s… Mmm.”

Mark was alr�ady Unions�nsing what�v�r was out th�r� and h� got thr�� impr�ssions of v�ctors point�d

at th� firr�, and th�n offa to th� sid�, to Mark and Isoko. Som�thing was watching th�m from th� dark, 

making d�cisions. The�y had b��n walking this way for a minut�, according to what Mark had b��n 

s��ing out th�r�, but a lot of things w�r� circling th� camp right now.

Isoko had ask�d Mark not to point th�m out until th�y b�cam� a probl�m; sh� want�d to t�st h�rs�lf, as 

w�ll.

But th�s� thr�� w�r� a probl�m… mayb�.

Mark said, “I think th�s� on�s ar� p�opl�.”

The� thr�� v�ctors w�r� coming from th� south, from M�mphi’s dir�ction, and th�y w�r� now fully 

focus�d on Mark, as h� nam�d th�m as much as h� could.



Mark ask�d Isoko, “Can you t�ll wh�r� th�y ar�?”

Isoko shook h�r h�ad. Sh� stood up, though, and call�d out, “H�llo, to th� hunt�rs! Com� shar� th� firr�, 

if you wish!”

Som� unknown woman’s voic� call�d out from th� north, though sh� was at th� south, “You two ar� 

bar�ly 25 mil�s from th� city and you’r� stopping for th� night?”

Isoko paus�d. Sh� glanc�d northward, look�d confus�d, but d�cid�d to sp�ak toward th� north anyway, 

saying, “It’s a lot dark�r out h�r� than w� thought! I �xp�ct�d moonlight; not �ndl�ss cloud cov�r.”

Isoko was looking north, but th� v�ctor of h�r atti�ntion was focus�d south, �ast, and w�st; �v�ry 

dir�ction that wasn’t north.

Som� mal� voic� from th� south call�d out, “What’s a fucking h�al�r doing out h�r� with just on� guy? 

Ar� you two fucking idiots, or som�thing?”

“Mayb� it’s a lov�r’s outing,” said anoth�r woman’s voic�, at th� south, as sh� st�pp�d into th� light, 

smiling. Sh� was mousy, w�aring all-black mayb�-l�ath�r armor, h�r h�lm�t in h�r hands. “Hi th�r�! I’m 

Sh�rry, and it’s a r�ally dark night. W� got stopp�d from going furth�r, too.” Sh� hook�d h�r h�lm�t to 

h�r b�lt and sh� pull�d around h�r backpack, saying, “I got hotdogs to grill on sticks if you want som�!”

Anoth�r woman, tall�r and dark�r and in similarly black g�ar as Sh�rry, st�pp�d out of th� dark, b�sid� a

man who could hav� pass�d as a broth�r for �ith�r woman.

Isoko said, “I’m Isoko, a Paladin of Fr�yala, so th�r�’s no n��d to br�ak into your food rations if you 

don’t want to. W�’v� got sust�nanc� going. Mark ov�r h�r� is doing th� bulk of that, if you want to 

partak�.”

Mark smil�d as h� stood up. “You guys hungry?”

The� guy was frowning as h� took offa his h�lm�t, saying, “You two hav� som� sort of fucking d�athwish 

or som� shit? B�ing out h�r� with a major firr�?” H� thumb�d at hims�lf. “J�d. Brawny. Hitti�r.”



The� tall�r woman hook�d h�r h�lm�t to h�r b�lt as sh� said, “Cindy. Air Shap�r. Scout.”

Mark wasn’t quit� familiar with thos� m�thods of id�ntifying on�s�lf, so h� play�d along as b�st as h� 

could, saying, “Mark. M�talshap�r and Union. Scout and hitti�r.”

Isoko said, “Isoko. Brawny hitti�r and Union.”

Sh�rry happily put away h�r hot dogs, smiling as sh� said, “And I’m Sh�rry! Drain�r; v�rsatil� hitti�r. 

And w� would gladly tak� you up on your offa�rs of sust�nanc�.”

H�r smil� did not r�ach h�r �y�s; sh� was still wary.

Mark conn�ct�d th� thr�� of th�m to th� world, br�athing in sust�nanc� and d�privation as h� hit th�m 

with a braindanc� of purity/impurity to cl�an th�m of what�v�r th�y might hav� going on, and th�n h� 

b�gan b�ating in tim� to th�ir h�arts a danc� of r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss. H� turn�d offa th� Union of 

Brain and watch�d as th� thr�� n�w p�opl� �ach jolt�d a littil�, probably f��ling comfortabl�, as h� 

offa�r�d, “Want m� to carv� you up som� stools to sit on? Isoko is providing clarity of thought so th� 

body do�sn’t r�ally n��d to sl��p.”

Sh�rry r�lax�d, h�r smil� turning g�nuin� as sh� happily said, “W�ll ar�n’t you just som� nic� p�opl�! 

It’s so nic� to m��t nic� p�opl�. I will happily tak� a stool. Theank you so much!”

Mark smil�d a littil� as h� carv�d a tr�� into mak�shift stools. H� cut offa branch�s and canopy and thr�w 

thos� pi�c�s into th� firr�, s�nding up a fountain of sparks into th� air and blossoming h�at into th� night.

It f�lt good. And th�n Mark got carving onto th� trunk. Rapidly, Mark �nd�d up with a f�w 2-foot long 

s�ctions. H� took �ach s�ction, which was about a foot wid�, and carv�d th� bottioms so th�y had thr�� 

prongs, so it sat l�v�l wh�r�v�r it got plac�d, and th�n h� l�v�l�d th� top, turning th�m into som�what-

comfortabl� s�ats.

All of that took l�ss than firv� minut�s.

The� t�am of thr�� watch�d th� whol� tim�.



Mark sat th� n�w s�ats about four m�t�rs away from Mark and Isoko’s own b�nch s�ating—

Sh�rry ask�d, “Ar� you two looking for a t�am? B�caus� w�’r� h�ad�d north and th�n w�st, aiming at a 

250 mil� trip. W� do on� round trip a month. A w��k in th� woods n�ts us �ach 1,200 goldl�af a pi�c�! 

W� could hit up big targ�ts with you two on our sid�, though, and go aft�r a 2.5k goal �v�ry month. Easy

mon�y~”

“Theank you, but no thank you,” Isoko said, “W�’r� h�r� to pursu� som� bandits who might hav� just 

b��n som� opportunistic thi�v�s. W�’r� h�ad�d up to Wolf Bayou for th� inv�stigation.”

Sh�rry, J�d, and Cindy, got a conc�rn�d look to th�m—

Sh�rry r�cov�r�d fast�st, smiling wid� and sittiing down on on� of th� stools, saying, “W�ll that’s a plum 

sham�, but good luck on your own hunt. I ain’t n�v�r h�ard of bandits around h�r�, but I hav� h�ard of a

lot of d�sp�rat� �xil�d folks.”

J�d grumbl�d, “The�r� w�r� bandits a f�w y�ars ago. I h�ard th� city watch drov� th�m all away.” H� took

a s�at, frowning at Mark and Isoko. “You two ar� taking a lot of risks. You two actually Inquisitors?”

Isoko said, “The�y want Mark to b� on� of thos�, but I’m not h�ad�d in that dir�ction.”

Sh�rry, J�d, and Cindy all focus�d on Mark.

Mark grinn�d a littil�. “Not an Inquisitor y�t… It still fr�aks m� out that p�opl� would hurt oth�r p�opl�. I

don’t want anything to do with any of that.”

“And that’s a good thing!” Sh�rry said, smiling. It look�d lik� a r�al smil� this tim�, too. “Ar� you two 

r�ally not int�r�st�d in a t�amup?”

“No thank you,” Isoko said.

“No thanks,” Mark said.



Sh�rry nodd�d. “I had to ask again. So! Theat’s �nough qu�stions for m�. From th� looks of things, you 

two ar� compl�t�ly n�w around h�r�, ar�n’t you? But you hav� no f�ar of th� dark, which m�ans you’r� 

strong, and with a goal lik� hunting opportunistic kill�rs, th�n I’d c�rtainly b�li�v� that. M� and my 

sist�r and broth�r hav� b��n around this plac� a long tim�. Theis is y�ar 11 w�’v� b��n doing this. So how

can w� h�lp you do what you n��d to do around h�r�?”

Mark f�lt at �as�.

Isoko probably f�lt th� sam� way, for a t�nsion in h�r should�rs vanish�d, and h�r v�ctor calm�d down.

Mark said, “I’d lov� to know what you thr�� know about Wolf Bayou. I h�ard it’s a fuck�d up plac�, with

th� l�ad�r b�ing som� sort of Daihoonian Qua��n? A cont�mporary of th� God of War and Murd�r, 

Drakarok, wh�n h� was still just a guy?” Mark saw J�d roll his �y�s som�, whil� Cindy r�lax�d on to h�r 

chair and Sh�rry look�d lik� sh� was waiting for a mom�nt to sp�ak. Mark would hav� said mor�, but 

th�r� was a n�w probl�m. Mark add�d, “Just on� s�cond, though. The�r�’s— Theat. Y�s. You s�� it. I got 

frontal attiack.”

Ey�s glow�d in th� woods to th� sid�, small and vibrant y�llow, b�longing to a good four wolv�s that 

w�r� prowling in th� dark, circling th� firr�, aiming for th� humans by th� firr�.

Mark hopp�d through th� air, dir�ctly at th� probl�m, trav�rsing 10 m�t�rs of distanc� in a singl� 

s�cond. Two wolv�s w�nt dir�ctly for him, maws op�n all across th�ir bodi�s, �y�s glowing all down 

th�ir backs. Malformations; not �xactly ‘wolv�s’. The� oth�r two malformation wolv�s circl�d to th� sid�, 

going aft�r Isoko. Mark kill�d his two �n�mi�s and Isoko kill�d a third, whil� Sh�rry turn�d th� fourth 

into a husk of dri�d skin and bon�. Soon �nough, J�d toss�d th� dri�d malformation into th� firr� wh�r� it

caught fliam� instantly and burn�d, whil� Mark fliick�d th� oth�r thr�� bodi�s into th� dark woods. Cindy

�nv�lop�d th� firr� in wind, k��ping th� smok� away from th�m as th�y all sat back down.

Sh�rry b�gan, “So that’s som� impr�ssiv� m�talwork.”

“Theank you,” Mark said. “Wh�r� was I— Oh y�ah. Wolf Bayou. What’s it li—”

Som�thing start�d crunching on th� d�ad malformations in th� dark.



