
The� night sky spann�d from horizon to horizon as it usually did. The� dragon was just a dragon. Larg� as 
a skyscrap�r. Big as a hundr�d bus�s. Silv�r, mostly, but also a black that was black�r than th� night, that
gong�d g�ntly, whil� all th� r�st of th� dragon m�r�ly �xist�d. The� dragon was not as larg� as th� sky.

Som�how, th� dragon took up th� �ntir� sky, anyway.

Mark had hit th� dragon with his b�st, strong�st attaack, and th� dragon had said ‘no’. And so, Mark was 

h�r�, standing on wr�ckag� in th� sky, about to di� and full of unknown f��lings. What was h� f��ling at

that mom�nt? It wasn’t rag�. Not r�ally. P�rhaps an �motion that was a broth�r to rag�?

Frustration?

“Good firrst try but I’m a bit b�yond you, my happ�nstanc� broth�r,” th� dragon ch��rfully said, “L�t’s 

talk!”

Frustration gav� way to absolut� rag�.

“TALK?!”” Mark found hims�lf y�lling, “ABOUT FUCKING WHAT?!” HOW YOU KILLED MY 

PARENTS AND AREN’T TURNING YOURSELF IN AS A MURDERER?!””

The� dragon roll�d som� giant �y�s and th�n said, “Go ah�ad and scr�am and rag� and hit m� if you 

want, and th�n w� can talk som� mor�.”

Mark did �xactly that.

Nothing h� did could touch th� dragon at all.

How long did h� k��p trying? A minut�? 10? An hour?

Probably not that long at all.

H� crash�d to his ass, onto th� wood and th� plastics that Eliot had turn�d into a flooor, or som�thing, 

which was in turn h�ld up by black adamantium.



Mark look�d at th� black.

H� wond�r�d… about a lot.

Ev�ntually, th� dragon ask�d, “R�ady to talk?”

Mark found hims�lf saying, “Aft�r… Aft�r I l�arn�d of his crim�s, I want�d Addashi�ld to r�p�nt for his 

crim�s, but no. Theat’s not… Theat’s not why I did it. I did it b�caus� it was th� right thing to do. To h�lp 

Addashi�ld b� a H�ro of Humanity again.” Mark look�d up to th� dragon. “Ar� you him? Did it work?”

The� dragon’s wings did not b�at. H� did not struggl� to stay hov�ring �xactly as h� was.

The� dragon simply was, and all th� world b�nt to his will.

“A complicat�d s�ri�s of qu�stions, r�ally,” th� dragon said, softly, in a sp�aking voic�, though Mark 

kn�w h� could probably roar and blast Mark apart with his simpl� voic�. Kaiju w�r� lik� that, and th� 

dragon was a kaiju, for sur�. The� dragon continu�d, “I am not him, and y�t I am him in most ways that 

matta�r. I know all of th� s�cr�ts of his lif�. I know ways to bring humanity crashing down, and, by that 

sam� m�asur�, I know how to sav� �v�ryon�, and how I hav� sav�d as many p�opl� as I could, ov�r and 

ov�r and ov�r again.

“I know how to s�cur� humanity’s victory ov�r th� monst�rs for th� n�xt thousand y�ars, giv� or tak� a 

thousand y�ars. Stuff  could chang� tomorrow, or n�v�r again. Hard to know thos� sorts of things. I 

doubt th�r�’s a third hidd�n world out th�r�, but you n�v�r know! Theat’s on� of th� things that could 

caus� a tru� Mag�fall again, lik� th� on� that s�parat�d Daihoon from Earth 5,000 y�ars ago.

“But mor� important than hypoth�ticals of d�struction, is that I want to continu� in Addashi�ld’s 

footst�ps. I lik� p�opl�. I lik� building. I lik� cr�ating and founding. So I think I am clos� �nough to him 

to count in most ways, �xc�pt for th� ways of guilt.”

Mark wasn’t sur� what was happ�ning right now.

But h� was sur� of at l�ast on� thing… or mayb� two.



The� dragon was �ith�r a v�ry good actor, or h� was sinc�r�ly not Addashi�ld, b�caus� h� c�rtainly didn’t

sound lik� Addashi�ld… Theough Mark had only known th� archmag� for… what? Half an hour of talking

b�for� th� mana v�in floavoring? And th�n for a f�w hours during that Color Drop thing, wh�n h� was 

und�r th� thrall of th� d�mon, Kanda?

Mark ask�d, “Ar� dragons good actors? Or bad actors?”

The� dragon’s �y�s flo�x�d, dilating th�n squinting. And th�n th� dragon chuckl�d, rumbling th� world. “I 

think you m�an as actual actors, and not as ‘p�opl� who do things’, but th� t�rms ar� clos�ly link�d 

anyway. Y�s; dragons ar� ‘good actors’, but th�y usually don’t both�r. It’s an insult to a dragon to couch 

th�ir words or hid� th�ir int�nt in any way, unl�ss th�y ar� �ncount�ring an �qual, or som�thing th�y 

want out of a p�rson that th�y cannot g�t through forc�. Full disclosur�: I want things from you that I 

cannot g�t through forc�, so I qualify for this cav�at. You should know now that I won’t knowingly act 

in your worst int�r�st, though, so that should answ�r most of your major conc�rns.”

Mark y�ll�d, “You’r� acting in my worst int�r�sts right now!”

The� dragon did not look asham�d at all, as h� said, “But you want�d to b� among thos� who fought and 

kill�d kaiju, so you only hav� yours�lf to blam� now that you ar� among your own kind, and ar� b�ing 

us�d in this ar�na.

“But that’s r�ally not important for int�ractions b�tw��n you and I, Mark, b�caus� I will n�v�r 

knowingly act in your actual worst int�r�st, which m�ans a d�gradation of your p�rsonal abiliti�s or 

position in th� world.

“The� fact that you don’t lik� how you asc�nd�d is only partially a conc�rn of min�.

“So what do you lik� in r�comp�ns�, and in lif�, Mark Car��d?”

Mark was having difficculti�s.

A lot of difficculti�s.



H� distract�d hims�lf by looking around… And h� notic�d that th� dragon was just hov�ring th�r�, in 

spac�, and th� city was down b�low, and th�r� w�r� lights ov�r th�r� wh�r� David, Eliot, and Isoko 

had… ‘crash�d’ to th� ground? Or th�y had b��n s�t down? And th� dragon was hov�ring. Not moving 

at all—

Oh.

It was probably too dark to s��, but th� dragon was probably propping hims�lf up by his adamantium 

spik�s. Strong Shap�rs could just as �asily r�st on ‘arms’ or ‘l�gs’ mad� of th�ir attaun�d substanc�.

Mark look�d up at th� dragon, and said, “I lik� killing monst�rs and making th� world a saf�r plac� for 

p�opl� I will n�v�r m��t, or know. Theat's why I did th� whol�…” H� g�stur�d at th� giant kaiju, not 50 

m�t�rs away at his clos�st point, which was on� of his silv�r and black �y�s. And th�n h� stopp�d 

g�sturing. “But I suppos� Addashi�ld is truly d�ad, b�caus� you don’t act lik� I r�m�mb�r him, though I 

did not int�ract with him for long, or d��ply.”

The� dragon smil�d som�, showing off  big fangs, and Mark wasn’t sur� if that was a thr�at display for 

dragons or not—

“Is a smiling dragon a good thing, or a bad thing?” Mark found hims�lf asking.

“Ha!” The� dragon chortl�d. “Dragons ar� th� product of humans, who hav� bodi�s, join�d to d�mons, 

who hav� no bodi�s, so most of our innat� actions st�m from th� sam� sort of biological mak�ups as 

humans, which ar� wholly r�sponsibl� for innat� biological r�actions, as d�mons hav� no innat� bodi�s.

“Smil�s ar� smil�s. Grins ar� grins. Ey�rolls ar� �y�rolls. A lot of th� normal imp�rativ�s ar� diff �r�nt, 

though. Humans ar� no long�r s�xually int�r�sting to m� at all, but th�r� ar� quit� a f�w pr�ttay dragons 

out th�r�, and �v�n a f�w kaiju, which is a v�ry w�ird thing for m� right now. Dragons ar� int�r�st�d in 

pow�r and a�sth�tics. I n�v�r r�ally und�rstood this until I b�cam� on�. Still coming to t�rms with that.”

Mark accus�d, “So you ar� Addashi�ld!”



“W�ll… I c�rtainly don’t f��l 350 y�ars old anymor�, or, for that matta�r, 25,000 y�ars old, if you want to 

b�li�v� a d�mon about th�ir ag�. Kanda is pr�ttay much gon�, though; thank th� gods. I probably �nd�d 

up 99% Addashi�ld. A v�ry young Addashi�ld that I could bar�ly r�m�mb�r until r�c�ntly. I f��l lik� I’m 

a t��nag�r again. It’s quit� strang�.”

Sittaing on his ass, Mark look�d up at th� dragon, and said, “Huh.”

“I am sur�ly som� n�w lif� form, cr�at�d from th� union of my fath�r and that d�mon. The� fact that 

Fath�r is 99% of my mak�up is a quirk in th� matrix, but not much mor� than that. I am not my fath�r, 

or that d�mon,” th� dragon said, firnishing with a nod.

Mark sp�nt mayb� a minut� staring at th� dragon.

A l�sson from th� Empir� of Foodstuff s cropp�d up.

Mark said, “Nations who und�rgo a chang� of own�rship n��d to adh�r� to th� old laws and customs of 

thos� nations in ord�r to b� acc�pt�d as a tru� chang� of own�rship, and as a valid nation… Or 

som�thing lik� that. Is that what you’r� doing with th� donations of adamantium? Ar� you doing 

�nough?”

The� dragon humm�d. “I could do mor�, but I am not acc�pt�d as my fath�r’s r�plac�m�nt. Not y�t. I am 

working on it, though.” And th�n th� dragon ask�d, “You partook of a X�rkona playgam�, didn’t you?”

“I’m not sur� what you m�an �xactly, but it was call�d th� Empir� of Foodstuff s, and it was ov�rs��n by 

a X�rkona ambassador, y�s.”

And th�r� was a dragon in that sc�nario that Mark had n�v�r gotta�n a chanc� to y�ll at.

The� dragon chuckl�d. “Theat would b� a X�rkona playgam�, y�s. A lot of good l�ssons th�r�.”

Sil�nc�.

Mark wasn’t sur� what to say anymor�.



Mark d�fault�d to b�ing polit�, saying, “W�ll hop�fully you… uh. I don’t know what to say anymor�, 

�xc�pt… I don’t think I actually hat� you, now that you’r� h�r� and… you. I gu�ss. But it’s still tough. 

You… giving all that adamantium away to all thos� p�opl� and killing all thos� kaiju mak�s it a lot �asi�r

not to hat� you.”

The� dragon grinn�d. “Would you lik� to organiz� som� of my int�ractions with humanity and b� my 

mortal ag�nt?”

“Fuck no.”

The� dragon laugh�d. “You ar� rath�r young for it, anyway. I’ll ask som�on� �ls�. How do you f��l about 

th� H�ro/Villain Program?”

Mark frown�d. “The� H�ro/Vill…” His voic� dropp�d away, and th�n h� said, “I’m going to Daihoon for at

l�ast a f�w y�ars, but I’v� alr�ady b��n ask�d to b� a villain by thos� p�opl�.” H� sudd�nly ask�d, “Do 

you truly n��d a partn�r on th� oth�r sid� of th� f�nc� for that whol� thing? Is that why you’r� asking?”

“I don’t want to b� a part of Daihoon. Theat was Dad’s whol� thing. Now Endl�ss Daihoon? I might go 

�xploring that som�tim�, now that I can truly surviv� th� d��p�r parts. But not Daihoon its�lf. I’m 

rath�r sur� I’m sticking around h�r� on Earth. You s��, Dad not-so-s�cr�tly always had a c�rtain 

fondn�ss for th� th�at�r of th� h�ro syst�m you hav� s�t up ov�r h�r�. It’s sp�ctacl� and fun, and no on� 

r�ally di�s unl�ss things g�t out of hand, and that rar�ly happ�ns. Daihoon is so much mor� s�rious.

“So y�s, I will lik�ly b�com� a part of that whol� H�ro/Villain Program. Still not sur� in what capacity, 

but it s��ms fun.

“Mor� importantly: I wish to b� s��n as approachabl� and good. I hav� way too much pow�r and that 

scar�s p�opl�, as it should, but I don’t want to b� scary. I want to b� a H�ro of Humanity.” The� dragon 

add�d, “And so y�s: I do want som�on� on th� oth�r sid� of th� aisl� to l�gitimiz� m�. You s��m to b� 

abl� to hold your own and not fall ov�r lik� most p�opl�. For that, and many mor� r�asons, you qualify.”

The� world f�lt surr�al.



Mark f�lt comp�ll�d to point out that h� was sittaing down, and that h� had attaack�d th� dragon alr�ady, 

so h� was c�rtainly not abl� to hold his own, or not fall ov�r, but that f�lt unn�c�ssary. Inst�ad, h� said, 

“To b� hon�st, I am rath�r ov�rwh�lm�d right now and I’m rath�r c�rtain you’r� just going to do 

what�v�r and what I say do�sn’t matta�r. Theis do�sn’t s��m r�al— Can you r�surr�ct p�opl�?”

The� dragon paus�d, th�n said, “L�t’s b�gin with th� firrst point th�r�. Y�s. You ar� ov�rwh�lm�d. But 

you’r� handling yours�lf w�ll, but probably only b�caus� I’m �xt�nding so far to r�ach you, b�caus� 

you’r� a good tick�t for m� to b� l�gitimiz�d in this world. You’r� on� of th� only p�opl� I hav� a 

conn�ction to at all. Kanda mad� Dad kill almost �v�ryon� h� car�d about, and th� on�s sh� l�t him k��p

ar� th� on�s that now hat� him, and m�. But you’r� starting off , and w�’r� talzarki, and that do�s m�an 

som�thing to m�. To Dad.”

Mark look�d up at th� dragon. “Talzarki, huh?”

“Happ�nstanc� broth�r. ‘Two or mor� p�opl� forg�d in th� crucibl� of a similar horror, and th�n walking

through lif� as som�thing clos� to family’. It’s a chos�n-family sort of thing.”

Mark wasn’t sur� what to say about that, so h� said nothing.

The� dragon nodd�d, lik� a silv�r battal�ship g�ntly bobbing in an uns��n oc�an. H� continu�d, “And y�s, I

am going to do what I want, and what I want is to hav� a conn�ction to humanity. I c�rtainly won’t b� 

acc�pting human laws on my p�rson, but I will b� an ally to humanity; a h�ro, onc� again.” The� dragon 

Look�d at Mark, adding, “And onc� you g�t �nough p�rsonal pow�r, you would do w�ll not to acc�pt all 

th� laws th�y try to plac� on you, �ith�r.”

