
The� offic��s of th� Slay�rs and th� H�ro/Villain Program w�r� both lo�at�d in C�ntral Citad�l, on th� 

w�st�rn sid�, �los�r to th� airfie�ld. A lot of worldly �orporations, guilds, organizations, foundations, and 

all th� oth�r ways that p�opl� �ould b� organiz�d, had offic��s th�r�. The�r� w�r� �v�n, surpris� surpris�, 

unions.

Mark smirk�d as h� saw a sign for ‘St��lwork�rs Union’ with a sign hanging out front that spok� of 

magi�al it�m �r�ation and g�ttiing good pri��s for work, both r��urring and fr��lan��, and h�lping n�w 

�raft�rs g�t into good lo�ations. The�y primarily work�d with st��l�raft, whi�h was… som� sort of way to 

�raft magi�al it�ms, Mark suppos�d? H� wasn’t sur�.

The� offic�� was small, but it had a ni�� front window. A solid st��l statu� of Fr�yala with wings and a 

sword took up almost th� �ntir� window. It was quit� pr�ttiy.

‘Worldly Road’ was th� nam� of th� road that Mark walk�d down, and that monik�r show�d 

�v�rywh�r�. Firstly, th� str��t was massiv�. Easily tw�nty m�t�rs wid�. Big tr��s gr�w in th� ��nt�r, 

r�a�hing high and shading th� land from th� bright sun. P�opl� w�r� �v�rywh�r�. The� busin�ss�s on 

both sid�s of th� str��t w�r� brok�n up with �af�s with s�ating und�r umbr�llas on th� str��t, and littil� 

shops that sold stuff  from this part of Daihoon, or that part of Earth. The� buildings on both sid�s of th� 

str��t also had multipl� l�v�ls. Mostly two l�v�ls, but as Mark walk�d down th� str��t, h� saw a f�w 

thr�� story buildings h�r� and th�r�, and th�r� was �v�n a 20-ish story building furth�r down th� way.

Most of th�s� pla��s w�r� sat�llit� offic��s, with main offic��s lo�at�d h�r� and th�r� a�ross th� world, 

from Tokyo to N�w London, to Nig�ria and �ls�wh�r�. Maps h�ld outsid� of most offic��s that show�d 

wh�r� th� sat�llit� offic��’s primary offic�� was lo�at�d.

A lot of th� magi�al stor�s w�r� a part of th� Aluatha Empir�. Theat pla�� was lo�at�d on th� oth�r sid� 

of th� Atlanti� O��an, wh�r� M�xi�o and C�ntral Am�ri�a w�r� lo�at�d, but on th� oth�r sid� of th� V�il

on Daihoon. The� Aluatha Empir� had a bun�h of small�r �iti�s lo�at�d all a�ross North Am�ri�a. Not 

South Am�ri�a, though.



On th�ir sid� of th� V�il, Aluatha had built a rath�r famous wall a�ross th� land-bridg� that s�parat�d 

North and South Am�ri�a, b��aus� of som� horrors lo�at�d in South Am�ri�a. The�r� w�r� no Daihoon 

�iti�s down past that wall, though that was �hanging post-R�v�al. The�y w�r� trying to tak� ba�k South 

Am�ri�a’s Daihoonian �quival�nt… But Mark didn’t know mu�h about that whol� thing, �x��pt for 

that… probably wrong bit of trivia.

The� Aluatha Empir� was th� bigg�st �mpir� on Daihoon, with th� larg�st su���ss�s both in t�rritory and 

population, so th�y had a larg� showing h�r� on Worldly Road.

N�xt up was th� Dominion of Okuana. The�y w�r� lo�at�d on th� oth�r sid� of th� V�il right h�r�, in th� 

Europ�-ish ar�a. The�y w�r� half th� siz� of th� Aluatha Empir�, but th�ir �iti�s w�r� th� saf�st, sin�� 

th�y w�r� mad� of tr��s and stuff  that all a�tiv�ly at� monst�rs. Most p�opl� didn’t want to liv� insid� 

natur� pr�s�rv�s, though. Mark was pr�ttiy sur� h� didn’t want to liv� in a natur� pr�s�rv�, �ith�r.

… But living in an Okuanan �ity would mak� using sust�nan��/d�privation a lot �asi�r, and h� did lik� 

plants, in a sort of ‘y�ah that’s n�at’ sort of way. H� �ould �v�n do som� basi� magi� with plants, too, 

supporting th�m. So Okuana had a ��rtain app�al.

Aluatha was all about �l�m�ntal magi�s and ripping th� world apart to mak� it habitabl� for p�opl�. Not 

many plants gr�w in Aluathan �iti�s.

The� last Daihoon �mpir� was th� S�ttil�m�nt of X�rkona, but Mark didn’t s�� any of th�ir offic��s, and 

th�y w�r� mostly about making sur� pla��s work�d w�ll, anyway. The�y mostly �xist�d insid� oth�r 

�mpir�s. The�y did hav� a f�w a�tual �iti�s s�atti�r�d a�ross Daihoon, though, lo�at�d mostly on th� oth�r 

sid� of th� V�il from th� Earth nations of Kazakhstan and th� Caspian S�a and thos� sorts of pla��s.

The� X�rkona �ultur� was in�r�dibly influu�ntial a�ross all of Daihoon, b��aus� it was th�ir g�n�rals and 

th�ir mag�s and ar�hmag�s who h�lp�d �v�ryon� th�y �ould, with polit�n�ss and aplomb, b�for� th�y 

w�nt on to h�lp oth�r p�opl�—

Oh! The�r� was an offic�� for X�rkona. Pr�ttiy small. Look�d lik� an information kiosk, too, what with th� 

gr�at big sign on top saying that th�y would happily h�lp p�opl� with information. The�y w�r� �v�n 

talking to som� p�opl� right now.



N�at!

And th�n th�r� w�r� th� offic��s for various Earth-bas�d pla��s.

The� East Coast Union had a ni�� big offic��. Mark want�d to go in th�r� and ask what was happ�ning to 

Orang� City, to fiend out what had happ�n�d to his form�r hom�, but… Mark k�pt walking.

Ov�r th�r� w�r� offic��s for th� C�ntral Citi�s, and th�n California, whi�h had tak�n ov�r mu�h of th� 

�ast�rn �oast of th� form�r Unit�d Stat�s of Am�ri�a and unifie�d it into a �ountry all its own. A lot of 

Old World major �iti�s and stat�s had b��n �ompl�t�ly d�stroy�d by th� R�v�al, but a lot of th�m �am� 

ba�k, and in diff �r�nt forms. California was its own nation. C�ntral and East�rn Unit�d Stat�s had b��n 

fra�tur�d hard, with th� various pow�rs that aros� during th� R�v�al all d��iding to go th�ir own way. 

The� Colorado Ro�ki�s was a whol� nation now, too, whi�h Mark almost want�d to go s��, but not r�ally.

Mark k�pt looking around, trying to fiend th� offic��s of th� Slay�rs, or th� H�ro/Villain Program, or 

Crystal Tow�r; whi�h�v�r �am� fierst.

H� saw signs for Nig�ria, and South Afri�a, and—

Oh!

The�r�’s th� H�ro/Vil—

Ah. Nop�.

Just a sign for Tokyo and Japan. Not Crystal Tow�r or th� H/VP. The�y �v�n had a sign out front that 

said ‘Not Crystal Tow�r!’ and an arrow pointing furth�r down th� str��t, saying Crystal Tow�r was that 

way. The� sign was w�ll-mad� on a�tual laminat�, or plasti�, or what�v�r it was, whi�h show�d that th�y 

n��d�d to t�ll p�opl� this was ‘Not Crystal Tow�r!’ all th� tim�.

Mark walk�d on.



The�r� was a sign for som� pla�� �all�d Lak� Eyr�, Australia, whi�h had som� r�ally dramati� pi�tur�s 

from b�for� th� R�v�al and aft�r th� R�v�al, and th� fluooding of th� world. Mark stopp�d and r�ad. 

Pr�viously, th� lak� was som� sort of ‘rainy s�ason lak�’, and th� land around th� lak� was a d�s�rt. But 

sin�� th� R�v�al and du� to a bun�h of �ff orts, both p�rsonal and from th� Dominion of Okuana, th� 

lak� had b��n turn�d into a y�ar-round lak�, and th� d�s�rt basin was gr��n with lif�. It was pr�ttiy far 

inland, and pr�ttiy shallow, so it was a rath�r ‘a saf� pla�� to liv�!’ a��ording to th� signs. Mark b�li�v�d 

that. Shallow lak�s �ouldn’t hid� mu�h, whil� also allowing a lot of fiesh and oth�r lif� to thriv�.

Mark look�d insid� th� windows and saw som� guy on his �omput�r, typing away.

Mark k�pt walking.

Som� p�opl� noti��d him, but not r�ally. H� was just a brawny-looking guy w�aring basi� browns, 

whi�h… stood out a littil� bit. Most p�opl� had mon�y and r�al �loth�s.

But! Of thos� who w�r� w�aring basi� browns, brawni�s w�r� th� vast majority. It was that growing-

body thing th�y had going on, and whi�h Mark sort of shar�d with th�m. Ev�n his hair was �hanging. 

His hair was still brown for th� mom�nt, but it would b� growing in bla�k thanks to that dragon.

Mayb� h� should go g�t it buzz�d right now.

Mark walk�d down Worldly Road, and �v�ntually h� found on� of his two d�stinations.

The� Slay�rs.

It look�d lik� a bank.

It was a m�dium-siz�d offic�� spa��, with som� big doubl� doors that w�r� op�n. Mark walk�d insid�, 

through a g�ntly rushing air �urtain that k�pt th� �old air in th� building. The� fluoor was whit�-ish 

�on�r�t� and th� walls w�r� wood pillars and whit� plast�r. An angl�d �ount�r divid�d th� front room in

half. A s�ri�s of pol�s and rop�s furth�r d�lin�at�d th� publi� spa�� into a lin� that zigzagg�d ba�k and 

forth. A f�w p�opl� w�r� in lin� to talk to th� p�opl� b�hind th� �ount�r, of whi�h th�r� w�r� thr��.



Mark got in lin�.

H� list�n�d to th� oth�r p�opl� as th�y m�t with th� t�ll�rs and got busin�ss tak�n �ar� of, whi�h s��m�d

to follow a patti�rn that Mark had n�v�r s��n b�for�, but whi�h was �asy �nough to und�rstand. The� 

�ustom�r would tak� out an �mbl�m from around th�ir n��k, s�an it by running it a�ross a bla�k box on 

th� �ount�r, and th�n th�y would start th�ir busin�ss.

Mark list�n�d to on� of th�m.

“Y�s, Mist�r Julioz. How may I h�lp you?”

“R�turning from rounds. Took a qu�st to kill som� b�ars and som� frogs and also did a patrol in th� ar�a.

Frogs ar� impossibl�. T�am �an’t do it. The�y’r� fluying and invisibl�. W� almost lost a m�mb�r. Sh�’s 

r��ov�ring in th� hospital. B�ars ar� gon�, though. Round oth�rwis� �ompl�t�. Around 2,000 kills.”

The� woman typ�d away at a �omput�r, nodding, saying, “Und�rstood. Looks lik� th� frogs will b� 

upgrad�d to a high�r thr�at l�v�l and th�ir qu�st will b� r�issu�d a��ordingly. I’m glad your t�am is 

oth�rwis� okay…” Sh� paus�d, th�n said, “Looks lik� you’r� up for an hon�sty �h��k.” Sh� brought out a 

bla�k ston� that sh� s�t down on th� �ount�r b�tw��n th�m. “Hand on th� ro�k.”

Julioz pla��d his hand on th� ro�k, without �omplaint or anything r�s�mbling ang�r at all, whi�h kinda 

surpris�d Mark. To b� �all�d into qu�stion lik� that… But mayb� this was a routin� thing? It might hav� 

b��n routin�.

The� t�ll�r ask�d, “Wh�r� did your patrol tak� you?”

“Northw�st #18 patrol rout�, COFR-mad� and approv�d variant to th� normal rout�. W� �l�ar�d out 

�v�ry monst�r along th� way, �x��pt for th� frogs.”

“How many monst�rs did you kill?”

“Around 2,000.”



“The� out�om� of your targ�ts?”

“B�ars ar� d�ad. N�st burn�d and young �xt�rminat�d as mu�h as our s�out �ould fiend. Frogs had som� 

sort of mutation that wasn’t list�d on th� thr�at ranking that mad� th�m invisibl� and mayb� �v�n 

intangibl�. The�y w�r� d�fienit�ly fluying, too. Not just jumping r�al good. W� had to g�t out of th�r�.”

The� t�ll�r nodd�d. “You �an tak� your hand off , Mist�r Julioz.” The� t�ll�r tu�k�d th� bla�k dom�-thing 

und�r th� lip of th� �ount�r on h�r sid�, as sh� said, “Theat’s 1,000 gold l�af for a �ompl�t�d round and 

200 �xtra for th� b�ars. The� frogs hav� b��n upgrad�d in thr�at from R�d to Orang�, and th�ir bounty 

has in�r�as�d from 200 to 400. W�’r� sorry your t�am �n�ount�r�d a mutation, but w�’r� happy you 

surviv�d. Would you lik� us to split your funds b�tw��n your m�mb�rs? Or all to th� t�am l�ad�r?”

“Split ‘�m up, but 100 from my a��ount to Orn�ka…”

The�r� w�r� som� mor� small words past that, but Mark had mad� it through th� lin� and was b�ing 

b��kon�d to stand b�for� on� of th� t�ll�rs.

Mark walk�d forward to a man who was probably a brawny, bas�d on his siz�. The� guy look�d to th� 

s�ann�r that h�ld to th� sid�, lik� som� sort of �ard swip�r, but Mark had no tag, or what�v�r it was 

p�opl� w�r� showing off .

Mark said, “I want to sign up with th� Slay�rs. Theis is my fierst tim� in on� of th�s� offic��s.”

The� guy w�nt, “Ah! W�’r� glad to hav� you.” H� w�nt right into a spi�l, “Would you lik� to fiell out 

pap�rwork yours�lf, or hav� an AI do it for you? If you’r� an a�olyt� h�r�, COFR �an fiell out th� 

pap�rwork for you, and w� a���pt COFR’s r�ports as valid. Oth�rwis� w� still n��d p�rsonal AIs and all 

information on th� pap�rwork to b�… v�rifie�d through… a third party AI…” The� guy kinda look�d at 

Mark, and his sp���h kinda trail�d off  th�r� at th� �nd. H� blink�d. His �y�s w�nt wid�. H� said, kinda 

loudly, “Oh!”

Som� p�opl� look�d this way. Som� p�opl� b�hind th� t�ll�r, sittiing at d�sks, also look�d this way.

Som� guy stood up in th� ba�k of th� room and start�d walking this way.



Mark said, “I’ll do th� COFR-fiell-out-thing, if it’ll l�t m�.”

Mark saw a gold�n glow ov�rtak� th� t�ll�r’s monitor, but only from th� sid�. H� �ouldn’t t�ll what was 

a�tually happ�ning on th� s�r��n. The� t�ll�r glan��d at th� s�r��n, th�n ba�k to Mark, th�n ba�k to th� 

s�r��n. The� guy who had b��n at th� ba�k of th� room �am� fully forward by th�n.

The� t�ll�r jolt�d at th� app�aran�� of th� oth�r guy, but th�n h� r�lax�d.

The� t�ll�r bow�d toward Mark, and th�n st�pp�d away.

The� guy from th� ba�k, th� sup�rvisor, Mark assum�d, took th� t�ll�r’s pla��. H� smil�d and said, “H�llo,

Mark Car��d. W�l�om� to th� Slay�rs. Wh�n w� h�ard you w�r� int�r�st�d in us w� hop�d for th� b�st, 

and w�’r� glad to s�� that th� b�st won out, and �sp��ially aft�r that training mission vid�o. I’m Slay�r 

Jam�s I�tho, Y�llow Rank. You �an �all m� Jam�s, Mist�r Car��d.” Jam�s g�stur�d to th� sid�, to a 

hallway that l�d to a f�w diff �r�nt rooms. “Would you pl�as� join m� for an int�rvi�w? It will tak� 10 

minut�s, th�n w� �an mak� you an offic�ial Slay�r.”

Mark said, “Sur�, uh, Jam�s. Ni�� to m��t you.”

Jam�s smil�d a littil� and walk�d to th� sid�, past an ar�hway and into th� hallway.

Mark follow�d, but h� also glan��d b�hind him.

A f�w p�opl� w�r� bowing.

… Whi�h was int�ns�ly un�omfortabl�. What had Mark don� to d�s�rv� that?

Jam�s op�n�d th� way into a room, and Mark w�nt in with th� guy.

Mark found hims�lf sittiing in a �omfortabl�, but sturdy �hair, a�ross from Jam�s, sittiing in th� sam� sort

of �hair, with a tabl� b�tw��n th�m—



“Do you know what Slay�rs do?” Jam� ask�d, g�ttiing right into it.

“Mostly th�y do rout�s around �iti�s and sp��ifie� monst�r-kill qu�sts, as d�not�d by th� various pow�rs-

that-b� insid� of a �ity. You’r� paid by tax�s in th� �iti�s and you pay out to Slay�rs bas�d on qu�st l�v�l,

whil� only allowing Slay�rs of ��rtain ranks to a���ss ��rtain l�v�ls of qu�sts. It’s mostly working for 

mon�y, and b�ing honorabl� about it.”

Jam�s grinn�d. “The�r�’s som� nuan��, sp��ifie�ally with th� ‘honorabl�’ part, but that is pr�ttiy mu�h th� 

whol� thing, y�s. The� Slay�rs organization go�s ba�k ��nturi�s, but it’s always b��n in �xist�n�� in som�

form or anoth�r, to b� �rush�d und�r th� h��l of som� dragon and th�n ris� und�r th� auspi��s of a 

diff �r�nt dragon, to tak� �ar� of probl�ms that th�y don’t want to d�al with th�ms�lv�s. You �an r�pla�� 

‘dragon’ with any gr�at organization of pow�r out th�r�, and that �ov�rs 90% of our history.