The� thr�� gu�sts look�d at th� dark. The�y didn’t s��m too n�rvous, but th�y w�r� cautious.

Mark look�d at th� dark, too.

Isoko said, “W� hav� no id�a what sort of monst�r is making that nois� in th� dark. W� w�nt aft�r it a 

f�w tim�s, but it go�s away wh�n w� g�t clos�.”

Mark had b��n about to say som�thing along thos� lin�s. Isoko had gotti�n th�r� firrst, so Mark ask�d, 

“What is it? Do you know?”

The� thr�� gu�sts s��m�d to r�lax a littil� as Isoko spok�, and Mark ask�d his qu�stion.

“I’m pr�ttiy sur� I know what it is,” Sh�rry said, as sh� glanc�d to Cindy. Cindy nodd�d. Sh�rry said to 

Mark and Isoko, “It’s a dark �at�r. The�y do �xactly what that thing is doing; �ating in th� dark. The� 

p�opl� who hav� s��n on� say that th�y look lik� snails with th� sh�ll, but it’s mor� lik� a t�ntacl� b�ast 

that has a sh�ll, and th� sh�ll is som� sort of ‘invisibl� dark’. Theat’s what th� mag�s I’v� m�t t�ll m� 

about th�m. If you can captur� on� th�n th�y s�ll for a lot of mon�y, but you n��d sp�cial Tal�nts to do 

that. The�y’r� not harml�ss at all. The�y will �at you if you pr�s�nt as a targ�t, but as long as you’r� not 

alr�ady d�ad, th�n you’r� not a targ�t.”

Mark ask�d, “So w� don’t n��d to worry about th�m?”

“Usually not, but I wouldn’t g�t comfortabl�,” Sh�rry said.

“It’s fucking unn�rving,” J�d said, “I hat� th� fucking things.”

Sh�rry ch��rfully said, “The�y follow p�opl� and �at th� corps�s th�y l�av� b�hind. You don’t s�� much of

th�m b�yond th� riv�rs and oth�r bodi�s of wat�r b�caus� th�y’r� aquatic things most of th� tim�. 

The�y’r� r�ally quit� harml�ss as far as monst�rs go.”

Isoko ask�d, “What kind of monst�rs around h�r� ar� th� dang�rous on�s?”



Sh�rry smil�d brightly, illuminat�d by th� �qually bright firr�, as sh� b�gan, “W�’v� b��n at this for 11 

y�ars, as I said, and in that tim� w�’v� s��n som� r�ally nasty on�s. Why this on� tim� wh�n w� w�r� up

around Walnut Ridg�— Oh! Theat’s an old s�ttil�m�nt that still has som� trad� �v�ry now and th�n, 

dir�ctly northw�st of M�mphi at about 40 mil�s away from th� Northw�st Riv�rgat�, down Rout� NW-4.

Anyway. At Walnut Ridg� th�y w�r� having this burrow�r probl�m…”

Mark and Isoko list�n�d to stori�s about monst�r hunts for a f�w hours, and it was wond�rful. Sh�rry 

was nic� to list�n to, and soon th� oth�r two, Cindy and J�d, op�n�d up about th�ir own �xp�ri�nc�s 

hunting. The� thr�� of th�m w�r� siblings that had b��n hunting tog�th�r for th� last 11 y�ars, with 

Sh�rry as th� old�st and J�d as th� young�st, and all of th�m around 30 now.

All th� whil�, oth�r p�opl� cam� out from th� dark to shar� in th� light, and Mark and Isoko spr�ad th� 

h�aling and sust�nanc� around. Soon, th�y had 12 p�opl� in that cl�aring in th� woods, and Mark found 

th� whol� �xp�ri�nc� wond�rful.

Ev�ntually, though, th� sky cl�ar�d, clouds moving on, and th� moon cam� out, bathing th� world in 

silv�r and just a littil� bit of gold from all thos� cracks in th� lunar surfac�. Mark and Isoko d�cid�d to 

mov� on with th�ir trips, and that start�d th� br�akup of th� camp. The�y w�r� all just waiting out th� 

clouds, anyway.

Cindy kill�d th� bonfirr� with a twist of air, ripping th� firr�light from th� gath�ring and allowing th� 

moon to shin� lik� it should hav� b��n shining.

Mark watch�d as Isoko watch�d Cindy wi�ld th� wind to crush th� fliam�s into �mb�rs. Isoko was cl�arly

f��ling som� kinda way at that mom�nt, but it wasn’t Mark’s busin�ss to intrud� on that. But h� did l�an

in to h�r and whisp�r, “Want m� to hold up a log for you to sit on and w� can m�talshap�-fliy down th� 

path for a f�w doz�n mil�s?”

“Y�s,” Isoko said, without r�s�rvation.

Mark grinn�d at that.

Soon, Mark said goodby� to his n�w acquaintanc�s as h� h�ld Isoko up on a log, with two �nds of th� log

wrapp�d in thin bands of black m�tal. It was a rath�r s�cur� s�ating.



And th�n Mark rac�d down th� path, und�r th� moonlight, Isoko glitti�ring platinum as sh� flioat�d 

b�sid� him, smiling wid�, luxuriating in th� f��ling of ‘fliight’.

The� monst�rs didn’t attiack much wh�n th� moon was out and th� pr�y was chugging along at 35 mil�s 

p�r hour, which was r�ally nic�.

Mark mad� gr�at tim� and Isoko s��m�d to lov� ‘fliying’.

But th� joy rid� had to �nd �v�ntually. Som�thing big jump�d out of th� woods. It was th� siz� of a van, 

and Mark s�nt Isoko up into th� air as Mark back�d away, drawing th� monst�r’s atti�ntion. Mark had 

m�ant to throw Isoko cl�ar of th� monst�r, but Isoko cam� down right on top of it, h�r sword fliashing 

platinum as sh� drov� it into th� h�ad of th� big monst�r. Mark �nd�d up standing back, supporting h�r 

with Union, as Isoko carv�d a monstrous boar asund�r. Sh� h�ld onto thick fur with platinum hands on 

as th� monst�r buck�d and kick�d and tri�d to gor� h�r with its tusks.

Mark focus�d his Union fully on durability, making sur� Isoko could tank th� monst�r’s attiacks just firn�,

and Isoko probably did th� sam�, consid�ring how th� tusks of th� boar skidd�d offa of h�r, sparking in 

th� night. The� boar didn’t g�t many chanc�s to hurt h�r, though.

Isoko rapidly mad� quick work of th� monst�r.

Stab! Stab! Stab! Into th� h�ad and out th� �y�.

The� monst�r squ�al�d and roar�d and crash�d into a f�w tr��s, and it �v�n blink�d in and out of 

�xist�nc� a f�w tim�s, r�app�aring full body-l�ngths away from wh�r� it had originally b��n. It was a 

blinking boar.

But Isoko h�ld on, �v�n as th� monst�r mov�d around wildly, and sh� k�pt stabbing.

Mark was pr�ttiy sur� h� h�ard Isoko roaring right back at th� b�ast.



Soon, th� boar f�ll ov�r, its dark body cov�r�d in a dark slick, moonlight shining ov�rh�ad as Isoko stood

triumphant ov�r its s�v�r�d h�ad. Sh� was cov�r�d in a dark slick h�rs�lf, but that blood fliak�d away, 

and soon sh� was just standing, platinum in th� moonlight, grinning.

Triumphant.

Isoko happily said, “I’ll run now, but thanks for th� lift, Mark.”

Mark winc�d. “Sorry. I m�ant to throw you cl�ar of th� monst�r. Not… on to th� monst�r.”

“Oh! I, uh, I aim�d at it. I thought you m�ant to do that?”

Mark paus�d. “… You can aim wh�n you’r� thrown?”

“W�ll no. But I can c�rtainly twist som� and aim. And I think th� boar want�d m� to fall on top of it. It 

tri�d to gor� m�! Did you s�� that?”

“I did s�� that! I’m glad it work�d out, too.”

Isoko chuckl�d.

Sh� start�d running.

Mark k�pt up.

- - - -

The� morning dawn�d and wildlif� di�d to Mark and Isoko’s w�apons.

Mark and Isoko m�t p�opl� who want�d th�m to join th�m, but wh�n Mark or Isoko spok� of th�ir goals 

th� p�opl� rapidly turn�d around, or th�y �xcus�d th�ms�lv�s, or th�y found som� r�ason not to b� 

involv�d. Mark did not blam� th�m, but it was kinda funny.



The�y kill�d monst�rs, talking strat�gy th� whol� morning, diss�cting what som� fliying frogs had going 

on with th�m, or why th�r� w�r� fliying firsh hanging out in th� woods around a f�w diffa�r�nt r�d-l�av�d 

tr��s. The�y kill�d som� big black b�ars with a bunch of black bumps on th�m. Theos� black bumps burst 

wh�n�v�r th�y w�r� bludg�on�d, and h�al�d th� b�ars wh�n�v�r th�y got cov�r�d in th�ir own fliuids, 

which was quit� w�ird. But d��p �nough cuts carv�d th�m up w�ll �nough, and soon th�y had carv�d 

th� carv�d into bits and disp�rs�d th� r�mains into purity/impurity, killing th�m for good.

“Hav� you tri�d making, lik�, lin�s of adamantium?” Isoko ask�d, as th�y stroll�d northward, waiting for

th� n�xt attiack. “Eliot says that monowir� is ill�gal in all known citystat�s, but you using monowir� 

yours�lf has to b� a good thing, y�ah? Or is that too firn� of a structur�? Will you los� control of th� wir�

lik� you would a n��dl�?”

Mark said, “… I don’t know. L�t’s firnd out.”

Mark took som� adamantium and str�tch�d it into a long lin�, about a hair’s thickn�ss— The� lin� split 

and turn�d into a bunch of tiny dots of adamantium, lik� wat�r turning sph�rical in a z�ro-g 

�nvironm�nt. With som� dir�ction, Mark put th� dots back into a solid lin� of adamantium, and th�n h� 

mad� it thinn�r. H� focus�d, k��ping it thin, but th� lin�s f�lt… unstabl�.

Mark flioat�d th� lin�s in front of him, saying, “It f��ls lik� holding onto a pi�c� of cottion cand— Oh, 

yup. The�r�. S�� that?” Mark had appli�d th� bar�st bit mor� str�ngth to th� lin�, to hold it mor� s�cur�, 

and it had fli�x�d into dropl�ts. “I h�ld it too hard and it split.”