Mark nodd�d, unsur�.

What would on� r�ally say to a dragon, in this situation, in this tim�, in this plac�?

Mark had alr�ady tri�d attaacking.

So h� nodd�d.



“As for r�surr�cting p�opl�, th�r� hav� always b��n stori�s of that sort of thing but Dad n�v�r found any

cr�dibl� �vid�nc� to support th� stori�s. It was always som� animat�d horror, or a Natural pow�r that 

fad�d if th� cast�r �v�r stopp�d, or n�cromancy that cobbl�d tog�th�r an astral body and th�n stuff �d 

that astral body back into a physical form which always r�sult�d in nightmar�s mad� manif�st.

“Transf�rring living astral bodi�s from on� form to anoth�r is possibl�, and actually rath�r horribly �asy 

if you s�t it up right, but actually bringing back th� d�ad is not possibl�, b�caus� th� astral body, th� 

soul, th� mind, ar� all gon� wh�n a p�rson di�s,” th� dragon said, “But if such a thing is possibl�, th�n 

th� �lv�s of Endl�ss Daihoon might know of it, if th� �lv�s �v�n �xist. Chasing aft�r �lv�s to l�arn of 

r�surr�ction magics would b� lik� chasing aft�r two impossibl� dr�ams. You might hav� b�tta�r luck 

approaching th� Old Dragons that w� kick�d out of th� ruling halls of Daihoon to s�� if th�y know 

som�thing about r�surr�ction. Chasing dragons would b� too dang�rous for you as you ar� now, or in 

any oth�r normal capacity.

“But you could surviv� all of that by d�claring yours�lf as my broth�r, with all th� atta�ndant 

r�sponsibiliti�s th�r�of.”

Mark stood up.

H� wasn’t sur� how h� stood up, but h� did it.

“Ground rul�s!

“You ar� a h�ro in public and privat� and in your h�art of h�arts! Don’t both�r m�! G�t a phon� and call 

b�for� you show up! I don’t fucking know what �ls� but probably som� important shit! V�ry important 

shit! I am still mad at your fath�r, of whom you ar� 99% of! I don’t know what that m�ans! Broth�rs 

m�ans w� y�ll and firght and don’t actually want to kill �ach oth�r, I think! But I’m pr�ttay sur� I want to 

kill you for som� r�ason! And I’m y�lling for som� r�ason! I’m going to �nd up doing som� shady shit in

my lif� b�caus� of you and I’m going to hat� you for it!” Mark roar�d, “I WAS SUPPOSED TO BE A 

HERO! Not a tool of a thinking kaiju! AND I WILL NOT BE YOUR TOOL.”

The� dragon rapidly, d�light�dly said, “All acc�pt�d! Also! In th� H�ro/Villain Program th� villains ar� 

basically just train�rs for th� h�ro�s. The� t�l�vision part of it is all just fun and th�at�r. You should still 

go to Daihoon.” H� grinn�d. “W�’ll b� traditional broth�rs, too. Not thos� nobl� backstabbing broth�rs 



that th�y do in th� royal famili�s of Daihoon. R�al talzarki! I was thinking you could g�t a girl, too, or 

who�v�r r�ally, and �v�ntually hav� kids! And I can b� th�ir uncl�! It’ll b� gr�at! Anyway! Theat’s th� 

whol� thing I want. Nic� chattaing with you, broth�r. H�r�’s som� start�r w�apons for you, ~Blackv�in~. 

I’m still thinking of my own nam�, and I kinda lik� Silv�rv�in, now? Not sur�, r�ally. I’ll firgur� it out. 

Addav�in? I am a gr�at sourc� of adamantium, aft�r all.”

A tiny wood�n box tapp�d Mark in th� ch�st, and h� grabb�d it.

“I’ll prot�ct you as a good broth�r should wh�n I’m around, but I won’t b� around you most of th� tim�, 

so…

“Don’t go dying!

“Lat�r, broth�r!”

The� dragon vanish�d and Mark’s platform rock�t�d to th� ground and th�n stall�d out, slowing, b�for� it

slipp�d into th� sid� of a hol� cut into anoth�r dirigibl�. Mark bar�ly f�lt any chang� in dir�ction or 

gravity at all whil� th� whol� thing mov�d as fast as it did, which was odd, looking back on it, on this, 

on �v�rything. Ev�rything was so odd. Mark’s twist�d plastic-and-wood platform slapp�d onto th� flooor 

of a cabin that was slightly diff �r�nt from th� pr�vious on� that Eliot had built.

Eliot, Isoko, and David w�r� th�r�, staring at him.

Mark g�stur�d to th� hol� in th� cabin. “The�r�’s a hol� in th� cabin, Eliot.”

“Oh y�ah,” Eliot said, nonchalantly. “A dragon mad� it so it’s kinda hard to firx. Astral body 

contamination, and all that.”

Isoko casually said, “H� had to r�mak� th� ship alr�ady.” Sh� ask�d Eliot, “N��d to r�mak� it again?”

“W�’r� good,” Eliot said, as h� glanc�d at a tabl�t. “And th� hov�rvan is clos�. It was circling whil� Mark 

spok� to his broth�r, but it’s coming in now. And oh! The�r� it is.”



Mark look�d back to th� hol� in th� wall.

A hov�rvan was just b�yond.

David walk�d that way firrst, and th�n �v�ryon� �ls� w�nt, too, and soon, Mark watch�d from a window 

as th� dirigibl� f�ll apart and turn�d to scrap, to continu� falling down into th� ruins of Rom�.

An und�t�rmin�d amount of tim� pass�d in sil�nc�.

A minut�?

Four minut�s?

Mayb� only 30 s�conds.

Mark look�d at �v�ryon� �ls�, and said, “So I’m probably going to fr�ak out soon and—”

“HOLY FUCKING SHIT, MARK,” Eliot said, as cam�ras flooat�d around. “HE’S YOUR FUCKING 

BROTHER NOW?!””

Isoko laugh�d maniacally, throwing h�r h�ad back and guff awing, chortling into th� back of h�r hand as 

sh� wav�d off  Eliot’s cam�ra, g�n�rally b�ing unint�lligibl� for a good 5 minut�s.

M�anwhil�, Mark just w�nt still, as Eliot ask�d �v�n mor� qu�stions that Mark didn’t know th� answ�rs 

to, and David m�r�ly sigh�d a littal�, looking out th� window, ah�ad, in th� dir�ction th�y w�r� going.

“So you’r� not his mortal ag�nt?” Eliot ask�d.

“I don’t �v�n want to talk to him.”

“What’s in th� box!”



“The� box?” Mark look�d down at his hands. H� was holding a small wood�n box. “Oh. I don’t know.”

“Op�n it!”

“No thank you.”

Isoko call�d out, “Okay! Okay! I’m not giggling anymor�. I think I fucking piss�d mys�lf, too. Sorry. So 

that was fucking t�rrifying.”

David continu�d to look forward as h� spok� for th� firrst tim�, “You handl�d yours�lf w�ll, Mark. I hav� 

no id�a how you manag�d that, but you handl�d yours�lf w�ll.”

Eliot watch�d and Isoko giggl�d som� mor�.

Mark said, “I did try to kill him, lik�… for a good 10 minut�s th�r�.”

Eliot whisp�r�d, “I hav� it on cam�ra if you want to s��.”

Mark continu�d, “So I am pr�ttay sur� I did not handl� mys�lf w�ll at all.” H� manag�d to br�ath� �asy, 

and h� also manag�d to r�aliz� that h� wasn’t running Union right now, so h� turn�d Union back on and

start�d b�ating r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss.

The� amount of black coming out of his body was a lot right now.

Ev�ryon� notic�d.

David turn�d, �y�d Mark, and said, “The� fact that you attaack�d him on sight, and that th� dragon want�d

som�thing from you, is th� only r�ason you’r� aliv� right now. I’m not �xactly… qualifir�d to sp�ak on 

this, but I b�li�v� that dragons wouldn’t want to b� broth�rs with w�ak p�opl�. H� would hav� kill�d you

out of sham� if you would hav� cow�r�d. But th� fact that you attaack�d him allow�d him to show 

hims�lf as th� tru� pow�r in th� r�lationship, which calm�d him down a lot, and mad� him mor� s�cur� 

in picking you as a broth�r.



“You tri�d to firght, and th� dragon saw that, and r�sp�ct�d you for it. H� r�sp�ct�d you for t�lling him 

off , too. But th� fact that you put an onus on him to act lik� a tru� h�ro now obligat�s you to act in your 

chos�n rol� as w�ll.”

A mom�nt pass�d in sil�nc� as Mark thought.

Mark ask�d, “What do�s that m�an?”

“You’r� officcially his broth�r, now, for on�. Oth�r than that you n��d to sign up for th� H�ro/Villain 

Program as a villain. Probably und�r Crystal Tow�r its�lf. The�n w�’ll g�t you som� h�lp to l�av� for 

Daihoon. What will lik�ly happ�n is w� will want you to disapp�ar into Daihoon and allow th� dragon 

to play out what�v�r r�aliti�s h� has away from you.”

Isoko smirk�d as sh� spok� up, “And h� wants Mark to hav� kids!”

Mark f�lt his stomach drop all ov�r again. Exasp�rat�d, h� said, “The� fuck is that about!”

David said, “Ignor� it and walk away from it, Mark.” H� look�d ov�r to Eliot. “You s�nd th� vid�o off , 

y�t?”

Eliot said, “I s�nt it to COFR, lik� you said.”

David nodd�d. H� said to Mark, “The�r�’s nothing mor� to b� don� about anything, �xc�pt, I n��d to 

know how you f�lt up th�r�. Did you r�ally try �v�rything against him? All of th� tricks that Lola taught

you? Ev�rything?”

The� mom�nt crystalliz�d.

Mark f�lt ic� in his v�ins and his astral body puls�d with �v�n mor� blackn�ss, v�ins tracing into th� air 

around him. With a small voic�, Mark said, “Y�ah. I tri�d… �v�rything. My… I think my astral body was 

too w�ak… or som�thing. I couldn’t r�ach him.”

Would h� b� abl� to r�ach that dragon with a f�w mor� y�ars of training? Of lif�?



Or was that a foolish pursuit?

David said, “L�ss�r dragons would b� �asi�r to kill, but ‘�asi�r’ just m�ans that you might b� abl� to 

actually touch th�m. The�y all hav� th� sam� full-sp�ctrum-r�sistant astral body that an archmag� or a 

d�mon has, and it tak�s skill and �xp�ri�nc� to b� abl� to pi�c� som�thing lik� that. Isoko has a v�rsion 

of that typ� of Body, too.”

Isoko giggl�d again. Sh� wav�d th�m off , not abl� to sp�ak right now.

Som�thing �ls� crystalliz�d for Mark.

Mark ask�d, “How would I go about l�arning how to kill a dragon?”

David said, “The� Slay�rs, that organization you want�d to join, has a Dragon Slay�r division. The� 

Dragon Slay�rs ar� th� top rank�d p�opl� in that organization. The� on�s th�y s�nd aft�r dragons; if that 

wasn’t obvious. Part of r�aching that rank is l�arning which dragons to kill and which on�s to work 

around, b�caus� th�y ar� not a monolith, Mark. Som� of th�m do h�lp humanity. The�r�’s actually a 

whol� cultur� still d�vot�d to dragons ov�r th�r�.”

Mark rapidly d�cid�d to ignor� what�v�r his ‘broth�r’ had don� to him and his lif� and th� id�a of a 

‘cultur� d�vot�d to dragons’, and said, “I was alr�ady going to th� Slay�rs, so that mak�s it �asi�r, right?”

David didn’t want to li� to him, so h� said nothing.

Ev�ryon� �ls� kinda just f�ll sil�nt—

“Op�n th� box?” Eliot ask�d, �y�s focus�d on th� box.

Mark look�d at th� box, clutch�d in his hand. It was plain wood with a slid�-in top that was s�cur�d with

a small spik� of wood driv�n into a hol� in th� lid and th� box its�lf, acting as a lock for th� box. The� 

whol� thing was half th� siz� of a first. Som� things softly roll�d insid�, clicking and clacking, as h� 

mov�d th� box around.



Mark star�d at th� contain�r for a littal� whil�.

And th�n h� pull�d out th� littal� wood�n w�dg� and op�n�d it up.

The�r� was a bunch of black marbl�s—

“Oh,” Mark said. “Theat’s adamantium.”

David was looking in th� box with Mark. H� st�pp�d away, saying, “Don’t los� it. It’s hard to g�t mor�.”

Eliot whisp�r�d, “Easi�r than �v�r, though.”

Isoko comm�nt�d, “I h�ard h�’s up to 15 tons giv�n away?”

Eliot said, “17.5 at last count, which I hav� just don�. Theat’s only th� public numb�r, though.” H� 

whisp�r�d, “Privat� numb�r is lik�ly �stimat�d to b� 21 tons. How much would that b�? Just a f�w 

spik�s?”

Isoko add�d, “And h� grows th�m, too.”

Mark swirl�d th� box to isolat� on� of th� marbl�s to th� sid�, away from th� oth�r on�s, and th�n h� 

pok�d a firng�r at that isolat�d on�—

It was lik� som�on� had thrown a pil� of bricks onto his body, w�ighing him down, crushing him into 

his s�at.

It was an �xist�ntial w�ight, pulling at his �v�ry soul.

H� dropp�d th� box and th� marbl�s ran across th� flooor of th� hov�r van.

Eliot cri�d out, “Fuck!” and h� start�d picking th�m up—



David, moving too fast to s��, sudd�nly had a handful of marbl�s. H� put all th� marbl�s from his hand 

into th� box, and th�n h� clos�d th� box and hand�d it to Mark, saying, “Wh�n w� g�t back to Citad�l 

you n��d to focus on Adamantiumkin�is, Mark. Us� th� n�xt f�w days or w��ks to gain profirci�ncy. You 

might sp�nd a w��k long�r in Citad�l, but you’ll b� moving on fast and you n��d to b� abl� to us� this 

part of your Pow�r.”

Mark took th� box and h� could alr�ady f��l his astral body wanting to conn�ct to th� adamantium. Had

th�r� b��n a sp�ll on th� box, to pr�v�nt that sort of conn�ction, b�for� h� op�n�d it? Or was simply 

b�ing awar� of th� cont�nts �nough for Mark to try and instinctiv�ly conn�ct to it?

What�v�r th� cas�, Mark h�ld th� box without trying to conn�ct to it, and th� r�st of th� floight back to 

Citad�l was r�lativ�ly qui�t.

- - - -

Mark sat in his room, staring at th� box of black marbl�s.

P�rhaps, if th� dragon hadn’t shown up, th�n h� would b� out partying with Eliot and Isoko.

For som� r�ason, that sp�cifirc loss of joy caus�d Mark to turn incr�dibly, incand�sc�ntly angry.