“W�’r� m�r��nari�s who hav� a good r�putation.

“The� v�rsion of th� Slay�rs that �xists th�s� days mostly d�als with th� trash that �iti�s and oth�r 

organizations �annot b� both�r�d to d�al with th�ms�lv�s. Trash rout�s out into th� middl� of nowh�r�. 

Monst�rs that n��d killing, but whi�h ar� hard to fiend and kill. Distant probl�ms. Monst�rs that ar�n’t 

worth anything to kill. Theat sort of thing. Usually w�’r� just suppl�m�ntal. If you go to a guardhous� or 

pla�� lik� that, th�y usually outright t�ll us th�y hav� no work for us, but th�y always do. You just hav� 

to fiend th� lo�al offic��.

“And in som� pla��s, lik� h�r� at Citad�l Fr�yala, w�’r� on� of th� major ba�kbon�s of th� �ity’s normal 

d�f�ns�s.

“Theis is for many diff �r�nt r�asons, but it start�d off  this way b��aus� Fr�yala lov�s us, and w� lov� h�r.

“B��aus� of that, w�’r� allow�d to hav� a�tual pow�r h�r�. W� hav� t�ams �oming in h�r� all th� tim�, 

from all ov�r th� two worlds, to fiend a�olyt�s of Fr�yala, or anyon� with h�aling and prot��tion magi�s, 

to tak� and go out into th� r�st of th� Two Worlds and mak� r�al diff �r�n��s.

“W�’r� nomads that do bit�h work that n��ds to b� don�, and who �an fiet in anywh�r�. Som�tim�s w� 

tak� on th� d��p�r thr�ats, out th�r� in th� d��p wilds. The� on�s that will only o��asionally thr�at�n a 

�ity, but whi�h ar�n’t �urr�ntly big thr�ats.



“And w� always stand up and fieght wh�n th� kaijus �om� roaring. Theat’s th� major diff �r�n�� b�tw��n 

us and adv�ntur�rs. ‘Adv�ntur�rs’ is a bad word around h�r�!” Jam�s said, with a grin. “And so, b��aus� 

w�’r� honorabl�, that’s th� only r�ason w� hav� mu�h pow�r h�r� at all, but w� don’t hav� mu�h r�al 

pow�r at all, Mark.

“If you �am� to us for pow�r, that’s not how this works. Did you �om� to us for pow�r?”

Mark f�lt a littil� w�ird at th� m�ntion of dragons �rushing th� Slay�rs and also raising th� Slay�rs from 

th� ash�s, or what�v�r, but th�n Jam�s k�pt talking, and Mark f�lt b�tti�r and b�tti�r about this d��ision 

by th� minut�.

Mark answ�r�d, “I hav� pow�r. I want to prov� mys�lf and fiet in anywh�r�. Explor� th� Two Worlds. All 

of that stuff . And I n��d l�gitima�y. Can th� Slay�rs giv� m� th� l�gitima�y I n��d to mov� fr��ly?”

Jam�s solidly said, “W� do l�gitima�y quit� w�ll. The� Slay�rs routin�ly �ngag� with City AIs to v�rify 

qu�st �ompl�tions through truth magi�s and oth�rwis�. W�’r� an honorabl� organization, and you’r� 

�xp��t�d to b� honorabl� as a Slay�r, in all asp��ts of your lif�. Theat m�ans a lot of diff �r�nt things to 

diff �r�nt p�opl�, but th� only a�tual laws w� hav� ar� simpl� to list. No �xtrajudi�ial killing of f�llow 

humans. No st�aling from humans. Compl�t� th� qu�st, but if you �an’t, th�n r�port that you �an’t, and 

why. L�ss�r laws in�lud� ‘doing bit�h work qu�sts if th�y’r� on th� list for a whil�, �v�n if th�y don’t pay

w�ll’, and stuff  lik� that. W�’r� prot��ting humanity, and mostly that is m�ssy, tim�-�onsuming work.

“Most of our work is on Daihoon, though w� do hav� som� h�r� on Earth, though not n�arly as mu�h.

“Do�s that s��m lik� som�thing you want to do?”

Mark grinn�d. “Absolut�ly. I’ll b� going to Daihoon, too.”

Jam�s smil�d a littil�. “Glad to h�ar it. So �v�ryon� starts off  as a Nas��nt R�d Slay�r, and you will, too.

“Our ranking syst�m is th� �olor s�al�, from Nas��nt R�d, to R�d, to Nas��nt Orang�, to Orang�, all th� 

way to Purpl�. It’s only 6 ranks, with 6 int�rm�diary t�sting ranks. You hav� to �l�ar R�d qu�sts �asily 

b�for� you’r� allow�d to advan�� to Nas��nt Orang�, and th�n tak� on Orang� qu�sts. As soon as you 



�an prov� yours�lf on th� �asy Orang� qu�sts, th�n you �an b��om� A�tually Orang�, and tak� any 

Orang� qu�st you want.

“And so on and so forth.

“F-rank Pow�rs �an usually �l�ar R�d qu�sts just fien�. E-rank Pow�rs �an usually do Orang� qu�sts. 

Et��t�ra.

“R�d qu�sts ar� killing nuisan�� monst�rs. B�ars, fluying fiesh, �t��t�ra.

“Orang� qu�sts ar� killing dang�rous nuisan�� monst�rs.

“Y�llow qu�sts ar� killing thr�at�ning monst�rs, as in thr�at�ning to �aus� a monst�r wav�, or dir��tly 

thr�at�ning a s�ttil�m�nt. A lot of Orang� qu�sts turn Y�llow if th�y’r� not tak�n �ar� of w�ll �nough.

“Gr��n qu�sts ar� dang�rous thr�at�ning monst�rs. Goblins ar� Gr��n qu�sts. Most sapi�nt, humanoid-

typ� monst�rs ar� Gr��n qu�sts. Individual bands of goblins and su�h ar� low�r rank�d, but th� goblin 

s�ttil�m�nts ar� always Gr��n rank qu�sts. W� usually do not go aft�r thos�, b��aus� th�n th�y �om� 

aft�r us, but w� absolut�ly kill th�m wh�r�v�r th�y ar� insid� of our lands, or around our s�ttil�m�nts.

“The� majority of pow�rful Slay�r work is don� in Gr��n, and it’s brok�n down from ti�r 1 to ti�r 10.

“Blu� is for kaiju qu�sts.

“Purpl� is for dragon qu�sts.

“Slay�rs don’t usually go aft�r Blu� or Purpl� qu�sts, b��aus� most pla��s-that-�xist hav� p�opl� that �an

handl� kaiju or oth�rwis�, or �ls� th�y wouldn’t b� pla��s-that-�xist. W� do hav� mor� than a f�w rapid-

r�spons� Slay�rs that �an h�lp in thos� situations, though. Theos� ar� th� Dragon Slay�rs. You’d �all th�m

sup�rh�ro�s h�r� on Earth.

“Most Slay�rs stop at Gr��n, if th�y’r� abl� to g�t that far at all. Mayb� Gr��n 5, Gr��n 6.



“I would �xp��t you to �v�ntually b��om� a Purpl�-rank�d Slay�r, but you’r� an outli�r.

“Ev�ryon� n��ds a t�am, but you don’t n��d to hav� �v�ryon� on your t�am b� a Slay�r to b� allow�d to 

do Slay�r qu�sts, or g�t paid for qu�sts. How�v�r, wh�n you r�gist�r for a qu�st, that t�am r�gist�rs, and 

�v�ryon� on that t�am g�ts a t�am ranking, bas�d on th� t�ams th�y ar� on. In addition, �v�ryon� has an

individual ranking that is usually a lot low�r than th�ir t�am ranking.

“It s��ms lik� a lot right now, but it’s pr�ttiy simpl� in pra�ti��.” Jam�s ask�d, “Any qu�stions?”

Mark thought for a s��ond.

“I hav�… so many qu�stions—” Mark paus�d. “Languag�! Theat’s fierst. I h�ard th�r�’s about a hundr�d of 

th�m.”

Jam�s said, “English is spok�n by most p�opl� b��aus� it was alr�ady spok�n by most p�opl� on Earth at

th� tim� of th� R�v�al, but th�r�’s also Mandarin, Japan�s�, Russian, and Spanish. If you �an sp�ak two 

of thos�, th�n you �an usually �ommuni�at� with som�on� ov�r on Daihoon. As for Daihoonian 

languag�s, th�y sp�ak Farnal, G�tana, Dragonal, and X�rk. X�rk is p�rhaps th� most wid�spr�ad, du� to 

th� S�ttil�m�nt of X�rkona. The�y’r� th� Sp�ak�rs and th� major diplomats who try to mak� inroads with 

almost �v�ryon�. If you want to l�arn 1 languag�, I sugg�st X�rk.

“As for a�tually l�arning th� languag�s, I sugg�st you s��k out a Mind Expansion Mind�r. The� �ff ��ts of 

th�ir Pow�rs fad� ov�r a w��k or two, but that’s usually �nough to start l�arning a languag� on your 

own. Most major �iti�s hav� on� at th� �ntran��s to th� �iti�s that will imbu� th�ir Pow�r onto you for a 

small f��. The� r�ally big �iti�s usually hav� som�on� at th� intak�s that �an limit th�ir Expansion to 

languag� a�quisition only, and forgo th� usual sid� �ff ��ts of su�h a Pow�r,” Jam�s fienish�d with, “If 

you’r� taking a boat to Daihoon, most ag�n�i�s will throw in a good Expansion if you ask for it, and pay

for it. It’s a 500 goldl�af standard f�� last I �h��k�d.”

Mark grinn�d at that. “Theank you. Theat sounds…” Mark had… som� mon�y? H� wasn’t a�tually sur� 

what th� banking situation was… lik�, at all. H� had �ompl�t�ly avoid�d �v�n thinking about buying 

stuff  or his par�nts bank a��ounts or any of that—

Jam�s ask�d, “Is �v�rything alright?”



Mark blink�d and �am� ba�k to hims�lf. “Y�s! Sorry. Theat’s all of my qu�stions, a�tually. Can I sign up 

now?”

Jam�s smil�d, stood, and g�stur�d to th� door, saying, “L�t’s s�� what COFR has to say about 

pap�rwork.”

Ov�r th� n�xt t�n minut�s, Mark fiell�d out som� small parts of pap�rwork hims�lf, whi�h was mostly 

v�rifying that COFR had fiell�d it all out �orr��tly. A f�w thumbprints on a f�w diff �r�nt d�vi��s h�r� and

th�r�, and th�n Mark put a hand to a truthston� and answ�r�d qu�stions that all s��m�d pr�ttiy normal. 

‘Do you hav� any int�ntion to bring harm to oth�r humans?’ ‘Can you uphold th� Cod� of Condu�t as 

d�s�rib�d h�r�, and whi�h you alr�ady sign�d as r�ad and und�rstood?’

“Do you hav� plans to work with monst�rs to und�rmin� humanity?”

Mark almost ask�d Jam�s if Addav�in �ount�d, but h� fiegur�d a big fu�k-off  dragon who was trying to 

b� a H�ro of Humanity did not �ount, and �v�n so, th� qu�stion was about ‘und�rmining humanity’, 

whi�h alr�ady had an �asy answ�r.

“No,” Mark answ�r�d. “I will not und�rmin� humanity with any of my a�tions.”

Jam�s subtly rais�d an �y�brow as h� look�d at his s�r��n, and th�n h� mov�d on to th� n�xt qu�stions.

It was basi� stuff .

Soon �nough, Mark got a solid-stat� badg� that was bla�k h�xagon with bar�ly-r�d �dg�s. It was som� 

sort of �omput�r thing, or som�thing. Ev�ry Slay�r had on�. Jam�s mad� a big d�al of t�lling him that it 

was not a r��ording d�vi�� and that Mark did not hav� to k��p it on hims�lf at all points in tim�, and 

that it did not fun�tion as any sort of ID, �x��pt as a Slay�r. The�y w�r� �asy to r�pla��, too, b��aus� 

‘th�y g�t d�stroy�d in fieghts all th� tim�, so don’t worry about r�pla��m�nts’. Mark �ould g�t anoth�r 

badg� as �asily as h�ading into any big Slay�r offic��, and g�ttiing ID’d by th� City AIs. The�y’d b� happy 

to print Mark out anoth�r ID for just a small f�� of 5 goldl�af.

“But th� fierst on� is fr��!” Jam� said, lik� it was a jok�.



Mark just smil�d, b��aus� h� didn’t g�t th� jok�.

Not too long lat�r, Mark walk�d out of th� Slay�r offic�� with a badg� around his n��k, hanging from a 

stainl�ss st��l military-lik� n��kla��. It f�lt good to hav� it th�r�.

It f�lt lik� a big st�p forward.

Mark ask�d his phon�, “COFR? Is th� Slay�r badg� a tra�king d�vi��?”

His phon� glitti�r�d gold and words app�ar�d, ‘The� Slay�r badg� is littil� mor� than an artifie�ial mana 

�rystal that has a nam�, numb�r, and ranking attia�h�d to it. The� main us� of th� badg� is to mor� �asily 

link a p�rson to th� Slay�r databas�, whi�h �ontains a�tual information. The� badg� �an b� tra�k�d by 

sp��ial m�ans, but th� sam� is tru� of pra�ti�ally �v�rything. The� badg� has no sp��ifie� tra�k�r on it, in 

it, or n�ar it, unl�ss th� us�r puts on� th�r�, whi�h som� p�opl� do. Your badg� has non� of that.’

Mark grinn�d as h� r�ad that whil� h� walk�d—

Mark paus�d.

H� ask�d, “COFR? Should I g�t a p�rsonal AI?”

‘Bas�d on proj��tions and standard situations that on� might fiend out in th� world, you n��d a T��h 

Mind�r of som� sort to pr�v�nt your t��h from b�ing �orrupt�d to foul �nds. I �an build you a p�rsonal 

AI from mys�lf and a��omplish mu�h of this, whi�h is a rath�r normal arrang�m�nt for most graduat�s 

of Citad�l Fr�yala, but a strong �nough T��h Mind�r �ould invalidat� your AI anyway. As su�h, any AI I

grant you will not b� a living AI, but inst�ad a link to m�, whi�h will allow m� to �onta�t you r�garding 

various important information. Your p�rsonal AI would r�main your own.’

Mark f�lt �onfied�nt �nough, aft�r having d�alt with COFR for a �oupl� of months now, to say, “I a���pt 

th� off �r. Theank you.”

The� phon� flui�k�r�d gold and th�n fad�d to silv�r.



‘Pl�as� nam� your P�rsonal, non-living AI.’

Mark didn’t know what to nam� it, at fierst, but that silv�r �olor spark�d a m�mory. Wh�n h� had b��n 

doing th� Color Drop tr�atm�nt, Orang� City had install�d a t��hno-organi� silv�r box in th� �orn�r of 

th� living room. It had burrow�d roots into th� hous� and b��n Mark’s ‘not r�ally p�rsonal AI’ for a bri�f

tim�. And th�n th� hous� had b��n d�stroy�d.

Mark �ouldn’t �v�r g�t that hous� ba�k, but h� �ould at l�ast �arry som� part of it around with him, �v�n

if it had b��n a v�ry n�w part.

Mark said, “Quaark. Theat’s your nam�. Quaark.”

The� phon� flui�k�r�d gold and th�n fad�d to simpl�, solid silv�r.

‘H�llo, Mark Car��d. I am your P�rsonal AI, Quaark. I am an off shoot of Citad�l of Fr�yala R�sour��s, 

and am h�r� to k��p your information in good working ord�r, and to allow for �asi�r v�rifie�ation at 

various �h��kpoints. Pl�as� b�ar with m� as I updat� to fun�tionality and gath�r information about your

p�rson. Estimat�d updat� tim�: 2.7 minut�s.’

The� phon� fad�d to a simpl� bla�k r��tangl�.

Mark grinn�d and put th� phon� into his po�k�t.

H� h�ad�d down th� road, toward th� H�ro/Villain Program h�adquart�rs, whi�h was also th� lo�ation 

for th� Crystal Tow�r �mbassy.

It was th� 20-story building.

- - - -



Mark walk�d into an atrium of glass and light and busin�ss, with p�opl� in suits talking with p�opl� in 

normal-ish �loth�s, and oth�r p�opl� walking with purpos�, with th�ir h��ls �li�king on th� whit� 

marbl� fluooring. Ov�rh�ad, st��l s�ulptur�s of sup�rh�ro�s and sup�rvillains fluoat�d in th� air… or rath�r

th�y w�r� h�ld up by w�ll-hidd�n �abl�s and support stru�tur�s. The�r� was Glorious Man, rushing 

forward with a pun�h against Night�rror, who r��l�d ba�k whil� Wand�ring Sag�, Isoko’s grandmoth�r, 

twist�d th� battil�fie�ld with blad�s of wind. The�r� w�r� doz�ns of major fiegur�s, all support�d from th� 

��iling, all fieghting th�ir own battil�s.

Mark didn’t r��ogniz� many of th� fieghts, but h� was pr�ttiy sur� that Wand�ring Sad�’s fieght against 

Glorious Man up th�r� was th� on� that happ�n�d wh�n Wand�ring Sag� grabb�d that Tru� H�al�r and 

jump�d th� lin� to g�t Isoko’s moth�r tr�at�d for �an��r. It was a big story, 13 y�ars ago…

Oh.

No.

It was not a tabl�au of history.

The� ‘fieght’ Mark was s��ing was mor� of a ‘this is g�n�rally how it is’ and l�ss of a sp��ifie� fieght. 

Night�rror was Glorious Man’s usual big �n�my. Wand�ring Sag� was th�r� in th� ba�kground… Y�ah. 

Theis wasn’t a histori�al thing at all.