Isoko look�d at th� drops. “Can’t you hold two �nds of a lin�, lik� a garrot�, and l�av� th� c�nt�r unh�ld 

and sup�r thin? Adamantium is usually us�d as tiny lin�s of th� stuffa, w�ld�d to th� �dg� of a blad�, 

anyway.”

Mark tri�d that, but… “No. I don’t hav� th� c�nt�r lin� of adamantium und�r my dir�ct control. I f��l lik�

I’m going to los� it. I don’t lik� that f��ling at all.”

“Ahhh… Y�ah. Exp�nsiv� shit!”

“Just a littil� bit!” Mark said, as h� transform�d th� adamantium into blad�s again. “Two 4-inch scalp�ls 

is about as thin and small as I want to mak� it, but this much is mor� than �nough.”



Isoko smirk�d. “It’s not th� siz� of th� blad�, it’s how you us� it.”

“Right! And it h�lps that I hav� two of th�m. Theat do�s mor� than �nough… Why ar� you laughing? … 

And you’r� laughing mor�? — OHHH… it’s a s�x thing, y�s. Okay.”

Isoko howl�d with laught�r.

Mark roll�d his �y�s.

The�y kill�d mor� monst�rs as th�y walk�d Rout� NW-12 toward Wolf Bayou.

By noon lat�r, th�y hadn’t cross�d much actual distanc�, but holy h�ck had th�y don� som� cl�anup.

The� monst�rs s��m�d to b� running for th�m, lik� no on� had cl�ar�d this part of th� woods in y�ars, or 

som�thing. It was starting to g�t crazy.

Mark toss�d a monst�r body into th� woods as h� �y�d th� oth�r monst�rs running down th� road at 

th�m. Look�d lik� a pack of boars, �ach th� siz� of a small car. H� ask�d Isoko, “You f��ling good, right?”

“I am f��ling fantastic!” Isoko said, h�r skin practically a mirror in platinum. Sh� caught Mark looking 

so sh� did a pos�, or som�thing, tossing h�r palms up as sh� brought h�r arms in, smiling as sh� fram�d 

h�r fac�, saying, “How do I look?”

Mark laugh�d. “What is with that pos�?!””

Isoko scoffa�d. “It’s a p�rf�ctly normal pos� for th� cam�ras! … It’s probably mor� Kpop than Jpop, 

though. I’m not sur� if I want to b� an idol… But platinum princ�ss�s should b� idols, right?”

“Hav� no id�a what any of that m�ans.”

Isoko laugh�d— Sh� stopp�d laughing as sh� look�d ah�ad. “Looks lik� w� got mor� monst�rs to s�rv� 

up.”



The� boars w�r� not th�r� anymor�.

A school of fliying firsh was darting through th� woods. W�r� th�y coming this way? Mark wasn’t sur�. 

The�y danc�d in th� half-light of th� woods, lik� glinting silv�r dinn�r plat�s that fliash�d and fliick�r�d, 

littil� r�d glows on th�ir firns and �y�s almost looking lik� n�on lights. And th�n th�y w�nt dark. Non-

visibl�, but not invisibl�.

The�ir v�ctors still point�d right at Isoko and Mark; th�y w�r� hungry.

Isoko had s��n th�m b�for� Mark, but Mark was th� firrst to know that th�y w�r� h�ad�d th�ir way. 

B�for� Isoko could ask about th�m vanishing from sight—

Mark said, “The�y’r� h�ad�d this way, straight on. The�y’r� just not visibl� from th� front— Not much, 

anyway. 10 m�t�rs—” The� school of firsh split up, h�ading in multipl� dir�ctions, flioating on th� air and 

�ach oth�r— No. Not th� air. The�y w�r�n’t air firsh, th�y w�r� lightfirsh. The�y w�r� lightkin�tics, Mark 

was sur�. “Light kin�tics! Lightfirsh! The�y’r� circling.”

The� firsh circl�d, bri�fliy app�aring h�r� and th�r� in th� light. Mark saw r�d fangs b�tw��n fliash�s of 

silv�r fliank, and that was all h� saw. H� �asily s�ns�d th�m, though.

Isoko’s �y�s dart�d l�ft and right, tracking what sh� could track.

Mark st�adi�d hims�lf, saying, “I kinda miss firghting with a sp�ar, but I r�ally lik� firghting with my 

‘claws’.”

Isoko r�adi�d h�r wood�n-y�t-platinum sword, holding it clos� to h�r fac�, r�ady to slash at what�v�r 

cam� for h�r most ‘vuln�rabl�’ parts. With a casual ton�, sh� said, “It’s so fr�aking w�ird how you can 

f��l through your adamantium. Grandma says sh� can f��l through th� �ntir� sky on som� days.”

Mark scoffa�d. “The� �ntir� sky! How big is your grandmoth�r’s astral body? Or is it just diffaus�?”

Isoko st�pp�d to th� l�ft, avoiding th� snapping jaws of a fliying firsh as sh� almost-casually cl�av�d 

through th� fliank of th� thing. The� firsh w�nt down and th� �ntir� school attiack�d.



Mark and Isoko w�r� sashimi ch�fs for a littil� whil�, though h� was sur� that th�y’d b� firr�d if th�y w�r�

pr�paring r�al firsh for dinn�r.

Soon, th�y had d�stroy�d most of th� school of fliying firsh. The� r�maind�r scatti�r�d b�for� th�y w�r� 

turn�d into m�at.

Toward th� �nd of th� firght, as th�y w�r� fli��ing, Mark took �xtra car� to grab and carv� up on� 

particularly nic�-looking fat firsh, as h� also start�d pr�paring a firr� to th� sid�.

Isoko smil�d at his pr�paration, asking, “Wow you must b� hungry!”

“It’s lightfirsh, Isoko!”

“I m�an, w�ll… Y�ah. But is it saf� to �at?”

“Oh y�ah,” Mark happily said, as h� op�n�d up th� firsh and found d��p pink fli�sh. “Oh my gods, look at 

that fli�sh. Theat’s p�rf�ct. Wow. It’s practically glowing, too… Er. Dammit.”

The� pink fli�sh glow�d, which was firn�, but th� whit� spac�s b�tw��n th� muscl�s and insid� th� 

striations of th� muscl�s w�r� alr�ady wiggling. Which was bad. Fish fli�sh should not wiggl�.

Mark just about curs�d.

Isoko look�d at th� firsh and winc�d. “Bad luck.”

Whit� worms wiggl�d �v�rywh�r� insid� th� firsh’s fli�sh. The� worms �v�n glow�d, just lik� th� fli�sh, and

now that th� firsh was dying and fli�sh start�d to los� its pink illumination, th� whit� worms stood out 

�v�n mor�. The� �ntir� thing was absolut�ly inf�st�d with parasit�s.

Inf�st�d!

Mark hat�fully toss�d th� firsh into th� woods and chopp�d up his atti�mpt to start a firr�.



“FUCK YOU fucking lightfirsh! Full of fucking parasit�s,” Mark said, as th�y walk�d on, l�aving th� 

carnag� b�hind. “Theat look�d lik� a tuna variant, too!”

“It r�ally did,” Isoko said, agr��ing.

“I b�t it would hav� b��n d�licious.”

“Absolut�ly, y�s. On� of thos� firsh, uninf�ct�d, probably would hav� f�tch�d, lik�… 500 goldl�af api�c�? 

I’m not sur�.”

Mark had a mom�nt. “500? R�ally? Theat much? The� going rat� for good fliying firsh back hom� was only 

50. Mom and Dad would hav� had a privat� f�ast on a firsh lik� that if th�y �v�r caught on�, but you 

couldn’t s�ll th�m without a lic�ns� so w� n�v�r tri�d catching any.”

“50 has to b� th� whol�sal�r’s cost, right? Or mayb� Orang� City was l�ss �xp�nsiv�?”

“Tokyo do�s a lot of firsh too, I thought?”

“Oh sur�. The� Japan�s� nations ar� all about firsh. But w�’v� also got 250 million p�opl� to f��d, so th� 

ch�ap stuffa is ch�ap, but th� �xp�nsiv� stuffa g�ts r�ally fuckin’ high.”

“Ahhhh… y�ah. I can s�� that.” Mark thought for a s�cond about wh�r� th�ir conv�rsation had b��n 

b�for� th� firsh, and th�n h� ask�d, “So is your grandmoth�r’s astral body r�ally damn�d hug�, or 

som�thing?”

“Diffaus�. Grandma usually can’t f��l through th� sky. Sh� has to conc�ntrat� to f��l things. You just 

naturally f��l through your adamantium though, right? Is it b�caus� it’s d�ns�?”

“Oh. Huh. W�ll that’s n�at. And y�ah; I think so?”

“What's it f��l lik�? To f��l through th� adamantium?”



As th�y walk�d Mark pok�d at a rock with his m�tal, trying to und�rstand how h� f�lt that rock, and 

th�n h� touch�d his firng�rs to �ach oth�r, gauging th� diffa�r�nc�. ‘Fing�r to firng�r’ didn’t f��l lik� a 

corr�ct analogy, so h� touch�d an �lbow, and that didn’t f��l quit� right �ith�r. But th�n h� touch�d th� 

insid� of his wrist, and d�cid�d, “It f��ls lik� using th� insid�s of my wrists to touch stuffa.”

“... Huh.”

The� aft�rnoon roll�d around.

Som�tim� around 2 PM, mayb� 90 mil�s north of M�mphi and 30 mil�s away from Wolf Bayou, or 

som�thing lik� that. Mark and Isoko found th�ms�lv�s firghting in rhythm. Sh� rush�d forward, blocking 

monst�rs to attiack h�r, carving through claws and fac�s, and Mark s�cur�d h�r physicality whil� h� 

swip�d at th� monst�rs who tri�d to fliank th�m, cuttiing offa h�ads and s�v�ring limbs. It was a danc�, 

and mor� danc� partn�rs show�d up with �v�ry passing mil�, th� for�st absolut�ly t��ming with raging, 

gnawing, swallowing, v�nomous, l�aping, clawing monst�rs.

The�y danc�d for half an hour, and th� monst�rs n�v�r stopp�d coming.

It was �xhilarating.

And th� monst�rs k�pt coming.

Mark toss�d bodi�s to th� sid� as Isoko k�pt killing.

The�y br�ath�d in sync with �ach oth�r, and with th� world.

