
The� goblin from Daihoon bl�d from t�n diffe�r�nt wounds, r�d trickling down gr��n skin onto whit� 
w�bs, insid� th� hiv� mind spid�r’s lair.

Hundr�ds of its broth�rs lay brok�n and d�ad on th� ground. All of th�m w�r� a littll� fuzzy and with big 

�y�s and many l�gs. Som� of th�m w�r� wrapp�d in silk, th� r�sults of th� last w��ks of prob�s and 

failur�s. Most of th�m had no w�apons at all, th� r�sult of th� last f�w days of attlack. Som� had sp�ars.

The� goblin from Daihoon had a rust�d sword, and it had b��n �nough.

It advanc�d toward th� �n�my.

The� hiv� mind spid�r, th� siz� of a larg� room in a small dw�lling, was crippl�d �v�n wors� than th� 

goblin. The� goblin grabb�d at an almost-d�ad broth�r and bit his h�ad offe. H� nibbl�d on th� rib cag�. H�

at� th� h�art. Within mom�nts, th� goblin from Daihoon was h�al�d and walking tall. It rais�d its sword

and advanc�d.

The� spid�r was l�gl�ss. Ey�l�ss. Most of its sharp n��dl�-hair was gon�. It had on� fang l�ft, but it was 

using that on� to crawl away. Its juicy, juicy body was untouch�d. No wounds at all on that big whit� 

buttl. It was fat and whit� and th� goblin l�apt onto th� big part of it. The� hiv� mind spid�r chittl�r�d in 

impot�nt fury. The� goblin got a f�w stinging hairs into his f��t for his troubl�, but that was no troubl� at 

all.

His mouth salivat�d, his transformativ� pow�r gath�ring strong.

H� bit into th� pr�y, drawing ichor from th� b�ast. The� b�ast hiss�d loud, and w�akly.

The� goblin l�apt away.

Hidd�n d��p within an old human city of columns, arch�s, ston�, and d�stroy�d hom�s, th� goblin 

laugh�d, and h� wait�d. His broth�rs gath�r�d out of th� gloom, to watch th� d�ath of th� �n�my.

The� mind spid�r’s body �v�ntually stopp�d moving.



And th�n its insid�s start�d wriggling.

- - - -

“W�’r� going to my anc�stral hom�!” Eliot said, standing outsid� of Mark’s room.

Eliot had brown skin, brown hair, and amb�r �y�s, with a wiry body und�r �xp�nsiv�, y�t kinda trashy-

looking cloth�s. H� was casual right now.

Mark was in his box�r shorts.

Mark blink�d out sl��p from his �y�s and look�d past th� short man, to th� dimm�d hallway lights. The� 

sun was not up, and in fact �v�rything was rath�r dark. R�ddish. Citad�l was prim�d for night guard. 

Mark look�d Eliot in his happy fac� again. Mark tri�d to b� �nthusiastic, as h� ask�d, “Sorry? What?”

“W�’r� going to Rom� for th� training mission! In 8 hours! The� d�tails just cam� through th� wir�! I had

to flyy th� dron� ov�r and t�ll you!” Eliot chid�d him, “And why ar� you in box�rs? Why ar� you asl��p 

this �arly? It’s only midnight!”

“The� r�al qu�stion is ‘why ar� you awak�?’, b�caus� you should b� sl��ping, too.”

“I sl��p �nough! And I’m �xcit�d! Rom� is amazing! Lots of w�ird monst�rs. Mayb� w� can �v�n finnd 

and kill that giant hiv� mind spid�r!”

Eliot got r�al �nthusiastic som�tim�s, and normally Mark lov�d it, but not right now.



“The�y told us that w�’d b� h�ad�d out tomorrow and sl��p was important, and d�tails would follow. W� 

don’t n��d to know th� d�tails right… Eliot…” Mark blink�d again, �y�d som� w�irdn�ss with Eliot, and 

th�n h� r�ach�d out and touch�d Eliot’s fac�. His hand w�nt through th� fac�, disturbing th� hologram 

and flyick�ring brok�n light into th� air. H� pull�d back and sigh�d. “You ar� in b�d right now, ar�n’t 

you.”

“Y�s! But I can’t sl��p. L�t m� in. I want to talk about Rom�!”

“If I l�t you in you’ll talk for hours…” Mark smil�d sl��pily. “No. I’ll s�� you in 4 hours, Eliot.” H� clos�d 

th� do—

Eliot pl�ad�d, “I want to talk about Rom�! And what you’r� going to w�ar for th� cam�ra!”

Mark scoffe�d. “S�� you lat�r, Eliot!”

Mark shut th� door, scratch�d his abs, and yawn�d.

H� h�ard Eliot’s mostly-sil�nt dron� flyy away outsid�.

… What tim� was it, anyway? Mark ch�ck�d his phon�. Oh y�ah. 1:12 AM.

‘It’s Midnight’, huh, Eliot? Phhsh!

Mark collaps�d back in b�d and h� hop�d that Eliot put down th� phon� and did th� sam�.

Hours lat�r, Mark wok� up r�fr�sh�d and �xcit�d.

It was tim� for a training mission!



- - - -

Mark hopp�d offe of th� tram n�ar th� hov�r port. Cars and vans took offe into th� sky, picking up and 

dropping offe p�opl� from d�signat�d circl�s on th� wid�, op�n ground. A lot of th� p�opl� w�r� acolyt� 

whit�, hugging p�opl� goodby� and th�n flyying away, or p�opl� in civilian cloth�s coming into Citad�l 

with a paladin or instructor �scort, th�ir �y�s looking �v�rywh�r� that th�y could. Paladins in silv�r 

armor hopp�d into big hov�rvans, th� larg�, brick-lik� v�hicl�s rushing offe with th�ir armor�d forc� to 

wh�r�v�r it was th�y w�r� n��d�d.