All th� oth�r fieghts s��m�d th� sam� way, a�tually. Was it a mark�ting thing? Mayb�—

“Gr��tings,” said a man in bla�k, standing a bit away from Mark. H� look�d… kinda �vil. Bla�k suit, 

purpl� und�rshirt, sli�k�d ba�k hair. It was a look with a purpos�, for sur�. “I’m Gaston Lussi�r, AKA 

Shadowlo�k. I’m a liaison for th� Worldwid� Villain Program out of Crystal Tow�r, h�r� at Citad�l 

Fr�yala for various r�asons.”

Ah.

The�y had �om� out to m��t him, th�n.



Mark f�lt a w�ight s�ttil� upon him. A w�ight of duty? P�rhaps.

Mark said, “H�llo. I’m Mark Car��d. I’m h�r� to sign up for th� Villain program… for various r�asons.”

Gaston grinn�d a littil� bit. And th�n h� said, “I know who you ar�, Mist�r Car��d.”

H� g�stur�d b�hind hims�lf and a tunn�l of shadows ripp�d through th� air, up through th� diorama of 

sup�rh�ro s�ulptur�s, l�ading all th� way up to th� fourth fluoor, or mayb� th� fiefth. The� ��nt�r of th� 

tunn�l op�n�d up. On th� oth�r sid�, mayb� 5 f��t away from Mark, w�r� th� doors to an offic�� lab�l�d 

‘Crystal Tow�r Villainy Liaison’ and also ‘Shadowlo�k’.

Gaston walk�d through fierst.

Mark wat�h�d as upstairs, on th� oth�r sid� of th� portal, Gaston stood, waiting for him.

W�ll th�n!

H� was using his Pow�rs in publi� and in a larg� way, huh? Theat was �l�arly ‘villainous’.

… Y�ah. ‘Gaston Lussi�r’ was a ‘villain’; y�s that mad� s�ns�. Was his fierst nam� �v�n his r�al nam�? Or

his busin�ss nam�? Was Mark going to n��d to �hoos� a b�tti�r p�rsonal nam�? Lik� movi� stars did 

som�tim�s? Mayb� h� would?

Mark stood tall and walk�d through th� portal.

And th�n h� was on th� fourth fluoor, looking at all th� sup�rh�ro s�ulptur�s from abov�.

Mark wat�h�d th� shadow tunn�l �ollaps�, saying, “Theat’s n�at.”

Gaston �hu�kl�d a littil�, and th�n h� b�gan to �a�kl� as h� slamm�d op�n th� doors to his offic�� and 

strod� through lik� som� sort of d�migod. Or som�thing. Or probably just lik� a villain, a�tually.



Mark walk�d insid�, asking, “Do I n��d to l�arn to �a�kl� lik� that, too?”

“Absolut�ly y�s!” Gaston said, without h�sitation.

The� doors shut with flui�k�rs of shadow, and Mark was alon� in a room with a villain.

B�tti�r than b�ing alon� in th� sky with a dragon, r�ally.

The� offic�� look�d gr�at and prof�ssional. Big d�sk. Som� �omput�r s�r��ns. Big s�r��n to th� sid�, in 

front of som� �ou�h�s. And also a bun�h of m�r�handis�, strang�ly �nough. Cups and mugs and bobbl�-

h�ads and tshirts sat �a�h in th�ir own littil� �ubbyhol�, �a�h p�rf��tly illuminat�d by light sour��s, �a�h 

of th� h�ro�s or villains looking �olorful or dour or sharp or s�xy, d�p�nding on th� h�ro or villain in 

qu�stion. Mark kn�w almost non� of th� p�opl� on that m�r�handis�, for sup�rh�ro �ultur� was vast and

Mark was mor� fo�us�d on monst�r killing, but h� did r��ogniz� som� of thos� p�opl�. H� r��ogniz�d 

th� th�m� of Gaston’s work… Mayb�.

The� H�ro/Villain Program was diff �r�nt things to diff �r�nt p�opl�. Combat pr�par�dn�ss was major goal

#1, but mon�y, narrativ�, and �ultur�, w�r� all #2 through #what�v�r. A lot of h�ro�s w�r� in it to mak� 

a living as a minor movi� star for a�tion-ori�nt�d shows.

Big bay windows show�d off  th� horizon of Citad�l Fr�yala, and all of th� big �hur�h�s in th� distan��. 

Grand C�ntral Citad�l ros� tall and strong, all Gothi� and old/n�w at th� sam� tim�, whil� th� wall of 

th� �ity loom�d in th� distan��, lik� a solid gr�y-ish horizon.

Gaston turn�d around, grinn�d, and th�n his �ntir� d�m�anor �hang�d. His should�rs w�r�n’t quit� so 

straight. His ba�k wasn’t so rigid. His �y�s �v�n s��m�d soft�r, as all of him s��m�d a whol� lot mor� 

approa�habl�. His voi�� �v�n s��m�d ni��r, as h� said, “I was ask�d to sp�nd som� mor� tim� h�r� in 

Citad�l Fr�yala as of a f�w w��ks ago, in �as� you �am� this way. I usually mov� all ov�r th� pla��, but 

Citad�l is on� of my normal haunts. Wand�ring Sag� ask�d m� to do this, and also Ivona Gus�a, Mind 

Dan��r. I b�li�v� you m�t both of th�m at a party at th� Cyb�rsong r�sid�n��.”

Mark f�lt som� funny kinda way at b�ing told of small intrigu�s in th� H/VP. H� nodd�d. “I m�t both of 

th�m, y�s. Ivona was th� pink lady. Sh�, uh, tri�d to g�t m� to join th� H�ro Program, but in a way that 



was… probably int�nd�d to mak� m� not want to join. Sh� spok� a lot about mon�y and m�r�handising 

and I’m not sur� what �ls�.”

Gaston nodd�d. “All �orr��t!” H� w�nt ov�r to a littil� r�fr�shm�nt station, n�xt to som� ni�� �ou�h�s 

and a �off �� tabl�, asking, “Would you lik� to sit? And a �up of �off ��? I br�w�d it a f�w hours ago. It’s 

r�ally quit� good stuff . I’m having a �up.”

“... I n�v�r r�ally lik�d �off ��, but I will ��rtainly try it again.”

Gaston grinn�d. “L�t m� mak� you on� with �r�am and sugar.”

“Sur�!”

Mark soon found hims�lf sittiing and sipping som� r�ally quit� good �off ��. It was a wond�rful shad� of 

brown with a littil� bit of foam, and it tast�d lik� �aram�l-milk-som�thing. H� smil�d as h� had a s��ond 

and third sip. H� had n�v�r had �off �� this good, whi�h was w�ird. H� wond�r�d what Gaston had don� 

diff �r�ntly with his �off ��. H� had just pour�d it out of a �off �� pot alongsid� his own �up, and th�n 

pour�d in som� foam and sugar.

Mark said, “I think if this had b��n my introdu�tion to �off ��, I might hav� start�d drinking it mor�.”

Gaston grinn�d as h� sipp�d his own �up, don� in th� sam� styl�. “Theank you. It’s not oft�n I g�t to 

introdu�� som�on� to �off ��. I gr�w out of th� fluavorful stuff  d��ad�s ago and I mostly tak� it bla�k th�s�

days, but it’s always ni�� to go ba�k to my roots.” H� had anoth�r sip, and th�n s�t his �up down. “So 

you’r� b�ing mor� or l�ss for��d to b� a villain.”

Mark gav� a tiny, wry grin. “I would hon�stly not parti�ipat� in any of this stuff  if I �ould l�av� it 

b�hind, but y�s. Theis is happ�ning.”

Gaston nodd�d, looking s��ur�. “Theat’s just about th� b�st attiitud� that a futur� villain �an hav� about 

this job, b��aus� that’s th� attiitud� that allow�d this whol� h�ro/villain thing to d�v�lop at all. The� 

original villains, Tim�grabb�r and Sunwallow�r, w�r� all r�al h�ro�s who saw th� n��d to train th� 



young�r g�n�rations outsid� of th� d�ath traps that w�r� normal hunt�r rout�s in th� wilds. The�y also 

had a gr�at lov� for th� old �omi�s.

“So Tim�grabb�r and Sunwallow�r b��am� ‘villains’. Theis whol� id�a start�d with th� villains, b��aus� 

you hav� to hav� p�opl� willing to tak� th� fall to rais� oth�r p�opl� up. Ev�rything �ls� d�v�lop�d from 

th�r�.

“W� do this job b��aus� w� must, though w� usually �nd up having a lot of fun, too. And y�s, w� rob 

banks and w� usually �nd up g�ttiing b�at�n by young h�ro�s all th� tim�, but this is important work. 

The�r�’s not a singl� villain out th�r� that hasn’t h�lp�d lift young h�ro�s up, and pr�par�d th�m for 

prop�r tak� downs of a�tual villains, or, mor� usually, monst�rs.”

Mark smil�d a littil�, and this tim� it was kinda r�al. “I h�ard som�thing lik� that from a f�w diff �r�nt 

p�opl�.” H� add�d, “I don’t want to a�tually do any villain work for a whil�. Hop�fully not �v�r, but I 

know that’s impossibl� with what's-his-fa�� d�manding… What�v�r h� wants to happ�n. I’m going to 

Daihoon in lik�, a month. Mayb� a w��k. I don’t know wh�n, but I do know that’s wh�r� I want to go, 

fierst. And th�n I’ll do th� villain-thing lat�r. Y�ars lat�r.”

Gaston nodd�d. “W� don’t want th� dragon involv�d in anything y�t, �ith�r, so that’s a good play. I 

und�rstand that you, Isoko Kanno, and Eliot Cyb�rsong, ar� all �mbarking on a �ity �r�ation mission, 

h�ad�d in th� sam� g�n�ral dir��tion, y�s?”

“Y�s.”

“Do you know what Empir�? What g�n�ral part of Daihoon?”

“I don’t know anything y�t, but I hav� r�ad up on th� g�n�ral ord�r of �v�nts. Eliot is going to b� th� 

on� making th� �ity, I assum�, alongsid� a pl�thora of oth�r p�opl�. I h�ard h�’s in th� middl� of a gr�at 

big bidding war right now. I’ll b��om� on� of th� roam�rs th�r�, alongsid� who�v�r �ls� �om�s along, 

and Isoko will b� th�r� with m�, too. I think th�y’r� making it a r�ally big �v�nt, drawing in a thousand 

p�opl� and t�ns of organizations, or som�thing lik� that. Larg�r than a normal s�ttil�m�nt thing.”

Gaston nodd�d a littil�. “Theat’s about all I h�ard, too. If you had known a dir��tion, th�n I �ould hav� 

tri�d to s�t up a H/VP in that dir��tion…” H� �am� to a d��ision, saying, “W�’r� not puttiing you into a 



villain rol�, anywh�r�, but w� �an go through pap�rwork and nominally s�t you up as a villain. 

Normally, th�r� would b� psy�h �vals, history �xaminations, vou�hings, and a host of oth�r �on��rns, 

but th� big, ov�rriding �on��rn is, ah�m, your broth�r. So you’r� g�ttiing fast-tra�k�d through all th� 

important stuff  and th�n stall�d out on ar�a s�l��tion and int�gration into so�i�ty. W�’ll still go ov�r th� 

major d�tails of what it m�ans to b� a villain for th� n�xt hour, but how do�s that sound as a g�n�ral 

plan?”

Mark smil�d. “Sounds gr�at!”

Gaston nodd�d. “So to start with, you �an �ith�r b� a villain that mak�s a lot of mon�y through 

m�r�handising and b�ing in a narrativ� that our writ�rs �r�at� — th� ‘spotlight’ tra�k— or you �an b� a 

ba�kground villain that works on th� w��k�nds and isn’t in th� spotlight at all, though you ar� r�quir�d 

to show up as a h�n�hman for a bigg�r villain now and th�n. Theat’s th� ‘lowlight tra�k’. All villains 

routin�ly train h�ro�s anyway; that’s just a giv�n. Theis is th� part wh�r� I would giv� you a �hoi�� of 

spotlight, or lowlight, but your broth�r has alr�ady �hos�n to b� a sup�rh�ro, so you’r� g�ttiing th� 

spotlight tra�k.

“Theat’s still a f�w y�ars away, though, and…”

Mark f�lt surr�al as Gaston spok� of his futur� as a villain, and what it would �ntail, whi�h was mainly 

just fieghting for r�al, but also for a �am�ra. H� spok� of a bas�lin� salary as long as Mark fulfiell�d his 

training missions with nas��nt h�ro�s 3 tim�s a month, to bonus�s bas�d on how mu�h h� �ould st�al 

from pr�-plann�d vault-h�ists.

Non� of it s��m�d r�al. Theis was not th� lif� h� want�d. Theis was not th� lif� h� imagin�d. Mark was—

“Mark?” Gaston ask�d.

Mark blink�d. “Uh. Sorry?”

Gaston nodd�d a littil�, th�n said, “I �an t�ll this isn’t what you want�d, so l�t m� try a diff �r�nt ta�t. If 

you want to fieght against sp��ifie� h�ro�s, to l�arn how to fieght against thos� p�opl�, th�n you �an do 

that. You �an targ�t sp��ifie� Pow�rs, lik� M�sm�r, Mag�, Pur� Body, whi�h ar� all rar� and in�r�dibly 

strong. You �an l�arn to fieght truly dang�rous fo�s as a villain, inst�ad of th� h�ro�s, who only l�arn how



to fieght villains so that th�y �an stay in shap�, or pr�par� for bigg�r fieghts, or —and this is most of th�m

— so th�y �an look good for a �am�ra.

“W� �an s�t up fieghts for you �v�ry singl� day if you want.

“And that’s how you �an l�arn to b��om� an Inquisitor, whi�h is what I think Fr�yala is pointing you 

toward. So you �an fieght d�mons and th� Fall�n.” Gaston lightly star�d. “So you �an fieght dragons.”

Mark f�lt pr�s�nt, in that mom�nt. H� said, “Theat sounds mor� my sp��d.”

Gaston nodd�d. “The�n l�t’s do som� pap�rwork, Bla�kv�in, and stall you out on ar�a s�l��tion.”

Mark f�lt un�omfortabl� again.

Theat nam�. The� nam� that th� goblins had �all�d him, som�how.

“Is that r�ally gonna b� my nam�?”

“Yup,” Gaston said, grinning.

The�y did som� pap�rwork.

Soon, Gaston spok� of op�ning a bank a��ount, saying, “Crystal Tow�r has banks in �v�ry �ity on Earth,

and also in Daihoon, and w� don’t �av� to �xt�rnal pr�ssur�. W� just up and l�av� pla��s if th�y g�t 

dang�rous to humanity in a d�trim�ntal-so�i�ty sort of way, but that’s pr�ttiy mu�h tru� of �v�ryon�.

Mark took a mom�nt to think.

H� d��id�d that h� probably n��d�d to g�t his banking squar�d away. But fierst—

“I n��d to, uh, �h��k my fienan��s. I hav� no id�a… about any of that. I kinda put it out of mind.” Mark 

add�d, “I n��d to mak� a n�w a��ount, y�s, but… I n��d to �h��k on stuff .”



Gaston ask�d, “I �an l�av� th� room, or �s�ort you to a privat� room?”

“The� latti�r, pl�as�.”

Insid� a plain offic�� spa��, Mark pok�d at his phon� and, with Quaark’s (and COFR’s) assistan��, h� 

found out that his par�nt’s ass�ts w�r� froz�n by Orang� City, and that Mark would n��d to go ba�k 

hom� to unfr��z� any of that. Mark rapidly d��id�d that h� was not doing that. Not for a whil�. His 

par�nt’s banking was similarly froz�n, and his own small bank a��ount was also froz�n, though COFR 

was willing to h�lp Mark r��laim that on�. T�n minut�s and a f�w AI phon� �alls lat�r, and Mark had 

113 goldl�af waiting for him in �s�row at COFR.

113 goldl�af! Theat was it!

G�ttiing that don� had b��n th� most �motionally draining thing h� had don� in th� last… f�w days?

Or not. Mark wasn’t sur�.

H� took anoth�r 10 minut�s th�n w�nt ba�k into Gaston’s offic�� and mad� hims�lf an a��ount with th� 

H�ro/Villain Program, with ‘Crystal Banking’.

A whil� lat�r, Mark shook hands with Gaston, saying, “It was ni�� to m��t you, Gaston Lussi�r.”

Gaston smil�d. “It was ni�� to m��t you as w�ll, Mark Car��d. Bla�kv�in.” H� plu�k�d a �ard off  of his 

tabl� and hand�d it to Mark, saying, “My �onta�t information.”

Mark took th� �ard—

Gaston g�stur�d to th� door, and a tunn�l of shadows op�n�d up. B�hind th� tunn�l lay th� �ntran�� of 

th� building, four stori�s down. “The� fast way, if you wish.”

Mark d�sp�rat�ly did wish to g�t out of th�r� fast, but h� tri�d not to b� obvious about it. H� probably 

fail�d, though.



So Mark just smil�d, said, “Theank you. By�.”

And th�n Mark rush�d through th� tunn�l, to on�� again stand und�r th� st��l s�ulptur�s of sup�rh�ro�s

—

Gaston �hu�kl�d. His �hu�kl� ros� to a laugh, whi�h fra�tur�d into a �a�kl� that ��ho�d out of �v�ry 

shadow in th� pla��.

And Gaston announ��d, “A villain for th� ag�s!”

And th�n th� shadows all dimm�d.

Som� p�opl� in th� atrium polit�ly �lapp�d toward Mark. A f�w p�opl� w�r� v�ry, v�ry �onfus�d.

Mark was �onfus�d, too, but h� had pla��s to b�.

H� walk�d outsid�, into th� sun, onto Worldly Road.

Mark found hims�lf grinning, f��ling pr�ttiy good about th� w�ird, wid� futur�.

- - - -

Mark look�d in shop windows as h� walk�d down th� road. The� air sm�ll�d of �h��s� and br�ad, for a 

pizz�ria was making a brisk busin�ss right ov�r th�r�, and Mark kinda want�d a sli��, but h� didn’t hav�

that mu�h mon�y. But h� did hav� 113 goldl�af, whi�h was hon�stly not as mu�h as h� should hav�, 

right? What was going on th�r�—

His phon� rang.