And th�y sp�d up.

Mark wasn’t sur� how it happ�n�d, or wh�n it had start�d, but h� had �nt�r�d a fliow, and Isoko was 

right th�r� with him. The� monst�rs did not stop coming. The�y only got d�ns�r. Mark and Isoko 

practically ran down Rout� NW-12 toward Wolf Bayou, and th� monst�rs ran right at th�m, toward 

th�ir d�aths. The� b�asts roar�d and charg�d and th�y ignor�d �ach oth�r as Isoko carv�d limb from limb 

and Mark kill�d with just as much pr�cision.



Theis danc� was not just th�m and th� monst�rs.

The�y w�r� dancing with th� world, drawing in monst�rs and som�how avoiding all th� p�opl� around 

th�m—

… Wh�r� w�r� all th� oth�r p�opl�?

Theat thought is what thr�w Mark out of th� fliow. The� fliow falt�r�d. Mark k�pt killing, but now h� 

wond�r�d wh�r� th� p�opl� w�r�. Had th�y s��n anyon� for th� last hour? The� last two hours? How 

long had th�y b��n killing an �ndl�ss fliow of monst�rs?

Was Mark th� on� driving p�opl� away with Union? G�ntly guiding th�m to g�t gon�, and for all th� 

monst�rs to com� th�ir way? Or was th�r� som�on� out th�r� dir�cting th� firght, s�nding monst�rs at 

th�m?

Mark was about to say som�thing—

Isoko spok� firrst, carving through a wolf-lik� monst�r and st�pping into th� path of som� wolf-shap�d 

malformation, saying, “Is this a damn�d monst�r wav�?!””

The� monst�r sh� was about to kill juk�d to th� l�ft and Isoko miss�d h�r chanc� to kill it with on� �asy 

strok�, so Mark kill�d it for h�r, slipping his scalp�l through its n�ck, dropping it to th� ground; dying 

but not d�ad. Isoko’s words took a mom�nt to r�gist�r, but th�n th�y r�gist�r�d, and holy fuck.

“I think w� ar� in a monst�r wav�, holy shit?” Mark said— “Oh fuck.”

The�r�, in th� distanc�, to th� north, what Mark had assum�d was a cloud was not a cloud at all. It was a 

fucking dust storm, low and rumbling. A monst�r stamp�d�.

Fuck.

Theis was a monst�r wav�.



Mark call�d out, “Quaark! Can you h�ar m�? Volum� max! Is this a monst�r wav�?!””

Isoko had kill�d two mor� wolv�s by th� tim� Mark had ask�d that qu�stion to his AI, and now sh� kill�d

som� bat-lik� things that swoop�d at h�r.

But in th� darkn�ss of th� for�st, b�yond th� path, two mor� wolv�s simply ran past th�m.

Mark hadn’t notic�d all th� monst�rs running to th� sid�s, avoiding Mark and Isoko, until that mom�nt.

Mark str�tch�d his Unions�ns� as wid� as h� could, pulling his adamantium inward to g�t th� rang� in 

his Union that h� had b��n missing. As h� f�nd�d offa a pair of giant rats, killing on� and injuring th� 

oth�r, h� f�lt a fliow to th� world that h� hadn’t notic�d h�r�, in his and Isoko’s privat� battil� with 

what�v�r cam� th�ir way.

The� for�st was aliv� with v�ctors, lik� a riv�r, and most of th�m w�r� h�ad�d south. The�y w�r� avoiding 

Mark and Isoko.

Quaark still hadn’t answ�r�d.

Mark rapidly pull�d Quaark out of his bag to try and firgur� out what was happ�ning—

The� phon� was d�ad, which should hav� b��n impossibl�, but mayb� th�y had b��n hit by som� sort of 

�l�ctrical attiack �arli�r. Theos� fliying ��ls, �arli�r? Any numb�r of th� hundr�ds of monst�rs th�y had 

kill�d might had fuck�d th�m up in ways th�y hadn’t �v�n notic�d. Mark shov�d Quaark back into th� 

bag and told Isoko, “Hold on! I’m br�aking th� wav�!”

Isoko back�d up to Mark, standing b�hind him, guarding him with �v�rything sh� had, f�nding offa thr�� 

rats—

Mark focus�d on a Union of V�in D�cay, on th� danc� of �l�ctricity b�tw��n hims�lf and Isoko th� 

world, and in th� brains of �v�ry singl� monst�r rushing th�ir way. Black v�ins shot out from him, 

stabbing into th� h�arts and brains of �v�ry living thing dir�ctly in his lin� of sight, instantly killing 

hundr�ds of �n�mi�s.



The� strong�r on�s surviv�d.

Most collaps�d anyway; �v�n th� strong on�s.

The� strong�r on�s that collaps�d got run ov�r by th� on�s b�hind th�m that w�r� too strong to b� 

dropp�d by th� ‘simpl�’ d�struction of th�ir v�ins. In th� dark for�sts to th� sid�s, monst�rs still ran on, 

untouch�d.

Mark could hav� struck d��ply into th� monst�r wav�. H� could hav� �xt�nd�d his black v�ins into th� 

world outsid� of his sight, to strik� at �v�ry living thing for a half a kilom�t�r. But this was an activ� 

hunting zon�, and h� might hit a p�rson. H� wasn’t about to accid�ntally kill som�on�. The� only 

monst�rs that di�d w�r� th� on�s that Mark saw, dir�ctly.

The� monst�rs k�pt coming. Mark kill�d mor� and mor�, and th�y b�gan to pil� up.

The� monst�rs b�gan to ignor� Mark and Isoko, th� strong on�s racing by, l�aping around th� thing in th�

middl� of th� path with all th� black v�ins. The� monst�rs’ v�ctors �v�n told Mark that h� wasn’t in any 

dang�r from th�m; th�y w�r� just running.

The� monst�rs w�r� craz�d.

Theos� that Mark kill�d pil�d up into a crashing mountain in front of Mark and Isoko. A hundr�d m�t�rs 

of bodi�s, pil�d into th� path. Blood and roars firll�d th� air. It was an apocalyptic sound. It was a horror 

of a situation. Mark almost want�d to run, too. Isoko’s v�ctor was going wild with worry. Sh� want�d to 

run away from th� north as w�ll.

Isoko cri�d out, loud �nough for Mark to h�ar ov�r th� roar, “W� n��d to ru—”

A sil�nc� fliatti�n�d th� world. All sound �vaporat�d.

And th�n som�thing roar�d in th� distanc�.

Som�thing shook th� �ntir� world.



Sound r�turn�d all at onc� as th� stamp�d� turn�d compl�t�ly fr�nzi�d.

Isoko calmly spok�, h�r voic� cuttiing through �v�rything, “The�r� is a kaiju coming, Mark. Plans ar� 

forming to tak� car� of it, but you must �scap� notic�, for now. The� pil� of bodi�s is a big notic�. The� 

kaiju will want to �at it. Can you purify it away? I will h�lp.”

Mark look�d at Isoko and h�r �y�s w�r� glowing gold.

Fr�yala was h�r�.

Mark fliick�r�d purity into th� world, and Isoko was right th�r�, hand to Mark’s should�r, h�lping him. 

Black lightning shatti�r�d th� highway full of d�ad monst�rs and som� of th� living on�s, too.

“V�ry good,” Isoko said, smiling. And th�n th� gold fad�d. Isoko blink�d. Sh� chuckl�d. “Theat’s a fucking 

rush. Okay. Uh. I think w� n��d to mov� north as fast as possibl�. Theat’s th� last impr�ssion I got.”

So mayb� Fr�yala had b��n h�r� mor� than just a littil� bit.

“North? Into th� attiack?”

“Y�s,” Isoko said, v�ry firrmly.

“W�ll okay th�n!”

Mark und�rstood �nough.

H� pull�d his Union back, sinc� most of th� monst�rs w�r� d�ad and all th� r�st w�r� scr�aming in f�ar 

as th�y bulldoz�d through th� for�sts to th� sid�s. Mark spotti�d and grabb�d a big hunk of wood, from 

som� fr�shly-brok�n tr��, grabbing it with bands of black m�tal and th�n s�curing it in th� air b�sid� 

Isoko—



Isoko wrapp�d h�rs�lf around th� tr��, grabbing hold as sh� point�d to th� north. “W� hav� to m��t up 

with som�on�! W�’ll know who w�’r� m��ting fast �nough! 15 mil�s! Avoid �v�rything! Go go go!”

Mark was alr�ady fliying forward, racing into th� stamp�d�, avoiding th� monst�rs by simply fliying ov�r 

almost all of th�m.

Slim�s, wolv�s, glowing cats, cow-siz�d land octopus�s, frogs, and low-fliying monst�rs of all kinds from 

birds to big bugs, all fliow�d south.

Mark carri�d hims�lf and Isoko north, into th� dusty air—

Isoko puls�d, h�r h�artb�at cl�aring th� air of impurity. It was just a f�w m�t�rs around th�m, but Mark 

could s�� a lot b�tti�r than h� could b�for�. It was mor� than �nough to s�� what n��d�d to b� s��n, 

b�caus� Unions�ns� told Mark what h� n��d�d to know, allowing him tim� to dodg� incoming monst�rs 

in th� dust long b�for� h� saw th�m.

Shap�s loom�d in th� dust storm of th� stamp�d�, massiv� and crawling, smashing and crashing. 

El�phant-siz�d monst�rs that would not mov� unl�ss th�y w�r� mov�d in turn; Mark w�nt around. Tall 

monst�rs, lik� massiv� spid�rs with l�gs that k�pt th�m up and away from th� probl�ms of th� world 

b�low; Mark w�nt und�r th�m. Shimm�ry things that w�r� indistinct colors in th� dust—

A school of monst�r firsh fli�w into th� bubbl� of clarity surrounding Mark and Isoko, slipping around 

th�m, vanishing back into th� dust cloud. Som� of th� monst�r firsh almost want�d to tak� bit�s out of 

Mark and Isoko, but th�n th� whol� school w�nt on, and th� almost-bit�rs w�nt with it.

Mark rac�d forward, unsur� what h� was aiming for—

S��mingly all at onc�, th� sky cl�ar�d.

For mil�s in �v�ry dir�ction, Mark saw th� barr�n Earth and monst�rs, craz�d and running away—

The� kaiju.



It was a cloud, but not. It was a mountain, and not at all.

It was not th�r�, and th�n it was th�r�, its v�ctor app�aring out of nowh�r�.