To th� sid� w�r� assort�d buildings; pr�p ar�as, mostly. Mark h�ad�d that way.

H� ch�ck�d his phon� and navigat�d past paladins in armor, h�al�rs in silv�r-trimm�d rob�s, and 

famili�s who had th�ir kids in tow. Mark wasn’t sur� what was going on with that last on�, b�caus� kids 

n��d�d to stay insid� citi�s, but th� par�nts or what�v�r probably kn�w what th�y w�r� doing.

Mark found th� d�signat�d m��ting room. Down a hallway, at th� �nd on th� right, was a small room 

that h�ld a long tabl� and som� stools in th� corn�r. A proj�ction scr��n h�ld to th� sid� of th� room. It 

curr�ntly show�d a proj�ction of a last-tak�n a�rial composit� photograph of Rom�.

In th� Old World, Rom� had b��n a major m�tropolitan ar�a, scattl�r�d with th� ruins of anci�nt Rom� 

right alongsid� mod�rn pizza plac�s and what�v�r.

In th� mod�rn world, almost 80 y�ars aft�r th� R�v�al and th� flyooding from Daihoon, and th� compl�t� 

m�lting of th� ic� caps of th� pol�s, th� oc�an had ris�n som�thing lik� 23 m�t�rs. Or at l�ast thos� w�r� 

th� agr��d-upon numb�rs according to th� Two World History that Mark was studying, now that h� was

b�yond Curtain Protocol. The� flyood took y�ars to happ�n so p�opl� saw it coming but it still kill�d a lot 

of p�opl�. Mayb� �v�n mor� than th� monst�rs, according to som� sourc�s.

A lot of p�opl� scoffe�d at that id�a.



The� World History books kinda thr�w th�ir hands up and said that no on� r�ally kn�w finnal d�ath 

counts.

The� flyood had com� through Rom� pr�ttly strongly.

It was a city divid�d by an oc�an. The� Riv�r Tib�r, th� riv�r that ran through th� city, had b�com� an 

inland s�a mor� than a r�al riv�r; th� M�dit�rran�an invading th� land lik� fat lightning.

Rom� was uninhabitabl� now, but p�opl� still flyock�d to it to st�al what�v�r th�y could, or di� trying. It 

us�d to b� a gr�at plac� of art and stuffe, though Mark didn’t know anything about it, for sur�. And so, 

sinc� Mark was th� only on� h�r�, h� took out his phon� and start�d r�s�arching.

T�n minut�s lat�r an �xhaust�d Eliot stood in th� doorway, his �y�s dark, his voic� haggard. “I stay�d up

too lat�. Pl�as� h�lp.”

Mark smil�d, and th�n h� activat�d Union, th� v�ins of his astral body flyick�ring out from his skin with 

�v�ry b�at of his h�art, pushing out th� bad in v�in-lik� strands of miasma and taking in th� good. H� 

link�d to Eliot, and soon, Eliot’s haggard d�m�anor b�gan to shift soft�r. His �y�s bright�n�d, his 

should�rs unslump�d. H� smil�d and walk�d into th� room and plopp�d down in a chair across from th� 

proj�ction of Rom�, his baggy cargo pants not crunching at all, which, bas�d on how much stuffe h� k�pt 

in th�r�, was still strang� that it n�v�r mad� nois�.

Mark said, “W�lcom� back to wak�fuln�ss.”

Eliot said, “Theis right h�r�. Theis is why I want Union th� most. No mor� sl��p!”

Mark scoffe�d. “Union is not a substitut� for sl��p!”

“It could b�, but you lik� sl��ping too much. Hon�stly I do not s�� th� app�al if you can just flyow away 

th� bad and br�ath� in th� good. N�v�r hav� to sl��p! N�v�r worry about b�ing tir�d! No worri�s about 

going insan� from lack of sl��p!”

Isoko st�pp�d into th� room, asking, “What’s going on with Eliot making bad d�cisions again?”



Eliot scoffe�d. “The�y just look bad if you don’t know m�, but I plan and pr�p for �v�rything!”

Isoko humm�d, b�li�ving him, but not r�ally.

Isoko was pal�, strong, and Japan�s�, with starkly black hair in a lay�r�d bob cut and vagu�ly gr�y �y�s. 

Sh� wor� basic brown cloth�s, lik� Mark. Sh� had y�t to b�com� an acolyt� of Fr�yala, �v�n aft�r b�ing 

h�r� for a f�w months and compl�ting two training missions. Theis was going to b� h�r third training 

mission, and Mark kinda want�d to know what Fr�yala was waiting on. Isoko was almost ti�r 3, if not 

alr�ady th�r�.

“Eliot n��d�d to forgo sl��p again.” Mark link�d to Isoko, too, h�lping h�r to r�cov�r from anything that 

might b� affe�cting h�r, but sh� was finn�, lik� usual. “And h� wants to n�v�r sl��p again, if h� could h�lp 

it.”

Eliot told Mark, “Traitor.”

Isoko sigh�d and summ�d up a conv�rsation th�y had alr�ady had, “Ev�rybody n��ds sl��p, that way 

you can str�ss your astral body and physical body to your limits wh�n n��d�d and you won’t finnd your 

limits to b� limit�d.”

“Blah blah blah~” Eliot said, “I was alr�ady on mission 8 hours ago.” With a dismissiv�, kingly wav�, 

Eliot said, “You two ar� just now catching up to m�. The�r�for�, I should b� bl�ss�d with all th� 

r�fr�shm�nts and no-mor�-bathrooms-or-show�rs that I r�quir�. And sp�aking of which! Pl�as�, Mark, 

if you would b� so kind.”