It was now 3 am, and Mark had sp�nt an hour in an int�rrogation room with David and Orissa about 

what had happ�n�d out th�r� with th� dragon. The�y had ask�d him a bunch of ang�ring qu�stions that 

Mark kn�w th�y had n��d�d to ask him, but which h� did not appr�ciat�. Ev�rything from ‘ar� you a 

hidd�n dragon?’ to ‘ar� you in l�agu� with th� dragon?’ and ‘ar� you planning on using th� dragon to 

�nact som� sort of pow�r ov�r this or that part of humanity?’. All of that sort of thing. The� Mind R�ad�r,

Doctor Ch�ryl App�ll, had b��n th�r�.



The�y didn’t n��d him to actually answ�r, but answ�ring f�lt important, so Mark had giv�n answ�rs that 

w�r� as corr�ct as h� could mak� th�m. The�y w�r� th� sam� sorts of qu�stions that h� had b��n ask�d 

wh�n h� firrst cam� to Citad�l, appar�ntly, though Mark did not know that, consid�ring h� had b��n 

incr�dibly out of it for a whol� w��k aft�r th� Tutorial.

Aft�r this most r�c�nt int�rrogation, Ch�ryl, who had told Mark to call h�r Ch�ryl, had said that Mark 

had don� v�ry w�ll with th� dragon. Mark had achi�v�d th� ‘b�st sort of outcom� possibl�, wh�n d�aling

with ali�n int�llig�nc�s born from d�ad archmag�s and d�mons’.

Non� of thos� qu�stions had both�r�d Mark. The�y n��d�d to prot�ct humanity, and Mark was firn� with 

b�ing qu�stion�d in that way.

But h�r�, alon� in his room, Mark had miss�d out on c�l�brating th� win ov�r th� goblins.

And that piss�d him off  way too much.

Mark got to his f��t. “Fuck that fucking dragon. I’m partying.”

H� call�d up Eliot.

Eliot answ�r�d instantly, �xcit�dly, “Mark! The�y l�t you out of int�rrogation y�t?!””

Mark was glad to h�ar th� guy’s voic�. “The�y did. I n��d to hang out and watch stupid t�l�vision shows, 

or som�thing. Want to do that? I n��d to call up Isoko, too.”

“Y�s! Isoko is h�r� with m� at th� hous�. Non� of us can sl��p. H�r grandmoth�r is on th� phon� with 

my moth�r right now. The� dragon show�d up at Crystal Tow�r and sign�d up for th� H�ro/Villain 

Program! H� call�d hims�lf ‘Addav�in’! H� firll�d out your pap�rwork—”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Mark said, cuttaing off  Eliot’s probabl� rush of information, and f��ling 

som� w�ird kinda way about �v�rything. “Not ov�r th� phon�. In p�rson: y�s. Not on th� phon�. I’ll hop 

on th� tram and com� ov�r th�r�.”



“Y�s! Com� ov�r h�r�!”

Mark hung up.

And th�n h� stuff �d th� adamantium p�ll�ts und�r som� books and pap�rs in his d�sk.

H� was on th� tram in minut�s.

- - - -

Mark sat by th� pool, watching th� sun com� up, as h� had a r�ally nic� om�l�t. Eliot and Isoko had th�ir

own food, similar to Mark’s, and th�y all had mimosas.

Aft�r Mark show�d up th�y had sp�nt th� firrst hour drinking and talking wild shit about dragons and 

kaiju and what th�y m�ant as r�al thr�ats, and how it was so much diff �r�nt to s�� on� in p�rson. The� 

s�cond hour th�y had watch�d docum�ntari�s for aspiring kaiju hunt�rs, and how th� pur� t�rror of a 

kaiju, and a dragon, w�r� th� hard�st parts of firghting th�m. P�opl� w�r� truly so small, no matta�r th� 

pow�rs th�y might hav�, wh�n compar�d to b�asts th� siz� of s�v�ral city blocks. Lit�rally th� only way 

to surviv� a kaiju was to b� fast�r than th�y w�r�, which was a probl�m b�caus� all kaiju show�d up 

with �ntir� �cosyst�ms growing on th�m that mad� up for all of th�ir d�firci�nci�s.

And now Mark, Eliot, and Isoko w�r� out h�r�, watching th� sun com� up.

Isoko sipp�d h�r champagn� and orang� juic�, th� bright y�llow drink sparkling in th� sunris�, as sh� 

said, “So thos� goblins w�r� pr�ttay t�rrifying, y�ah?”

Eliot burst out laughing.



Mark grinn�d, and th�n h� start�d laughing, too.

Isoko smil�d as sh� laugh�d, too. “The�y kinda got ov�rshadow�d!”

“A littal� bit!” Eliot said. “Holy fuck Addav�in is big!”

Mark got sudd�nly disgust�d, th�n w�ird�d out, and inundat�d with all sorts of tangl�d �motions, that 

cam� out black v�ins rushing down th� skin of his arms and in th� air around him, his constant floow 

turning up just a notch, taking in r�sili�nc� and pushing out w�akn�ss. H� gav� an �xasp�rat�d, “And 

h�’s just picking that nam�, huh!”

Isoko smirk�d. “What? You want�d it?”

Mark found hims�lf disarm�d, his v�ins r�tr�ating. “Not r�ally! … I gu�ss!”

Isoko grinn�d som� mor�. “So I got Chos�n about 20 minut�s ago.”

Mark’s �y�s w�nt wid� at th� chang� in conv�rsation.

Eliot smil�d. “Congrats!”

Mark ask�d, “What’s your mission?”

“I hav� options,” Isoko said, “I can continu� on to th� Grand Guard in Crytalis, lik� I originally plann�d, 

or I can join any of th� �mpir�s of Daihoon as on� of th�ir roam�rs. The� Aluatha Empir�, th� Dominion 

of Okuana, and th� S�ttal�m�nt of X�rkona all n��d warriors, anywh�r�. Sh� �v�n told m� I could work 

with th� Slay�rs, if I want�d. Sh� just wants m� som�wh�r� killing monst�rs and prot�cting a t�am. Any

of thos� work for Fr�yala. Sh�’ll grant m� Union of Br�ath and soon Blood, aft�r a trial p�riod. But! I 

don’t actually hav� a t�am y�t.” Sh� ask�d, “So I was wond�ring what your plans w�r�?”

Mark w�nt wid�-�y�d. His h�art b�at hard and his black v�ins fad�d by half. “You want to party with 

m�?”



“I can’t,” Isoko said, throwing wat�r on Mark’s firr�. “Not r�ally. I cannot k��p up with you. Theat’s a 

simpl� fact. You’r� an �xpon�nt abov� m�, Mark. I alr�ady know how it’ll happ�n, too. You’ll �v�ntually 

gain th� ability to floy with your adamantium stuff , and I’ll b� on th� ground, and a liability. Mayb� I’ll b�

abl� to firx that �v�ntually with floying magics, or som�thing lik� that. I don’t know. But that won’t 

happ�n for y�ars. Mayb� not �v�r.

“But I’ll b� at som� sort of hom� bas�, if you want to work out of Crytalis, or som�wh�r� �ls�. I do want 

to work with you, �v�n if I can’t k��p up with you. Mayb� w� can party for small monst�r kills, though, 

until you firnd som� p�opl� who ar� at your l�v�l. Theat is som�thing I would absolut�ly want to do.”

Mark f�lt all warm insid�. “Y�s! I absolut�ly want to party with you— But why do you want to party 

with m�? Theat damn�d dragon is going to… I don’t know what h�’s going to do, actually. I hav� a f��ling

that I n��d to vanish.”

Isoko grinn�d. Sh� said, “I want to party with you b�caus� you’r� a guy who I can trust to hav� my back 

out th�r� in th� wilds.” Sh� stopp�d smiling. “And… W�ll. Addav�in is som�thing I n��d to not b� scar�d 

of. I might not b� abl� to firght dragons or kaiju mys�lf, but I can at l�ast not b� scar�d of th�m. If I’m not

running, scr�aming, th�n I can support oth�rs with Union.” Sh� shrugg�d. “W� might not stick tog�th�r 

for�v�r, but you’d b� a good p�rson to st�p onto Daihoon with.”

Whil� Mark was having a bunch of r�ally nic�, funny and light f��lings in his ch�st—

Eliot said, “P�opl� ar� always asking grandma to go out and build citi�s in th� wilds and I hav� h�r sam�

Pow�r, and sh� ask�d m� if I want�d to tak� ov�r som� of h�r workload. The�r�’s this city building 

program that all of th� �mpir�s hav�. If you two ar� int�r�st�d, I’d lik� you two to com� with m� to thos�

plac�s. I’d lik� to build citi�s in th� wilds with a comp�t�nt t�am backing m� up. I’m shit against 

monst�rs, as you saw, but city building is… It’s som�thing that I am r�alizing that I could b� v�ry, v�ry 

good at. But monst�rs ar� fucking t�rrifying and I n��d to b�, uh, not �xpos�d to monst�rs, �v�r again. 

Not without som� h�avy m�at shi�lds in front of m�, and pr�f�rably s�lf-h�aling m�at shi�lds.”

Mark f�lt all kinds of good.

Isoko grinn�d as sh� t�as�d Eliot, “Mind goblin got your courag�?”



“Y�s,” Eliot said, �mphatically. “I think thos� shits might b� mor� t�rrifying than th� dragon! At l�ast 

that dragon was willing to talk. The� goblins just want to �at you.”

Isoko smil�d. “I think th� dragons want to �at you, too.”

“At l�ast th�y com� at you dir�ctly! The�y don’t hid�… oh shit. Addav�in was compl�t�ly invisibl� b�for� 

I shin�d th� lights on him, and you call�d him out, Mark.” Eliot’s brown f�atur�s turn�d almost pal�. “Oh

fuck. Invisibl� kaiju.”

Isoko laugh�d.

Eliot whisp�r�d, “I n��d to g�t a whol� lot strong�r.”

Isoko laugh�d loudly, lik� happy b�lls chiming.

Eliot �v�ntually grinn�d, though it took a minut�.

Mark f�lt a bunch of butta�rfloi�s as h� practically giggl�d. H� smil�d. H� wip�d away som� t�ars. “I’d lov�

to h�ad in both of your g�n�ral dir�ctions, too.”

“Good!” Isoko said, and th�n sh� rais�d h�r glass. “To h�ading in th� sam� g�n�ral dir�ction!”

Eliot and Mark both laugh�d, and said th� sam� sorts of words.

Br�akfast was good.

At th� �nd of it, Mark ask�d Eliot, “Ar� you doing th� Chos�n program, too? I forgot if you said so or 

not.”

Eliot humm�d as h� winc�d, th�n h� look�d around at th� hous�, to s�� if anyon� was watching, or 

som�thing. The�y w�r� pr�ttay much alon� out h�r�, for his moth�r was �ls�wh�r�, his fath�r and th� 

butl�r had l�ft th�m alon�, and his siblings w�r� out for th� day, too. Right now it was just Eliot, Mark, 



and Isoko at th� hous�, and also th� butl�r. Eliot had b��n th� on� who actually cook�d th� food, and 

pr�par�d th� m�al.

Eliot still look�d unsur� about what h� said n�xt, “I’m still Fr�yalan… but H�arthsw�ll is all about 

�mplac�m�nts and stuff .”

Isoko’s �y�brows w�nt high up, and th�n sh� drank down h�r fourth mimosa. “Shit.”

“Oh fuck! Theat’s right!” Mark ask�d, “How did you guys �nd up as Fr�yalan wh�n H�arthsw�ll is th� 

Cast�llan, th� Empir� Build�r?”

“I’m still l�arning th� story,” Eliot said, “But grandma is th� on� who had Man-mad� Manipulation to 

b�gin with, and sh� was all about adv�nturing, back b�for� that word gain�d a bad connotation in th� 

90s. Grandma is still out th�r� puttaing up outposts in th� wilds, too. Sh� lov�s it, and sh� has a whol� 

t�am that h�lps h�r. But… But I’v� gotta�n som� r�ally, r�ally good off �rs in th� last f�w hours sinc� I 

hand�d th� goblin �xt�rmination vid�o ov�r to COFR for firnal approval. And I want to �xplor� thos� 

off �rs.”

Isoko r�firll�d h�r mimosa, as sh� ask�d, “What kind of off �rs?”

“Possibl� Castl�k��p�r of H�arthsw�ll.”

Isoko’s �y�s w�nt wid�.

Mark ask�d, “What’s that?”

“It’s a st�p b�low Fr�yala’s ‘high pri�st’,” Eliot answ�r�d. “I wouldn't start th�r�, of cours�, but inst�ad 

I’d b� a Hous�k��p�r. Which would b�… simply amazing, r�ally. At a bas� function it would mak� all my

buildings grow in Pow�r L�v�l d�p�nding on… A lot of factors, r�ally. I’m probably going to hav� a firght 

with my whol� family about it, but…” Eliot paus�d. “My family n�v�r want�d m� to b� a ‘bard’, anyway. 

The�y told m� that I’d b� wasting my Pow�r and dying in som� hol�.” H� frown�d a littal�. “And I think 

th�y w�r� right. The� goblins r�ally wok� m� up. Mind shit is awful.”



Eliot look�d distraught.

Isoko was unsur�.

But Mark smil�d, and said, “Theat sounds aw�som�, Eliot! Div�rsity in Pow�r is good, and I’m not quit� 

sur� how Union would b� th� b�st firt for you, anyway. I hav� absolut�ly no id�a about Cast�llan, but 

�v�n at th� surfac� l�v�l it’s a much b�tta�r firt, right?”

Eliot look�d a bit mor� s�cur�. “Y�ah. It is.” H� smil�d, adding, “I �v�n got a good off �r from Pluta, th� 

Godd�ss of W�alth and Prosp�rity, but I’m a lot l�ss c�rtain about that on� than H�arthsw�ll. I think 

Pluta was just puttaing it out th�r� to s�� if it work�d at all, so sh� won’t mind if I forgo it.”

“H�arthsw�ll, huh?” Isoko ask�d, “Theat’s gonna b� a big d�al, isn’t it?”

“Oh y�ah,” Eliot said, looking mor� worri�d by th� mom�nt. “All th� Cyb�rsongs ar� going to fr�ak.” H� 

g�stur�d at th� world with a wid�, op�n g�stur�, saying, “But w�’v� alr�ady got H�arthsw�ll p�opl� h�r�,

in Citad�l, k��ping th� plac� s�cur�d. Ev�ry city has som� of h�r p�opl� in it. A city isn’t a city without 

H�arthsw�llians th�r� to hold it down. And th� citi�s I mak�… I’ll b� abl� to mak� a plac� and th�n 

actually s�cur� it all on my own… The�or�tically.”

Mark smil�d wid�, saying, “Sounds gr�at to m�!”

Isoko tri�d to sound confird�nt as sh� said, “Sounds �xc�ll�nt, Eliot.”

Eliot grinn�d a littal�, looking b�tta�r.