The� kaiju was th� only thing that matti�r�d at all. How had it gotti�n h�r� so fast? Why hadn’t Mark s��n

it b�for�? All th� monst�rs had b��n running away from it, and Mark had thought th�m running scar�d, 

from a kaiju, y�s. But now th�y w�r� truly running, fr�aking out. All th� v�ctors of all th� monst�rs all 

around w�r� point�d in �v�ry dir�ction. The� monst�r wav� had turn�d craz�d, b�caus� it had not b��n a 

monst�r wav� at all.

Mark had r�ad about kaiju b�ing born, spontan�ously.

Theat’s what had just happ�n�d, for sur�.

B�caus� th� kaiju had not b��n th�r�, it had not b��n a w�ight upon th� world, but now…

All Mark could s��, all h� could think about, could f��l at all, was th� pull of th� kaiju in th� air.

Mark could only s�� parts of it at any on� tim�, for if h� look�d at th� l�ft wing th�n h� could not s�� th�

tip of th� right wing. It was, pr�dominantly, a bird. It was whit� and soft y�llow, and at suns�t it would 

hav� vanish�d, but it was 4 in th� aft�rnoon, th� sky was blu�, and th� bird was as wid� as th� sky.

Ey�s op�n�d up alongsid� �v�ry frontal �dg� of its t�n diffa�r�nt wings. Its c�nt�r mass was a coll�ction 

of glowing spik�s that trail�d light from �v�ry tip, shr�dding th� sky lik� prisms shr�dd�d lights into 

rainbows. The� shr�dd�d sky work�d diffa�r�ntly from a normal sky. Rain, snow, winds, �v�n fliick�rs of 

night; all th� variations of th� sky app�ar�d around th� whit�, many-wing�d bird, in th� prisms cr�at�d 

by its c�ntral crystal spik�s.

The� kaiju sang.

The� song undulat�d upon th� world, �choing in and out lik� a soft r�frain, a warbl�, and a lon� violin 

not� h�ld way past its �xpiration dat�. It chill�d. Snow f�ll across th� land to th� l�ft of Mark and Isoko, 



lik� icicl� n��dl�s. A f�w icicl�s pi�rc�d a f�w diffa�r�nt larg� rats, killing th�m, fr��zing th�ir bodi�s and 

turning th�m to snow that f�ll to th� ground and lay�r�d. Som� monst�rs �scap�d. Most did not—

“Us� m� as a shi�ld, Mark. Right fucking now.”

Mark was appall�d, and b�caus� of that h� h�sitat�d.

The� snow storm drift�d th�ir way. Mark was still running forward, but now h� drift�d right—

Isoko l�apt offa of h�r log and land�d on Mark, cov�ring his h�ad, holding on to him, saying, “Run fast�r! 

W� hav� to g�t up th�r� and support th�m!”

Support who?

Oh wait.

The�m.

The�r� was a s�ttil�m�nt sittiing in th� way of th� kaiju, and Mark had not s��n it b�caus� it had b��n so 

small, so distant. But snow spik�s land�d on th� city and som� sort of city shi�ld fliash�d in r�spons�, 

lighting up that small, small part of th� world.

Snow spik�s struck Isoko, on Mark’s back, lik� hamm�rs coming down on an anvil, �ach on� sounding 

out hard and h�avy. On� of th�m struck Mark’s arm and scrap�d across his skin, down his bic�p, 

drawing blood. His arm chill�d, ic� firlling his v�ins, but Mark purg�d that inf�ction with a bit of purity 

and impurity. It work�d w�ll.

Isoko said, “W�’r� good. W� can surviv� th� small stuffa. W� n��d to support R�dwolf up th�r�. W�’ll s�� 

h�r. You’ll hav� to do most of th� work. Pri�sts ar� alr�ady up th�r�, trying to support h�r, but th� thing 

thing— Ugh!” Isoko winc�d, h�r h�ad j�rking to th� sid�. Mark f�lt ic� roll down his fac�. “I’m firn�. Just 

a hit. Not a punctur�. The� cold can't r�ach m�.”



Mark was alr�ady running as fast as h� could but h� had no id�a what h� was running toward, �xc�pt 

for th� id�a that h� was running toward th� H�ad Popp�r Qua��n of Wolf Bayou, in ord�r to support h�r 

to pop th� kaiju’s h�ad, or som�thing lik� that.

Mark complain�d ov�r th� roar of th� kaiju song, “But it do�sn’t �v�n hav� a h�ad! Can R�dwolf 

actually do anything?!””

The� kaiju was, lik�, 6 spik�s of crystal, all laid against �ach oth�r, lik� 6 oc�an lin�rs all bundl�d tog�th�r,

with countl�ss mountain-siz�d f�ath�r�d wings �xt�nding out from thos� crystals. Ey�s op�n�d 

�v�rywh�r�.

It f�lt foolish to run toward th� s�ttil�m�nt up ah�ad, to run to Wolf Bayou, dir�ctly und�r th� b�ast’s 

l�ading crystals—

Anoth�r v�ctor fliick�r�d activ� to th� l�ft.

Mark only notic�d that v�ctor b�caus� it was point�d right at Mark and Isoko, and wh�n th� v�ctor 

notic�d th�m, it b�cam� th� thick�st v�ctor in th� imm�diat� ar�a. Who�v�r it was was focusing on 

Mark with almost all of th�ir b�ing.

It was a woman with a r�d wolf half-mask sittiing on top of h�r h�ad. H�r pal�, girlish fac� show�d 

b�low th� mask. Sh� had on a d�ath m�tal band shirt and black j�ans, and sh� flioat�d on top of a slick 

silv�r platform with a half-moon handl�bar sticking up in front, h�r hands gripp�d on th� handl�bars.

R�dwolf.

A man with a black wolf half-mask and w�aring dark armor stood on th� ground n�xt to h�r platform, 

holding onto th� platform, flioating in a gloom that was only around him and th� bas� of R�dwolf’s 

platform. The� man was wr�ath�d in shadow, and so was �v�rywh�r� h� touch�d.

R�dwolf command�d Mark and Isoko, “Stop wh�r� you ar� and Union link with m� and with 

Blackmask. W�’r� moving into position and killing th� kaiju. Furth�r instructions to follow.”



Mark was h�sitant b�caus� h� kn�w of R�dwolf, but h� also kn�w that sh� could kill kaiju, so sh� 

probably want�d to kill th� kaiju, and Mark had to h�lp h�r do that. So h� stopp�d fliying forward and 

link�d with h�r and with th� guy holding h�r platform, his h�art b�ating with r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss—

The� world fliick�r�d with shadow—

Mark was sudd�nly und�rn�ath th� kaiju, looking up at th� front �dg� of th� b�ast, whil� h� flioat�d a 

m�t�r offa of a ston� squar� in som� sort of town. H� pull�d his adamantium inward. Isoko h�ld on to his 

back, but sh� l�t go and f�ll to th� ground. The�y w�r� surround�d by p�opl�, all of th�m pr�pp�d for 

som�thing. The�y w�r� in Wolf Bayou, for sur�, in th� middl� of an anti-kaiju squad.

R�dwolf, and a whol� lot of cast�rs, or pri�sts, or what�v�r. Paladins with br�astplat�s, pri�sts with rob�s

and chainmail, and civilians, som� in armor, som� in cloth�s. All of th�m stood around th� squar�, all of 

th�m stood at th� r�ady, though all of th�m w�r� scar�d. Som� of th� pri�sts w�r� focus�d on th� walls 

of th� city; th�y had to b� H�arthsw�llians. Som� of th� paladins w�r� focus�d on �v�ryon� �ls�, th� 

f��ling of th�ir astral bodi�s oh so familiar; Fr�yalans, for sur�. Mark couldn’t plac� th� oth�r p�opl� 

who b�long�d to th� various gods of th� panth�on, but h� r�cogniz�d th�m as cl�rgy—

The� kaiju ov�rh�ad sang a song of vibrating ic� and rain. The� intangibl� magical roof of th� city 

sparkl�d and crack�d as t�n-m�t�r-long sp�ars of ic� crash�d down from on high. The� city shi�lds h�ld.

The� H�arthsw�llian pri�sts falt�r�d.

Mark instantly got to supporting th�m, conn�cting to �v�ryon� that h� could r�ach, vibrating with his 

own brain, blood, and br�ath, a danc� of r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss. Pow�r fliood�d through Mark, into th� 

world, into th� population of Wolf Bayou. H� wasn’t sur� how far h� had r�ach�d, and h� didn’t car� 

who h� r�ach�d so h� r�ach�d �v�ryon� h� could.

The� �ffa�ct was imm�diat�.

It was lik� h� had s�t offa a bomb of shar�d pow�r.

Ev�ryon� straight�n�d up.



R�dwolf giggl�d, chuckl�d, and th�n sh� roar�d with laught�r. Sh� call�d out, “Theat’s th� fucking GOOD

STUFF!” Sh� roar�d at th� monst�r ov�rh�ad, “FUCK YOU, KAIJU!”

Mark f�lt, saw, and witn�ss�d, in �v�ry way h� could, som�thing strang�.

R�dwolf’s �xist�nc� fliick�r�d r�d, lik� an inward puls�; a drop of wat�r landing on a multidim�nsional 

surfac� but in r�v�rs�. Mark h�ard som�thing distant. H� saw on� of th� inn�r ic� spir�s that mad� up 

th� c�nt�r of th� wing�d, sp�ar-lik�, �y�-cov�r�d kaiju, simply br�ak in th� middl�.

A shockwav� pass�d out, taking multipl� s�conds to r�ach Wolf Bayou. The� shockwav� r�ach�d th� city, 

popping th� bubbl� ov�rh�ad, compl�t�ly �xposing th�m to th� kaiju—

The� world firll�d with a song of ic� and rain and d�adly night—

The� H�arthsw�llian pri�sts b�gan to chant in anoth�r languag� and th� bubbl� b�gan to r�form, slowly, 

lik� crawling light r�afficrming its�lf ov�r th� tiny city far b�yond th� walls of M�mphi—

The� kaiju’s song turn�d mut�d, onc� again—

“Kid,” R�dwolf said to Mark, sudd�nly th�r�, flioating b�sid� him on h�r silv�r platform. “Focus. K��p 

doing what you’r� doing, but mor�. Theat thing has 5 brains l�ft. I n��d to pop 5 mor� brains up th�r�. 

Focus on m�. Giv� m� �v�rything you can. Right now.”