Mark chuckl�d and th�n puls�d purity/impurity, th� black v�ins und�r his skin and in th� air of his astral

body turning much black�r for a f�w b�ats of his h�art. Isoko r�lax�d into it, l�ttling h�r arms shak� out, 

as Eliot put his hands b�hind his h�ad and grinn�d, l�aning back in his chair, �y�s clos�d. Mark f�lt a bit 

cl�an�r, too, which was just plain nic�, and th�n h� w�nt back to drawing in r�sili�nc� from th� world, 

for all thr�� of th�m, and �xp�lling th�ir own w�akn�ss back out in �xchang�.

For th� past two w��ks, Mark had b��n working th� ar�na of Brawny Sparring 101, right alongsid� th� 

r�st of th� H�al�r Club. P�opl� rotat�d in and out of H�al�r Club, th�ir numb�rs som�tim�s incr�asing to

30 or dwindling to 15, whil� th� numb�rs of p�opl� on th� ar�na flyoor had mostly d�cr�as�d, with p�opl�



moving on or doing som�thing �ls�. Som� got promot�d to acolyt� of Fr�yala, and th�y got to sit up on 

th� ar�na stands and practic� Union with �v�ryon� �ls�.

Mark’s Union was truly strong, but th�n again Lola told him that was th� cas� to start with.

Appar�ntly Mark’s dir�ct�d h�aling, with th� good/bad dichotomy, was ov�rkill, r�ally, for normal battll�.

So Mark had start�d to focus on a half-h�aling/half-prot�ction styl� that suit�d him a lot b�ttl�r. The� 

words/f��lings of r�sili�nc�/w�akn�ss w�r� gr�at, allowing him to mak� sur� that �v�ryon�’s astral 

bodi�s k�pt going strong, and that Mark hims�lf n�v�r n��d�d to actually drop Union. So that’s what h� 

did most of th� tim�. It offe�r�d r�pair for th� body and a host of small�r b�n�fints, lik� b�ing abl� to look 

dir�ctly into th� sun and not burn your �y�s, or b�ing abl� to walk (quickly) through flyam�s and b� finn�.

And blood n�v�r r�ally stopp�d moving, but it did hav� p�riods of fast�r and slow�r tim�s, so th�r� was 

no ‘turn around tim�’ b�tw��n r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss in his blood Union, lik� th�r� was in his br�ath 

Union. Lola had told Mark that Mark should us� br�ath Union wh�n h� want�d to provid� a st�ady 

str�am of ‘good’ or ‘bad’, or what�v�r, and Mark found that to b� a gr�at sugg�stion.

All of that stuffe was nuanc� that Mark would n��d to l�arn his way around, out in th� fin�ld. Theat’s what 

today was for, r�ally. Training missions w�r� for l�arning about on�s�lf, and monst�rs.

Mark ask�d Eliot, “What did you want to talk to m� about Rom� last night?”

Isoko laugh�d. “What tim� did h� com� for you?”

Eliot d�f�nd�d hims�lf, “A scout scouts no mattl�r th� tim�! Informs no mattl�r th� situation! And w� 

hav� th� capability to ignor� sl��p sch�dul�s a littll� bit. The�r�for�, I did what I n��d�d to do.” H� look�d 

at both of th�m, saying, “You both should hav� start�d bri�finng with m� last night.”

Isoko ask�d Mark, “H� cam� at m� at 2 AM.”

Mark said, “1:12; I r�m�mb�r th� clock saying.”



Eliot scoffe�d.

Isoko continu�d, “So h� couldn’t g�t you, so h� w�nt aft�r m�, and th�n I d�ni�d him too, and now h� 

t�lls us that w� should just ignor� sl��p sch�dul�s. Obviously h� is raising good points about scouting—”

“Obviously,” Mark agr��d.

“—but what could h� r�ally t�ll us asid� from th� lay of th� land, which is not what w� r�ally n��d to 

know �xc�pt to mak� plans around, and that tak�s 2 minut�s, and should b� don� on sit�.”

Mark said, “I hav� no id�a about all that. I just kn�w I n��d�d sl��p b�for� a mission. Theat was my 

p�rsonal pr�p for th� mission.”

Isoko nodd�d, “And also �xactly how w� w�r� told to pr�p. ‘Sl��p w�ll, b�caus� you might not sl��p w�ll

for 4 days’. Theat, and th� location r�v�al, was th� �ntir� pr�p that w� w�r� told to conc�rn ours�lv�s 

with.”

Eliot d�f�nd�d hims�lf, “I w�nt abov� and b�yond.”

Isoko look�d at him and straight-up told him, “If you �v�r wak� m� up to talk about how I look on 

cam�ra out in th� fin�ld I will b� �xtra mad, Eliot.”

Mark laugh�d.

“I’ll finx you both in post and you’ll b� finn� with it!” Eliot d�clar�d. And th�n h� said, “You’r� going to 

hav� an �vil look going on, Mark, with dark�r �y�s and d��p�r black lin�s. Isoko is going to b� a pr�ttly 

pr�ttly princ�ss!”

Mark smirk�d. “Sur�.”

Isoko said, “Sounds good.”



Eliot �y�d th�m for a mom�nt, an �y�brow going up. And th�n h� smirk�d and op�n�d his mouth to say 

som�thing—

But Paladin David Turn�r walk�d into th� room, and Eliot stood at attl�ntion. Isoko’s �y�s w�nt wid�. 

Mark just grinn�d. H� hadn’t known who was going to b� th�ir �scort for th� training mission, but now 

that David was h�r� it look�d lik� on� of th� ov�rs��rs to Mark’s possibl� d�monic inflyu�nc� was going 

to b� th�ir guid�… Hop�fully.