Mark hadn’t gotti�n a phon� �all in… in a whil�? H� look�d at th� numb�r, whi�h was r�stri�t�d, and 

th�n h� look�d around. The� phon� �ontinu�d to ring. Mark st�pp�d to th� sid� and answ�r�d th� phon�, 

saying, “H�llo?”



“Mark! Broth�r!” said Addav�in, th� dragon. “You r�gist�r�d!”

Mark almost hung up.

In fa�t, h� had pull�d th� phon� away from his �ar and had a fieng�r almost r�ady to �nd th� �all… But h�

br�ath�d in r�sili�n�� and push�d away w�akn�ss, his h�art b�ating bla�k v�ins down his skin, and 

outsid� of his body.

H� answ�r�d, “I did r�gist�r… What…” H� wasn’t sur� what to say. H� w�nt with, “What ar� you… uh… 

up to?”

Is that r�ally what h� �ar�d to ask?

The� fu�k?

Addav�in happily answ�r�d, “I w�nt ba�k to Daihoon and kill�d a bun�h of kaiju that had b��n hanging 

out for a whil�, unkill�d. Talk�d to som� dragons on som� mor� �qual footing than Dad had as an 

ar�hmag�. Kill�d som� old thr�ats. Cam� ba�k. Kill�d som� mor� old thr�ats. I think th� n�xt f�w 

hundr�d y�ars of humanity ar� looking up up up!” Addav�in said, “The�r� ar� always going to b� 

probl�ms, of �ours�, and Endl�ss Daihoon is impossibl� to �l�ar, so mor� monst�rs will always �om� 

down th� mountains. But th� big �n�mi�s that ar� h�r� ar� mostly d�ad. Theis is, of �ours�, still a 

probl�m. Just of a diff �r�nt natur�. And so now w�’r� at th� ��ologi�al-�ons�rvation and ��osyst�m-

organizing part of th� pro��ss, inst�ad of at th� survival-of-humanity and thr�at-manag�m�nt st�ps. It’s 

a big st�p!”

Mark w�nt with th� fluow of �onv�rsation, and ask�d, “So th� Dominion of Okuana is g�ttiing involv�d, 

th�n? The� ��osyst�m manag�m�nt stuff ?”

“I’m trying to g�t th�m involv�d! A gr�at d�al of trying. The�y ar� unmoving, whi�h is to b� �xp��t�d. It’s

still b�tti�r to kill th� big �n�mi�s, though. I assum� most pla��s will �xp�ri�n�� som� unknown 

hardships. W�ird monst�r wav�s and th� lik�. But th�y’ll pull through, and �v�rything will s�ttil� down. 

It’ll b� a gr�at �xpansion!”



Expansions, huh?

Mark had a profound mom�nt.

Mark d��id�d to shar� som�thing of his own… that Addav�in probably alr�ady kn�w.

Mark said, “I’m joining an �xp�dition out th�r�… I think. A s�ttil�m�nt thing.”

“I know! I h�ard! Theos� ar� always gr�at l�arning �xp�ri�n��s. I’v� don� a f�w in my tim�. But do you 

know what’s an �v�n b�tti�r l�arning �xp�ri�n��?”

Mark f�lt sudd�nly, v�ry alon�.

H� was still on Worldly Road, in Citad�l Fr�yala. The� sun shon� brightly. P�opl� w�r� walking this way 

and that, though a lot of th�m w�r� avoiding him, for Mark had a rath�r visibl� Pow�r display going on.

But now, as Mark tri�d to s�ns� th� world, to g�t a f��l for what�v�r Addav�in was saying-without-

saying, or possibly thr�at�ning, Mark’s bla�k v�ins �xt�nd�d out �v�n furth�r—

The�r�.

Abov�.

Far. Far abov�. Too far to s��.

… But also not abov� Mark at all.

The�r� was som�thing abov� him, but it wasn’t a�tually th�r�. It was not lik� th� tim� wh�n Addav�in 

had b��n invisibl�, and th�n sudd�nly visibl�. Theis was… diff �r�nt. W�ird�r.

Mark t�ntativ�ly ask�d, “What’s a b�tti�r l�arning �xp�ri�n��?”



“Finding your way to �ivilization yours�lf! Forging your own path through th� woods. Killing anything 

and �v�rything that approa�h�s you. As a prop�r pow�r do�s. As �xp��t�d of a tri-Tal�nt, and �sp��ially 

on� lik� you, who I hav� �hos�n to �all my broth�r.”

The�r� was a b�at.

And th�n som�thing lik� illusionary lightning fluash�d down from th� h�av�ns, out of th� �l�ar blu� sky, 

and slamm�d into Mark. It wasn’t lightning at all. It was a thr�ad pull�d from th� v�ry fabri� of th� 

world, unrav�ling light its�lf, r�v�aling a land of for�sts and dang�r. Som�thing lik� a strong wind 

pour�d ov�r Mark as th� not-lightning skitti�r�d a�ross th� ground, right at him, lik� a doorway 

swallowing him.

It had mov�d as fast as a blink.

And now Mark stood on grass�s in th� middl� of nowh�r�, and th� hol� in th� world vanish�d b�hind 

him.

H� dropp�d th� phon� into his po�k�t as h� star�d upward, at a sky that h�ld a dragon in it. H� was big, 

silv�r, and with bla�k spik�s on his ba�k and in th� air around him, lik� normal. The� sky its�lf was all 

fu�k�d up, but Mark didn’t pay atti�ntion to that right now.

Mark y�ll�d at th� bastard, “THE FUCK, ADDAVEIN?!””

Addav�in laugh�d loudly, vibrating th� world, his mirth lik� a bomb going off  far, far ov�rh�ad. Theat 

sho�kwav� slamm�d into th� for�st all around Mark and brok� bran�h�s, and Mark’s �ardrums popp�d 

from th� pr�ssur�. It stung, and that was all.

Mark h�al�d hims�lf—

In a mom�nt of inspiration, h� Union’d with Addav�in, and his body turn�d solid as adamantium, 

probably. H� f�lt strong. H� f�lt invin�ibl�—



And th�n Addav�in �hortl�d and brok� th� �onn��tion, l�aning down to look at him from a f�w hundr�d

m�t�rs away, lik� a giant �at lounging in th� sky. H� whisp�r�d, and th� world �ra�kl�d with 

sho�kwav�s. “You’r� strong �nough to b� on your own, so go ah�ad and b� on your own for a whil�. It’s 

fun! Your phon� still works som�what. I’m sur� you won’t b� out h�r� in th� wilds of Daihoon for mor� 

than a f�w w��ks.”

“I r�p�at: THE FUCK?!””

Addav�in grinn�d. “I’m glad to s�� you a��limat�d to your kin�sis as fast as you did, b��aus� I r�ally 

want�d to s�� you out and about on your own, inst�ad of ingratiat�d to a bun�h of nobl�s and su�h. I 

didn’t know if I would g�t an opportunity to do this b�for� I w�nt and sl�pt, so I had to do it now.”

“… Sl��p?” Mark ask�d, again, “The� fu�k?”

Addav�in �hu�kl�d. “It’s r�ally quit� a funny thing! You s��: Dragons hib�rnat� wh�n th�y us� too mu�h

pow�r. I always thought of it as som�thing that only happ�n�d to old�r dragons, but I’v� b��n t�aring it 

up out th�r�, Mark.

“I �ouldn’t wait any long�r.

“I n��d to sl��p. Mayb� for a f�w months. I’m not sur�. Mayb� half a y�ar or mor�.

“You’ll b� fien� out h�r�! You got your adamantiumkin�sis up to an a���ptabl� l�v�l, but it �ould always 

b� b�tti�r, and what b�tti�r way to g�t strong�r than b�ing thrown into th� fier�! You’r� in th� fier� now, but

I wouldn’t drop you off  without som� r�al h�lp.” H� add�d, “And so: h�r�.”

A tiny book slapp�d into Mark’s �h�st.

It was bla�k, and it had a drop of adamantium on its binding. Mark instin�tiv�ly grabb�d for th� 

adamantium but h� f�lt som� sort of r�sistan��, but only for a mom�nt. And th�n th� adamantium was 

his. The� littil� book was a thin thing that Mark didn’t g�t a �han�� to r�ad—



Addav�in said, “A bit mor� h�lp with your adamantiumkin�sis, or r�ally, th� whol� Kin�ti� bran�h of 

magi�. Broadly, th�r�’s th� a�tual kin�sis part of it, but th�r�’s also s�nsing, so you �an l�arn how to 

s�ns� d�posits of th� stuff . Good lu�k fiending any, though! The�r� ar� a lot of min�rs that look for m�tals 

of all kinds, and you’r� not a min�r; you’r� ‘just’ an adamantiumkin�ti�! HA!”

Addav�in giggl�d som�, vibrating th� world.

… H� s��m�d not-okay.

Mark was still furious.

Addav�in sigh�d, and th�n announ��d, “And now! I n��d to sl��p! B�for� I turn hyst�ri�al and sl��p-

d�priv�d. You don’t want to s�� a dragon lik� that. Theat’s wh�n dragons start to g�t w�ird…” H� paus�d. 

“Oh. I think I might alr�ady b� sl��p d�priv�d.” H� tri�d, “I pr��mptiv�ly apologiz� for this?”

“ ‘PREEMPTIVELY’? ‘Pr��mptiv�ly’ r�quir�s you to not hav� alr�ady start�d shit, Addav�in! Put m� 

ba�k.”

Addav�in giggl�d. “Theat’s not how this magi� works! Malaqua do�s a mu�h strong�r v�rsion of this than

I �an manag�, but h� has th� whol� d�mon Syst�m h�lping him. You s��, I summon�d you— Oh no. I 

was about to go on a tang�nt!” Addav�in �hu�kl�d again. “I n��d to go away and sl��p for a f�w… 

whil�s. Y�s!” H� star�d at Mark, lik� a d�mon-dragon-god, fielling th� world with his pow�r, his pr�s�n��,

as h� said, “I plann�d this all out, y�s! It ��rtainly didn’t happ�n on whims. I’m not lik� thos� oth�r 

dragons… Lat�r!”

And th�n Addav�in flu�w away, and all th� world w�nt fluying at his �xit.

Mark tumbl�d through th� air. Ro�ks flu�w. Tr��s uproot�d.

B�ing �asually toss�d around, Mark thought, as h� was b�ing �asually toss�d around, was not as bad as 

h� �xp��t�d it to b�. Ro�ks slamm�d into him, tr�� bran�h�s stru�k his fa��. All of that happ�n�d. But 

Mark had a Body rating in th� 50s. H� manag�d to grab onto his phon� and th� bla�k book that 

Addav�in had thrown at him, and som�how h� land�d, or mor� lik� roll�d.



Mark found hims�lf blinking out dirt, in ruin�d �loth�s, dust s�ttiling down �v�rywh�r�.

A bould�r �rash�d. Tr��s fienish�d br�aking.

Mark un�url�d on th� brok�n ground. His phon� was �ra�k�d but it was still illuminat�d. His AI Quaark 

was still th�r�. His Slay�r badg� was gon�, though, along with most of his �loth�s.

Mark star�d at th� dusty sky. Dust k�pt raining down, and, sin�� th� air was rath�r horribly full of 

d�bris, Mark was �ar�ful about br�athing in purity and br�athing out impurity, all so that h� �ould 

�l�ans� th� air dir��tly around hims�lf. As h� �ontinu�d to do that, dirt and dust �ontinu�d to rain all 

around, but th� sky start�d to �l�ar. Mark didn’t f��l n�arly that dirty anymor�, �v�n as dirt �ontinu�d to

rain all around him.

Mark had a �ompli�at�d s�t of �motions.

Mark stood up, mutti�ring, “I �an still hat� som�on� who do�s good things for oth�r p�opl�, y�ah? It 

wouldn’t b� ridi�ulous to hat� him for doing this, would it? No. I �an and should hat� him ov�r this…” 

Mark look�d to th� sky, and h� f�lt a s�ns� of wond�r. H� whisp�r�d, “And y�t…”

H� was on Daihoon, now.

The� sky was blu�, th� �louds w�r� whit�, but th� �ntir� atmosph�r� was also t�n million ribbons of light, 

lik� auroras, but mor� solid. H�r� and th�r� �olors app�ar�d, as though soft fabri�s w�r� twisting in th� 

sky, allowing th�ir surfa��s to b� s��n wh�n thos� surfa��s w�r� at h�avy angl�s. It was lik� wat�hing 

�louds, of a diff �r�nt sort. The�r� was mov�m�nt. It was slow mov�m�nt. The� fabri�s shift�d and mov�d. 

The� fabri�s lay�r�d, and unlay�r�d, �at�hing on th� light of th� sun and dimming th� sun, but only just 

�nough so that Mark �ould look at th� sun, dir��tly, without hurting hims�lf. It was strang�, th� light of 

th� sun, h�r� on Daihoon.

Ev�rything was so b�autiful.

Gradually, Mark’s sight turn�d ba�k �arthward, or rath�r, to Daihoon.



For this was Daihoon, but this sp��ifie� part of Daihoon was plains and op�n land, with mountains or 

som�thing lik� that ov�r in that dir��tion, and som�thing lik�… Mark wasn’t sur�, mor� plains? in that 

oth�r dir��tion?

Ev�rything was thoroughly ruin�d by Addashi�ld’s passing, though—

The� dragon was on th� horizon again, and h� was �oming this way.

Mark hadn’t noti��d him with his �y�s, but h� had noti��d him with a g�ntl� pull of Union, t�lling him 

that h� was b�ing targ�t�d. At l�ast it didn’t f��l lik� a dang�rous targ�t… Not int�ntionally, anyway.

Mark st��l�d hims�lf, his h�art b�ating with th� world, drawing in r�sili�n�� and �xpunging w�akn�ss. 

Mark almost �xp��t�d that Union on Daihoon would hav� diff �r�nt r�sults than on Earth, but nop�. 

Union of Blood and Br�ath both b�at with a normal�y that Mark had �om� to �xp��t from his Pow�r.

And Addav�in r�turn�d.

Wind �arv�d a�ross th� world, rushing and twisting, and th�n a minor hurri�an� bl�w at Mark, but 

Mark was r�ady for it, this tim�. H� h�ld up his adamantium sliv�rs and wid�n�d th�m out to small wind

blo�k�rs. H� s��ur�d hims�lf to th� ground with his oth�r bits of adamantium. Dust and ston� slapp�d 

against thos� tiny shi�lds, lik� rain off  of a tin roof. Most of his body was still fully �xpos�d to th� 

dragon’s wind. Grav�l stru�k, and boun��d, and Mark h�al�d up th� tiny wounds that Addav�in �aus�d.

And th�n Mark star�d at Addav�in, at his ‘broth�r’, up th�r� in th� sky.

Addav�in spok�, and h� was unabl� to modulat� his voi��. His voi�� boom�d lik� a roar and a rag�, and 

y�t it was just a voi��. Mark �ardrums popp�d again, but h� h�al�d th�m up and r�infor��d hims�lf 

against vibrational damag�. Union s��m�d abl� to do that w�ll �nough.

Addav�in’s voi�� turn�d soft�r, int�lligibl�.

“—Ah. You didn’t h�ar th� fierst things I said. Uh,” Addav�in said, “To r�p�at: I shouldn’t hav� summon�d

you lik� that. I just now r�aliz�d that this is th� �xa�t sam� shit that mad� us all stand tog�th�r and oust 



th� dragons th� fierst �han�� w� r�ally got, lat� in th� R�v�al and during th� Ris� of th� N�w Panth�on. 

In my d�f�ns�, I did pi�k out a good spot h�r�!

“I �an s�nd you ba�k to Earth, but I �an’t pi�k th� spot.

“If you want m� to s�nd you ba�k, you’d �nd up �los� to h�r�. It’s in North Am�ri�a! Pr�ttiy ��ntral to 

th� �ontin�nt. H�r� on Daihoon you’d fiend th� Not-Mississippi Riv�r to th� East if you w�nt that way. 

W� �all it The� Shin�, h�r�. Do you want to stay? Or go ba�k?

“To h�lp you mak� this �hoi��: Daihoon �ivilization is about 800 kilom�t�rs north for som� s�ttil�m�nts 

around th� Not-Chi�ago ar�a, 2000 kilom�t�rs southw�st for th� b�ginnings of th� Aluatha Empir�, or 

just follow th� Not-Mississippi down south and you’ll run into som�thing small�r �v�ntually.”

Addav�in wait�d.

Mark ask�d, “Ar� th�r� big monst�rs around h�r�?”

Addav�in turn�d in th� sky, looking this way and that— H� fluin�h�d a littil�, th�n h� humm�d, and th�n 

said to Mark. “Mayb� som�… too-big on�s, y�s. But you �ould run from th�m. Probably �v�n shut th�m 

down.”

Mark wasn’t happy about it, and his phon� di�d in his hands whi�h mad� him �v�n l�ss happy about it, 

but h� was hop�ful, and h� r�ally, r�ally want�d to kill som�thing. Anything. Som�thing n��d�d to di�!

So it was fien� to b� h�r�!

PERFECTLY FINE!

Mark d��lar�d, “I �an surviv� this! I �an thriv� h�r�!” H� said, “But you n��d to not pull shit lik� this. 

S�� you in som� months or a y�ar. Hav� a good nap.”

Addav�in smil�d som�— H� paus�d. “Oh no no no. You’r� way too vuln�rabl� h�r�. I hav� to s�nd you 

ba�k.”



Lightning d�s��nd�d again, and Mark popp�d out of a hol� in th� world.

Daihoon vanish�d.

Mark land�d on his ass on ston� and wat�r, splashing down into som� sort of tributary or small riv�r 

som�wh�r�, in th� middl� of som� for�st�d-lik� pla��, in th� middl� of nowh�r�. His phon� spark�d in 

th� wat�r and th�n fully di�d. His shirt was �ompl�t�ly gon� and his pants brok� all th� way, his b�lt 

snapping and his und�rw�ar snapping, too. Wh�r� w�r� his sho�s? No id�a. The�y probably got kno�k�d 

off  in th� fierst gust of wind.