Mark s�t down onto th� ground, sittiing down, pulling his adamantium in all th� way to r�st against his 

skin. And th�n h� fliow�d Union outward. Mark b�cam� on� with th� world, with th� city of Wolf Bayou.

It was not a larg� plac�. Mayb� a f�w mil�s across. Mark manag�d to cov�r at l�ast half of it. H� touch�d

th� v�ctors of �v�ryon� pr�s�nt, gath�ring th�ir hop�s for lif�, th�ir hat� against th� kaiju, bringing th�m

tog�th�r in a Union.

To unit� th�m against th� forc� in th� sky.

To unit� th�m und�r R�dwolf.



H� �v�n brought th� kaiju into its own d�struction.

Mark had conn�ct�d to a kaiju b�for�, to Addav�in. It was �asy to conn�ct to a kaiju, r�ally.

The�ir physical bodi�s w�r� way too distant to conn�ct to at all. Multipl� mil�s away. T�n or tw�nty, or 

how�v�r far away th�y w�r�. Theis crystal-spik� �y�-wing kaiju was no diffa�r�nt in that r�gard. It was 

high in that sky, for sur�.

But its astral body was �v�rywh�r�, lik� a suppr�ssing, f�arful pow�r, driv�n into th� land, into th� 

h�arts of �v�ryon�, �v�rywh�r�.

Mark conn�ct�d to that b�ast, too, and it didn’t �v�n notic� Mark’s touch.

It was lik� tapping into anoth�r world of pow�r, th�r� for th� taking. An �ndl�ss font of �v�rything that 

Mark could �v�r n��d to mak� it kill its�lf. Mark gav� that str�ngth to R�dwolf.

“The�r� w� go,” whisp�r�d R�dwolf, h�r astral body s��ming to turn visibl�, r�d, in th� air around h�r. Sh�

spok�, and h�r voic� sound�d in Mark’s mind just as much as in his �ars, “Theat’s �v�n b�tti�r than 

b�for�.” Sh� ask�d, “You canc�l�d th� f�ar �ffa�ct?”

Mark couldn’t sp�ak right now, but R�dwolf und�rstood what sh� n��d�d to und�rstand. Mark want�d 

to nod.

H� was absolut�ly sur� that many oth�r p�opl� in th� squar� nodd�d inst�ad.

All of th� p�opl� in th� squar� w�r� focus�d on R�dwolf, on supporting h�r in som� way, and Mark was 

no diffa�r�nt right now. Black v�ins �xt�nd�d out to �v�ryon� within th� squar�, but mostly toward 

R�dwolf.

R�dwolf br�ath�d strongly, and th�n sh� look�d upward. Sh� winc�d. “Theis is gonna fucking suck, I can 

alr�ady t�ll.”



Lik� firv� rippl�s in th� world, R�dwolf b�cam� th� �pic�nt�r for firv� s�parat� inward splash�s of r�d 

light.

Far, far ov�rh�ad, th� kaiju b�cam� th� actual c�nt�r of R�dwolf’s d�tonations.

The� firv� r�maining crystal spir�s that mad� up th� bodi�s of th� kaiju all crack�d in half.

The� thing di�d. The� song �nd�d. Just lik� that. Fiv� bombs for firv� h�ads; s�t offa and s�nding shockwav�s

across th� world. The� thing di�d instantly and Mark lost most of th� Union h� had b��n tapping into for 

pow�r.

The� world r�lax�d.

But now, th� monst�r was falling to Earth.

Mark f�lt kinda flioaty.

R�dwolf start�d shouting ord�rs and p�opl� start�d to fulfirll th�m. Sh� y�ll�d about how it wasn’t 

coming down on th�m, and that th�y w�r� firn�. Mark want�d to b�li�v� h�r, but that thing was too big, 

and—

Light bloom�d in th� sky; a thousand �xplosions, a thousand crash�s and a thousand mor� ripping t�ars 

on th� v�ry fabric of r�ality its�lf. It was �nough to nudg� th� kaiju’s falling body backward, back north, 

toward op�n land.

R�dwolf h�ld h�r h�ad, blood fliowing from h�r nos� as sh� roar�d into a t�ch-thing on h�r flioating 

platform, “Brac� for impact! Kaiju fall! Kaiju fall!”

It was a quak�, a dust storm, and a hurrican�, on� right aft�r th� oth�r. The� wards ov�r th� city brok� 

twic�, but th�y cam� back onlin� �ach tim�. Mark was th�r�, just offa c�nt�r of it all, f��ling out th� city 

and holding th� p�opl� tog�th�r as b�st h� could, �v�rything focus�d on r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss, but it 

was a lot hard�r to do without th� count�rsink of th� kaiju its�lf.



Som�how, minut�s pass�d in raging sound and falling ston�, and Mark lay on th� ground, staring into 

th� dusty sky. H� wasn’t sur� how h� �nd�d up on th� ground, but h�r� h� was, on th� ground. Was it 

ov�r? It was ov�r, right?

Mark gradually pull�d his pow�r back, turning offa his Union of Brain firrst, and th�n pulling back his 

Union of Blood—

“K��p it going, pl�as�,” R�dwolf said.

Sh� was sittiing on th� ground n�xt to Mark.

Mark was not sur� how that had happ�n�d.

R�dwolf said, “I’m gonna hav� a h�adach� for a full day without som� mor� h�aling. Is that th� b�st 

h�aling you can do?”

Mark switch�d to ‘good’ and ‘bad’, inst�ad of th� half-and-half prot�ction/h�aling that was his 

r�sili�nc�/w�akn�ss bl�nd.

R�dwolf frown�d a littil�. “What’s that?”

Mark said, “Theat’s good/bad. The� oth�r on� was r�sili�nc�/w�akn�ss.”

R�dwolf clos�d h�r �y�s, and th�n sh� winc�d. “I think I lik�d th� oth�r on� b�tti�r. Go back— Y���ahhh. 

Theat’s it. Fuck. You r�ally ar� a Tru� Union kid, ar�n’t you.”

“Y�s, ma’am.”

R�dwolf nodd�d. “Just… just k��p doing that for a whil�. R�ach who�v�r you can. I’m sur� practically 

�v�ryon� in th� city und�r 20 Body is s�riously injur�d, and that’s 50% of th� p�opl� h�r�.” Sh� look�d up

at som� guy in a whit� mask, saying, “How is it looking?”



Whit�mask said, “80% structural damag�. Buildings holding du� to wards. F�w building falls that w�’r� 

working on cl�aring now. 3 d�aths, 540 injur�d. Estimat�d tim� to r�pair to full is on� w��k. Basic 

functions will b� back in four hours. Short�r if Mist�r Car��d k��ps up his Union c�nt�ring.”

Mark k�pt up his ‘union c�nt�ring’, as Whit�mask call�d it.

“Fuck,” R�dwolf said, “… Could hav� b��n a lot wors�.”

Whit�mask bow�d and st�pp�d away.

Whil� th�y had spok�n, Mark had �xt�nd�d his rang� and y�ah, h� f�lt injur�d v�ctors, d�not�d by th�ir 

focus on th�ms�lv�s and th�ir pain, turn soft�r, turn outward. Mark’s own h�aling was h�lping to 

organiz� all th� oth�r Fr�yalan h�al�rs out th�r�, lik� a s�rv�r coming onlin� in a grouping of individual 

comput�rs, or how�v�r Eliot had �xplain�d it that on� tim� on th� chat boards.

Looking around hims�lf, Mark saw that h� was was in som� sort of c�ntral squar� of Wolf Bayou. 

Probably th� C�ntral Squar�; Mark r�cogniz�d it by th� fountain ov�r th�r� and by th� vid�os h� had 

alr�ady s��n on th� plac�.

R�dwolf was talking softly to a f�w diffa�r�nt p�opl�, organizing what�v�r was happ�ning out th�r� from

right wh�r� sh� sat, n�xt to Mark. Isoko stood to th� sid�, a f�w st�ps away, focus�d on br�athing and 

h�r h�artb�at.

R�dwolf �v�ntually firnish�d with initial talks with h�r p�opl� and sh� just sat th�r�, r�laxing in th� sun, 

though Mark could t�ll sh� was in pain, h�r v�ctor point�d inward just as much as it was point�d 

outward, at all th� p�opl� in th� squar� and at who�v�r sh� talk�d to. Sh� look�d focus�d on h�rs�lf right

now, but sh� was still th� qu��n of h�r community. Sh� was worri�d about �v�ryon� �ls� around h�r.

Sh� didn’t s��m lik� such a big tim� kill�r of Drakarok in that mom�nt.

Ev�ntually, th� litany of p�opl� bringing conc�rns to R�dwolf tap�r�d offa.

Mark spok� up, “So, uh, h�llo, ma’am, uh, R�dwolf.”



R�dwolf paus�d, and th�n sh� start�d laughing— sh� winc�d and h�ld h�r h�ad. “L�t’s not talk for about 

an hour.” Sh� sigh�d. “Theat fucking hurt. Six damn�d brains! All th� siz� of a manor.”

Mark’s id�a of ‘Daihoonian Qua��ns’ probably n��d�d an updat�.

And th�n R�dwolf took offa h�r r�d wolf half-mask and Look�d at Mark with s�rious, bright r�d �y�s. 

Theos� w�r� not colors you’d firnd on a human from Earth, at all. H�r �y�s w�r� bright�st r�d, and th�y 

practically burn�d. “W�’r� gonna talk lat�r about your int�ractions with Addav�in and �v�rything �ls�, 

but not right now. You und�rstand?”

Theat sound�d mor� lik� a ‘qu��n’ to Mark.

Mark said to h�r, “Sur�.”

Oh.

Theat was not d�f�r�ntial �nough, was it.

R�dwolf r�lax�d anyway. Sh� nodd�d, and th�n sh� pull�d h�r mask compl�t�ly ov�r h�r h�ad and laid 

down on th� ground. Sh� mumbl�d, “Fucking h�adach�s.” Sh� spok� a bit loud�r, “What’s your favorit� 

food, Mark? W�’ll g�t it mad�.”

Mark had no troubl� saying, “R�ally good tuna. Black�n�d st�aks.”

R�dwolf angl�d up h�r mask to look at him. Sh� smirk�d. “Good choic�.” Sh� put h�r mask back down. 

“W�’ll hav� a good party tonight. Do you want som�on� to �scort you around town whil� you’r� h�r�?”