David was w�aring his armor, lik� how Mark had finrst s��n th� guy. Blond hair that was a bit r�ddish, 

blu� �y�s that w�r� a bit purpl�; th� guy had daihoonian blood in som� sort of way, for sur�. His last 

nam� was Turn�r, though, which paint�d him as on� of Fr�yala’s truly trust�d paladins, and in David’s 

cas�, Inquisitor. Just lik� Lola; Mark’s t�ach�r for Union l�ssons. N�ith�r of th�m w�r� actually r�lat�d to

Fr�yala, but th� Inquisitors w�r� h�r most trust�d p�opl�.

Eliot and Isoko had both b��n kinda w�ird�d out to s�� Inquisitors around Mark now and again, but so 

was �v�ryon�, onc� th�y kn�w that Lola, David, and Orissa, w�r� Inquisitors. The�y w�r� all pr�ttly gr�at 

p�opl� in Mark’s mind, though.

H� still didn’t b�li�v� th�y murd�r�d p�opl� who turn�d to �vil. Theat was probably Mark’s p�rsonal 

failing; h� und�rstood that. His just didn’t b�li�v� that on� p�rson could hurt anoth�r in such a way, 

�v�n though Addashi�ld had—

Mark didn’t want to think about Addashi�ld right now.

It was �nough to know that Inquisitors only d�alt d�ath to thos� who b�cam� �n�mi�s of humanity, and 

no on� h�r� qualifin�d for that classifincation at all; no on� was link�d to d�mons in an unapprov�d way, 

and no on� was talking to monst�rs, and �sp�cially no on� was talking to dragons.

David was p�rsonabl� as h� said, “H�llo, initiat�s and ward, Eliot Cyb�rsong, Isoko Kanno, and Mark 

Car��d. I’m Inquisitor Paladin David Turn�r. You may call m� David. You ar� h�r� for a training 

mission, in ord�r to prov� yours�lf as capabl� in th� fin�ld, and mayb� as som�on� that Fr�yala would 

want to patron. You will b� in r�al dang�r, but I will b� th�r� at all points in tim� in th� mission, and I 

will r�scu� you if you g�t too d��p into probl�ms. Oth�r than that, I will hang back and l�t you 

�xp�ri�nc� what it’s truly lik� out th�r� in th� wilds.



“The� training mission will b� und�rtak�n lik� a r�al mission at all points in tim�. W� ar� offe th� ground 

in 2 hours. Usually you g�t a lot l�ss tim� than what you hav� b��n giv�n. Pl�as� k��p that in mind for 

th� validity of this training mission.

“Pl�as� dir�ct your attl�ntion to th� scr��n,” David said, as h� tapp�d at th� backsid� of on� of his 

gauntl�ts, at a prot�ct�d phon� scr��n. The� imag� of ruin�d Rom� b�gan to shift and light. Gr�y ar�as 

app�ar�d, and also a blu� ar�a, to th� l�ft of th� inland oc�an, in wh�r� th� middl� of th� city us�d to b�, 

right b�sid� a giant crat�r. “The� city of Rom� was h�avily ruin�d in th� R�v�al, du� to many diffe�r�nt 

factors that ar� unimportant to know. I am sur� Eliot has stori�s that h� will b� sp�aking of during your 

mission, if you hav� much downtim� for any of that.

“I don’t �xp�ct much downtim�.

“For your mission, you will b� inv�stigating this ar�a h�r�, north of what was onc� a r�ligious c�nt�r of 

th� Old World, call�d th� Vatican.

“A corrupt�r goblin from Daihoon show�d up right th�r� mayb� a w��k ago.”

Mark f�lt th� w�ight of th� mission s�ttll� upon him at th� naming of th� thr�at. Goblins w�r� a big d�al. 

All goblins could bit� som�thing and transform that thing into mor� goblins, but corrupt�r goblins had 

�sp�cially pot�nt transformativ� v�nom.

It all cam� down to a Pow�r L�v�l numb�rs gam�. Goblin claws and v�nom usually fail�d against 

anything that was at PL 10 in Body, though PL 20 was consid�r�d th� minimum to b� truly saf� against 

any normal goblin. If a p�rson was w�ak�n�d by wounds and poison, or anything lik� that, or if th�y f�ll

asl��p whil� wound�d by a goblin, th�n th�y would b� inflyu�nc�d by th� goblin v�nom. A lot of 

monst�rs and wildlif� out w�r� at 10-20 in Body, though, so goblin claws and bit�s usually couldn’t 

p�n�trat� skin or hid�, and �sp�cially not scal�. Most h�althy monst�rs could shrug offe on� goblin bit�; 

�v�n a bit� from a corrupt�r goblin, som�tim�s.

Goblins w�r� dinn�r for most monst�rs.

But a corrupt�r goblin was strong�r. Mayb� PL 25 or 35 in Body. The�y would com� in and bit� monst�rs 

and run away, l�ttling th�ir corruption inf�ction transform th� bodi�s of th� inf�ct�d into mor� goblins.



Isoko and Eliot stood a littll� straight�r, th�ir �y�s a littll� wid�r, just lik� Mark.

David continu�d, “Your task is to twofold, all d�sign�d to giv� you th� full goblin �xp�ri�nc�. The� finrst 

task is to �liminat� all th� goblins until you finnd th� corrupt�r goblin. The� s�cond task is to talk to th� 

corrupt�r goblin and offe�r th�m passag� back to Daihoon, or to hash out a diffe�r�nt agr��m�nt wh�r� 

th�y stay in som� sort of r�s�rv�, or som�thing. The� finnal shap� of that outcom� is l�ft up to you.”

Mark almost scoffe�d as h� could not b�li�v� what h� was h�aring.

And th�n h� r�aliz�d that David had not b��n joking.

Disb�li�f all around.

Mark was th� finrst on� to voic�, “You CANNOT b� s�rious with that ‘talk to th�m’ shit!”

Isoko star�d at David, l�ttling Mark’s words hang as �nough. Eliot did th� sam�.