Isoko mov�d on, “So you firnish�d th� goblin �xt�rmination vid�o?”

“I think so,” Eliot said, falling back into a mor� comfortabl� topic. “Soon as COFR giv�s firnal approval 

th�n it’s publish�d. I �xp�ct to g�t mor� off �rs aft�r that. I r�ally show�d off  what I can do. You both ar� 

probably gonna g�t big off �rs, too, as soon as th� p�rsonal AIs of th� pow�rs-that-b� pok� at it and s�nd 

it upstr�am to who�v�r might b� int�r�st�d in what w� can do. Do you want m� to organiz� thos� 



communications for any of you?” H� rapidly add�d, “To b� cl�ar, I’ll s�nd th�m your way, or t�ll th�m 

‘no thanks’. I don’t want to b� anyon�’s ag�nt.”

Isoko down�d th� last of h�r mimosa, saying, “I n��d sl��p, and I also n��d thos� off �rs, y�s. S�nd th�m 

to my �mail, through COFR. All of th�m. Just put my �mail onto th� vid�o— Actually. I’ll mak� an 

account, too, and th�n s�t that up with a firrst vid�o and you can link to that. Can you hold off  on posting

th� vid�o until tomorrow?” Sh� stood up. “I n��d sl��p firrst.”

Eliot grinn�d and stood up, saying, “Sur�. I can hold off . How about you, Mark?”

“No off �rs for m�. I alr�ady hav� a good id�a of how that will go, and I don’t want to stick out th�r� too 

much and d�al with p�opl� trying to… woo m�, or what�v�r.” Mark stood up, saying, “I’m gonna hav� a 

f�w mor� m��tings with Inquisitors, or who�v�r. Aft�r that I’m just signing up with th� Slay�rs… Unl�ss

a r�ally good off �r com�s through? COFR can sort through that stuff , right?”

Eliot shrugg�d. “You might want to consid�r inv�sting in a p�rsonal AI unl�ss you’r� going to stick with 

Fr�yala for a long tim�.”

Mark said, “I’m pr�ttay sur� I’m gonna stick with Citad�l Fr�yala for�v�r, r�ally. Lola wants m� to d�clar�

for Fr�yala and b�com� a Paladin b�caus� I n��d th� l�gitimacy. B�for� last night my n��d for 

l�gitimacy was rath�r high, but not a burd�n. Now that I’m ‘a dragon’s broth�r’ I n��d that good 

l�gitimacy.”

Isoko said, “You n��d to sign up for th� H�ro/Villain Program too. You could hav� Crystal Tow�r sort 

your inquiri�s… And now that I say that, I n��d to sign up for that stuff , too. I’m going th� villain rout�, 

too. ‘Platinum Princ�ss’.”

Mark had som� mix�d �motions on that, until Isoko m�ntion�d h�r ‘villain nam�’. H� grinn�d. “Pr�ttay 

pr�ttay princ�ss.”

“The� pr�ttai�st!” Isoko said, grinning, as sh� floash�d platinum for a mom�nt, to shimm�r in th� morning 

light lik� a gold�n godd�ss, all r�flo�ctiv� and glitta�ring.



… Mark sudd�nly f�lt burd�n�d for a whol� host of r�asons.

H� said, “Still hav� no fucking clu� what b�ing talzarki with Addav�in m�ans… And I’m sorry for 

dragging you two into that.”

Mark almost ask�d th�m if th�y w�r� ‘going in his g�n�ral dir�ction’ inst�ad of ‘partying with him’ 

b�caus� of that dragon, but Mark didn’t actually want to know that answ�r. Not r�ally. It was b�tta�r not 

to know that th� dragon was fucking up his lif� that much.

Eliot smil�d softly. “Not your fault.”

Isoko t�as�d, “I alr�ady had v�ry good r�asons for not partying with you dir�ctly, Mark. Eliot is th� on� 

that got scar�d off .”

Mark’s fac� f�lt a littal� hot. Was h� that �asy to r�ad?

Eliot’s fac� got a littal� r�d, too. “W�’r� still going in th� sam� dir�ction!”

Isoko grinn�d, and th�n sh� l�d th� way out, saying, “Gr�at food! B�tta�r than firsh soup.”

Eliot walk�d with h�r, and Mark hurri�d to follow, as Eliot said to Mark, “Sorry. Facts ar� facts and 

sh�’s… not �xactly wrong.”

Som�how Mark’s h�art f�lt light�r, �v�n though th� facts of r�ality f�lt h�avy.

Mark said, “I’m glad w� got to hang out, though.”

Isoko scoff �d. “Don’t say that lik� it’s th� �nd! Theis is just a start.” Sh� yawn�d as th�y walk�d through 

th� main foy�r of th� hous�, th�n said, “L�t’s try to �nd up in th� sam� s�ttal�m�nt �xpansion ar�a. W�’ll 

firgur� it out.”

Mark grinn�d. “Sounds good to m�. And y�ah. W�’ll firgur� it out.”



Eliot ask�d, “It might tak� a month b�for� w� l�av�, but that giv�s us tim� to do pap�rwork and stuff ?”

“Sur�,” Isoko said.

“A month or som�thing,” Mark said.

The�y part�d ways at th� front door, with small�r words of ‘n�xt tim�’, and thanks for th� food.

Mark �nd�d up on th� tram with Isoko, h�ad�d back to th� dorms, wh�r� th�y soon part�d ways, with 

Isoko yawning again.

Mark got back into his room, and found his adamantium p�ll�ts still th�r�, in th� littal� box in his room.

H� crash�d out on th� b�d.

- - - -

Mark wok� up to a notifircation from Eliot. The� vid�o was liv�.

Mark t�xt�d back a ‘thank you for t�lling m�!’, th�n proc��d�d to firnish walking up. It was 6 PM, and 

aft�r g�ttaing dinn�r in th� m�ss hall, th�n taking a nic� show�r, Mark w�nt back to his room and turn�d 

on th� vid�o, on his big tabl�t scr��n, as h� took out th� box of adamantium p�ll�ts.

Eliot’s voic� start�d blasting ov�r th� vid�o, “W�lcom� back to anoth�r �pisod� of V�ry Human! I am 

your host, Eliot Cyb�rsong, and this is th� story of how my fri�nds and I n�arly got kill�d by mind 

goblins, and th�n w� m�t th� dragon! So without furth�r ado, h�r�’r� th� main protagonists!

“M�! I’m Eliot Cyb�rsong…”

Eliot did big intros for hims�lf, and th�n also Isoko, who w�r� both trying to s�ll th�ms�lv�s as h�ro�s, or

monst�r hunt�rs, or som�thing along thos� lin�s. Mark was pr�ttay sur� it was a g�n�ral ‘hyping’, which 

was good for both of th�m. Eliot �v�n includ�d som� history about both of th�m that Mark was sur� was



going to g�t th�m notic�d by… prof�ssionals? Or som�on�? Mark wasn’t sur�, �xactly. Eliot cam� from a 

lin� of city build�rs, which was not that surprising. Isoko cam� from a family of villains and 

sup�rvillains, which was n�ws to Mark; h� had only known about Wand�ring Sag�, but th�r� w�r� 

oth�rs of th� Kanno family who did villainy all across th� glob�.

And th�n Eliot introduc�d Mark.

“And oh y�ah. And th�n th�r�’s Mark Car��d. L�t’s not both�r him. H� knows what h� wants out of 

lif�.”

Follow�d by a sc�n� of Mark, raising a first to th� sky and y�lling, “DEATH TO ALL MONSTERS!”

It was kinda cring�.

Mark lov�d it anyway.

The� vid�o was 2.5 hours long, and th�r� w�r� s�condary vid�os on th� chann�l, link�d to th� main vid�o,

that contain�d all of th� r�cord�d h�at map of th� �ntir� battal�zon�, as tak�n from Eliot’s scann�rs. Theat 

s�cond vid�o had tim�stamps to conn�ct to th� firrst vid�o, but oth�r than that, th� s�cond vid�o was 

straight up 30+ hours of r�cord�d mapping.

Mark didn’t watch mor� than 2 minut�s of that s�condary, bigg�r vid�o. The�r� was a pop-in of th� 

battal�zon� map wh�n th�r� was an actual battal�, and that was �nough to s�� what had happ�n�d from a 

logistical standpoint.

A third vid�o was th� 2.5 hour vid�o cond�ns�d down into 20 minut�s of action, and Mark imagin�d 

that on� would g�t a lot mor� vi�ws, but h� watch�d th� 2.5 hour on�, anyway. The� small�r vid�o was a 

highlights and ‘story’ vid�o, but th� 2.5 hour on� was don� in a styl� that Mark had n�v�r r�ally s��n 

b�for�, call�d an ‘�xt�rmination vid�o’, and it was m�ant to fully illustrat� how th� t�am approach�d 

�v�ry �ncount�r, and how it all shook out, and th� various inflou�nc�s on �v�ry singl� battal�zon�. It was 

mor� ‘docum�ntary’ than ‘killing vid�o’.



Mark l�isur�ly watch�d th� vid�o, only cringing a bit h�r� and th�r� wh�n h� saw hims�lf mak� 

mistak�s. Eliot didn’t ling�r on thos� mistak�s at all, so mayb� only Mark would notic� th�m, but h� was

sur� v�t�rans would notic� thos� slips, for sur�.

And all th� whil�, Mark tri�d to pick up a singl� bit of adamantium.

H� had to us� a fork to pick up on� of th� m�tal p�ll�ts and th�n drop it on th� b�d in front of him.

Hon�stly, it kinda scar�d him to pick up th� m�tal, b�caus� on� of two things was going to happ�n.

H� was going to crash and b� unabl� to mov� whil� h� h�ld th� m�tal, for sur�. Theat much was not in 

qu�stion. Theat was simply going to happ�n.

But, �ith�r h� would b� abl� to mov� hims�lf �nough to drop th� m�tal and thus dislodg� th� w�ight 

from his astral body, and b� abl� to mov� again.

Or, h� would simply b� lock�d in, unabl� to mov� his hand or his body, until his astral body gr�w 

accustom�d to th� w�ight, and h� was abl� to mov� it around. Theat might tak� hours. A full day, mayb�.

H� had b��n told a f�w diff �r�nt tim�s that if h� simply took th� adamantium h� had from th� Vault and

h�ld it for half a day, allowing hims�lf to b� incapacitat�d, th�n h� would firgur� out how to lift it on� 

way or anoth�r. With that in mind, Mark would t�chnically b� ‘firn�’ if h� couldn’t dislodg� th� w�ight.

But…

Mark had b��n lock�d in a hospital b�d, in a coma, for 107 days, and th�n his r�cov�ry had tak�n… It 

had tak�n an archmag� almost falling and all of Addashi�ld’s shit and th�n a Color Drop tr�atm�nt to b�

abl� to walk and mov� and b� hims�lf again.

Mark star�d at that littal� black dot of m�tal, sittaing on his b�d sh��ts, as Eliot’s vid�o play�d in th� 

background…



H� found hims�lf thinking of Addav�in again. Sp�cifircally th� sound of thos� gonging m�tal spik�s on 

th� dragon’s back. It was a d��p sound, a rumbl�, just lik� th� dragon hims�lf, lik� an avalanch�. A 

hillsid� falling down—

Mark grabb�d th� p�ll�t and instantly r�gr�tta�d it as h� slump�d to th� sid�, on th� wall, his hand lock�d 

around th� p�ll�t.

Ah, h� thought. It’s th� ‘stuck in th� hand option’, I s��.

H� wond�r�d wh�n that would happ�n. H� was surpris�d it hadn’t happ�n�d alr�ady.

Mark sat th�r�, gripping th� p�bbl�, list�ning to th� vid�o play as his h�ad hung down and his should�r 

pr�ss�d against th� wall. H� couldn’t stop hims�lf from slumping forward, and fac� planting half onto 

his tabl�t and half onto a pillow. The� tabl�t tumbl�d to th� rug in th� middl� of th� room and continu�d 

to play.

Mark would hav� mumbl�d ‘fuck’ if h� could hav�.

And th�n h� r�aliz�d that h� couldn’t us� Union, �ith�r.

H� couldn’t control his br�athing. H� couldn’t control his h�art. H� couldn’t �v�n floick�r Union of Brain 

with th� world, to draw in r�sili�nc� and �xp�l w�akn�ss.

Mark did not panic.

H� m�r�ly r�aliz�d that all of his astral body str�ngth was b�ing contain�d by th� littal� bit of 

adamantium in his hand, and thus, th�r� was nothing to panic about at all.

H� was still br�athing. H� was still aliv�. H� was firn�. Autonomous functions for th� win!

H� was P�rf�ctly Fin�!



Mark want�d to scr�am.

H� was pr�ttay sur� his br�ath was coming out ragg�d now, as h� br�ath�d against th� pillow, his body 

crumbl�d down onto his fac� and his right arm, whil� his l�ft h�ld th� drop of adamantium and would 

not l�t go.

Mark did not panic.

Okay! Okay. Focus.

Focus, Mark.

You can do this.

Mark thought of his r�c�nt Scan, as of 12 hours ago, wh�n h� cam� back from th� training mission and 

got d�bri�f�d by David, Orissa, and th� Mind R�ad�r, Ch�ryl.

Body, H�althy Body: 038

Shap�r, Adamantium: 051

Mind: 37

Natural, Union: 062

Soul: 35

Arch: 29



Or som�thing lik� that.

Adamantiumkin�sis was up to ti�r 5, PL 51. Theis m�ant that h� should b� abl� to lift som� adamantium 

just firn�. Ev�n with just his body. The�r�for�, h� should b� abl� to lift this littal� bit in his hands.

Mark struggl�d. H� grappl�d. H� couldn’t mov� a firng�r at all.

H� couldn’t mo—

H� could still blink. Mark blink�d, and r�aliz�d h� could do small things. And his body was still working 

just firn�.

Fiv� minut�s lat�r, Mark manag�d to mov� his body, just a littal�. H� rock�d a bit to th� l�ft. H� list�n�d 

to th� r�cording of David talking about th� two goblin h�ads h� was holding, and Eliot paus�d th� vid�o 

to talk about how goblin biology work�d.

Fiv� mor� minut�s pass�d, and Mark was abl� to mov� a bit mor�.

His astral body was not growing that much strong�r, that fast. No. Quiit� th� opposit�, r�ally. H� was 

only abl� to mov� b�caus� his astral body was �xp�ri�ncing an ov�rload-typ� �v�nt, and wh�n his astral 

body ov�rload�d, th�n… W�ll. His kin�tic Pow�r simply didn’t work wh�n h� ov�rload�d, right?

Mayb�.

It was lik� his body wasn’t his own. The� world f�lt fuzzy as h� mov�d. Indistinct. Lik� h� was slightly 

drunk, in a bad way. No �uphoria at all; just inability to control on�s�lf.