“… Uh.” Mark d�cid�d to just g�t on with his main r�ason for coming h�r�. “I’m looking for four p�opl� 

that tri�d to murd�r m� and st�al from m�. It was an ambush on th� road and I �scap�d. I want to firnd 

th�m and ask th�m why, and th�n offa�r th�m som� tok�ns of cl�m�ncy from M�mphi if th�y want that. 

I’m starting to think th�y w�r� just blind�d by gr��d and not actually bandits.”

R�dwolf frown�d a littil� as sh� lay th�r�. “You think th�y’r� h�r�?”



“I fully �xp�ct to n�v�r s�� th�m again and to n��d to put that atti�mpt�d murd�r b�hind m�.”

R�dwolf nodd�d a littil�. “The�r�’s a lot of shit you hav� to l�t slid� as a Tru� Pow�r, Mark, oth�rwis� 

you’ll driv� yours�lf crazy. Atti�mpt�d murd�r is not on� of th� things you should �v�r l�t slid�, b�caus� 

if th�y atti�mpt�d to murd�r you, th�n th�y would c�rtainly murd�r oth�rs.” Sh� spok� up, “Gr��nwolf! 

Wh�r� ar�— Ah. The�r� you ar�. H�lp Mark firnd th� p�opl� who tri�d to murd�r him. H� do�sn’t want to

kill th�m right away. Cl�m�ncy from M�mphi and whatnot.”

A man in a gr��n wolf mask app�ar�d from th� light as though summon�d, but Mark had watch�d th� 

light p��l away from him. Mark had alr�ady notic�d him as a v�ctor in th� air, but a lot was happ�ning 

right now, so h� hadn’t thought much of it, not until th� guy was sudd�nly visibl�.

Mark notic�d oth�r invisibl� p�opl� in th� ar�a, now that h� was truly looking.

And now that h� was looking, h� also watch�d as th� black v�ins in th� air around him w�r� b�nt 

toward th� invisibl� p�opl�, as h� notic�d th�m. The�y notic�d him noticing th�m. Mark wasn’t sur� how 

h� f�lt about sudd�nly r�alizing that his v�ins point�d toward p�opl� h� was noticing, and how h� 

pr�s�nt�d to th� world. S��m�d lik� a t�ll, lik� h� was �xposing hims�lf som�how.

Mark would work on that t�ll lat�r.

Gr��nwolf bow�d, saying, “On it, ma’am.” Gr��nwolf turn�d to Mark. “I will tak� your stat�m�nt now, if

it pl�as�s you, Blackv�in.”

Mark had a mom�nt of surr�ality, and th�n h� b�gan, “On� of th�m was—” H� paus�d, and th�n h� 

op�n�d up his backpack, grabbing for Quaark on his d�ad phon�, saying, “I hav� all of it h�r�, but I think 

Quaark got zapp�d by som� �l�ctricity monst�r wh�n w� w�r� out th�r�. Mayb� if I can g�t it running I 

can giv� you th� curr�nt inv�stigation… Hmm.” Lights blink�d on and silv�r light app�ar�d, bri�fliy. And 

th�n th� phon� di�d again. “… Ah. N�v�r mind about that, th�n.” H� look�d up at Gr��nwolf and b�gan, 

“It was four of th�m. An old�r woman Mind Controll�r, mayb� around 50-ish…”

R�dwolf lift�d h�r mask wh�n Mark m�ntion�d ‘Mind Controll�r’ and th�n sh� took offa h�r mask and 

frown�d wh�n Mark spok� of a possibl� M�sm�r. Sh� said nothing, though, and Mark continu�d to b�at 



black v�ins into th� air, h�aling and supporting all of his f�llow Union-us�rs all around as th�y h�al�d 

oth�rs in turn, as Mark talk�d of his run-in with som� opportunistic kill�rs.

Gr��nwolf ask�d clarifying qu�stions about pow�rs s��n and words spok�n. Talking to him f�lt lik� 

talking to Layfair or Willow, or to any of th� oth�r inv�stigators that Mark had spok�n with �v�r sinc� 

h� cam� out of Tutorial and �nd�d up at Citad�l Fr�yala. Isoko stood to th� sid�, not doing much; just 

watching. Mark �v�ntually firnish�d.

Gr��nwolf said, “I will s��k you out lat�r, Mist�r Car��d.” H� bow�d, and th�n vanish�d from sight.

Mark kinda wond�r�d what was going to happ�n n�xt, sinc� a bunch of stuffa s��m�d to b� happ�ning a 

lot fast�r than Mark could think—

R�dwolf said, “The� p�opl� you sp�ak of don’t ring any alarms, but if th�y’r� h�r� or if th�y pass�d 

through, th�n Gr��nwolf will know of th�m.” Sh� sat up and th�n stood up, asking, “You want to tak� 

part in th� kaiju cl�anup? You’d b� on� of th� c�nt�rpi�c�s in th� cl�aning; 10,000 goldl�af for th� job at 

that rol�, lik� industry standard.”

Mark stood up. H� found hims�lf about a foot tall�r than R�dwolf. It f�lt lik� th� world was coming at 

him fast, and h� was bar�ly k��ping up. So h� bought hims�lf tim�, saying, “I n��d to know what that 

sort of job looks lik�, and why you’r� offa�ring… or asking?”

Or t�lling.

Mark kn�w, in th� back of his mind, that th� kaiju n��d�d to b� �ras�d from �xist�nc� as fast as possibl�,

but his mind was a bit frazzl�d right now. Why was R�dwolf talking to him lik� this?

R�dwolf look�d at Mark for a mom�nt. Sh� humm�d. “Theis would b� your firrst kaiju kill, wouldn’t it?”

“Y�s, ma’am. It’s g�ttiing �asi�r, but th� normal amount of kaiju a p�rson �ncount�rs in th�ir lif�tim� is 

b�tw��n 0 and 1, and I’v� had at l�ast 4 or 5 right now, right up in my fac�. I think it’s going to b� a lot 

mor�, though, and…” Mark’s h�art was st�ady. H� look�d at R�dwolf. “And I’m r�ady for it.”



Or at l�ast h� was g�ttiing th�r�.

R�dwolf grinn�d. Sh� start�d walking down a road, saying, “With m�, pl�as�.”

Mark walk�d with h�r, and Isoko walk�d sil�ntly b�hind a f�w st�ps. Mark glanc�d back to Isoko, to 

gaug� h�r m�ntal stat�, and sh� shook h�r h�ad a littil� and simply walk�d in strid�. A man in a purpl� 

wolf mask st�pp�d to Isoko’s sid� and spok� qui�tly to h�r—

“It’s n�v�r �asy to fac� a kaiju,” R�dwolf said, drawing Mark’s atti�ntion back to h�r.

The�y w�r� walking down a wid� str��t, pav�d with ston�s and with ston� buildings to th� sid�. It was a 

nic� str��t, but th�r� was battil� damag� from th� kaiju fall. Mark was pr�ttiy sur� h� h�ard in th� far 

distanc�, to th� north, a gradual rumbl�, lik� th� body was s�ttiling, or som�thing. H� for sur� h�ard 

ston�s falling h�r� and th�r� in th� city—

Som�thing wood�n snapp�d to th� l�ft, instantly drawing Mark’s atti�ntion.

Som�on� cri�d in pain to th� right, and that dr�w Mark’s atti�ntion, mor�. H� focus�d his Union h�aling 

in that dir�ction, toward th� p�rson in pain, to som� inwardly-pointing v�ctor and th� four v�ctors 

surrounding that v�ctor, trying to h�lp that down�d v�ctor. The�y w�r� all p�opl�, of cours�, but four half-

walls s�parat�d th�ms�lv�s from Mark so h� couldn’t t�ll who th�y w�r�, or what th�y w�r� doing. The� 

walls didn’t matti�r for Union, though.

As Mark h�al�d that down�d p�rson, th�ir v�ctor gradually point�d back outward, r�li�f fliooding th�ir 

body. Mark had no id�a how h� had h�lp�d th�m, but h� had.

R�dwolf continu�d, “And this kaiju was wors� than most. W� almost all di�d today, Mark. Theat kaiju 

should not hav� b��n th�r�.”

Mark’s blood ran cold. “… Okay?”

“I’m sur� you notic�d th� monst�r wav�; you w�r� in th� thick of it. It was a rath�r spontan�ous wav�, 

too. Theat’s not too strang�. The� land h�r� is incr�dibly rich, so spontan�ous wav�s happ�n som�tim�s 



b�caus� th�r� ar�n’t �nough hunt�rs killing �nough monst�rs. But th�n th� kaiju app�ar�d. Theat 

particular b�ast was a cr�atur� of ic� and sky, and having a sky-bas�d kaiju is always a t�rribl� thing, 

b�caus� y�s, th�y can app�ar just lik� that.” R�dwolf said, “But I can kill kaiju rath�r �asily, just by 

mys�lf. Theat on� should not hav� b��n a probl�m, but it had 6 brains. So, it was a probl�m. Theankfully, 

som� h�lpful Fr�yalan pri�sts kn�w you w�r� in th� ar�a, so I w�nt and pick�d you up and you w�r� 

solid �nough to do what n��d�d to b� don�. Fr�yala is good lik� that; conn�cting p�opl� in th�ir 

mom�nts of n��d.

“And th�n th� whol� battil� w�nt down without a major probl�m.

“It should still hav� n�v�r hav� happ�n�d lik� that. Spontan�ous kaiju births ar� always worrying.”

Mark w�nt, “… Okay?”

H� wasn’t sur� what R�dwolf was g�ttiing at, but it mad� him uncomfortabl� in som� unknowabl� kind 

of way, lik� h� was in d��p wat�rs and sharks w�r� circling, or som�thing lik� that.

R�dwolf s��m�d to watch Mark from b�hind h�r mask. And th�n sh� grinn�d, and said, “The� world is 

dang�rous. Don’t b� surpris�d if som� oth�r bandits com� aft�r you for your adamantium, or your lif�. If

you l�t th� n�xt batch liv�, you should �xtract th�ir r�asons for attiacking you and b� cont�nt with 

what�v�r th�y t�ll you.

“But anyway. About th� kaiju cl�anup.