The�r� was no tim� to b� mad, to pro��ss what had happ�n�d. Not y�t. Not right this s��ond.

Mark stood up and pull�d off  th� tatti�rs of his shirt, and th�r� w�nt his pants, falling off  without him 

n��ding to �v�n pull th�m off . The�y got tangl�d on his l�ft thigh, though, so h� did hav� to rip at that, 

and off  th�y �am�. Tatti�rs of �loth�s in th� wat�r. Fun.

Theis was why h�ro�s wor� w�bw�av�, tak�n from spid�rs at big farms and all of it at l�ast PL15, for 

about a y�ar. A brawny with ta�til� t�l�kin�sis �ould �v�n us� normal �loth�s. But Mark didn’t hav� TT, 

and thos� tatti�rs had b��n basi� browns.

And now that Mark was up and uninhibit�d by tangl�d �loth�s, and th�r� w�r� no visibl� monst�rs 

anywh�r�, Mark allow�d hims�lf to think.

Mark mad� on� d��ision, fierst.

Mark roar�d at th� sky, “FUCK YOU, DRAGON!”

Theat f�lt good.

Mark d��id�d h� was going to b� mad at that fu�king dragon for a long tim�. Not anxious, wh�n h� 

in�vitably show�d up again. Not s�ar�d at his siz�, or his… �v�rything. Just plain mad. Mark �ould b� 

p�rsonabl� for th� fat� of th� world, but h�’d b� mad as fu�k at that fu�king fu�kh�ad, and for r�asons 



�ompl�t�ly unr�lat�d to th� tangl�d m�ss that was d�mon-aff li�t�d Addashi�ld, who had kill�d his 

par�nts.

Mark took a br�ath.

H� look�d at th� �mpty land all around, at th� normal, Earth-blu� sky with its normal �louds and no 

fabri�-lik� auroras at all, at th� �l�ar wat�rs of th� small riv�r, and at his slowly-fluowing-away tatti�rs of 

�loth�s—

Addashi�ld’s littil� bla�k book was in th� wat�r.

Mark sigh�d, th�n mutti�r�d, “Theis is ��rtainly on� way to avoid thinking about my lif� and wh�r� it’s 

going.”

Mark slipp�d into th� wat�rs to grab som� fabri� to try to sav� his dignity as mu�h as h� �ould, and h� 

pi�k�d up th� w�t book, too. The� wat�r was �old, but th� air was… �old. Mark had a Body in th� 50s, 

though, so h� was okay.

Surprisingly, th� book was okay, too. No wat�r damag� at all. Mark didn’t r�ally look at it y�t, though, 

b��aus� h� was nud� in th� wild�rn�ss, and that s��m�d lik� asking for som� monst�r to �homp at parts 

of him h� didn’t want �homp�d.

H� was going to fiex som� of his �loth�s… if h� �ould.

The� b�lt look�d… diffic�ult to fiex. It was s�v�r�d at th� right hip wh�r� som�thing had �lipp�d Mark’s hip 

and brok�n his �loth�s. H� had bar�ly f�lt what�v�r it was, but h� was pr�ttiy sur� that it probably should

hav� �ra�k�d his p�lvis, or mayb� brok�n his skin som�, b��aus� th� �ut lin� was pr�ttiy �l�an.

Mark had som� �xtra m�tal, though, and not his adamantium. H� n��d�d that to d�f�nd hims�lf. The� 

b�lt had two rings that h�ld th� b�lt tog�th�r, so Mark grabb�d th� m�tal �lasp and pull�d at it… Nop�. 

Not strong �nough for that. Mark us�d his adamantium to br�ak th� �lasp, though, and that was mu�h 

�asi�r, though it was still kinda tough.



H�althy Body didn’t giv� Mark any sort of �xtra str�ngth, but h� would hav� assum�d that h� �ould… h�

didn’t know… b�nd m�tal with his fieng�rs? But no. Adamantium and his Kin�sis, though, w�r� good 

�nough to b�nd th� small m�tal rings that mad� up his b�lt. From th�r�, with som� appli�d pr�ssur� and 

slipping on th� rings a f�w tim�s, Mark manag�d to r�mak� th� ‘b�lt’. It look�d stapl�d tog�th�r, but it 

was fien�!

Theis was fien�.

S�v�ral minut�s of small �rafting lat�r and Mark was missing Eliot a lot, but h� had, lik�, a loin�loth, or 

som�thing.

It fun�tion�d.

Parts that dangl�d w�r� now fiermly s��ur�d.

Theat’s all that Mark n��d�d it for. H� wasn’t going to b� on� of thos� guys who got lost in th� woods 

and mad� it ba�k to so�i�ty all grubby and nud� and with parts missing… Theough that was th� g�n�ral 

th�m� of g�ttiing lost in th� woods outsid� of �iti�s…

B��aus� it was in�r�dibly fu�king dang�rous to b� out h�r�, unprot��t�d…

Alon�.

Mark humm�d and worri�d about his saf�ty.

H� was on a big ro�k sittiing to th� sid� of a riv�r, half in th� shad� half in th� sun. Mark had pi�k�d this 

spot b��aus� it off �r�d vantag� points to �v�rywh�r�, and his Union was running strong, allowing him 

to s�ns� if anything was aiming his way. Mark wasn’t sur� how his Union s�ns� a�tually work�d, but h� 

was working his Union w�ll, to ‘s�out’, and nothing was ‘aiming his way’. Som�tim�s, Mark �v�n got 

f��lings asso�iat�d with that ‘aiming his way’, whi�h was r�ally h�lpful. F��lings lik� ‘kill kill kill that 

thing!’ or ‘I n��d to �at that thing’, s��m�d lik� normal monst�r f��lings to hav�, with r�gard to humans.



Mayb� th�r� was a b�tti�r way to us� Union to s�out, but Mark hadn’t b��n taught that s��r�t y�t. 

Knowing that som� monst�rs w�r� ‘point�d at him’ or ‘pulling on th� fabri� of r�ality in Mark’s 

dir��tion’ was good �nough, for now.

And sp�aking of ‘good �nough’!

Mark tapp�d his f��t on th� warm ston� und�rfoot, and h� �ould f��l th� ston�, th� h�at, th� sharpn�ss 

of that part right th�r�, but his f��t w�r� p�rf��tly fien�. H� l�an�d down and mad� a fiest and lightly 

pun�h�d th� ston�, and his hand f�lt fien�, too. H� pun�h�d th� ston� hard�r. Still f�lt good? Still f�lt 

good. Mark r�ar�d ba�k and slamm�d th� ston� with mayb� half-str�ngth.

H� thwa�k�d th� ston� good, and it stung, but Mark was inundating hims�lf with r�sili�n�� as h� 

�xp�ll�d w�akn�ss, so it didn’t hurt that mu�h at all. As h� stood up, Mark f�lt that his f��t w�r� 

p�rf��tly good for ‘sho�s’ right now, whi�h was kinda w�ird, but also r�ally �ool.

H� look�d at hims�lf, at th� bla�k lin�s tra�ing down his �ntir� body and into th� air. It look�d lik� a 

r�ally bad magi�al inf��tion, but it wasn’t too out-of-lin� with what a p�rson, alon� in th� woods, might 

look lik� wh�n th�y w�r� a�tiv�ly d�f�nding hims�lf. His adamantium n��dl�s kinda bl�nd�d into th� 

bla�k v�in-lik� stru�tur�s, too…

Mark br�ath�d in sust�nan��, th�n br�ath�d out d�privation, �onn��ting to all th� tr��s and plant lif� all 

around. H� had no id�a how long h� would b� out h�r�, or wh�r� ‘h�r�’ �v�n was, but h� ��rtainly 

wasn’t going to g�t �aught fluatfoot�d or starving out h�r� in th� woods. In th� wilds.

Mark grinn�d a littil�.

“Theis was not how I want�d to �xplor� th� world, but…” H� �hu�kl�d. “Theis works?”

Sur�. Theis works.

How to g�t around, though?

… W�ll…



Mark grinn�d as h� turn�d his adamantium n��dl�s into fluat sh��ts of m�tal, �a�h about 5 in�h�s squar�.

H� wasn’t going to walk.

H� was going to fluy!

… Or probably just hov�r, r�ally. Hov�r-run? H� want�d to str�t�h out th� adamantium into, lik�, wings 

or som�thing. But th�r� was not �nough h�r� for that at all. So! Pr�ssing-against-th�-ground running!

Mark pr�ss�d th� m�tal against th� ston�—

H� �aught hims�lf as h� fluopp�d to th� sid�, b��aus� h� forgot to do a thr��-point push against th� 

ground. Also, on� of th� sh��ts slipp�d. Mayb� a sh��t wasn’t so good for mov�m�nt…

Hmm.

Mark look�d down at th� ground, at th� littil� bla�k book that Addav�in had giv�n him.

With a sigh and a r�lu�tan��, Mark pi�k�d it up and look�d through it. It was w�t, but not r�ally. It was 

10 pag�s long, with rath�r av�rag�-siz�d print, not s�ript, and it was d�ns�ly pa�k�d with 

‘Und�rstanding Shap�r Magi�’, a��ording to th� front t�xt. The�r� w�r� �v�n littil� pi�tur�s. It was not a 

book that Addv�in had mad� hims�lf. It was a mass-produ��d �opy, and it �am� with all-too familiar 

warnings in th� front against allowing p�opl� und�r Curtain Proto�ol to r�ad th� book. Som� of thos� 

warnings �v�n spok� of how th� book was ‘an��stral quality’ and ‘mad� of mag� pap�r’, whi�h m�ant 

PL 50, ti�r 5, if Mark was r��alling a bit of Daihoonian trivia �orr��tly. So th� book was just a bit w�ak�r

than his skin.

Theis was a mass produ��d bookl�t of tips and tri�ks for all Shap�rs, of all kinds, and it was m�ant to b� a

prim�r and in-d�pth ov�rvi�w of Shap�r Magi�, that was m�ant to b� pass�d down through g�n�rations. 

It was probably v�ry �xp�nsiv�. Ti�r 5 pap�r? Y�ah, that was �xp�nsiv� as all h��k.

In a way, Mark was a lot happi�r that Addav�in had giv�n him a basi� Shap�r/Kin�ti� book. It s��m�d 

l�ss insidious, or what�v�r.



L�ss mal�fie��nt.

Mark look�d around som� mor�, judg�d hims�lf fien� right wh�r� h� was, so h� start�d r�ading a bit mor�

in d�pth.

Surprisingly, nothing both�r�d him whil� h� r�ad. It had b��n mid-aft�rnoon at Citad�l Fr�yala, but ov�r

h�r�, th� day was mu�h young�r. It might b� noon in a f�w mor� hours. Mark had pl�nty of tim� to r�ad 

and absorb th� book and th�n fiegur� out what to do n�xt.

H� did not think too mu�h about Addav�in.

H� was in a survival situation, now… Whi�h h� kinda lov�d.

- - - -

The� book of Und�rstanding Shap�r Magi� was all pr�ttiy normal stuff . It was just a prim�r at a m�r� 10 

pag�s long, or 18 a�tual pag�s, front and ba�k, with som� pi�tur�s s�atti�r�d throughout.

It was still h�lla informativ�.

Mark stood tall lik� th� pi�tur� sugg�st�d —h� glan��d down at th� book h� had propp�d up on a ro�k to

r�ad— and th�n h� h�ld up a hand and mov�d th� adamantium around his hand, using only his kin�sis. 

H� wat�h�d as h� mov�d his body to mak� th� bla�k n��dl�s mov�, fieng�rs twit�hing, hand slightly 

turning, and h� was surpris�d. H� hadn’t �v�n b��n awar� h� was moving his body to mov� th� m�tals. 

Mark humm�d. H� pi�k�d up th� book and r�ad a bit mor�, and mov�d his adamantium around a bit 

mor�.

H� tri�d sp��ifie�ally not moving his body at all as h� mov�d his m�tal, and that was tough�r for som� 

r�ason.

“… Huh. Looks lik� I am mixing up my body with my astral body.”



Moving on�’s body whil� moving on�’s d�signat�d mat�rial was a �ommon pitfall of many �arly 

Shap�rs. Almost �v�ryon� had to b� train�d out of it, too. In almost all �as�s, a p�rson did not n��d to 

mov� th�ir fieng�rs or to�s or �v�n th�ir �y�s, to prop�rly shap� th�ir mat�rial.

Mark r�ad about th� n�xt t�st, whi�h whi�h involv�d taking som� small bits of adamantium and th�n 

holding it out as far away from hims�lf as h� �ould. A ‘good distan��’ was usually ‘an arms distan�� 

away for �v�ry ti�r of Pow�r’, though d�ns�r mat�rials lik� m�tals usually had a short�r rang�, and 

light�r mat�rials w�nt v�ry far, b��aus� th� airyn�ss of on�’s astral body dir��tly �ontribut�d to th� 

distan�� on� �ould a�hi�v�.

A p�rson’s astral body was about 2 to 3 tim�s th� siz� of th�ir body, and though th�r� w�r� a lot of tri�ks

to �xt�nding on�’s rang�, on�’s rang� was pr�ttiy mu�h s�t by th� siz� of th�ir astral body.

With his f��t fiermly plant�d on th� ground, Mark stood with his arms to his sid� and with a big drop of 

m�tal hanging in front of him. H� mov�d th� m�tal forward, m�t�r by m�t�r… by m�t�r by m�t�r… 

Okay. Now th� m�tal drop was a good 10 m�t�rs away, whi�h s��m�d too far, but Mark kn�w h� �ould 

go furth�r. Easily. 10 m�t�rs was as far as Mark want�d to go with it, though, for now. It still f�lt fiermly 

lik� a pi��� of him, so h� didn’t think it would fall out of his influu�n��, but h� didn’t want to a��id�ntally

los� th� m�tal drop; to hav� it drop out of his s�ns�s and fall into l�af litti�r. It was �urr�ntly fluoating ov�r

th� riv�r bank, so Mark �ould probably fiend it �asy �nough if it did drop out of his �ontrol.

In fa�t, h� waggl�d th� dropl�t around and found it �asy to mov� ba�k and forth, and rath�r s��ur�.

Obviously, som�thing was going on b�tw��n Union and Adamantiumkin�sis to giv� him this rang�, that 

was plain to s��… or mayb� it wasn’t plain to s�� at all, b��aus� th�r� was no visual indi�ation that 

Mark’s rang� was that far, but it f�lt right—

Mark waggl�d th� ston� a bit too far, and th�n som�thing brok� in an ‘I a��id�ntally h�ld my �up at th� 

wrong angl� and all th� wat�r spill�d out’, sort of way.

The� ston� w�nt flui�k�ring into th� wat�r and Mark shout�d, “NO!”

H� ra��d for th� ston�, rushing forward a�ross ro�ks and l�aping ov�r an �mbankm�nt. H� dash�d into 

th� wat�r and f�lt—



The�r�.

Up to his thighs in �old wat�r, Mark laugh�d as h� kin�ti�ally pull�d th� adamantium ston� out of th� 

wat�r. It had drift�d downstr�am a f�w m�t�rs, but Mark brought it right ba�k to hims�lf. Mark’s h�art 

was ra�ing, darkn�ss thr�ading into th� world all around him, but it �alm�d down fast �nough.

“Holy fu�k,” Mark said… And th�n h� paus�d. “I think I might hav� a sk�w�d id�a of what is s�ary, or 

not.”

Talking to dragons? … Also t�rrifying! But Mark was ‘g�ttiing us�d to it’.

Losing tr�asur�? Truly t�rrifying!

Mark plodd�d out of th� wat�rs, onto th� shor�. With th� sun shining brightly ov�rh�ad, Mark start�d 

walking ba�k up to wh�r� h� had l�ft th� book.

Ya know? It hon�stly f�lt pr�ttiy gr�at b�ing out h�r�, alon�, w�aring just a loin�loth. V�ry ‘manly’. 

Primal, or som�thing. Dang�rous, in a fun kinda way. The� sun f�lt gr�at, too. Mark would hav� �xp��t�d 

monst�rs, and y�ah, th�r� w�r� monst�rs out th�r�. Probably. Non� had disturb�d him y�t. Oth�r than 

that, Mark �xp��t�d bugs. The� outsid� world was som�tim�s full of horribl� bugs that—

Mark slapp�d th� bug d�ad, splatti�ring goo, b�for� h� �v�n had a mom�nt to r�aliz� what was 

happ�ning. A b��tl�-lik� thing had b��n trying to �at Mark’s thigh, but it �ouldn’t do anything but try, 

and now it was splatti�r�d gr��n and bla�k goo.

With a soft br�ath of purity and impurity, Mark �l�an�d hims�lf off —

Theat’s wh�n h� h�ard th� buzzing.

On th� shor�, b��tl�s lift�d off  of th� banks, r�v�aling bon�s. What Mark had thought w�r� riv�r ro�ks 

w�r� a�tually b��tl�s, and y�ah, that’s what Mark had b��n s�ar�d of wh�n h� thought of monst�rs 

outsid� of �ity walls. Swarms of bugs that �ould �onsum� �r�atur�s whol�, that that swarm�d �v�n 

hard�r wh�n on� of th�m di�d—



Union twit�h�d, and Mark f�lt th� world kinda fluow, but not r�ally, a thousand tiny pulls in r�ality aim�d

in his dir��tion. The� b��tl�s saw him, and th�y want�d to �at him. Also mayb� v�ng�an��? Mark was 

f��ling w�ird things with Union.

Mark slamm�d into th�m with a Union of v�in d��ay, at th� sp��d of thought, taking all of th�ir v�in 

int�grity in turn. Bla�k lightning bri�fluy �onn��t�d Mark to �v�ry singl� bug, and �v�ry singl� bug 

dropp�d d�ad, som� of th�m �v�n popping as Mark som�how d�stabiliz�d th�ir �ntir� insid�s. Or 

som�thing. H� wasn’t sur� what happ�n�d to mak� th�m pop, �xa�tly. P�rhaps th�y w�r� s�t to pop if 

th�y �v�r di�d, so that th�y �ould stink up th� air and mak� th�ir br�thr�n r�aliz� that som�thing had 

kill�d on� of th�m.