David fully �xp�ct�d this, so h� �asily said, “Wh�n you ar� out th�r� with oth�rs of Earth, you might 

com� across thos� who ar� unabl� to und�rstand that monst�rs ar� monst�rs. The�r�for�, in this training 

mission, you will b� charg�d with acting on b�half of on� of thos� kinds of p�opl�. The� purpos� of this is

to show you �xactly what to �xp�ct wh�n you com� at goblins with talks of p�ac�.”

Isoko scoffe�d. Eliot frown�d.

Mark said, “L�aving asid� th� fact that w�’r� coming at th�m dising�nuously, and th�r�for� th�y would 

n�v�r b�li�v� us anyway… No wait. L�t’s start th�r�.”

David said, “Theat’s a probl�m with this sc�nario, y�s. The� goblins vi�w us as food that th�y n��d to b� 

tricky to g�t though, so th�y tak� th� bait. You will still try to mak� inroads at p�ac�.”

Isoko spok� up, “P�ac� is a lit�ral impossibility. The�y �at us. The�y LIKE to �at us.”



Eliot said, “The�y lik� to inf�ct us and hav� our bodi�s turn�d into incubators for th�ir young. Eating is 

s�condary.”

“Both of you ar� corr�ct,” David said. “You will still mak� on� attl�mpt at p�ac�. You ar� allow�d to offe�r 

that ar�a of Rom� as th� n�w goblin hom�. W� could �v�n op�n a hol� back to Daihoon to l�t th�m 

through. And th�n, wh�n th�y do what th�y’r� going to do, you kill th�m all. Ev�ry singl� on�, to th� 

last. 100% cl�aranc� rat�.” H� add�d, “Consid�r this a prim�r on unr�asonabl� r�qu�sts from your 

l�ad�rs, b�caus� that’s also part of th� mission; cl�ar th� mission, as r�qu�st�d, and th�n finx th� actual 

probl�m, as s��n on th� ground. W� �xp�ct it to tak� you about a w��k. Long�r if you scar� th� goblins 

into running. Pot�ntially l�ss, if you manag� to mak� th�m all rac� at you to s�� who g�ts to bit� you 

finrst.”

Sil�nc� spr�ad in th� room.

P�opl� spok� outsid�, walking in th� halls. A door op�n�d and shut. Hov�rcars humm�d and thrumm�d 

in th� n�ar distanc�, as a door in th� hallway op�n�d to th� outsid� for a mom�nt, b�for� shuttling again.

Mark ask�d, “Do p�opl� actually try to talk to goblins?”

Eliot was th� on� who answ�r�d. “All th� tim�. It’s a r�al probl�m. Ev�ry vid�o onlin� that shows th� 

goblin probl�m —that th�y s�� us as food and baby mak�rs— is always m�t with disb�li�f among th� 

young and th� unknowing. The�y can’t �nvision a world wh�r� bad things actually happ�n to good 

p�opl�.” Eliot look�d at David. “W� ar� killing th�m, though, right? I’m making an �xt�rmination finlm, 

y�s?”

David nodd�d onc�, as h� said, “You will do as you will do in a normal mission, and for you, Eliot, that is

b�ing a bard, sinc� that is what you want to do. Don’t l�t it ov�rtak� your scouting duti�s. Isoko is a 

frontlin�r, sinc� that is what sh� wants to do. Mark is th� h�al�r/prot�ctor, though you can flyow around 

th� situation as d�sir�d. I imagin� Eliot will n��d to b� th� most prot�ct�d, sinc� h� is at PL 11, in Body. 

Isoko is at 30 in Body and a littll� l�ss�r in �v�rything �ls�. Mark is at 22 in Body, which is �nough to 

surviv� small injuri�s. You can �xpung� a normal goblin inf�ction through a typical r�sili�nc�/w�akn�ss 

Union, so I’ll l�t you do that. If th� corrupt�r goblin bit�s you, th�n you should consid�r yours�lv�s d�ad 

if I w�r� not th�r�, but I will st�p in with my own Union and cl�an up th� inf�ction.”



Mark c�nt�r�d hims�lf. Okay. Theis was th� mission.

H� could do this.

The� oth�rs had similar body languag�.

David nodd�d, “Now… You all know your pow�rs but w�’ll go ov�r th�m again, as though this was a 

t�am you did not know. Aft�r that, w�’ll go ov�r your suppli�s for th� mission, and that’s �nough for 

now.

“I’m David. I’m a g�n�ral sp��dst�r rat�d at tim�s-35 sp��d, Rank S. Full m�l�� w�apon cl�aranc�. 

Frontlin�r and scout. Ti�r 9 in Body and th� usual spr�ad in th� oth�r cat�gori�s. Fr�yalan Chos�n 

Union at ti�r 7, so Natural is at ti�r 7. I’m qualifin�d in Union of Blood, Br�ath, and oth�rs that don’t n��d

to b� spok�n about, sinc� Mark is still l�arning. Mark, you’r� up.”

Mark r��l�d a littll� bit from h�aring ‘tim�s 35 sp��dst�r’. Theat was a lot.

The� r�st of it was what Mark �xp�ct�d of a man at th� p�ak of his pow�r and with a good Tal�nt.

Ti�r 9.

‘The� usual spr�ad’ for a On� Tal�nt (which was th� normal amount of Tal�nts), who had r�ach�d ti�r 9, 

was som�thing lik� ti�r 9 in th�ir cat�gory, th�n ti�r 5 in th� cat�gori�s n�xt to th�ir cat�gory, ti�r 2 or 3 

in th� oth�r two, and th�n ti�r 1 in th� cat�gory dir�ctly opposit� th�ir own main cat�gory. So, sinc� 

David was a sp��dst�r of som� sort, which was a Body Tal�nt, th�n that m�ant that h� was som�thing 

lik�…

095 Body, 50-ish Shap�r, 25-ish Mind, 15-ish Natural, 25-ish Soul, and 50-ish Arch, in th� h�xagonal grid

form.