Fiv� mor� minut�s pass�d, or mayb� on�, or mayb� s�v�n, and Mark t�ns�d his arm, and his arm 

actually mov�d.



Fiv� mor� minut�s pass�d, and Mark’s astral body had gotta�n w�ak �nough from trying to hold th� 

p�bbl� that his Pow�r sort of just gav� out. Mark’s hand op�n�d and th� p�bbl� f�ll away and Mark 

launch�d upward, f��ling so fucking w�ird that h� was firnally fr�� of th� p�bbl�. H� almost floopp�d onto

th� ground. H� manag�d to stay standing, br�athing �asi�r. F��ling b�tta�r.

The� p�bbl� was still th�r� on th� b�d.

Mark got into a b�tta�r position, laying down prop�rly, and th�n h� put his hand on top of th� p�bbl�—

And was suck�d back down into th� w�ight of th� p�bbl�, that wasn’t r�ally a w�ight at all.

Ev�ntually, wh�n th� p�bbl� gr�w to b� too much, h� was abl� to us� Union again, in a small sort of way.

Theis prov�d to mak� �v�rything much, much hard�r.

Wh�n h� h�al�d his astral body, str�ngth�ning hims�lf back to full Union pow�r, it also h�al�d th� str�ss 

that th� p�bbl� was causing him, so th� full w�ight of th� p�bbl� onc� again r�turn�d, b�caus� his astral 

body was ‘strong �nough’ to g�t suck�d back into th� p�bbl�… mayb�.

It took tim�.

It took pati�nc�.

A full hour lat�r and Mark gripp�d that damn�d fucking p�bbl� in his hand as h� stomp�d on th� 

ground, hunch�d ov�r, glaring at th� ground, b�caus� that was th� only thing h� could s�� right now.

H� br�ath�d out w�akn�ss, a miasma �scaping his body as thin, wispy black v�ins b�at from his body, 

into th� world. H� br�ath�d in r�sili�nc�. The� p�bbl� got h�avi�r as str�ngth r�turn�d to his astral body, 

but that was firn�.

Mark was handling it.



His black v�ins gath�r�d in his palm wh�r� h� still gripp�d th� adamantium, and Mark op�n�d his palm.

The� p�bbl� hov�r�d in his astral body.

It hov�r�d. An inch from his palm, th� p�bbl� hov�r�d.

Mark chuckl�d maniacally.

The� drop of m�tal hov�r�d th�r�, conn�ct�d to him by wispy, shadowy t�ndrils, his �ntir� astral body 

focus�d on that damn�d p�bbl�, lik� lod�ston� gath�r�d m�tal firlings. Mark br�ath�d and b�at with a 

floow of r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss, and his black v�ins shot through th� p�bbl�, into th� world, lik� light 

through a l�ns, distorting and r�fracting.

H� almost collaps�d again.

H� maintain�d.

Mark stay�d lik� that, Union activ�, struggling to hold th� p�bbl� in his astral body—

The� p�bbl� slipp�d.

Mark’s black v�ins scatta�r�d to th� winds, th� tiny drop no long�r containing his d�mand for h�aling 

and prot�ction. His Union floash�d wid�, firlling th� room, but Mark pull�d it back. H� br�ath�d �asy, 

though sw�at still pour�d off  of him. A f�w b�ats of purity/impurity cl�an�d his body up, and th�n h� 

look�d down at th� ground, at th� p�bbl�.

H� r�ach�d down with a hand—

H� paus�d.

Mark r�ach�d down with a w�ird, n�w s�ns�, that h� was just starting to und�rstand. H� had an astral 

body that h� could control lik� limbs, so h� us�d that to pick th� p�bbl� back up.



T�ntativ�ly, lik� moving hairs, or mayb� pushing out with a br�ath that was not a br�ath at all, Mark 

touch�d-without-touching—

It was lik� picking up a 300 pound full-body w�ight.

Mark grinn�d as h� struggl�d, his astral body lock�d back on to th� tiny bit of m�tal, practically suck�d 

insid� of it…

But 300 pounds? Big d�al! H� was b�nching 300 th�s� days!

Mark stood as tall as h� could—

The� p�bbl� f�ll out of his astral body again.

Mark laugh�d as th� p�bbl� dropp�d onto th� carp�t.

With limbs and muscl�s h� n�v�r kn�w h� had, Mark r�ach�d down, astrally, to th� bit of m�tal, and h� 

pick�d it up again. Instantly, th� w�ight was back.

It was a lot damn�d �asi�r than lifting w�ights, that’s for sur�. With actual w�ights you had muscl�s you

w�r� using and v�ctors of gravity, and all of that junk. Theis tiny littal� p�bbl� f�lt lik� an �ntir� world, lik�

grappling with gravity its�lf. It didn’t matta�r wh�r� it was in Mark’s astral body; h� f�lt it �v�rywh�r�. 

Theat’s b�caus� it wasn’t actually a gravity-bas�d d�mand on his body at all. It was an astral d�mand, 

and th� tiny p�bbl� suck�d up his �ntir� astral body, th� whol� thing…

Or at l�ast that’s what it had b��n doing.

Mark grinn�d.

Mark's astral body was too strong for on� p�bbl� anymor�.



As his Union danc�d to a rhythm of r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss, all th� strain of th� p�bbl� r�main�d at full

str�ngth. His astral body did not w�ak�n with too much of a load upon it. All it did was g�t strong�r.

It was lik� lifting w�ights and r�sting at th� sam� tim�.

It was not th� most m�ntally taxing thing that Mark had �v�r don�.

But it was clos�.

With a smil�, Mark tri�d moving his astral body, moving that tiny bit of adamantium, to r�ach down and

pr�ss th� paus� buttaon on th� vid�o. The� black p�bbl� bounc�d off  of th� tabl�t, and nothing happ�n�d.

Huh. W�ll. Gu�ss that do�sn’t work.

Mark almost stumbl�d as h� mov�d his actual body, to grab th� tabl�t and s�t it back on to th� b�d, and 

th�n go back 20 minut�s to s�� som� of what h� had miss�d.

On th� vid�o, Mark watch�d as Eliot and Isoko w�nt out into th� city, whil� Mark was incapacitat�d, 

and got som� m�tals from som� old cars.

In his room, Mark flooat�d on� p�bbl� in his aura, g�ntly orbiting it around a hand, and th�n up ov�r his 

should�rs, and ov�r his h�ad, hittaing th� sid� of his h�ad a bit b�caus� h� m�ss�d up his ‘n�w 

proprioc�ption thing’ happ�ning h�r�. H� was a baby l�arning h� had firng�rs and to�s, and �v�rything 

about this was so odd, but also r�ally, r�ally fucking cool.

Mark was moving around a tiny bit of th� strong�st m�tal known to man, with som� sort of �xt�nsion to

his body h� still didn’t und�rstand. The� tiny bit of m�tal was lik� a lod�ston� to his n�arby black v�ins, 

as it flooat�d ov�r his body. The� absolut� strang�st thing about it, though, was that… Mark could f��l th� 

adamantium. Lik�. It was a firng�r. Or som�thing.

Mark touch�d th� carp�t with it, and f�lt th� softn�ss of th� carp�t on th� m�tal, though it was a dull sort

of f��ling. Mark touch�d th� ston� walls, and th� ston� was hard�r, but Mark accid�ntally put too much 

pr�ssur� on th� adamantium and his whol� body tilt�d th� oth�r dir�ction. The� adamantium was v�ry 



strong, but th� flooor was r�inforc�d, and Mark’s body was �asi�r to mov� than th� flooor was abl� to b� 

mov�d.

It was lik� pushing off  th� ground with a pinky firng�r. Mark had only b��n mov�d b�caus� h� hadn’t 

b��n r�ady for it.

Also, mayb� that wasn’t th� strang�st thing about it. Mark kn�w that kin�tics us�d th�ir various attaun�d 

things as ‘parts of th�ir body’, so, tactil� f��dback? Sur�! Why not.

And, p�rhaps mor� than anything �ls�, Mark instinctiv�ly kn�w that as long as his astral body was 

strong, no on� would b� abl� to r�mov� that bit of m�tal from his control. It was lik� a disconn�ct�d 

firng�r, that was still v�ry much conn�ct�d. If som�on� yank�d on that m�tal, Mark would firnd hims�lf 

yank�d inst�ad. The�y couldn’t tak� it from him…

Which was pr�ttay cool!

Mark mad� th� mistak� of trying to pick up a s�cond p�bbl�.

H� crash�d to th� ground.

Air �scap�d him lik� a groan of annoyanc�, b�caus� that’s �xactly what it was.

- - - -

David frown�d a littal� at th� vid�o f��d, showing on th� scr��n to th� sid�. It was midnight, and Mark 

had mov�d on to his third p�bbl�, and th�n promptly collaps�d onto th� ground again. Theat boy was… 

driv�n. Sur�. L�t’s go with that. ‘Driv�n’.



David thought h� was trying to do too much, but that was th� singular d�firning f�atur� of all 

sup�rh�ro�s, so was h� r�ally doing a lot? Probably just �nough to stay ah�ad of all th� n�w d�mands 

plac�d on him, r�ally.

H� turn�d back toward th� oth�r Inquisitors in th� m��ting of th� Coll�ctiv�.

Most of th� p�opl� at th� m��ting w�r� on t�l�-conf�r�nc�, and th� conv�rsation had not stopp�d wh�n 

COFR had al�rt�d th�m to Pow�r us� insid� Mark’s room, but it had bri�floy paus�d to asc�rtain th� 

situation. David wasn’t worri�d about Mark using his Pow�rs. In th� opinion of practically �v�ryon� 

h�r�, th� situation was firn�.

But som� hardlin�rs from Daihoon w�r� unconvinc�d, and thos� p�opl� w�r� th� on�s that d�mand�d 

this n�w m��ting aft�r th�y saw th� public vid�o of Eliot’s training mission. It show�d basically th� 

sam� thing that David had transmitta�d, but in a bit showi�r way. Theat showi�r show had l�d to this.

Eliot c�rtainly had th� bardic spark, but David was glad that Eliot was giving up his bardic car��r for th�

good of humanity. In an odd sort of way, h� was �v�n glad that Eliot was in talks with H�arthsw�ll’s 

p�opl�. Cast�llan would do a lot mor� to k��p Eliot saf� than Fr�yala.

It was still a major ups�t to a v�ry pow�rful political bloc, though, so David dar�d not sp�ak thos� sorts 

of words and g�t involv�d in that sort of schism. P�opl� w�r� alr�ady half-blaming David for Eliot’s 

n�wfound appr�ciation for n�v�r-l�aving-th�-hous�.

David ignor�d thos� outsid� probl�ms and focus�d on th� pr�s�nt, for Lola was sp�aking again.

Lola, �v�r pois�d, r�p�at�d th� sam� points sh� had alr�ady hamm�r�d on s�v�ral tim�s, as succinctly as 

anyon� could hamm�r, “H�’s growing at a disastrous rat�, but h�’s not an actual disast�r, and I do not 

b�li�v� h� will �v�r b�com� a disast�r. His own basic natur� as a human-who-valu�s-humans will not 

allow him to do such a thing. Adding to that: th� simpl� rul� of law is that w� don’t c�nsur� or control 

bas�d on ‘what ifs’. Theat go�s tripl� wh�n dragons try to control how humanity mov�s and acts.”

David found hims�lf nodding—



Lola did not drop it, though. Sh� advanc�d, saying, “I mov� to formally clos� th� cas� against Mark as a 

possibl� futur� thr�at, or hidd�n dragon, and d��scalat� his cas� from an 11 to a 5, with furth�r 

d��scalation to follow. Furth�rmor�, I formally r�qu�st for Crytalis and th� Aluatha Empir� to firgur� out 

som� sort of plan for a s�ttal�m�nt cr�ation som�wh�r� that Mark Car��d, Isoko Kanno, and Eliot 

Cyb�rsong can participat� in, tog�th�r. I know you alr�ady hav� t�ns of th�s� plans alr�ady. I ask for on�

of th�m to b� �nact�d.”

The�r� was a mom�nt.

Any paladin of Inquisitor rank was allow�d to participat� in th�s� sorts of m��tings, but most did not. 

Du� to th� natur� of this particular �v�nt, and how far-r�aching Mark’s whol� d�al w�nt with 

‘Addav�in’, a lot of p�opl� w�r� h�r� in this m��ting, though most �v�ryon� was t�l�-conf�r�ncing.

The�r� w�r� only 100 scr��ns in th� room, but thos� hundr�d scr��ns show�d 335 diff �r�nt groups, or 

individuals. Ov�r a thousand p�opl�.

Ev�n th� gods w�r� watching, though only through th�ir p�opl�.

A lot of p�opl� tri�d to sp�ak.

Mod�rator Chamb�rs was th� firrst to pr�ss a paus� buttaon, though th� oth�r Mod�rators w�r� clos� 

b�hind. On Chamb�rs’ scr��n, Chamb�rs b�cam� illuminat�d in COFR gold and his imag� gr�w larg�r. 

H� was an old�r man of normal looks from Crytalis, dr�ss�d in his normal mag� rob�s and looking 

prop�r, as h� said, “As on� of th� parti�s r�sponsibl� for carrying out Inquisitor Lola Turn�r’s s�condary 

r�qu�st, I will b� sp�aking of h�r firrst r�qu�st, firrst. All of thos� in favor of d��scalating th� cas� of Mark

Car��d to a normal l�v�l of Inquisitor inv�stigation, from an 11, world spanning thr�at, to a 5, a mag� or

sup�rh�ro-l�v�l ov�rsight, pl�as� say ay�, now.”

David, Lola, Orissa, th� Mind R�ad�r Ch�ryl, and Holy Moth�r Julia Garin’s stand-in, a man by th� 

nam� of Chas�, all said, “Ay�.”

Rapidly, vot�s start�d coming in.



David thought it was too pr�matur� to compl�t�ly r�mov� ov�rsight on Mark, but dropping down th� 

inv�stigation from an 11 to a 5 was a good common ground. Lola probably could hav� gotta�n away with 

a 3, which was th� common numb�r for all train�� sup�rh�ro�s. Mark would warrant a 5 �v�ntually, but 

h� was still a train��, right now…

Eh!

Mark was going to �nd up a 5, for sur�. Might as w�ll go for th� �nd r�sult right now.

As �xp�ct�d, wh�n th� vot�s cam� in and th� AIs count�d th� vot�s, Mod�rator Chamb�rs announc�d, 

“With a 78% agr��m�nt of th� low�ring of Mark Car��d’s thr�at l�v�l, Mark Car��d is low�r�d from an 

11 to a 5. Br�akdowns of th� firnal vot�s will b� giv�n to all voting parti�s. H�avy diss�nt of this low�ring

has b��n not�d by th� Inquisitors of Crytalis.” With a calm�r fac�, Chamb�rs look�d to Lola and said, 

“As for your s�condary r�qu�st for plac�m�nts of Mark Car��d, Isoko Kanno, and Eliot Cyb�rsong, into 

a s�ttal�m�nt program, I for�s�� this discussion taking a long whil� and ultimat�ly arriv� at no 

conclusion at all, for Eliot’s inquiri�s to H�arthsw�ll hav� spark�d som�thing of a bidding war ov�r him. 