And now th� shor� was str�wn with d�ad b��tl�s and th� bony �ar�ass�s of d��r and oth�r woodland 

things. Som� bugs had splatti�r�d onto him.

Mark did anoth�r round of �l�ansing, and th�n h� w�nt ba�k to his book.

Mark told hims�lf, “I f��l b�tti�r now that I hav� s��n a monst�r. L�ss anti�ipation. L�ss worry.”

Ov�r th� n�xt hour, Mark found out a f�w things about his kin�sis.

Numb�r On�; h� had to br�ak hims�lf from using physi�al �u�s to a�hi�v� astral mov�m�nt.

Theis was th� sam� probl�m as his Union, though. A��ording to Lola, Mark should b� abl� to divor�� 

physi�al a�tion from astral a�tion. H� should b� abl� to ‘br�ath�’ with his Union’ and not hav� to 

a�tually br�ath�, with his body, in ord�r to mak� his Union br�ath�. But also a��ording to Lola, most 

p�opl� don’t a�hi�v� that br�ak for a v�ry, v�ry long tim�.

So mayb� Mark was okay with having physi�al a�tion inform his kin�sis, at l�ast a littil�.

But that was wh�n h� ran into th� n�xt probl�m.

Numb�r Two; h� �ouldn’t man�uv�r his astral body as fast as h� should b� abl� to, b��aus� it was still 

link�d to his physi�al body.



Mark mad� a spinning blad� of adamantium and tri�d �v�ry tri�k in th� (v�ry small) book to g�t that 

prop�ll�r to spin fast. It was lik� trying to rotat� his hand fast, but without th� limits of his physi�al 

body, so that h� �ould a�tually rotat� his �ntir� hand around, if h� want�d. Theis was not a fast sp��d, 

though. Theis l�v�l of sp��d bar�ly allow�d Mark to mak� a br��z� with th� fan.

H� tri�d to mak� n��dl�s rotat� around his body fast. Theis was lik� trying to mov� his hand fast. Sur�, h�

had rang�, and that h�lp�d with sp��d. Mark �ould swing a n��dl� around quit� fast at 10 m�t�rs out, 

but if h� stru�k anything with that n��dl�, lik� a tr�� or a ro�k, or what�v�r, th� n��dl� w�nt out of his 

�ontrol 5 out of �v�ry 10 tri�s. Mark rapidly found out that anything within 4 m�t�rs was a lot mor� 

solidly attia�h�d to him.

Mark also dis�ov�r�d that th� f�ar of losing his adamantium was a lot l�ss pow�rful as h� �ontinu�d to 

fumbl� th� adamantium wh�n it was too far from him.

Mark swung a hand, just lik� h� had s��n kin�ti�s do all th� tim� on shows and movi�s, and th� singl� 

n��dl� h� was �on��ntrating on whipp�d through th� air, as if h� had an arm 4 m�t�rs long and only 

�xist�d at th� n��dl�. With a �ra�k and a loud ‘tok!’ Mark pun�h�d down at th� riv�r, th� n��dl� 

�rashing through a larg� riv�r ro�k. With a yank—

Mark tipp�d forward, for what�v�r h� had stru�k h�ld on to th� n��dl�.

Som� �omp�nsation lat�r, with som� oth�r n��dl�s turn�d into �oins that Mark pr�ss�d against oth�r 

ston�s to hold hims�lf s��ur�, and Mark pull�d ba�k. The� thrown n��dl� was h�avy as fu�k, but Mark 

pull�d and his quarry �am� up from th� wat�rs. Ston�s tumbl�d in th� riv�r, burbling dirt and bubbl�s 

into th� fluow—

And th�n a small bould�r �r�st�d th� wav�s, spilling oth�r ro�ks and wat�r away from it. The� ro�k was 

brown and it had a hol� in it that spid�rw�bb�d a�ross th� surfa��. Mark yank�d th� ro�k around and 

th�n smash�d it onto anoth�r bould�r. The� ro�k �v�ntually shatti�r�d, r�l�asing th� bla�k n��dl�. Mark 

kinda smil�d a littil�, f��ling r�ally good. Theat had b��n a v�ry w�ighty ro�k!

“Ro�k yank,” Mark said, �hu�kling…

A mom�nt pass�d in thought.



A br��z� drift�d through and th� sun f�lt warm�r for a mom�nt.

Mark w�nt ba�k to r�ading th� book.

H� had gon� through th� t�sting phas�s of a ‘n�w kin�ti�ist’ and now h� was moving onto a�tual 

appli�ations.

Mark swung his fiest, swinging thr�� n��dl�s around his body, slamming th�m into ston� and th�n 

ripping th�m out of ston�, �a�h in diff �r�nt dir��tions so that th�y didn’t �ount�rbalan�� him. H� soon 

found out that h� n��d�d to throw down thr�� of his n��dl�s into th� ground so that h� �ould g�t som� 

b�tti�r angl�s for th� thr�� n��dl�s h� us�d to attia�k, but that was fien�.

So that was how you attia�k�d with Shap�r Pow�rs.

Now for mov�m�nt.

Mark slamm�d th� n��dl�s sid�ways against th� ground, and h� lift�d hims�lf up off  of th� ground, 

unst�ady at fierst, but th�n h� start�d moving forward— and th�n ba�kward. H� struggl�d. H� toss�d 

hims�lf around way too mu�h. H� f�ll on his ass, kn��s, and ba�k to his f��t a f�w tim�s b��aus� th� 

ori�ntation of th� n��dl�s som�tim�s mad� th�m pun�h into th� ground, inst�ad of laying on top.

6 n��dl�s was a bad id�a.

Mark swit�h�d out 3 of his 6 n��dl�s for 3 larg� rings.

The� rings work�d a lot b�tti�r as ‘f��t to stand on’, up until th� rings start�d slipping off  of surfa��s.

Mark adjust�d his tools again.

3 �altrops and 3 n��dl�s.



The� �altrops work�d r�markably w�ll, a�tually. Ea�h on� was basi�ally two small�r n��dl�s b�nt at 90 

d�gr��s, and th�n stu�k onto �a�h oth�r by th�ir ��nt�rs. The�y w�r� kinda small, but 3 of th�m support�d

Mark’s w�ight, and whil� th�y pr�ss�d �asily into th� ground and th�y som�tim�s got stu�k, Mark �ould 

us� his moving bodyw�ight to yank th�m ba�k out of th� ground just as �asily as th�y w�nt in.

Soon, Mark was fluoating forward and ba�k and this way and that, fieguring out how to mov�, to plu�k his

�altrops ba�k out from b�hind him, and th�n shov� th�m forward to support furth�r forward mov�m�nt. 

It was boun�y. It was un�v�n. Mark had no sho�k absorb�rs, �x��pt for l�arning how to manually mov� 

his astral body to absorb his boun�in�ss.

Mark �rash�d into a tr��.

H� f�ll into dirt wh�n a �altrop w�nt into th� ground inst�ad of on top of th� ground.

H� tor� his loin�loth from on� parti�ularly bad �rash, but h� fiex�d it ba�k up, and th�n h� k�pt going. It 

was w�ird to hav� his skin and body b� a whol� lot strong�r than his �loth�s, but th� whol� �xp�ri�n�� 

was w�ird and fantasti�.

An hour aft�r h� b�gan l�arning how to mov� around with his �altrops, Mark tu�k�d th� Shap�r book 

into his loin�loth-b�lt and mad� a plan. Addav�in had spok�n of th� Not-Mississippi in Daihoon b�ing 

�los� to wh�r� h� had summon�d Mark, and how h� �ouldn’t r�turn Mark all th� way to Citad�l Fr�yala,

but how h� �ould put him on th� oth�r sid� of th� V�il, som�wh�r� around th� Mississippi.

Mark was n�xt to a small riv�r.

Sin�� th� Mississippi Riv�r was th� larg�st riv�r in this part of th� world, this tributary, or riv�r, or 

what�v�r it was �all�d, probably w�nt to th� Mississippi… Mayb�. Probably. Adding to that: th� riv�r 

fluow�d that way, to th� w�st, a��ording to th� sun moving in that-ish dir��tion, in th� sky.

So that m�ant that th� Mississippi Riv�r was probably in that dir��tion, and so �ivilization was probably 

in that dir��tion. And if not, th�n p�opl� usually �amp�d out or built �iti�s at th� mouths of riv�rs, as 

oppos�d to upstr�am.



“So w� follow th� wat�r!” Mark announ��d to hims�lf, as h� lift�d up from th� ground on s�mi-st�ady 

‘l�gs’. And th�n h� tilt�d forward and start�d ra�ing forward, laughing, shouting, “WOOOOO!”

Flying, �v�n if it was t��hni�ally just advan��d-hov�ring, was th� most �xhilarating thing Mark had �v�r

don�… Ex��pt for mayb� hopping around in that spid�r-glid�r thing that Eliot had built. Theat wasn’t fun

past th� fierst f�w jumps, though.

But fluying with kin�sis?

Pounding �altrops down, pushing off  th� on�s in ba�k, and th�n slipping forward to hov�r a�ross un�v�n

ston� and ro�k, and fall�n wood t�rrain? Almost fluying? Flying, but only a m�t�r off  of th� ground? Theis 

was fantasti�. N�wly-l�arn�d mov�m�nts rapidly turn�d from flu�dgling-falt�ring to rushing-ra�ing. 

Mark soon pull�d apart on� of his n��dl�s to mak� anoth�r �altrop, taking him down to 2 n��dl�s but 

giving him 4 ‘l�gs’, and sudd�nly h� was off  to th� ra��s. Barr�ling ov�r ro�kfalls, slipping a bit but also 

�at�hing hims�lf just as fast. H� rush�d ov�r fall�n tr��s.

Som�thing in th� for�st sudd�nly tw�ak�d his Union-s�ns�, but Mark was outrunning what�v�r it was, 

and that unknown thing ba�k th�r� didn’t �v�n mak� an app�aran��, its tug on r�ality l�ss�ning and 

th�n vanishing. Mark ra��d on. Mark’s h�art b�at hard and h� swor� that �v�n th� plant lif� all around 

him s��m�d to blossom with th� thrill that Mark was f��ling, in that v�ry mom�nt, as h� fluow�d a�ross 

th� ground.

H� r�a�h�d a �liff  and wat�rfall. From this, upstr�am angl�, it look�d lik� a short drop. Mark w�nt for it, 

ra�ing a�ross th� �dg�—

His h�art thrumm�d as his �y�s w�nt wid�, as h� r�aliz�d that th� ‘short wat�rfall’ was a�tually about 20

m�t�rs down to a larg� ro�kfall. Mark giggl�d as h� push�d all four �altrop ‘f��t’ at th� ro�kfall, dir��tly 

ah�ad of him.

It was lik� landing on l�gs h� didn’t know h� had; h� absorb�d th� �ntir� fall, not �v�n striking th� ro�ks

with his body. But h� did push off  with his f��t, br�athing hard, h�art thrumming, as h� laun�h�d 

hims�lf ba�k into th� air, just a m�t�r.

Mark k�pt fluying.



The� n�xt �liff  �am� up fast. Mark aim�d at th� �dg� of th� �liff  and hunk�r�d down as h� l�apt—

Mark skidd�d off  of moss, his �altrops gath�ring a big hunk of slipp�ry moss and som� sort of alga�. H� 

fluopp�d ov�r th� �dg� of th� �liff , whi�h was only 3 m�t�rs tall. H� land�d on a l�g and a hand, and also 

all of his rapidly r�ori�nt�d �altrops, laughing as h� right�d hims�lf. Ston� spark�d und�r adamantin� 

grip.

Mark �hu�kl�d.

And h� flu�w.

- - - -

The�r� was a larg� pool ah�ad; a natural o��urr�n�� of wh�r� th� riv�r twist�d.

Mark had l�arn�d how to l�ap rath�r gr�at distan��s by now, so h� got �los� to th� ground, going down 

to his a�tual f��t, and th�n h� physi�ally and kin�ti�ally push�d off  of th� ground, making sur� to flui�k 

and twist his �altrops so that th�y didn’t �at�h on anything. Mark sail�d a�ross th� big pool—

Som�thing was b�low. It aim�d at Mark.

It f�lt v�ry angry.

A big turtl� lift�d up, wat�r spilling off  of its big brown sh�ll, as its h�ad pok�d abov� th� surfa��, 

follow�d by thr�� mor� h�ads looking up. All four h�ads— and th�n a fiefth!— op�n�d th�ir maws and 

shot t�ndril-lik� wrappings at Mark, lik� th�y w�r� som� sort of spittiing-spid�r hydra-turtl�. Mark was 

in th� middl� of th� air ov�r th� pool, ov�r th� turtl�, by th�n. The� turtl� mov�d fast.



Mark r�turn�d fier� with a h�avy drain of r�sili�n�� and a giving of w�akn�ss, as h� slash�d through th� 

on�oming, �xpanding w�b-shit with his two fr�� n��dl�s, rapidly slashing through th� attia�k, but it was 

throwing n��dl�s against liquid; it didn’t do mu�h.

Mark land�d just how h� �xp��t�d to land, b�for� th� jump, but h� got w�bb�d. The� w�b rapidly b�gan to

�xpand on his skin, pulling at him in �v�ry dir��tion as it tri�d to trap him, as it �xpand�d and 

�xpand�d. Mark bri�fluy, qui�kly, did a Union of Brain with purity and impurity.

Bla�k lightning shatti�r�d th� �ontainm�nt, �ra�king against th� ground all around him, splatti�ring th� 

foam �v�rywh�r� �ls� but on Mark.

The� foam �ontinu�d to multiply on th� ground, turning from off -y�llow to d��ply gold�n in rapid 

s��onds, hard�ning to th� �onsist�n�y of ro�k. Or mayb� hard�r.

The� hydra turtl� hiss�d mor� foam at Mark, but Mark batti�r�d it away with a Union of Brain for purity-

impurity again, and th�n Mark w�nt on th� attia�k.

Mark had r�ally, r�ally want�d to kill som�thing, and this thing was an ambush pr�dator, so it qualifie�d 

so v�ry, v�ry mu�h. All th� rag� Mark had b��n f��ling, all th� pain h� had b��n bottiling up, �am� out at

that mom�nt. H� didn’t �v�n hav� to advan�� on th� b�ast, to go into th� wat�r, b��aus� th� hydra turtl�

was right th�r�, trying to tak� a bit� out of him.

With a whip of kin�sis, Mark slamm�d a n��dl� through th� n�ar�st turtl� h�ad, right into its skull—

And th�n Mark promptly lost �ontrol of that n��dl�.

It was lik� a splash of �old wat�r.

H� had lost th� n��dl�. H� had lost a sixth of his r�s�rv�s! And it hadn’t �v�n kill�d th� monst�r, b��aus�

th� monst�r had 5 h�ads— 7 h�ads! 7 h�ads, all aiming Mark’s way. The� singl� h�ad h� had attia�k�d just

flui�k�d its h�ad this way and that and th�n k�pt on k��ping on! It wasn’t d�ad y�t.

How high was its Body to b� abl� to shrug off  that! Had to b� high 80s! Shit!



It was a l�sson.

Mark pull�d ba�k, using his �altrops to pull away, and th�n h� hit th� monst�r with a Union of Brain, for

v�in int�grity/d��ay. The� hydraturtl� didn’t s��m to �ar�. It was going to tak� a whil�. The� monst�r had 

an in�r�dibly high Body.

The� monst�r haul�d out of th� wat�r, �hasing Mark.

Mark did not run. H� n��d�d that n��dl� ba�k. H� was going to g�t that n��dl� ba�k. Mark r�position�d,

k��ping out of th� way of th�—

Oh shit that’s a fast turtl�.

Mark s�rambl�d to ba�k up, rapidly gaining distan��. The� turtl� advan��d. Bla�k v�ins �onn��t�d him to 

th� monst�r as Mark ra��d ba�kward, down th� riv�rbank, and th� monst�r spit foam as it roar�d tiny 

roars and �has�d him. Foam land�d on Mark’s �h�st and l�gs, but h� flui�k�r�d purity/impurity, and th� 

foam burst off  of him. Wh�n that �xpanding thr�at was gon�, Mark r�sum�d v�in d��aying it.

Two minut�s lat�r, and th� damn�d thing was still harrying Mark and not dying, but it had stopp�d 

shooting foam. Theat was th� only r�al positiv� of this s��nario. Mark had l�arn�d th� t�rrain, too, so that

was anoth�r positiv�, but not r�ally. Anoth�r positiv� was that Mark was �onfied�nt h� �ould �v�ntually 

kill th� monst�r.

Most oth�r p�opl� in this situation would hav� simply di�d, �ith�r from not b�ing abl� to fluy, to b�ing 

�aught up in all of th� snapping turtl� h�ads, to how fast th� bastard mov�d. Theis thing was th� siz� of a 

hov�rvan and it mov�d a�ross th� land with about as mu�h pow�r, plowing through th� tr��s, through 

small ro�ks, and almost through bould�rs, too. The� bould�rs had �nough int�grity to stay mostly inta�t, 

but th�y w�nt fluying just th� sam�.

And Mark flu�w on adamantium �altrops, staying ah�ad of th� b�ast.

Theis wasn’t working, though. Mark n��d�d to attia�k it mor�.



Mark was r�lu�tant to us� his r�maining n��dl� of adamantium, but h� �ould mak� th� turtl� bl��d, 

probably, so h� turn�d his n��dl� into a s�alp�l. A s�alp�l wouldn’t g�t �aught in th� �r�atur�’s auri� 

body… Would it? No. But if it didn’t work, th�n Mark would n��d to do som�thing diff �r�nt with Union, 

mayb�.