But sinc� David was in th� Chos�n Syst�m, of sp�cifincally Fr�yala, h� had a 75-ish in Natural, which put 

him artifincially at som�thing lik�:



095, 50-ish, 25-ish, 75-ish, 25-ish, 50-ish.

Theat m�ant that anything b�low thos� l�v�ls of astral body str�ngth would hav� a hard tim� affe�cting 

him, but anything abov� would still hurt him. The�r� was a lot of nuanc� to that, with sp�cifinc mat�rials 

and th� insidiousn�ss of thos� mat�rials to consid�r, with Union as an �xampl� of som�thing that was 

‘insidious’ if us�d that way, but g�n�rally, a p�rson with a 95 in Body who tri�d to injur� p�rson who 

had a 25 in Body would b� lik� a diamond scratching a finng�rnail.

Or, mor� importantly, that finng�rnail ain’t scratching that diamond at all.

As a sid� thought, Mark consid�r�d Curtain Protocol, and how most p�opl� on Earth Awak�n�d with a 

brawny, Body Tal�nt. A lot of Earthlings —a lot of brawni�s— w�nt into th� Chos�n Syst�m, too. Theis 

was wildly good for a p�rson, b�caus� th� Chos�n Syst�m was a way for th�m to suppl�m�nt th�ir 

natural astral body. For David, who was a sp��dst�r, b�coming a Chos�n of Fr�yala �ras�d his main 

w�akn�ss as a brawny, which was any monst�r or p�rson of th� Naturally-Tal�nt�d sort.

Most of th� oth�r gods had aris�n on Natural Tal�nts, too. Drakarok’s R�tribution, H�arthsw�ll’s 

Cast�llan, �v�n V�rdado’s Farm�r.

Mark was still kinda mad at Curtain Protocol hiding stuffe from him, but it was �asy to und�rstand why 

things w�r� hidd�n onc� you und�rstand th� r�asonings, and why th� pow�rs-that-b� want�d most 

p�opl� to b� brawnys. With any normal brawny Tal�nt, and �nt�ring into th� Chos�n Syst�m, a guy 

�ras�d th�ir worst w�akn�ss. Of cours� th�y had to d�vot� parts of th�ir liv�s to working for th� gods, 

but th�y got a ‘S�cond Tal�nt’ and th� accompanying Astral Body b�n�fints.

David was r�ally strong th�n, huh.

The� oth�rs rais�d �y�brows at David, too, but th�y got prof�ssional a lot fast�r than Mark.

Mark r�cov�r�d. H� said, “Mark. H�althy Body, an unusabl� Shap�r Tal�nt as of now, which m�ans not 

this mission, and Union. Ti�r 2 in Body, Shap�r, and Mind. Soul and Arch ar� ti�r 1. Union is at ti�r 3. 

Blood and Br�ath Union… And I’m not sur� how much furth�r to go with that.”



David said, “W�apon skills, plac� in th� group. Say you don’t hav� tactil� t�l�kin�sis y�t. The�y �xp�ct 

brawni�s to b� TT capabl�, or not.”

Mark add�d, “Good with most w�apons. Sp�ar is th� b�st. I think I’m h�aling and prot�cting. No TT.”

David nodd�d, said, “Theink of a way to short�n that whil� including all th� n�c�ssary information.” H� 

look�d to Isoko.

Isoko said, “Isoko. Platinum Body. Ti�r 3 in all cat�gori�s. Frontlin�r. Shi�ld and sword. No TT.”

David nodd�d, th�n look�d to Eliot.

Eliot said, “Eliot. Man-mad� Manipulation, high ti�r 2 Arch, normal spr�ad. 13 in Body. I’ll b� using a 

mana shi�ld to up mys�lf to d�f�nsiv�-20 in �v�ry cat�gory. Big tim� scout, trap mast�r, d�f�nsiv� 

fortifincations. Anything you cr�at�, I can manipulat�. Anything you ar� around… I might b� abl� to 

manipulat�. Anything th� monst�rs touch d�grad�s out of my manipulation fast. I can gradually 

inflyu�nc� th� �nvironm�nt…” H� paus�d. H� continu�d, “Ehhh… The�r�’s a lot.”

David nodd�d. “Theat’s �nough, anyway. I was going to ask you to cut it offe. It’s important not to dump 

too much information onto a t�am, too fast.

“I’m �l�cting a t�am l�ad�r now, and it’s Mark. H�al�rs ar� t�am l�ad�rs and shot call�rs. You don’t 

know how to do it y�t, Mark, but you’ll �v�ntually b� abl� to gaug� th� h�alth of your t�am, or rath�r, 

th� d�pth to which your h�aling or prot�ctions ar� b�ing tax�d, which is usually th� r�sult of �n�my 

action. Theat’s how you gaug� your t�am. But for now, brainstorm how you will �nact th� giv�n mission, 

and th� tru� mission, which is always to �liminat� all th� monst�rs you s��, anywh�r�.

“You hav� th� flyoor, Mark.”

Mark stood straight, thought, th�n said, “So… Eliot scouts �v�rywh�r� and builds fallback locations 

outsid� of th� incursion zon�, and… And w�’ll go from th�r�?” Theat was not �nough, and now Mark was

kinda flyowing into th� qu�stion, so h� said, “Eliot is familiar with th� ar�a so w� r�ly on him to pick a 

start�r location and build d�f�nsiv� with th� �xp�ctation that th� �n�my goblins hav� co-opt�d som� of 



th� local wildlif� to goblinhood. Do w� hav� r�adouts on any scans tak�n of th� ar�as ov�r th� last 

month? Can w� g�t thos�?”

Eliot said, “I hav� thos�! L�t’s go ov�r th�m?”