I wish to tabl� that discussion for a w��k.”

Lola was obligat�d to r�spond, so sh� did, “I r�qu�st to b� inform�d wh�n that topic com�s up for 

discussion in a w��k. Theank you.”

“So not�d,” Chamb�rs said, “Moving back to th� discussion of Addavi�n, and sinc� w�’r� h�r� at th� 

discussion of s�ttal�m�nts, it should b� not�d that th� dragon has spok�n of founding a city sinc� non� of 

our citi�s ar� willing to tak� him in, in any capacity at all. I mov� w� c�nt�r th� following discussion on 

this fact— Y�s. Inquisitor Saikou Jawo, from Crytalis.”

Inquisitor Saikou was a purpl�-tint�d man with bright blu� hair and an angry �xpr�ssion, but that was 

just how h� look�d. P�rhaps h� might b� slightly angri�r than h� truly app�ar�d, though, b�caus� Saikou

had b��n Addashi�ld’s s�condary ov�rsight for th� last 20 y�ars. Mor� of an ov�rsight of t�ns of diff �r�nt

cas�s than a tru� ov�rsight, though, for Saikou was on� of th� main ov�rs��r Inquisitors locat�d in th� 

Aluatha Empir�.



During his Fall, Addashi�ld had kill�d his primary Inquisitor ov�rsight, th� und�rstudy of th� primary 

ov�rsight, and �v�ryon� within a kilom�t�r of th�m. Saikou was on� of th� survivors of that disast�r, 

b�caus� h� had b��n locat�d far away from that disast�r.

Saikou spok� with a calm voic�, “The�r� ar� many factors to consid�r with r�gard to Addav�in and his 

d�sir� to b�com� human-adjac�nt, and thus liv� insid� of a city, or at l�ast n�arby.

“Primarily, public s�ntim�nt is split about th� dragon. Som� of th� Old Hous�s, built upon th� bounty of 

b�n�vol�nt dragons, wish to support Addav�in. Many do not, consid�ring how almost all of th� dragons 

abandon�d humanity onc� n�w lands op�n�d up, and onc� unknowing subj�cts b�cam� availabl� to 

subjugat� and control. The� f�w dragons who r�main�d on Daihoon atta�mpt�d to subjugat� all of th� 

p�opl� who r�main�d—”

Som� imag�s on th� scr��ns lit up, for som� p�opl� wish�d to sp�ak on this matta�r.

A f�w p�opl� who wish�d to sp�ak w�r� almost furiously pr�ssing th�ir buttaons.

Saikou had a f�w minut�s to sp�ak, though, and h� was going to tak� his tim�.

“—and a f�w of thos� dragons would hav� b��n p�rf�ctly firn� to hav� as rul�rs. G�dahowla th� Bright. 

Darvonika th� Obsidian. But thos� dragons f�ll to usurp�rs, and so w� banish�d all dragons, and things 

hav� b��n a lot b�tta�r sinc� th�n. W� no long�r hav� to d�vot� 20% of any and all city output to 

placating and honoring th� whims of any dragons. W� hav� �qual say in our hom�s.”

Som� of th� p�opl� who ‘absolut�ly n��d�d to sp�ak’ bas�d on th� light around th�ir imag�s, sat back 

down, and d�cid�d to say nothing.

Saikou continu�d, “And so, I would not b� surpris�d if, in th� Aluatha Empir�, Hous� Ord�ll and Hous� 

Varash atta�mpt to support a dragon-l�d city. And �sp�cially on� l�d by Addav�in. The�r� is alr�ady a lot 

of talk ov�r h�r� about how ‘disr�sp�ctful’ w�’r� b�ing to a ‘H�ro of Humanity’ who manag�d to mak� 

th� ‘b�st dragon w�’v� s��n in r�c�nt history’, according to popular opinion. Addav�in has y�t to 

approach what G�dahowla and Darvonika hav� don� for humanity, but h� is h�ad�d in that dir�ction.



“But I b�li�v� that anyon� who allows Addav�in into th�ir citi�s or �mpir�s will op�n th� gat�s for oth�r 

dragons to com� back into our liv�s, and thus w� must guard against �v�n Addav�in gaining a city.

“Theat said… I b�li�v� th� dragon will mak� major atta�mpts to g�t a foothold in any city wh�r� Mark 

Car��d go�s, b�caus� I firrmly b�li�v� that Mark, as talzarki to Addav�in, will invariably invit� Addav�in 

into that city, and thos� n�w citi�s will not hav� th� capabiliti�s to r�sist that sort of pr�ssur�. H� might 

not m�an to, but his actions paint him as an un�ducat�d good man, and h� will try to caus� th� l�ast 

harm, which m�ans not inviting a dragon’s wrath.

“So p�rhaps w� should focus th� conv�rsation on containing th� probl�m of dragons and citi�s to a 

singl� city, som�wh�r�, and thus solv� and cr�at� a bunch of probl�ms at th� sam� tim�. Addav�in’s 

cr�ation has ignit�d a gr�at d�al of simm�ring s�ntim�nt about dragon ov�rlords, and so, Addav�in is 

going to g�t a city, on� way or anoth�r.

“W� should �xp�ct what�v�r happ�ns with Mark Car��d, Eliot Cyb�rsong, and �v�n Isoko Kanno with 

h�r conn�ctions to Crystal Tow�r, to mak� a city that both caus�s a gr�at d�al of probl�ms, and also a 

gr�at d�al of solutions to a lot of curr�nt probl�ms.”

Saikou firnish�d.

David found hims�lf d��ply worri�d about dragons coming back into all of th�ir liv�s, and h� kn�w h� 

was not th� only on� f��ling that way.

Mod�rator Chamb�rs said, “I b�li�v� that might b� �nough said on that �ntir� subj�ct for a whil�, for 

that is a lot to think about. Theank you, Inquisitor Saikou. A vot� th�n, to mov� on to small�r topics, or to

r�main discussing Addav�in. Pl�as� vot� now.”

Soon th� vot�s cam� through and Addav�in as a topic was dropp�d.

297 groups fad�d from th� scr��ns as Chamb�rs b�gan r�ading off  th� n�xt topic.

David stood up, and told his p�opl�, “I hav� plac�s to b�. I’m glad Mark got low�r�d in thr�at.”



Lola smil�d softly as sh� stood as w�ll. Sh� told Holy Moth�r Garin’s stand-in, “Theank you, Chas�, for 

th� al�rt.”

Chas� nodd�d. “I’ll l�t you all know if Mark or th� dragon com� up again.”

- - - -

Eliot sat down across from Mom and Grandma in a small room on th� third flooor.

Theis was going to b� th� third discussion about this stuff , but th� firrst on� with Grandma h�r�, and so far

it was alr�ady f��ling a lot mor� s�rious.

Elysia Cyb�rsong was a 25-y�ar-old-looking woman, with bright auburn hair, pi�rcing blu� �y�s, and an 

ag�l�ssn�ss to h�r that could only happ�n through d�mons, or Tru� H�al�r tr�atm�nts, and Grandma 

had opt�d for th� Tru� H�al�r tr�atm�nts. Sh� could aff ord that, and a hundr�d tim�s ov�r, too. Sh� was 

actually som�thing lik� 80-ish, but sh� did not look 80-ish at all.

Grandma op�n�d strong, “I don’t think you und�rstand th� main draw of Fr�yala, Eliot. H�arthsw�ll’s 

Cast�llan can mak� a city mor� prot�ct�d and organiz�d and run smoothly, and at firrst, that s��ms lik� a

good thing. And it is! I hav� thr�� H�arthsw�ll Inquisitors that work for m�. You’v� m�t th�m.



“The�y �mpow�r th� walls I build. The�y mak� th� comput�r syst�ms floow b�tta�r. The�y basically tak� th� 

citi�s I mak�, and mak� th�m function b�tta�r. Theis is gr�at!

“But Fr�yala’s Union do�s som�thing that f�w oth�r Pow�rs do. It allows you to work �ndl�ssly. You can

put up a city wall that’s 20 kilom�t�rs in diam�t�r in a day. You can prot�ct yours�lf outsid� of your city,

too. You’r� n�v�r without truly good h�aling, Eliot, and you can l�arn to d�f�nd yours�lf, too. Theat’s a 

big d�al.”

Eliot calmly said, “I h�ar and und�rstand, Grandma, but you could hav� a Union Paladin h�al, prot�ct, 

and sustain you, couldn’t you? Theat’s what Mark did. If I w�nt with H�arthsw�ll, th�n I could do all of a 

city all by mys�lf, and mak� sur� that I’m actually prot�ct�d b�hind v�ry good walls.”

Grandma frown�d a littal�. Mom gav� a tiny, unhappy hum.

Eliot add�d, “On� Fr�yalan Inquisitor, and th�n mys�lf, is all I n��d to build an �ntir� city.”

“A city that you would hav� to l�av� to oth�r H�arthsw�llians,” Grandma said, “B�caus� it n��ds p�opl� 

th�r� to maintain what H�arthsw�ll can do. You can’t maintain it from far away, or from anoth�r 

location. You’r� locking yours�lf into on� city if you pick H�arthsw�ll.”

“I know that, but I can hand ov�r th� citi�s to oth�r p�opl� and l�t th�m maintain it just firn�.”

Mom add�d, “Didn’t you want to trav�l, Eliot? To s�� th� two worlds? To b� a bard?”

Imag�s of mind goblins assault�d Eliot. The� air its�lf f�lt prickly with t��th, but th�r� w�r� no t��th at 

all. Eliot kn�w h� was saf�, but… Was h�? R�ally?

Eliot softly said, “I did want to s�� th� two worlds.”

Mom and Grandma both got qui�t.

Grandma said, “It was bad, wasn’t it. Mind goblins ar� th� �asi�st on�s to count�r, too.”



Eliot �xclaim�d, “Y�s! Exactly that! It was t�rrifying! The�y just… The�y just put m� to sl��p, lik� it was 

nothing!”

Eliot didn’t want to think about it, b�caus� thinking about it was lik� pulling off  a bandag� and s��ing 

that his skin was rotta�n und�rn�ath, or mayb� it was lik� touching a stov�. It was bad.

Grandma nodd�d, knowingly.

Mom got a look of disb�li�f on h�r fac� as sh� look�d at Grandma. “Moth�r?”

Grandma said to Eliot, “Theanks to Fr�yala, I hav�n’t n��d�d to worry about mind monst�rs for 50 y�ars. 

I’m a High Paladin, Eliot. You would b� a High Paladin, too. You could still trav�l th� world as a 

Fr�yalan. H�arthsw�llians put down roots. Do you want to liv� in on� city for�v�r that will mak� you 

d�p�nd�nt on that city? Or do you want to put up citi�s anywh�r� and �v�rywh�r�, and n�v�r b� 

b�hold�n to thos� who run thos� citi�s? B�caus� that’s what roots g�ts you; it g�ts p�opl� tugging at 

you, and you unabl� to l�av� th�m b�hind b�caus� you won’t want to l�av� th�m b�hind.

“I still r�m�mb�r bouncing you on my kn��, talking about all my adv�ntur�s on Daihoon, and how you 

want�d to s�� th� grand falls, and th� flooating mountains, and th� Half-The�r� Oc�an. H�arthsw�llians 

n�v�r g�t to s�� thos� plac�s, �xc�pt on t�l�vision.

“Fr�yalans g�t to s�� all thos� plac�s, and mor�.”

Eliot frown�d a littal�, in thought.

Mom just wait�d.

Grandma wait�d, too.

… Dammit. Grandma was changing Eliot’s mind right back to Fr�yala, wasn’t sh�.



- - - -

Isoko had b��n Chos�n by Fr�yala.

But that was just th� Godd�ss acc�pting Isoko, if Isoko want�d. The� oth�r half of th� Choosing still 

n��d�d to b� don�.

But how?

Wh�n sh� had l�ft Mark and Eliot at that br�akfast th� oth�r day, thr�� days ago, sh� had b��n thinking 

of a gr�at many things. From h�r unc�rtain pr�s�nt, with h�r burg�oning conn�ctions to Mark and Eliot.

To h�r past, with Tokyo, and to Crystal Tow�r through h�r grandmoth�r, Wand�ring Sag�. To h�r futur�,

and wh�r�v�r that might tak� h�r, and to b� alli�d with Mark and Eliot in ways that sh� was unabl� to 

fully r�ach, for h�r futur� was not n�arly as big as �ith�r of th�irs.

But Isoko had mad� p�ac� with h�r Platinum Body, and it wasn’t just lip s�rvic� anymor�.

During th� goblin cl�aring, Isoko had com� to t�rms with h�r Pow�r, and sh� lov�d it. Mark would g�t 

laid out with ov�r�x�rtion. Eliot would n��d actual prot�ction from constant thr�ats. But Isoko would 

n�v�r stop. Sh� would surviv� �v�rything. The�r� was a plac� for Isoko, wh�r�v�r sh� want�d to b�, 

b�caus� sh� did want to b� a h�al�r, a prot�ctor, and a kill�r of thr�ats.

Sh� lik�d b�ing untouchabl�, and sh� could do that with Fr�yala’s constant h�lp.

Sh� n�v�r spok� about h�r own history much with Mark or Eliot, which was a bit of a on�-sid�d part of 

th�ir partn�rships, so mayb� sh� should talk to th�m just to k��p things �v�n. Isoko had good r�asons for

wanting to b� untouchabl�. It wasn’t anything d��p, though. Not lik� Mark’s trauma, or Eliot’s big 

obligations to his family, and th� world.

Isoko just didn’t want to b� annoy�d by oth�r p�opl� anymor�.



Growing up attaach�d to Wand�ring Sag�, th� sup�rvillain, had put quit� a f�w str�ssors on Isoko, that 

most kids probably n�v�r f�lt. Fing�rnail polish dump�d in h�r school bags, hair-pulls in hallways that 

dropp�d Isoko to th� ground, tampons in h�r sho�s, and �v�n schoolyard firghts. Isoko had �xp�ri�nc�d a 

whol� bunch of childish shit that both�r�d h�r, but only b�caus� p�opl� w�r� trying to both�r h�r. The� 

only truly t�rribl� thing that had �v�r happ�n�d during h�r firrst 18 y�ars of lif� was wh�n h�r old�r 

sist�r, Riku, had gon� into th� Tutorial 5 y�ars ago and n�v�r cam� out.

For a long whil�, th� family assum�d that sh� had just gon� to Daihoon without t�lling anyon�.

But th�n y�ars pass�d, without a word.

So Riku was d�ad.