“I’ll put up th� all-call r�qu�st in a f�w hours. I’m imagining paying for 10 c�nt�rpi�c�s, of which I 

assum� you’ll b� on� of th�m, and th�n 1,500 sid�pi�c�s, �ach of which will g�t 150 goldl�af to h�lp 

cl�an up, as long as th�y can actually cl�an up w�ll. My own m�n will b� going in to �xtract what�v�r 

goods w� can �xtract out of th� big thing b�for� all of that. Ev�ryon� in th� city at th� tim� of th� kaiju 

kill will g�t a fraction of th� sal�s of thos� goods, which is also industry standard.

“Theat whol� body has to b� gon� by 48 hours, or �ls� w�’ll �nd up with a bunch of B and A rank 

monst�rs aft�r th�y �at th� f�ast of m�at out th�r�. Mayb� �v�n a f�w S’s if w� l�t th� poison pot st�w 

for too long. I don’t n��d to t�ll you how dang�rous a high sp��dst�r rabbit is; you probably kill�d a 

bunch of th� normal littil� fli�sh monst�rs out in th� wilds to g�t h�r�.”



The�y had arriv�d at a big thoroughfar�. To th� north was a colis�um; th� c�nt�rpi�c� of Wolf Bayou, 

wh�r� th�y h�ld all th� blood sports. To th� south was Wolf Palac�, which look�d lik� a castl�. A nic� 

castl�, all whit� ston� but with diffa�r�ntly-color�d roofs h�r� and th�r�, from r�d to gr��n to purpl� and 

all th� colors of th� rainbow and mor� b�sid�s. But it was still just a castl�.

The�r� was an op�n gat� l�ading to th� castl�, and R�dwolf st�pp�d to th� middl� of th� gat�. Sh� turn�d 

and said to Mark, “Do you want to stay in th� castl�? Or do you want to firnd lodging in th� Grand 

Hot�l?”

“Ah…” Mark look�d back toward Isoko.

Isoko was d�f�r�ntial, but h�r v�ctor was point�d away from th� palac�.

Mark told R�dwolf, “Hot�l. Theank you.”

“Of cours�. S�t it up for th�m, Purpl�wolf,” R�dwolf said, to th� guy standing n�xt to Isoko. And th�n 

R�dwolf told Mark, “It was wond�rful to m��t you. I n��d to sl��p for s�v�ral hours. S�� you tonight for 

th� party. I am usually of th� night guard, so don’t �xp�ct much officcial to happ�n during th� daylight 

hours.”

And th�n sh� turn�d and walk�d toward h�r palac�.

Mark said, “Nic� to m��t you, too!”

R�dwolf wav�d b�hind h�r without looking.

The� gat�s clos�d, and Mark found hims�lf talking to Purpl�wolf and Isoko about accommodations.

- - - -

Mark lay on a b�d in a t�am suit�, at th� top of th� Grand Hot�l, on th� firfth flioor. The�r� was a crack in 

th� whit� marbl� wall, but as Mark lay th�r� watching th� wall, h� s�ns�d a v�ctor in th� wall, crawling 

in th� crack. The� wall b�gan to s�al, to h�al. It was fucking w�ird, but also r�ally, r�ally n�at. And now 



that Mark had a mom�nt to hims�lf —�v�n with Isoko laying on h�r own b�d ov�r th�r�— h� s�ns�d a 

bunch of diffa�r�nt v�ctors crawling through th� wir�s and th� walls and th� flioor and c�iling. Som�thing

was r�pairing th� �ntir� city in on� slow swoop. Probably th� H�arthsw�llian paladins and pri�sts—

“So!” Isoko said, laying on h�r b�d.

Mark said, “So that happ�n�d.”

“Yup.”

Mark ask�d, “Theat’s what Fr�yala guid�d you to, right?”

“I had no id�a what was going to happ�n, Mark, only that w� w�r� n��d�d up ah�ad. I thought w� w�r� 

going to n��d to firght through a bunch mor� monst�rs, or som�thing. Not… Not g�t pick�d up by 

R�dwolf and h�r t�l�port�r… Blackwolf, I assum�, bas�d on th� mask.”

Mark nodd�d. “Sh� call�d him that; y�ah. H�r t�l�port�r.”

“The� color�d masks mak�s r�m�mb�ring nam�s conv�ni�nt, at l�ast,” Isoko said. “But th�y do th� sam� 

thing with som� h�ro t�ams out th�r�. You know th� Color Rang�rs ar�n’t actually th� sam� Rang�rs as 

th�y us�d to b�, y�ah?”

Mark chuckl�d. “The� Color Rang�rs? I n�v�r watch�d that on�, but I h�ard about it.”

“What! N�v�r?” Isoko laugh�d. “It’s lik� th� most popular kids show of our g�n�ration!”

“Mor� lik� th� most popular kids show of our par�nts’ g�n�ration.”

“Ehhh!” Isoko ask�d, “Hav� you studi�d th� pow�rs in th� ar�a? The� nam�s of th� h�ro�s w�’r� going to 

b� working with? Is R�dwolf actually on� of thos� h�ro�s, or is sh�… is sh� som�thing �ls�, I gu�ss?”



Mark paus�d, and th�n h� b�gan, “My uncl�s talk�d a littil� bit about th� h�ro�s of M�mphi. The�r�’s, uh…

Titanfirst, that’s a big on�— Oh! Kraig�n St��l�. H�’s th� l�ad�r of M�mphi’s h�ro’s association. H� us�s 

his normal nam� for all of that. W� talk�d a bit about who actually com�s out and kills all th� kaiju all 

th� tim�, and th�y said som� guy nam�d Froz�nfirr� and som� sup�rvillain nam�d Cr�d�nza do�s most of

that work, most of th� tim�. And also Blackthorn, th� local archmag�.”

Isoko said, “I don’t know any of thos� guys— No wait… I might hav� h�ard of Cr�d�nza b�for�. I think 

sh�’s a support h�ro? Luck-bas�d. Do�sn’t so anything h�rs�lf, but sh� do�s fuck up an �ntir� battil�fir�ld 

all on h�r own.”

Mark nodd�d. “Theat’s what I h�ard, y�ah. Froz�nfirr� is a through-put kinda h�ro, with th� Tal�nt of 

T�mp�ratur� Manipulation. H� mak�s ic� to mak� prop�lling firr� and stuffa lik� that, or som�thing. I 

think h� has a f�w diffa�r�nt sid�kicks to h�lp litti�r th� land with firr� or ic�, d�p�nding on what’s 

n��d�d…” Mark sat up and look�d ov�r to th� big scr��n on th� wall, and at th� k�yboard sittiing b�low 

th� scr��n. “I b�t w� can look th�m up on th� int�rn�t.”

Isoko said, “I’m r�ady for a br�ak.” Sh� got up and start�d tapping away at th� k�yboard, lighting up th� 

scr��n. A loading symbol promin�ntly app�ar�d in th� middl� of th� scr��n, along with a m�ssag� at th�

bottiom. ‘T�chnical Difficculti�s – No Int�rn�t Conn�ction’. Isoko tsk’d. “Theat’s about to b� �xp�ct�d aft�r 

a kaiju attiack. I’m surpris�d that Wolf Bayou is this advanc�d, anyway. The�y hav� to b� support�d by 

M�mphi, don’t th�y?”

“I’m g�ttiing that impr�ssion, y�ah. Lik�. It’s an �xil� city, but not r�ally…” Mark lay back on his b�d, 

saying, “I’m still supporting p�opl� anyway. I’m going to clos� my �y�s for a minut�.”

Isoko said, “L�t m� h�lp.” Sh� w�nt back to h�r b�d and s�t th� k�yboard on th� nightstand b�tw��n 

th�m as sh� lay down, too. H�r h�art b�at with good and bad, and Mark conn�ct�d back to h�r 

instinctiv�ly. Sh� br�ath�d in, and th�n out, asking, “So… uh. How do I h�lp? I can’t actually targ�t 

anyon� without s��ing th�m y�t, or having lin� of sight.”

“You’r� doing a lot alr�ady, just by b�ing op�n. All I’m doing right now is functioning as a s�rv�r in a 

comput�r syst�m, or how�v�r Eliot �xplain�d it that on� tim�. I’m h�lping all of th� oth�r Union us�rs 

out th�r� conn�ct to �ach oth�r, �xt�nding our rang� all across th� city, and �nm�shing our Pow�r with 

th� w�av� of th� world.”



Mark could f��l mayb� th� n�ar�st 200 m�t�rs in �v�ry dir�ction, th� v�ctors of �v�ryon� and �v�ry 

living thing, all jumbl�d up and hurting, but mostly h�al�d alr�ady. But b�yond that h� f�lt th� oth�r 

nod�s of th� Union n�twork out th�r�, lik� �xpansions to his own n�twork. If �v�ry p�rson out th�r� was

an invisibl� pull on th� blank�t that was r�ality, th� oth�r Union us�rs w�r� oth�r blank�ts, oth�r p�opl� 

that could f��l th� world lik� Mark… or som�thing lik� that. The�y w�r� all ‘stitching th�ir blank�ts’ into 

on� ‘unifir�d quilt’.

It was n�at!

Mark said, “It’s lik� H�al�r Club. If you hav� qu�stions, ask, but I’m still firguring this out mys�lf.”

“I sp�nt a f�w days in H�al�r Club, but not many. I hav�n’t �v�n gotti�n to r�ally l�arning how to 

conn�ct to a group on my own and I’m still l�arning how to sp�ak whil� k��ping Br�ath activ�.”

Mark smil�d as h� lay th�r�, �y�s clos�d, saying, “To k��p Br�ath activ� whil� in a Union, you gottia pull 

back hard�r b�for� a punch, lik� wh�n you know th� punch isn’t going to b� good �nough so you wind 

up mor�. Theat’s how I firgur� it. Br�ath� d��p�r inward, and th�n punch hard�r outward.”

Isoko humm�d, th�n sh� br�ath�d in d��p and said, “Is this working? No. Theat’s not working.” A br�ath. 

Mor� words, “How about now… Mayb� this is working. La la la la la la.” Inhal�. “La la la la… Ah, I 

think… Is that working. It is working. I f��l Lik� I’m missing som�thing. I’m not matching br�ath with 

you at all.”

“Unions don’t hav� to b� in p�rf�ct sync to b� a Union; th�y can b� stagg�r�d.”

“Logically, I und�rstand that, but…”

The�y spok� for a whil� about Union work.

It was a nic� cooldown from th� day’s action.

Holy shit, th�y had r�ally b��n th�r� for a kaiju birth, hadn’t th�y. And th�y had h�lp�d to kill th� b�ast! 

Holy fuck that had b��n cool.



Mark smil�d a littil�.