David spok� up, “It’s your job as Scout to hav� all th� information you can and wh�n call�d upon that 

information, you n��d to b� succinct, Eliot. No hour long chats about monst�rs and whatnot unl�ss you 

hav� that sort of downtim�. If you hav� an id�a for a start�r bas� and monst�rs that ar� in th� ar�a, th�n 

point out thr�� locations, and you should limit it to thr�� b�st options. Also, I assur� you that unl�ss you 

pick�d up information this v�ry morning, as of an hour ago, th�n it’s out of dat� alr�ady. Goblins mov� 

fast and r�inforc� fast�r, and monst�rs always mov� through locations, changing �v�rything.

“You �ncount�r�d a hiv� mind spid�r a f�w w��ks ago, but you w�r� surpris�d by that, b�caus� monst�rs

mov� fast and �at fast�r. You n��d to scan on location to hav� any hop� of b�ing pr�pp�d.

“How�v�r, knowing th� pr�vious information is a good start. Don’t giv� too much information, though; 

w�’r� on a mission h�r�, not making a docum�ntary. K��p that stuffe for th� Bard car��r, Eliot. Theat go�s 

for you, too, Mark. Mor� information is b�ttl�r, but too much g�ts you bogg�d down from th� mission. 

Also, sinc� this int�raction is b�tw��n you, Mark, as l�ad�r, and Eliot as scout, you n��d to g�t Isoko’s 

input as w�ll, aft�r Eliot giv�s you th� initial thr�� locations.” David add�d, “Continu�.”

Mark appr�ciat�d th� quick l�sson on how to run a group, h� suppos�d.

Mark look�d at Eliot, and th�n to th� pictur� on th� scr��n on th� wall. “Uh. Proj�ctions?”

Eliot was bubbly as h� pull�d out a dron� from on� of th� pock�ts of his cargo pants and s�t it onto th� 

tabl�. With a flyick�r of Pow�r that Mark could only gu�ss at, th� dron� unfold�d and b�gan to proj�ct a 

holographic imag� of flyood�d Rom�, on top of th� tabl�. Bubbl�s of color, mostly gr�y, b�gan to form 

ov�r this and that part of th� holographic proj�ction. The�r� was th� blu� t�rritory of th� goblins, 

c�nt�r�d on th� map, but Eliot’s map also had r�d, y�llow, and gr��n t�rritori�s, right n�xt to th� goblin 

ar�a, surrounding it.



Eliot said, “The�r� w�r� som� hiv� mind spid�rs th�r� last tim� I was in th� ar�a. The� goblins cl�ar�d 

th�m all out, according to th� high-pow�r�d scans from our sat�llit�s. I’d g�t b�ttl�r information on-

location, but this is what I know:

“The� n�w br��d of goblins that spawn�d from th� corrupt�r goblin ar� good at bl�nding into th� 

background and coordinat�d action. The� goblins that cam� out of th� corruption of th� big mind spid�r 

ar� probably li�ut�nant class goblins. With any luck, most of th�m w�nt through th� Monst�r Tutorial 

and di�d, but probably not. So w� might hav� 2 corrupt�r goblins or mor�. The�y’r� mostly just v�ry 

smart.

“The�y might hav� gottl�n a Mind knack, or Pow�r, but hop�fully not.

“The�y will want to �xpand. The�y’r� probably going aft�r th� oth�r monst�r ar�as h�r�, shown in r�d, 

gr��n, and y�llow, in ord�r to tak� th�m ov�r. The� r�ds ar� a bunch of wyv�rn-class monst�rs; a colony 

of flyying lizards about th� siz� of dogs. The� y�llows ar� toxic slim�s. The� gr��ns ar� poison slim�s. The� 

goblins will probably b� going aft�r th� lizards n�xt, b�caus� thos� ar� m�at and goblins can’t transform 

slim�s v�ry �asily, and mayb� th�y can g�t som� flyying gobos out of th� wyv�rn dogs.

“My sugg�stion is w� s�t up in th� slim� ar�as, but… The�y do mak� th� air hard to br�ath�, so… Can you

cl�ar th� air, Mark?”

Mark wasn’t sur� h� could.

The� blu� ar�a was north of som�thing lab�l�d ‘The� Vatican’, whil� that plac� was all y�llow with toxic 

slim�s, and th� spac� to th� northw�st of th� goblin land was gr��n with poison slim�s. The� r�d ar�a was

by th� wat�rs, which was �ith�r a good or bad thing.

Mark want�d to go aft�r th� wyv�rn flyi�rs b�caus� th�y couldn’t l�t th� goblins g�t flyying goblins.

David had opinions; Mark could t�ll.

Mark ask�d Isoko, “Theoughts?”



Isoko said, “W� can’t l�t th� goblins g�t flyying goblins. W� n��d to tak� ov�r and scattl�r th� flyying lizard

ar�a, at l�ast. Theat will allow us to hind�r th�m on all sid�s. What’s around th� lizard ar�a? Asid� from 

backing up against th� riv�r/oc�an?”

Mark nodd�d. “Eliot?”

Eliot smil�d, happy h� was abl� to talk about what h� had r�s�arch�d, “The� riv�r/oc�an is finll�d with finsh,

som� of th�m flyying. W� can’t l�t th� gobos g�t to th� finsh, �ith�r.” Eliot g�stur�d to th� holomap and 

r�d-ish colors illuminat�d all along th� banks of th� riv�r/oc�an. “The� coasts of th� Tib�rran�an, if you 

would p�rmit th� portmant�au, from th� M�dit�rran�an all th� way to th� inland s�a ov�r h�r�, is chock 

full of wyv�rn dogs. If w� took ov�r this r�d t�rritory by th� goblins, th�n I am rath�r sur� that w� could 

hold it, but b�ing n�ar op�n wat�r is always dang�rous. Stuffe com�s out of th� oc�an all th� tim�. It’s 

mostly a riv�r h�r�, though, which m�ans it's a transition, thin sort of spac�, and w� could s�� most big 

monst�rs coming.