Hon�stly, Isoko had want�d to talk about h�r lif� with both Eliot and Mark, but Eliot always had 

cam�ras on and Mark… W�ll. H� would hav� und�rstood and commis�rat�d, but Isoko could n�v�r talk 

to him about that. It would hav� b��n rud� to talk to Mark about h�r own troubl�s wh�n Mark had so 

many of his own.

Ev�ntually, though, th�y would talk about it.

B�caus� Isoko want�d to s�arch for thos� mythical �lv�s who could bring back th� d�ad.

Mark hadn’t latch�d on to that part of Addav�in’s words (b�caus� it was insan� to try and bring back 

th� d�ad, or s�arch for �lv�s) but Isoko c�rtainly had latch�d onto thos� dr�ams utta�r�d by a dragon. 

Ev�n if sh� succ��d�d sh� fully �xp�ct�d to firnd it all nothing mor� than rumors that n�v�r w�nt 

anywh�r�. But sh� want�d to try,

And so, Isoko n��d�d pow�r.

A lot of pow�r.

Which had l�d to today, to choosing th� path through th� Fr�yalan Church that would g�t h�r th� most 

pow�r possibl�.



Som� p�opl� w�nt to Fr�yala in a Syst�m m�ssag�, clicking off  a box and d�claring th�ir atta�ntions and 

choic�s in a privat� matta�r. Som� w�nt to a church, wh�r� th�y spok� to a pri�st who th�n ask�d 

qu�stions and guid�d a p�rson into th� faith.

Isoko had b��n fraught with worry about h�r futur�. About what it all r�ally m�ant, and about how sh� 

could �v�r hop� to stand on th� sam� stag� as futur� sup�rh�ro�s… or sup�rvillains, sh� suppos�d.

Isoko chos� a traditional m�thod.

Or rath�r, th� traditional m�thod chos� h�r.

Sh� had gon� to b�d last night, still wond�ring, sort of, what would happ�n n�xt.

Sh� wok� up at 3 am du� to a knock on th� door. The�r� was a clothing box sittaing outsid�. The� box had 

contain�d a simpl� whit� shift; basically a pl�at�d whit� cottaon bag, with hol�s for th� arms and h�ad. It 

was th� traditional m�thod of b�ing induct�d into th� Church of Fr�yala, and now that th� box was h�r�,

and th� whit� shift f�lt soft in h�r hands, Isoko kn�w that sh� had mad� all th� d�cisions sh� could.

It was tim�.

Fr�yala was calling, and Isoko would answ�r.

Isoko wor� that shift now. Sh� was not th� only on� w�aring th� sam� thing. 17 p�opl� stood n�ar h�r, 

all of th�m w�aring just a shift, and nothing �ls�.

The� ground was grassy and soft. The� sun ros� b�yond th� horizon, turning th� world from g�ntl� blu�s 

into tru� light. A gold�n sky glow�d, announcing th� start of a n�w day, alongsid� birdsong �choing in 

th� tr��s.

The� cl�ansing pool was brilliantly cl�ar. Its banks w�r� solid whit� marbl�. The� basin was pur� whit� 

ston�, and a small fountain burbl�d in th� c�nt�r. Tall whit� ston� pillars stood around th� pool, lik� th� 

pillars of a roof of h�av�n.



The� gold�n sky h�ld th� most colorful, b�autiful clouds that Isoko had �v�r s��n. The� kind of clouds that 

Grandmoth�r could only mak� wh�n all things in lif� align�d corr�ctly, from humidity, to tim� of y�ar, 

to framing th� sky from th� prop�r vi�wpoint.

The� b�auty of today f�lt lik� som�thing sp�cial, but also incr�dibly plain.

A comforting sort of b�auty.

Instructor Charms was th�r�, in th� wat�rs, w�aring th� sam� sort of outfirt as �v�ryon� �ls�, and 

nothing �ls�. Sh� was th� half giant of a woman who sat on th� far l�ft of th� instructor skybox. H�r�, 

th� wat�rs cam� up to h�r waist, and sh� look�d a lot mor� g�ntl� than usual. Sh� smil�d softly.

Isoko hadn’t atta�nd�d th� last f�w days of Brawny Sparring, so sh� had kinda miss�d what�v�r had 

happ�n�d th�r�, but sh� was glad that Charms was out h�r� again. Sh� always s��m�d lik� th� b�st on� 

of th� instructors—

The� firrst rays of sunlight touch�d th� tops of th� whit� pillars around th� cl�ansing pool—

The� firrst acolyt�, a man Isoko’s ag�, w�nt in, walking across th� grass�s, st�pping into th� wat�rs. H� 

gasp�d a littal� as h� touch�d th� cold wat�rs, as h� st�pp�d down into th� basin, and his whit� shift 

clung to his skin, but also kinda flooat�d.

Isoko watch�d as Charms said small words to th� man, and th�n sh� took on� of his hands into h�r own,

and put a hand on his back. In a smooth motion, Charms dipp�d th� man into th� wat�rs, hand too, all 

th� way und�r. And th�n sh� brought him out and th� guy was smiling, bushing off  his fac� as though h�

had b��n crying, his fac� r�dd�ning a littal� bit as h� chuckl�d and th�n walk�d out of th� pool, away 

from �v�ryon� �ls�.

On� by on�, p�opl� walk�d into th� wat�rs for a dip and th�n a walk out th� oth�r sid�.

No on� rush�d to g�t in. No on� rush�d to g�t out. Ev�rything happ�n�d as it should.



Isoko r�cogniz�d th� danc� aft�r th� third dipping. The� air f�lt lik� Mark, but vastly wis�r, and infirnit�ly 

mor� pow�rful.

Fr�yala was h�r�, and sh� was happy.

And th�n Isoko walk�d forward, right in tim� to th� danc� that was lif�.

The� wat�r was cold and Isoko’s Platinum Body r�act�d to th� stimuli, h�r body bri�floy floick�ring 

platinum and th�n r�tr�ating as Isoko r�cogniz�d th� stimuli as just cold wat�r. Sh� st�pp�d down th� 

st�p, into th� basin, h�r shift flooating around h�r, up to h�r ch�st, as sh� walk�d to Instructor Charms.

Instructor Charms smil�d g�ntly. “H�llo, Isoko Kanno.”

“H�llo, Instructor Charms.”

Charms took Isoko’s hand in on� of h�r own, and th�n sh� put a hand on Isoko’s back, saying, “I’m glad 

I got to b� th� on� to introduc� you to Fr�yala.”

And th�n Isoko splash�d through th� world its�lf.

- -

Isoko op�n�d h�r �y�s.

Sh� was sittaing on a park b�nch, n�xt to a woman in a sundr�ss.

The� woman was dark skinn�d, but also mad� of light. Sh� was pal� as alabast�r, and pink lik� a suns�t. 

Purpl�, now. And th�n gr��n. Sh� was �v�ry rang� of human coloring, and also just h�rs�lf. Just a 

woman. No confusion about h�r at all.

Sh� was th� world, and th� world was h�r.



Sh� was Fr�yala, and h�r voic� was Unity Its�lf.

“What is your choic�, Isoko?”

Isoko br�ath�d out, “A Slay�r, and a kill�r of monst�rs. To trav�l th� world and kill what n��ds killing, to

sav� what n��ds saving, and to �xplor� what n��ds �xploring.”

Fr�yala nodd�d, as though Isoko’s d�cision wasn’t a thing sh� had just d�cid�d y�st�rday, but in fact th� 

r�v�aling of a truth that Fr�yala had s��n long b�for� Isoko had �v�r known h�r own d�stiny.

Fr�yala said, “You will start off  a Nasc�nt R�d Slay�r, th�n rapidly advanc� to Orang�, to Y�llow, and 

th�n to Gr��n. A distant goal for you is to b�com� a Dragon Slay�r, or to b�long to th� t�am of a Dragon

Slay�r. Theat is what I n��d from you. Theat is what this Choosing d�mands from you, Isoko Kanno. The�r�

ar� no individual goals for you; only th� big on� at th� �nd, and th�n a lif� fully liv�d as a Dragon Slay�r,

as b�st you can.

“You b�gin with th� Union of Br�ath, and th� Union of Blood. Good and Bad, Durability and W�akn�ss, 

and R�sili�nc� and W�akn�ss. You will hav� acc�ss to l�ss�r v�rsions of Purity and Impurity, Sust�nanc�

and D�privation.

“In tim�, your limitations will b� lift�d, and �xpand�d.

“You �xp�ct�d to b� a simpl� Chos�n, but I n��d you to b� a Paladin, Isoko Kanno.

“The� world n��ds you.”

Isoko’s �y�s w�r� wid� as sh� f�lt an in�ff ability pr�ss down onto h�r and th�n pull h�r upward in a 

swirl of bliss that show�d h�r all of r�ality.

Colors clash�d.

Pain was forgotta�n b�for� it was �v�n f�lt.



Isoko �xpand�d in �v�ry dir�ction at onc�—

- -

Strong hands pull�d Isoko out of th� wat�r and Isoko brush�d away t�ars and cold, cl�ar wat�rs from h�r

fac�. Sh� look�d up at Instructor Charms, and wond�r�d if th� last mom�nts with Fr�yala had happ�n�d,

or not.

And th�n Charms smirk�d, an �y�brow raising, b�for� sh� whisp�r�d, “W�lcom� back, Paladin Isoko.”

Words firll�d Isoko’s vision.

Atta�ntion Isoko Kanno!

You hav� �nt�r�d into th� Chos�n Syst�m for th� Godd�ss Fr�yala.

Curr�nt b�n�firts: Union of Br�ath. Union of Blood.

Limit�d to th�s� forms of Union: Good/Bad, Durability/W�akn�ss, R�sili�nc�/W�akn�ss,

Limit�d to th�s� l�ss�r forms of Union: Purity/Impurity, Sust�nanc�/D�privation

Curr�nt mission: B�com� a Nasc�nt R�d-rank�d Slay�r.

Distant mission: B�com� a Gr��n-rank�d Slay�r, a Dragon Slay�r, or a part of a Dragon Slay�r’s t�am.

Charms patta�d Isoko’s back, saying, “Tim� to sign up for th� H�al�r Club.”

Isoko grinn�d so v�ry much. Sh� wip�d away a t�ar or two, and th�n sh� slipp�d on th� bottaom of th� 

basin, floopping into th� wat�r som�, only to laugh und�r th� wat�r, and th�n start swimming ov�r to th� 

�xit.



Sh� ros� from th� cl�ansing pool, f��ling wond�rful for h�r bri�f foray into th� divin�.

And th�n a pri�st of th� church was th�r�, handing out tow�ls and a bag of Isoko’s cloth�s that sh� had 

organiz�d �arli�r, and ush�ring p�opl� into dr�ssing rooms. Isoko slipp�d back to normal lif� �asily 

�nough, but nothing was th� sam�. Nothing could �v�r b� th� sam�.

Sh� f�lt pr�s�nt in a way sh� could not articulat� at all.

Theat f��ling would �bb and floow, and n�v�r r�ally go away, from that mom�nt forward.

The�r� was an �xit int�rvi�w with som� cl�rics, and Isoko got plac�d into th� syst�m of th� Church �asily

�nough. Soon, sh� had a badg�, an ID, a rul� book to follow for b�st practic�s, and a qu�stion.

“How much do you wish to b� involv�d in th� organization? At th� low�st l�v�l, which you ar� now, 

you’ll g�t big updat�s through COFR and b� ti�d into th� syst�m for small updat�s, in what�v�r ar�a you

happ�n to b� in. It’s a whol� thing, and you can ch�ck it out. All paladins g�t that. You can rais� your 

position in th� organization through acc�pting qu�sts and such. Mostly, though, paladins ar� all driv�n 

by th�ir own qu�sts, so you don’t hav� to b� bigg�r in th� organization at all, if you don’t want to. But 

th�r�’s always work to b� don� and w� can c�rtainly firnd you som�, if that is what you want. Taking on 

actual work pays actual mon�y, too, so that’s a good r�ason to incr�as� your standing in th� 

organization.”

Isoko shook h�r h�ad. “I know wh�r� I’m going. I’ll b� paid mon�y as a Slay�r, too.”

The� cl�ric nodd�d. “V�ry w�ll, th�n. Now, as for l�arning about Union. H�al�r Club is always taking 

m�mb�rs, and…”



- - - -

Mark had only l�ft his room to �at. Isoko and Eliot, David and Orissa and Lola, had all visit�d, but Mark 

had not gon� out to do a singl� thing. H� was busy.

H� was ‘bodybuilding’. Astral bodybuilding, to b� sp�cifirc.

And now, four days aft�r g�ttaing th� p�ll�ts from Addav�in, Mark f�lt accomplish�d.

H� h�ld up a hand and 7 dropl�ts of black�st ‘wat�r’ m�lt�d into on� big drop that Mark th�n split into 8 

pi�c�s, to b�com� 19 pi�c�s, to b�com� 37 pi�c�s. His control ov�r th� �xact form of th� dropl�ts was l�ss

than p�rf�ct, but it was good �nough, for now. The� drops still pull�d at his black astral v�ins, but th� pull 

was a lot l�ss today than it had b��n wh�n h� firrst start�d. It was as though his astral body was strong�r.

B�caus� it was.

As th� liquid drops flooat�d in his astral body th�y d�form�d his black astral v�ins just a bit, and only 

wh�n th� drops swirl�d clos� to his v�ins.

It was hard�r to mak� th�m liquid than it was to just us� th�m as-is, so Mark r�l�as�d his d��p hold on 

th� drops, and sudd�nly th�y turn�d as solid as, w�ll, adamantium. The�y roll�d across his skin lik� tiny 

marbl�s, in s�v�ral lin�s of control, not d�forming Mark’s black v�ins at all.

Lik� h� was moving a whol� lot of firng�rs h� didn’t know h� had, Mark mov�d th� marbl�s into lin�s 

around his wrists, and th�n h� turn�d th�m bri�floy liquid, joining th� ‘strings of black p�arls’ into 

brac�l�ts. H� r�l�as�d his control on th� adamantium, not moving it around at all with his adamantium 

kin�sis… but th� adamantium was still firrmly �mb�dd�d in his astral body. To shak� his hands, in an 

atta�mpt to shak� th� adamantium bands on his wrists, was lik�… w�ll. Lik� shaking his hands. His hands

w�r� still firrmly attaach�d to his body. The� adamantium was still firrmly attaach�d to his astral body.



Sur�, it wiggl�d som�, but only b�caus�… Mark wasn’t sur� why it wiggl�d som�, actually.

With a t�nsion in his astral body (which was still w�ird to think about, and which was v�ry diff �r�nt 

from using Union) Mark h�ld th� adamantium solidly in plac�, and wiggl�d his arms. Theis tim�, th� 

bangl�s just h�ld th�r�, without falling any sorts of ways �ith�r up or down or this-way-and-that his 

for�arms. It was lik� h� had ‘t�ns�d his muscl�s’, or som�thing.