Mark turn�d on� n��dl� into on� s�alp�l, and h� wait�d for on� of th� h�ads to snap at him—

The� turtl� put on a burst of sp��d, for Mark had slow�d down wh�n h� transform�d th� n��dl�, and th� 

turtl� noti��d. The� turtl� snapp�d with fiev� h�ads, �a�h th� siz� of Mark’s own torso. But Mark dart�d 

ba�kward, and lik� a kid trailing a fieng�r through a w�dding �ak�, Mark lift�d th� s�alp�l up a�ross th� 

n�ar�st long, wrinkl�d n��k.

Bla�k m�tal �asily part�d flu�sh, lik� a zipp�r op�ning up a ja�k�t, r�v�aling r�d und�rn�ath.

Mark didn’t los� �ontrol of his blad� at all.

The� hydra roar�d and fluin�h�d, pulling ba�k its injur�d n��k ba�kward as it laun�h�d its oth�r h�ads 

forward, again, giving mor� �has�. Mark took an �y� h�r�, h� �arv�d anoth�r wound th�r�. But still, th� 

turtl� tri�d to g�t him to �at him. The� wounds Mark influi�t�d �v�n b�gan to h�al, whi�h was just plain 

fu�king infuriating.

Theis thing must hav� kill�d so many p�opl�.

Mark mad� it bl��d with as many �uts as h� �ould influi�t.

Minut�s lat�r, with Mark fluying around at a good sp��d and kiting th� monst�r w�ll, th� monst�r fienally 

start�d to slow down, and this tim� it wasn’t a fak� out, m�ant to lur� Mark �los�r.

It stopp�d.

It was not d�ad, as it lay th�r� on th� shor�, bl��ding so v�ry mu�h and still not dying.



Mark got to killing. The� turtl� snapp�d at him. It spat a bit of w�bbing. But it was alr�ady d�ad; it was 

just a matti�r of tim�.

Mark’s Union of Brain for v�in int�grity/d��ay was doing work, and his Union of Blood was pulling at 

th� monst�r’s r�sili�n�� and giving it w�akn�ss, but not fast �nough. The� monst�r simply didn’t �ar� that

it was bl��ding from �v�ry orifie�� and roaring out foaming blood, so Mark b�gan to dismantl� th� 

�r�atur� with an adamantium blad� th� siz� of a pinky. Mark fo�us�d on th� h�ad that had his 

adamantium n��dl�, fierst. H� s�or�d marks a�ross �v�ry h�ad that �am� his way, snapping, as th� 

�r�atur� rotat�d around to try and k��p up with Mark.

But th�n it laid down, too tir�d to mov� anymor�.

Mark fo�us�d, and soon th� d�sir�d h�ad roll�d away—

The� instant it �am� loos�, Mark f�lt his adamantium insid� th� h�ad r�turn to him. H� yank�d it out of 

th� d�ad turtl� h�ad, and th�n h� turn�d it into anoth�r s�alp�l.

Mark fienish�d killing th� thing with two small adamantium s�alp�ls.

Mor� than on��, Mark was pr�ttiy sur� h� had kill�d it, but it k�pt r�g�n�rating, or som�thing. Ev�n from

d�ath. Mark �v�ntually popp�d its sh�ll off  and start�d bl�nd�ring its insid�s. Aft�r killing th� fourth 

h�art, it di�d. Mark kn�w it di�d b��aus� his kin�sis �n�ount�r�d no diffic�ulty at all �uttiing through it, 

and th�n �ontinuing to �ut through it. Its astral body was gon�.

Theat had tak�n a good 20 minut�s! The� fu�k!

“Monst�rs ar� still dang�rous!” Mark told hims�lf.

And th�n Mark turn�d his atti�ntion to th� hydraturtl�’s pool.

How many p�opl� had it kill�d? Mark was probably nowh�r� n�ar M�mphi, or �ls� this thing would 

hav� b��n d�ad a long tim� ago. But p�opl� had probably tri�d to kill it, anyway. The�r� might b� bodi�s 



in th� wat�r, for monst�rs only at� a littil� of what th�y kill�d. Mostly th�y d�f�nd�d t�rritory, or th�y 

aggr�ssiv�ly �xpand�d, and th�y l�t small�r things �at what th�y kill�d.

And Mark n��d�d to kill any turtl� �ggs, if th�y �xist�d.

Mark fluoat�d ov�r to th� wat�rs and w�nt in, �mbra�ing th� �hill as h� op�n�d his �y�s und�rwat�r.

It was hon�stly too murky to s��, so Mark bri�fluy puls�d a Union of purity/impurity through th� wat�r, 

lik� lightning �rashing out in �v�ry dir��tion. The� wat�r �l�ar�d instantly, and it was still �arly 

aft�rnoon, so th�r� was pl�nty of light.

Bon�s.

Lots and lots of bon�s, and littil� fiesh �ating on th� bon�s. Or rath�r, th�y had b��n �ating on th� flu�sh, 

but Mark had �l�ar�d all of that away. Theat flu�sh had b��n tu�k�d into th� world, into all th� plant lif� 

out th�r�. And all that was l�ft was bon�s. A��ording to Union, th� fiesh r�ori�nt�d on Mark, but th�y 

w�r� not man �at�rs. The�y w�r� s�av�ng�rs. Just normal fiesh, r�ally. The� turtl� did not suff �r oth�r 

monst�rs to liv� n�ar it, at all.

… Theos� w�r� bon�s down th�r�.

Mark look�d at th� bon�s again, and h� tri�d not to fr�ak out. It was a lot diff �r�nt s��ing this sort of 

thing in r�al lif� than it was on t�l�vision.

Human skulls. Animal skulls. Rib�ag�s and ba�kpa�ks—

Oh! Ba�kpa�k!

… Mayb� it had a working phon�? Mayb� a map?

Was it wrong to loot th� r�mains?



… Y�s, but also Mark was out h�r� in survival mod�, so… h� was going to loot th� r�mains, and h� hop�d

that anyon� who might fiend his body, if a monst�r should �v�r kill him, would do th� sam�.

Mark grabb�d th� bag with a twist of adamantium lat�hing on, and th�n h� haul�d out of th� wat�r.

The� ba�kpa�k was on� of thos� strong on�s that �ould last for�v�r in th� wild�rn�ss. It was �v�n still 

s�al�d, but wat�r had gotti�n in som�how. Mark op�n�d it up and dump�d out a bun�h of stuff  that might

hav� b��n und�r wat�r for… only months, Mark suppos�d? A w��k? Mayb� just a f�w days…

Oh holy shit.

The� sudd�n r�alization that th�r� w�r� human sk�l�tons down th�r� slamm�d into Mark’s mind and 

Mark had a diffic�ult mom�nt. Mark br�ath�d a bit, shudd�r�d as �old wat�r �vaporat�d from his skin, 

and th�n h� got ba�k to looking at th� �ont�nts of th� bag.

Und�rw�ar, shorts, pap�rs that w�r� unint�lligibl�. A wall�t with an ID.

‘Mark Chamb�rs of M�mphi’.

Mark dropp�d th� wall�t. Theat was his own fierst nam�, but on a �orps�’s things—

Anoth�r r�alization, lik� lightning from an �mpty sky.

Mark br�ath�d out, “I told Addav�in that I would hav� b��n fien� on Daihoon on my own, didn’t I? Of all 

th� arrogant, stupid… Oh gods…”

His voi�� trail�d off  as h� star�d at th� bag’s �ont�nts.

A mom�nt lat�r, Mark pull�d out what h� �ould from th� bag.

H� w�nt ba�k down into th� wat�rs and grabb�d two mor� ba�kpa�ks and a third on� that was bitti�n 

through. H� dump�d stuff  onto th� shor� and s�parat�d out what was us�ful v�rsus what was not. The�r� 



was on� wat�rlogg�d diary that was r�adabl� and Mark fluipp�d through it a bit to s�� what was th�r�. 

A��ording to th� IDs, all of th�s� p�opl� w�r� from M�mphi, whi�h was on� of th� major �iti�s on th� 

Mississippi, so that wasn’t too surprising. A��ording to th� diary th�y w�r� roam�rs, �l�aning up 

monst�r inf�stations outsid� th� �ity.

Mark r�ad th� last �ntry, sp��ifie�ally.

‘W�’v� s�out�d th� turtl� and P�n�lop� thinks w� �an tak� it. Famous last words, right? Anyway. 

Pr�liminary attia�ks show that it has a high r�g�n�rativ� ability, and it �an run r�ally fast. It has that 

sti�ky foam ability, but it hasn’t us�d that with us, y�t. It’s probably out, having sp�nt that ability on 

som� oth�r monst�r, though w� will try to bait it into using that ability b�for� w� go in for th� kill. So 

w�’r� going for it! Updat� you tomorrow, diary. Or not! LOL!’

… Mark took anoth�r minut�.

The�n h� got to pulling out all th� IDs h� �ould fiend. Wh�n h� was don�, Mark had 2 IDs, but th� diary 

was th� r�al s�or� for id�ntifie�ation; it �ontain�d th� nam�s of �v�ryon� on th� roaming kill squad, 

whi�h had b��n 6 p�opl�. With that don�, and �h��king all th� �l��troni�s and fiending th�m fri�d, Mark 

s�out�d th� �loth�s. A pair of shorts look�d lik� th�y would work, but th�y w�r� a 38 waist and too small

in th� thighs and ass, whi�h did not fiet at all, so Mark �nd�d up w�aring som� rath�r short swim trunks 

that w�r� a d��p blu� �olor. No shirts, though; non� of th�m fiet.

B�tti�r to go shirtl�ss than w�aring som�thing sup�r tight.

With n�w, mu�h b�tti�r �lothing, along with th� most salvag�abl� of th� ba�kpa�ks strapp�d to his ba�k 

along with all of th� id�ntifie�ations that h� �ould s�roung� up, Mark on�� again took to th� air, holding a

map in his hands.

Now, h� wasn’t �xa�tly sur�, but h� was pr�ttiy sur� that this riv�r h� was on was… this on�. Or mayb� 

this oth�r on�…

Mark humm�d.



“I’m mayb� 30 mil�s from th� Mississippi, and th�r�’s �ith�r a big lak� b�tw��n h�r� and th�r�, or not, or

th�r�’s th� Ohio Riv�r fierst, or not,” Mark said to hims�lf, to �h��k if it sound�d �orr��t, or not. “… I’ll 

run into on� of th�m, I’m sur�, and th�n follow th�m downstr�am to th� big riv�r, whi�h runs dir��tly 

into M�mphi.” A mom�nt. “… Y�s. Theis is th� plan.”

Follow th� wat�r. Civilization �xist�d at th� �nd of th� wat�r, usually.

Hop�fully Mark didn’t run into any lak�s with any truly dang�rous monst�rs. The� list of pow�rs that 

�ould no-s�ll him was probably long�r than Mark imagin�d it to b�, but it only r�ally in�lud�d 

sp��dst�rs, mind monst�rs, w�ird ar�an� things, and any truly dang�rous S-rank things, but monst�rs (of

th� non-humanoid vari�ty) usually only got strong kna�ks, lik� that hydraturtl�. The�y didn’t g�t Mind 

Control, lik� humans did, and �v�n if Mark m�t a Mind Nudg�r, lik� thos� goblins, h� was ro�king at 

l�ast a ti�r 5 Mind right now, what with his r�sili�n�� working so hard. The� str�ngth of his Mind would 

hard-�ount�r most �ontrolling kna�ks or �v�n Pow�rs—

Ah! But monst�rs also got illusionary shit all th� tim�. Attia�king through �amoufluag� and along w�ird 

angl�s? Y�s! Theat is what monst�rs did. Theat �ould b� diffic�ult.

… But Mark had his Union s�ns�, and most monst�rs �ould only influu�n�� along th� s�ns�s th�y alr�ady 

poss�ss�d, and sin�� th�y didn’t hav� a Union s�ns�, Mark �ould always know wh�n som�thing was 

aiming to kill him. H� was n�v�r truly blind… som�what. And th�r� w�r� also his kin�sis-�nabl�d 

Shap�r s�ns�s, whi�h Mark was still d�v�loping. H� �ould only r�ally s�ns� his own adamantium, whi�h 

was alr�ady an in�r�dibly rar� m�tal, so h� didn’t �xp��t to run into any of that out h�r�… or anywh�r�, 

r�ally. But h� �ould still f��l th� world through his adamantium �altrops and whatnot. Theat would 

probably �om� in handy… �v�ntually, right?

It was w�ird to put ‘fieng�rs’ down into th� mu�k and grab onto ston�s and prop�l hims�lf forward, but 

Mark was g�ttiing a r�ally good f��l for that n�w part of his Pow�r, whi�h was r�ally pr�ttiy gr�at, in his 

opinion.

Mark got moving.

- - - -



Mark was th�or�ti�ally making good tim�.

H� was ��rtainly doing mor� than 30 mil�s p�r hour, too, so h� should b� at th� Mississippi or th� Ohio 

Riv�r b�for� suns�t, and from th�r�… Mayb� h� �ould mov� �v�n fast�r, on�� h� wasn’t in su�h a wild 

ar�a?

Finding a ‘l�ss wild’ ar�a didn’t tak� that mu�h long�r.

Mark �am� a�ross bridg�s that w�r� mostly wr��k�d, whi�h l�d to str��ts that w�r� �ompl�t�ly 

ov�rgrown, whi�h h� did not tak�. H� �ontinu�d on with th� riv�r, �h��king his map �v�ry so oft�n, 

trying to fiegur� out wh�r� h� was.

Monst�rs start�d popping out of th� for�st, or th� wat�r, or �v�n th� invisibl� air its�lf, �v�ry now and 

th�n. Mark kill�d th�m all, and h� f�lt so mu�h b�tti�r aft�r �v�ry kill. So mu�h mor� s��ur� in hims�lf, 

out h�r� in th� middl� of nowh�r�. It would hav� b��n hubris to stay on Daihoon, so Mark was kinda 

glad that Addav�in had thrown him ba�k to Earth, but Mark would n�v�r t�ll him that. No no no.

Mark took out his rag� on all th� murd�rous monst�rs that h� �ould r�a�h.

Ev�rywh�r� h� look�d, th�r� w�r� monst�rs.

Cat-typ� b�asts in tr��s that want�d to tak� his h�ad.

D��r-typ� monst�rs that look�d inno��nt at fierst glan�� (h�n�� th� nam� of th� typ�; th�s� on�s w�r� 

t��hni�ally bunny-shap�d) but th�n mutat�d into hook�d horrors that tri�d to �at Mark’s fa��.

Wolf-typ�s that hunt�d in pa�ks but did not r�s�mbl� wolv�s at all. The�s� on�s w�r� mor� s�al�d than 

furr�d and th�y had swords for tails.



Som�thing slamm�d into Mark’s mind, trying to t�ll him to sl��p, but Mark rag�d and found th� spid�r 

on th� tr�� that had tri�d to �at�h him in its w�b of mind magi�. Mark kill�d that fu�k�r d�ad. Wh�n 

Mark found a n�st of th� sam� spid�rs along with human r�mains stuff �d into th� bottiom of a tr��, h� 

pull�d out th� r�mains, grabb�d som� ba�kpa�ks, squash�d bugs, and fiegur�d out how to run his 

adamantium through a tr�� fast �nough and solid �nough, lik� a bl�nd�r in th� middl� of th� d�ad wood,

to mak� th� tr�� �at�h fluam�.

Mark burn�d down a small part of th� for�st and kill�d �v�ry singl� mind spid�r h� �ould fiend with a f�w

puls�s of Union of Brain.

The� only things that r�ally surviv�d w�ll in this h�lls�ap� w�r� th� pr�y b�asts that multipli�d fast; th� 

rats, squirr�ls, bugs, and many small birds, and lots of fiesh. Ev�rything �ls� was just an off shoot of a 

pr�viously-�stablish�d monst�r sp��i�s that �ith�r stay�d th� sam�, or had off spring that mutat�d in 

diff �r�nt dir��tions.

W�r� th�r� bunni�s out h�r� that w�r�n’t �oll��tions of fangs, tongu�s, and mouths, on th� insid�?

Possibl�!

Mark hadn’t s��n a singl� r�al bunny!

So far 100% of bunni�s, ov�r 80, at l�ast, had tri�d to jump at him to �at his fa��. Theos� bunni�s got r�al 

d�ad, r�al fast, and not to Union at all. Mark �ould whip adamantium though thos� littil� b�asts �asily 

�nough, min�ing th�m to d�ath, without f�ar of losing his adamantium. So far, of all th� monst�rs h� 

kill�d, only th� hydra turtl� had poss�ss�d a strong �nough astral body that h� had truly blo�k�d Mark’s 

adamantiumkin�sis.

Ev�rything �ls� just f�ll apart.

Mark was using s�alp�ls, though. Not n��dl�s. The� s�alp�l shap� allow�d him to �ut things up, inst�ad of

pi�r�� things through. Pi�r�ing was stupid! Cuttiing was b�st! All th� way.



H� did �xp�rim�nt with grabbing big ro�ks and hittiing monst�rs with thos�, but simpl� ro�ks w�r� PL 0, 

whil� adamantium was PL 79; it was no �ont�st whi�h on� was b�tti�r.

Oth�r dis�ov�ri�s in�lud�d th� fa�t that Mark mu�h pr�f�rr�d using Union to h�al hims�lf and w�ak�n 

his �n�mi�s, than to us� it to kill his �n�mi�s dir��tly. Som�how it f�lt dirty to kill with Union; to hurt 

with a pow�r that was us�d to prot��t and h�al. But adamantium, though, had a mu�h mor� vis��ral, 

�uttiing/d�adly/murd�rous f��ling to it. The�r� was f��dba�k wh�n h� �arv�d op�n som�thing. H� kn�w 

wh�n h� had hit som�thing important. H� �ould f��l it through his adamantium. The�r� wasn’t any 

f��dba�k to Union.

“But that’s all kinda… tru� villain-ish” Mark mumbl�d, as h� flu�w down th� riv�r, whi�h was rapidly 

g�ttiing wid�r and wid�r—

Sudd�nly th� riv�r op�n�d up into a lak�—

No. Anoth�r riv�r. It was moving from right to l�ft, and it was massiv�. Mark grinn�d.