With a twist, Mark turn�d on� of th� bangl�s into two long n��dl�s, and th�n h� pok�d th� air, as though

jabbing with a punch. H� st�pp�d l�ft and right in his room, jabbing th� air with his firsts, and th�n with 

th� adamantium spik�s—

H� accid�ntally pull�d back too far, and on� of th� spik�s crash�d into Mark’s should�r, whil� th� oth�r 

slipp�d through his shirt, to impact his ribs. Bri�floy, Mark panick�d, but th�r� was no pain, b�caus� of 

cours� th�r� was no pain. Mark sigh�d a littal�, and th�n h� look�d at th� fr�sh s�t of hol�s in his shirt, 

and also at th� b�nt black spik�s, hov�ring in th� air.

H� couldn’t hurt hims�lf with adamantium, but it was still kinda fr�aky to hit hims�lf with it and not b� 

injur�d at all.

Mark r�form�d th� b�nt spik�s into solid m�tal… H� grinn�d.

H� look�d at th� flooor.

Car�fully, v�ry car�fully, Mark mad� four ‘coins’ of adamantium, �ach two inch�s across, and th�n h� 

push�d against th� flooor. It was lik� trying to do a handstand, but with his astral body, and not lik� a 

handstand at all. Mark tilt�d l�ft and almost f�ll but h� conc�ntrat�d on his w�ird ‘n�w muscl�s’, and h� 

balanc�d hims�lf out.

“H�h�h�h�h��.”

Mark lift�d into th� air, just an inch, and that was almost too much. His astral body tir�d, his 

adamantium f�lt almost outsid� of his control. But Mark’s h�art b�at with r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss, and 

Mark lift�d hims�lf off  of th� ground.



A full 6 inch�s!

And th�n a full foot!

Mark giggl�d maniacally as h� hov�r�d on l�gs and arms that w�r� not l�gs and arms, but was mor� lik� 

an amorphous blob of astral body that was not his maximum distanc� at—

Mark falt�r�d a bit, floopping back down to th� ground, f��ling �xhaust�d. H� smil�d and laugh�d and 

gath�r�d his adamantium back up into brac�l�ts.

… But w�r� brac�l�ts r�ally th� b�st form to k��p it in?

It took conc�ntration to chang� th� shap�, and was actually kinda hard to chang� th� shap�. It had tak�n

Mark two �ntir� days to r�aliz� how to mak� th� stuff  liquidiz� and b�com� som�thing oth�r than 

p�bbl�s. Theat whol� proc�ss mad� what Addashi�ld had don� with th� rapid transformation of a dropl�t 

of adamantium into a whol� bunch of diff �r�nt shap�s that much mor� impr�ssiv�.

Actually moving th� stuff  around was as �asy as moving an arm, or a hand, or what�v�r. It wasn’t lik� 

th� adamantium couldn’t actually pi�rc� his body unl�ss Mark r�ally tri�d to do �xactly that. The�r� was 

a r�ason that Addav�in us�d big spik�s of adamantium; th�y w�r� w�apons wh�n th�y w�r� shap�d lik� 

that. Mark transform�d th� brac�l�ts into spik�s that h�…

W�ll.

Wh�r� was h� gonna put spik�s?

B�hind his �ars? Might h�lp to prot�ct his h�ad, som�.

Could h� turn th�m into a bunch of spik�s and hid� th�m in his hair? Theat would b� b�tta�r for prot�cting

his h�ad than �ar-spik�s…



Mark mad� six n��dl�s and h� laid th�m on th� insid�s of his for�arms. The�y sat pr�ttay floush with his 

skin th�r�, so that s��m�d good. Mark practic�d moving around th� n��dl�s with fast d�ploym�nts and 

mor� m�thodical d�f�ns�s, and kinda just had fun with it—

Mark had a mom�nt, looking down at th� adamantium that touch�d his skin.

Theis was t�chnically lik�… 36 million goldl�af worth of adamantium, wasn’t it. Mark wasn’t sur� what 

th� curr�nt going-rat� was for adamantium, b�caus� th� dragon had c�rtainly crash�d som� of that 

�conomy. But this was still a lot of adamantium.

… Mark just star�d at it for a whil�.

H� thought of Mom, and Dad, and Dad’s firsh yank, and Mom’s cl�ansing wat�rs.

Mark conc�ntrat�d on all of his adamantium to turn a black blob into a firsh. Making th� body of th� firsh 

was �asy �nough, but d�licat� f�atur�s prov�d to b� impossibl�. Mark tri�d to mak� firns, and h� �nd�d 

up pulling blobs away from th� main body. H� tri�d to mak� scal�s and h� divid�d th� firsh in half. 

Ev�ntually, h� manag�d to mak� short, stubby firns and attaach som� blobs of black to mak� �xagg�rat�d 

�y�s. H� couldn’t mak� th� scal�s with his own s�ns� of pr�ssur�, or touching, for h� wasn’t that r�firn�d 

y�t with his kin�sis. But h� could us� a firng�rnail to pr�ss cr�sc�nts into th� adamantium, to giv� th� 

littal� firsh som� ‘scal�s’. Theat work�d quit� w�ll, so h� proc��d�d to sculpt th� r�st of th� firsh with his 

actual firng�rs.

Soon, h� had a p�rf�ct, tiny littal� firsh. Lik� a bait firsh. Lik� on� of Dad’s firsh clips.

The� t�ars cam�, and th�y didn’t stop for a whil�.

Mark h�ld onto that littal� firsh in his hands and curl�d up around it, crying, and th�n h� lay down on th� 

carp�t, and h� kinda just star�d at th� c�iling as h� flooat�d th� firsh abov� him.

- -



It was Christmas, and Mark was a kid, watching Dad d�corat� th� tr��, whil� Grandpa mad� popcorn 

for th� movi�, and Mom sat with Mark, trying to firgur� out which movi� th�y w�r� going to watch. 

Mark r�m�mb�r�d looking ov�r and watching Dad firnish off  th� tr��. H� had don� most of th� 

d�coration two days ago, but h� had found som� tins�l and h� want�d to put it up.

Littal� firshclips swam through th� color�d lights, though th� air, floutta�ring with coll�ctions of str�aming 

silv�r tins�l among th� gr��n boughs and hanging d�corations. The� firsh�s land�d h�r� and th�r� on th� 

tr�� to l�av� th�ir str�am�rs b�hind, whil� th� air sm�ll�d of popcorn and ch��s�, and Mom said 

som�thing about this or that movi� b�ing a good on�.

Mom saw Mark looking at Dad d�corat� th� tr��.

Mom call�d out to Dad, “Markus! Curtain Protocol!”

Dad had just smil�d and said, “What! H�’s all th� way on th� oth�r sid� of th� room.”

Grandpa had com� in with all th� popcorn, flooating on littal� disks of wat�r, saying, “Popcorn! Popcorn! 

Popcorn~”

And th� conv�rsation about th� firshclips floying around th� tr�� had n�v�r firnish�d.

- -

Mark watch�d a black, adamantium firsh flooat abov� him, solid and inflo�xibl�. It did not glint in th� light 

at all. Mark tri�d to mak� it mov� using just his astral body, to flo�x and shak� its tail as though it was 

actually swimming, but h� just brok� it in half. On� crud�ly-mad� firsh brok� into s�v�ral diff �r�ntly-

siz�d clumps of black.

With a sigh that was also a br�ath of Union, Mark cl�ans�d hims�lf of his drying t�ars.

Mom would hav� b��n happy for his cl�ansing/h�aling/prot�cting Union, and Dad would hav� b��n 

proud of his kin�sis.



H� want�d to talk to th�m so much.

… Which is probably why Addav�in had spok�n of both r�surr�ction magic, and �lv�s, and also how h� 

want�d to �xplor� Endl�ss Daihoon �v�ntually. Mayb� h� wouldn’t hav� spok�n of thos� if Mark hadn’t 

ask�d. But…

“Chasing th� d�ad, or moving on…” Mark whisp�r�d to hims�lf, as h� tri�d to r�mak� a firsh with just his 

s�ns� of kin�tic touch. It did not go w�ll. H� manag�d to mak� a crud� firsh… which was just as w�ll. 

Mark turn�d th� firsh into n��dl�s and h�ld th�m against his for�arms, and th�n h� sat up. “I n��d to sign

up for th� Slay�rs, anyway.”

Mark got up.

H� had not r�ally known it b�for� it had happ�n�d to him, but th�r� was only so much pain h� could 

think about b�for� thos� bad f��lings just start�d rolling away from him. H� was absolut�ly sur� that 

Union was h�lping him cop� with th� hard�st hittaing parts of his f��lings of loss, too. But was that okay?

Was it okay to start f��ling good about… about anything at all?

Mom and Dad w�r� d�ad.

The�y would want Mark to b�… happy… right?

His par�nts w�r� d�ad b�caus� h� tri�d to h�lp out an archmag�, and all of th� world thought that th� 

outcom� was a good on�.

For a whil�, Mark just lay th�r�, thinking about �motions and motivations and th� futur�.

Mark had promis�d hims�lf that h� wasn’t going to turn villain b�caus� all th� world was pointing him 

in that dir�ction, to b� consum�d with v�ng�anc�, but… Shit.

“… I n��d to sign up for th� H�ro/Villain Program, too.”

Mark lay th�r� for a whil� long�r.



And th�n h� got up.

H�’d sign up for th� H�ro/Villain Program soon �nough, and th� Slay�rs, too.

But firrst! A trip to th� H�aling classrooms, for a Scan.

Aft�r a walk in th� sunshin� and a littal� bit mor� cl�ansing magics appli�d to hims�lf to wip� away a 

stink of d�spair, Mark st�pp�d into th� H�aling Hall, walking past acolyt�s and prof�ssors who w�r� 

h�ad�d this way or that way.

Not a singl� p�rson who got within t�n f��t of him ignor�d him. The�r� w�r� small glanc�s. Bigg�r 

glanc�s. Doubl� tak�s. On� woman dropp�d h�r books wh�n sh� saw Mark, which was quit� odd. Sh� 

gath�r�d th�m up fast �nough, though. Mark didn’t �v�n g�t a chanc� to h�lp h�r pick th�m back up.

Mark mad� it to th� scanning clos�t just firn�. The� lights lit up insid�, and soon, h� got his r�adout.

Body, H�althy Body: 056

Shap�r, Adamantium: 077

Mind: 41

Natural, Union: 068

Soul: 39

Arch: 32

“N�at!” Mark said, dismissing th� glowing lights in th� air.

H�althy Body was mor� than doubl� what it usually capp�d at, which was bound to introduc� som� 

w�irdn�ss…



… Why had p�opl� b��n looking at him funny?

Mark l�ft th� room and w�nt to a n�arby bathroom, with a big mirror.

“Ah. Theat’s why.”

His compl�xion had chang�d.

H� us�d to hav� brown hair, brown �y�s, and with a pr�ttay normal whit�-guy kinda coloring. His skin 

had r�main�d th� sam�… probably. His iris�s had turn�d from brown to silv�r and black, though, whil� 

th� roots of his hair w�r� turning black. Dark�r than black, actually. Adamantium-black.

So that was th� dragon’s fault, probably.

Mark would complain to him th� n�xt tim� h� saw him.

Mark’s fac� look�d… Hmm. Theat was his fac�. Y�s. But also a bit… Hmm.

His body look�d… Hmm. The� sam�? ish? H� lift�d up his shirt. Still had gr�at abs. His cloth�s did f��l a 

littal� tight, though, so mayb� it was tim� to g�t a larg�r s�t of basic browns. Mayb� H�althy Body was 

incr�asing his mass and siz�, lik� most brawny Pow�rs did. H�althy Body didn’t hav� a str�ngth 

modifir�r, but H�althy Body usually didn’t go abov� PL 25, and y�t Mark’s H�althy Body was alr�ady at 

PL 56.

Adamantiumkin�sis was bar�ly at th� minimum r�quir�d l�v�l to work on adamantium, which was a 

PL79 Shap�r mat�rial. Adamantium was also partially Body and Arcan�… And, actually, Mark n��d�d to

r�s�arch that mor�, to firnd out what, �xactly, adamantium was, and if diff �r�nt sourc�s of adamantium 

had diff �r�nt prop�rti�s, or if it was all th� sam�. It was a biom�tal. Sur�ly th�r� was nuanc� to it.

Union had actually fall�n b�hind Adamantiumkin�sis, b�caus� a p�rson n��d�d to work th�ir Pow�r 

against a PL-�quival�nt or strong�r oppon�nt, and Mark wasn’t doing much of that right now, but Mark 

had b��n using Union to r�cov�r his astral body fast�r, so h� could lift th� adamantium b�tta�r. So that 

still h�lp�d th�r�.



Mark’s Mind, Soul, and Arch l�v�ls w�r� all rais�d du� to th� oth�r thr�� growing strong�r.

… H� hadn’t chang�d that much?

“Do I look that much diff �r�nt? … Not r�ally. You can’t �v�n t�ll th� �y�s ar� silv�r without… W�ll. 

Actually. Y�ah. You can t�ll— Oh.”

Mark was probably a littal� famous, or som�thing.

Y�ah.

Mark walk�d out of th� bathroom, and th�n out of th� H�aling building—

H� caught sight of a scal� and a h�ight m�asuring stick just insid� of a classroom, to th� right. It was an 

�mpty classroom for th� mom�nt, so Mark w�nt and ch�ck�d hims�lf out.

Ther�� minut�s and a f�w doubl� ch�cks lat�r, and Mark was now absolut�ly sur� that his cloth�s w�r� 

probably too tight. The�y w�r� m�ant for som�on� who was 6’3” and 220 pounds, but Mark was now 6’5”,

and 252. Which was a lot high�r than it f�lt lik�! Ev�n his sho�s f�lt tight�r now that h� was r�ally 

paying atta�ntion to that. The� adamantium was only half of a pound of th� stuff , too, so that wasn’t much

of anything at all.

Mark walk�d, a littal� s�lf-conscious, toward th� tram. H� got off  at Citad�l of Fr�yala R�sourc�s, th� 

main d�pot.

Half an hour lat�r, Mark walk�d out into th� sun onc� again, w�aring loos�r basic brown cloth�s that f�lt

a lot b�tta�r. P�opl� still �y�d him, but not ov�rmuch. H� look�d mor� or l�ss lik� a brawny, and not on� 

that was trying to show off , or som�thing w�ird lik� that.

… H� kinda want�d to go to th� gym and s�� wh�r� his oth�r numb�rs w�r� at.

No no no. Work firrst. G�t it don�, Mark.



Mark rod� th� tram to C�ntral Citad�l, to th� officc�s of th� Slay�rs and th� H�ro/Villain Program, and 

tri�d not to wond�r how much h� could b�nch pr�ss now.

Mayb� 375? I had b��n pushing 310, but… Mayb� 350?

Mayb� a lot mor�!

Theat’d b� n�at!