“The� Ohio Riv�r, I pr�sum�!”

The� riv�r was full of monst�rs, of �ours�. The�y noti��d Mark as h� sp�d down th� riv�rbank, but Mark 

bar�ly noti��d th�m, �x��pt by th�ir tug on his Union-s�ns�. Was Mark making too mu�h nois�? It 

didn’t s��m lik� it. Mayb� th� monst�rs w�r� just hyp�rs�nsitiv� to displays of pow�r, or som�thing. 

What�v�r th� �as�, th� south�rn bank of th� Ohio Riv�r was rath�r ov�rgrown and right up against th� 

wat�r, �x��pt for wh�r� normal animal/monst�r traffic� had �arv�d th� land into sandy or ro�ky ar�as.

A lot of things us�d th� wat�r—

“Ah!” Mark said, “Right!”

Mark was rushing down a riv�rbank on a major riv�r, wh�r� pr�dator and pr�y oft�n gath�r�d in ord�r 

to drink, and in som� �as�s, b� �at�n. Of �ours� �v�rything was looking at him, �v�n if thos� things 

w�r� far away. The�y w�r� thr�at-ass�ssing him. Most of thos� things out th�r� just took on� look at 

Mark, and though th�y all had bri�f id�as of ‘kill kill kill!’ or ‘�at �at �at!’, Mark was too fast for th�m.



The�y ignor�d him wh�n h� got out of rang�, whi�h happ�n�d rath�r fast, and Mark was alr�ady ignoring

th�m to start with, for th�y w�r� too far away to kill and th�y didn’t try to attia�k him fierst.

Mayb� Mark �ould hav� �ross�d th� land and gotti�n away from this transitional ar�a, but that s��m�d 

lik� �v�n mor� of a �rapshoot for tru� dang�r. At l�ast h�r� at th� riv�rbank th�r� was always tons of 

mov�m�nt, all th� tim�, so it was �xp��t�d for things to b� dang�rous. Not lik� in th� woods, wh�r� 

spid�rs �ould pr�par� traps, or turtl�s �ould b��om� d�migods in th�ir domain and a�tually d�f�nd th�ir 

t�rritory.

Mark sp�d along, down th� riv�rbank, though h� did not� a f�w pla��s on th� map wh�r� th� riv�rbank 

�urv�d hard, and it would b� �asi�r/fast�r to �ross half a mil� of land, than it would b� to �ross 5 mil�s of

�urving riv�rbank.

H� took a �han�� on on� of thos� d�tours.

Wh�n Mark popp�d out th� oth�r sid� of th� on� land d�tour, h� �v�n manag�d to fiend th� sam� riv�r 

again. Whi�h was a mira�l�! A small mira�l�, r�ally. It was still in�r�dibly �ool to b� abl� to r�ad a map, 

plot a short�ut, and th�n a�tually a�hi�v� that short�ut.

Mark �hu�kl�d and k�pt fluying, hoping to mak� it to a �ity b�for� nightfall.

H� had to b� fluying at 35 or 40 mil�s p�r hour, unl�ss h� was wildly ov�r�stimating his sp��d, whi�h was

�ompl�t�ly possibl�. H� kn�w that h� �ouldn’t run with his r�al l�gs at half of this sp��d, though.

Mayb� th� turnoff  to th� Mississippi Riv�r would b� soon?

And th�n M�mphi would b� around on� of th�s� �orn�rs.

Mayb� th�y’d hav� tow�rs out this far, though.

M�mphi was a major m�tropolitan ar�a—

“HALT! FLIER! HALT!”



Mark laugh�d at th� voi��, whi�h �am� out of a bundl� of tr��s and bush�s to th� l�ft, and at th� four 

diff �r�nt pulls on th� fabri� of r�ality, aiming his way. H� had noti��d th� pulls a whil� b�for� h� got 

h�r�, but h� was rath�r visibl�, running out h�r� in th� op�n, and many diff �r�nt things had b��n 

looking at him with int�nt to harm, so h� hadn’t paid any atti�ntion to th� pulls. What�v�r was in thos� 

small woods �ould stay in thos� small woods; Mark wasn’t falling for it.

Mark k�pt on fluying, shouting ba�k, “List�ning to voi��s in th� wilds is a bad id�a!”

But th�n th� air froz� around Mark, i�� rapidly �rashing up and around him.

H� had sprung a trap.

Mark adjust�d th� thr�at from ‘w�ird voi��’ to ‘�r�dibl� probl�m’.

H� r�a�h�d out with �v�rything h� had, spinning his kniv�s through th� i��, shatti�ring th� d�v�loping 

�o�oon, laun�hing hims�lf toward th� thr�ats, r�a�hing with Union into th� four p�opl� and s�nding 

thr�� of th�m straight to th�ir kn��s—

The� fourth on� just toppl�d ov�r, fa�� planting into th� dirt—

Oh shit.

P�opl�.

M�taphori�al i�� stabb�d into Mark’s �h�st �v�n b�for� h� rapidly r�ori�nt�d, h�aling th� p�opl� and 

flui�king away th� i�� around him with som� purity/impurity, h�aling th� wom�n on th� ground 

(probably brain injury, fu�k!) and righting what�v�r wrongs h� had don� to th� oth�r p�opl�. The�y w�r� 

all w�aring normal wild�rn�ss g�ar, but th�y also had y�llow and bla�k armbands with ‘M’ on th�m.

Mark took a mom�nt to look at th�m; a v�ry fast mom�nt.

It was four p�opl�, two m�n and two wom�n of various ag�s. The� wom�n look�d �l�an�r than th� m�n, 

but on� of th� wom�n, th� mu�h young�r on�, had just plopp�d into th� mud. Sh� was �oming around 



though, groaning and holding h�r h�ad. On� woman stood in th� ba�k, looking mayb� 50-ish y�ars old. 

Moth�r to th� on� who had fall�n ov�r? Mayb�. But sh� wasn’t making any mov�s to h�lp th� fall�n 

woman. Sh� was staring hard at Mark, and so was �v�ryon� �ls�. The� woman that Mark had down�d 

groan�d, as sh� got h�rs�lf out of th� mu�k. The� two m�n w�r� just a pair of guys, mayb� 25 or 30, hard 

to t�ll. The�y wat�h�d Mark. Brown hair was wat�hing Mark’s adamantium flui�k�r around, th� oth�r was 

just wat�hing Mark.

To Mark’s Union, th�y w�r�… som�thing adja��nt to hungry? Som� w�ird �motion? But also s�ar�d and 

r�ori�nting and v�ry human. Theos� w�r� human �motions, for sur�. And th�n �am� th� ang�r.

All of th�m looking r�ally fu�king piss�d—

Ang�r turn�d to hat�. To harm. A lot of int�nt to harm. The�y didn’t mov� to �na�t th�ir d�sir�s, but 

Mark r��ogniz�d that pull on Union. The�r� was som�thing �ls� in th�r�, though. Som� sort of pull that 

Mark didn’t r��ogniz�. Theat hung�r-adja��nt �motion was right th�r�, and Mark �ouldn’t t�ll what it 

was.

The� muddy woman was still in pain, and now sh� look�d at h�rs�lf and shook h�r arms out, saying, 

“Fu�king mud �v�ry fu�king wh�r�!”

Mark fluash�d out purity/impurity in a Union of Brain and all of th�m �l�an�d up in an instant, and th�n 

Mark pull�d ba�k his �l�aning and simply h�al�d th�m, drawing pow�r from th� world and from all th� 

monst�rs lurking qui�tly in th� Ohio Riv�r. In that instant, all of th�m j�rk�d, all of th�m r�alizing that 

th�y w�r� �l�an… Or mayb� th�y had n��d�d to go to th� bathroom, and now th�y didn’t.

The� young�r woman was surpris�d, and th�n sh� was looking at Mark with a w�irdn�ss in h�r sight.

Mark hov�r�d about 20 m�t�rs away, f��ling simply t�rribl�. H� said, “I’m so sorry about th� attia�k. I 

did not m�an to r�a�t with su�h… for��.” H� kinda just stopp�d th�r�, b��aus� now th� t�am was 

rallying and th�y must hav� had a Theink�r in th�m, or som�thing, b��aus� Mark f�lt som�thing strang� 

happ�ning in th� fabri� of th� world.

The� t�am was all Union-point�d at �a�h oth�r, th� v��tors of th�ir �xist�n�� wrapp�d up all tog�th�r, 

boun�ing and—



And th�n th�y Union-point�d at th� bits of adamantium that Mark had fluoating around.

Sudd�nly th�ir driv� to kill Mark w�nt through th� roof—

And th�n th� old�r woman’s v��tor slamm�d into Mark, making a w�dg�, prying him apart, just a littil�.

Just �nough.

The� old woman’s voi�� was th� ni��st thing, as sh� ask�d, “You �an giv� us som� of thos� m�tal trink�ts,

�an’t you? W�’r� so poor, and w� n��d so mu�h mon�y to pay for my son’s �an��r tr�atm�nts.”

… What th� fu�k?

Mark, of �ours�, want�d to h�lp th�m with th�ir mon�y probl�ms, but h� was just as poor as th�m, and it

was �razy to ask for som�on�’s w�apons. Theat was just an insan� r�qu�st. Compl�t�ly off -th�-wall 

wrong. Did you ask for som�on�’s sword in th� middl� of th� wilds in ord�r to s�ll it off  to a �ity and 

pay off  d�bt, or som� shit lik� that? No, you did not.

The� r�qu�st hon�stly mad� Mark a bit mad.

… But Mark still want�d to h�lp th�m.

Mark smil�d a littil� as h� got �los�r, asking, “How about I h�al th� guy’s �an��r? I’m pr�ttiy sur� I �an do

it. Any Fr�yalan �ould, r�ally…”

Mark quirk�d his h�ad to th� sid� a littil�, as that truth of �an��r h�aling f�lt pr�ttiy tru�.

… But of �ours� th�r� w�r� truly dang�rous things out th�r� that Union �ouldn’t h�al, and you n��d�d a 

Tru� H�al�r for.

The�y probably had on� of thos� bad �an��rs; th� magi�al on�s.



Mark said, “I hav� an un�l� in th� �ity that do�s Tru� H�aling, if you n��d that inst�ad. Mayb� I �an talk

to him on your b�half! How �los� ar� w� to th� �ity, anyway?”

The� old woman star�d at Mark, and h�r �y�s w�r� th� world.

But Mark still s�ns�d th� two m�n walk to th� sid�s, th�ir v��tors of KILL KILL KILL moving to fluank 

Mark, whil� th� young�r woman stood th�r�, and th� air got �hilly. Sup�r�ool�d, mayb�? But not r�ally. 

The� young woman was point�d in �v�ry dir��tion, all around Mark, sp��ifie�ally not pointing at him, for 

th� mom�nt. But all of h�r �hilly winds �urv�d through th� air. The�y w�r� guns aim�d in Mark’s 

dir��tion.

Mark look�d to th� old woman, though. Sh� was th� only on� that matti�r�d…

But now th� young woman was point�d at Mark to KILL KILL KILL, too.

Why w�r� th�y so s�ar�d of him? The�y didn’t n��d to f�ar him.

… H� probably did look pr�ttiy s�ary, though, hov�ring h�r� and with bla�k v�ins pulsing into th� air 

around him. And also almost nud�. H� was w�aring shorts, though! And h� had a ba�kpa�k. H� was 

�l�arly a good guy ‘out for a day run’—

The� old woman spok� with th� most pl�asant of voi��s, “W� hav� our own �onta�ts, hon�yd�w. W� just 

n��d som� mon�y, and our s�ann�rs t�ll us that you’r� truly ri�h. You wouldn’t mind sharing, would 

you? Just a littil� bit?”

“I �an’t,” Mark said, f��ling a bit of ang�r ov�r b�ing ask�d to s�ll his w�apons for th�s� p�opl�. Of 

�ours�, if th�y want�d a�tual h�lp Mark was right th�r� for th�m, but �v�n kindn�ss had limits, right? 

“I’m not ri�h at all. I �an h�lp you fiend som� p�opl� to h�al yours�lv�s, though— Oh! Do you n��d an 

�s�ort? It’s dang�rous out h�r�.” Mark smil�d. “I �an h�lp �s�ort you ba�k!”

The� old woman frown�d, h�r voi�� taking on a d��p�r �dg� as sh� bl�d from h�r nos� and �y�s—

A familiar ton�. A familiar look. A familiar fa��.



Mom was h�r�.

Mom stood on th� grassy bank of th� Ohio Riv�r, saying, “W� just n��d som� mon�y, son. Can’t you 

spar� som�? Mayb� som� of that m�tal you hav� flui�king around, pouring out of your v�ins? Spar� som� 

mon�y for your moth�r, son.”

No.

Unr�al.

Impossibl�.

The� illusion did not br�ak, but Mark kn�w it was an impossibility, anyway.

Sur�. H� �ould a���pt his moth�r was aliv� and wanting mon�y. Theat wasn’t th� issu�.

But Mom would n�v�r want to kill him, or disarm him in th� wilds. Theis woman and h�r �ompanions 

w�r� all angl�d toward Mark, looking to mak� a kill. And that was impossibl� to a���pt.

Mark ba�k�d away—

Mom’s fa�� turn�d ugly as sh� snapp�d, “Now!”

Mark simply flu�w away.

Theat had always b��n a �hoi��, it s��m�d.

The� air turn�d to i��, but Mark �rush�d th� i�� and purifie�d it away.

A sword stu�k into his sid�, through his stoma�h and organs and toward his h�art, but h� bar�ly f�lt it, 

though h� did f��l it wh�n h� ha�k�d off  an arm attia�h�d to th� knif�; it was lik� running a fieng�r 

through g�latin, but with froz�n bananas insid�. The� bananas must hav� b��n th� bon�.



Som�thing �onfus�d th� world, turning up to down, and down to up, but Mark still und�rstood wh�r� his

body was in r�lation both to his adamantium �altrops and his s�ns� of Union with th� world. The�r� was 

a big riv�r with monst�rs ov�r th�r�. The� grass gr�w strong und�rn�ath him. The� p�opl� who want�d to 

kill him w�r� still �v�rywh�r� around him, though h� was l�aving th�m b�hind rath�r fast. Theat was 

mor� than �nough to l�t him know whi�h way was whi�h.

Mark ran away, down th� sky, ov�r th� riv�r, up th� mountain and down th� �anyon, though non� of 

that was tru� at all.

Theat illusion brok� wh�n Mark got far �nough away, and th�n h� was just on th� grassy riv�r bank, 

rushing forward.

Trying to forg�t th� angry fa�� of his moth�r.

H� bar�ly r�m�mb�r�d pulling th� sword out of his sid�, but it �am� out and Mark h�al�d up th� wound.

The� s�v�r�d hand f�ll to th� ground.

Mark h�ld on to th� sword for what�v�r r�ason. H� wasn’t quit� sur�. It was shiny and silv�r and look�d

valuabl�.

And Mark flu�w away from th� fieght. Away from th� fa�� and voi�� of his moth�r. Away from th� fierst 

r�al �onflui�t h� had �v�r had with oth�r p�opl�.

H� had no id�a how to pro��ss it.

As h� flu�w, h� b�gan to r�aliz� all th� littil� bits about what had b��n wrong ba�k th�r�.

The�y had tri�d to kill him for th�ir own gain. The�y had us�d th�ir Pow�rs to try and for�� him to giv� 

th�m mon�y. MONEY! Just for mon�tary gain! The�y had tri�d to kill him for mon�y!

Theat had b��n a r�al, a�tual atti�mpt on Mark’s lif�.



Not just a s�amm�r, lik� what Addashi�ld had don� to all of his pr�vious appr�nti��s, and how h� 

d��id�d not to do with Mark, to l�t Mark go with a tri-Tal�nt and a f�w words wishing him w�ll in his 

lif�, and to tak� th� dragon-shap�d �xit from his d�mon �ontra�t. It wasn’t anything lik� what Addav�in 

had don�, �ith�r, who had shov�d hims�lf into Mark’s lif� and th�n summon�d Mark a�ross th� world 

and into Daihoon on a whim, and th�n s�nt him ba�k to Earth on a diff �r�nt whim. Addav�in was going 

loopy from la�k of sl��p… or som�thing. Theat sort of shit �ould almost b� forgiv�n. All of that shit was 

just r�ally big things happ�ning around Mark. Big, global �v�nts.

Was it �v�n wrong to hat� a d�mon for what it had don� to his par�nts? D�mons w�r� just d�mons, aft�r

all. The�y w�r� �ompl�t�ly amoral.

… No.

It was okay to hat� d�mons, b��aus� th�y w�r� amoral.

Mark h�ld onto that hat� just fien�, it s��m�d.

But thos� p�opl� ba�k th�r�, with thos� bla�k and y�llow M�mphi armbands, had just tri�d to kill him, 

straight up, for his adamantium. The�y w�r� not monst�rs trying to �at him, whi�h was pr�ttiy normal for

monst�rs so Mark didn’t b�grudg� th�m that; not r�ally. The�y w�r�n’t d�mons, that had for��d 

Addashi�ld to do a bun�h of truly horribl� shit, and whi�h �aus�d Addashi�ld to fienally kill hims�lf and 

dragoniz� wh�n h� found a good opportunity.

Theos� p�opl� on th� shor� of th� Ohio Riv�r w�r� just p�opl�.

And th�y had tri�d to kill him for r�asons of gr��d.

Theat had b��n that hung�r-adja��nt �motion h� had b��n s�nsing.

Gr��d.



The�y hadn’t b��n w�aring basi� browns, �ith�r, so th�y w�r� alr�ady abov� th� pov�rty lin�. M�mphi 

was a ti�r 4 �ity, with a whol� lot b�tti�r basi� am�niti�s than Orang� City, so thos� p�opl� should hav� 

had good liv�s… right?

Mark had no id�a how to pro��ss what had just happ�n�d.

So h� flu�w fast�r, as th� sun b�gan to low�r in th� w�st�rn sky.