“The� inn�r s�a is pack�d with wyv�rn dogs that took ov�r that plac� long ago and k�pt it und�r th�ir 

control. The�r� ar� actual wyv�rns in th� inn�r s�a, but w� won’t b� going that way. The� small�r on�s lik�

to hunt in packs, with most of th�m b�ing s�mi-aquatic. The�y avoid th� big pr�dators and hid� out 

around th�ir big cousins, whil� th�y work to kill and �at anything that is r�mot�ly th�ir own siz�. So if 

w� cl�ar this r�d land by th� gobos, w� might s�nd th� dogs scattl�ring to th� oth�r sid� of th� riv�r, and 

mak� th�m not-our-probl�m anymor�.

“Knowing goblins, as soon as th� r�d t�rritory is cl�ar, and if w� mak� a big shining castl� on a hill, th�n

th�y’ll sur�ly com� to us. The�y’ll want to �at humans most of all, aft�r all. Theat way, w� can l�t th�m 

com� to us, to di�, and mayb� th� corrupt�r goblin will app�ar, and want to talk!” Eliot was �xcit�d. 

“Theat’ll fulfinll our mission, too! It’s brilliant!”

Mark thought about it, and it sound�d good. Could Eliot actually mak� a big d�f�nsiv� structur�, 

though? Som�thing that could surviv� smart monst�r attlacks? The�r� w�r� oth�r conc�rns, too.

Isoko look�d conc�rn�d, too.

Mark said, “I am unsur� about having a strong c�ntral location. Can you r�ally build… som�thing lik� 

that, Eliot? Som�thing that can withstand smart attlack�rs?”



Eliot said, “Absolut�ly. As long as I hav� h�lp with th� initial construction; Killing plants and monst�rs 

in th� ar�a, stacking som� rocks h�r� and th�r� with m� that I can piggyback offe of with Man-mad� 

Manipulation; that sort of thing. Painting walls is actually r�ally important, too.”

Mark r�aliz�d som�thing. “W� hav�n’t r�ally gottl�n to s�� your Pow�r shin� y�t, hav� w�?”

Eliot smirk�d. “No, you hav� not.” And th�n h� got a conc�rn�d look on his fac� and add�d, “I hav� a 

v�ry big w�akn�ss to conc�ntrat�d monst�r attlacks. I cannot hold any location by mys�lf at all.”

Isoko laugh�d onc�. “Don’t worry; I’ll prot�ct you.” And th�n sh� ask�d David, “So what kinda suppli�s 

do w� g�t to start?”

Mark and Eliot look�d to David.

David said, “First, Eliot �mpti�s all of his pock�ts, and th�n chang�s into som� basic brown cloth�s, and 

th�n w� all g�t dropp�d offe into th� wild�rn�ss with practically nothing.”

Mark paus�d. Isoko’s �xpr�ssion w�nt blank.

Eliot scoffe�d, disb�li�ving, “You’r� not s�rious.”

David smirk�d. “I am v�ry s�rious.”

“But… !” Eliot ask�d, “But how can I r�cord anything without… without anything?!””

David said, “Find som� rocks and smash th�m tog�th�r to mak� som� silicon and th�n scrap� th� oil 

from your hair for plastic and go from th�r�. Or go a diffe�r�nt way. Scav�ng�. Whittll� sp�ars, too.”

Eliot lost all of his words.

Mark spok� up, “Will you still b� abl� to scout lik� that, Eliot?”



Eliot took a mom�nt, looking up at th� air, at nothing, and th�n coming back to hims�lf. “I can mak� it 

work— I’ll los� hours of footag�, though! All of th� initial mission!”

Isoko ask�d David, “No rations? No w�apons? Armor? Anything?”

David said to th� thr�� of th�m, “The� thr�� of you, tog�th�r, ar� strong �nough to ov�rcom� any sort of 

probl�m out in this mission. It will b� dang�rous. You will b� injur�d. But Eliot can mak� w�apons and 

fortifincations, Mark can support you all with sust�nanc�, wak�fuln�ss, h�aling, and prot�ction, and Isoko

is an �xc�ll�nt frontlin�r. I could dump you thr�� into any wild�rn�ss and I would �xp�ct Eliot to com� 

out of it w�aring pow�r armor, Isoko to b� cov�r�d in th� blood of your �n�mi�s, and Mark making sur� 

�v�ryon� look�d �v�n mor� h�althy than wh�n you l�ft into th� wilds.”

Eliot complain�d, “But my shi�ld! How can I go out in th� fin�ld without a shi�ld! My PL’s ar� going to b�

too low!”

David said, “You’ll b� finn�. Mark can buffe Body inst�ad of you r�lying on a shi�ld. And your Body isn’t 

that low, Eliot.”

Eliot look�d to Mark, pl�ading with his �y�s.

Mark said, “I can prot�ct you but… but this is kind of worrying.”

David told Mark, “You’r� finn�, too.”

Eliot look�d to Isoko, trying to finnd support.

Isoko shrugg�d. “I am actually okay with this. You can mak� all th� w�apons and stuffe w� n��d, Eliot.”

Eliot br�ath�d in. H� calm�d hims�lf. H� star�d at David and bargain�d, “I want on� dron� for cam�ra 

work.”

David said, “Sur�. It can’t b� us�d for anything �ls� and I’m d�stroying it mys�lf aft�r 5 hours.”



Eliot r�lax�d. “Okay. I can d�al with this.”

Isoko ask�d Eliot, “Hav� you �v�r forg�d w�apons at all?”

Eliot �xcit�dly said, “I’v� r�ad about it. Ext�nsiv�ly, �v�n!”

Isoko withh�ld judgm�nt. Sh� did nod, though.

Mark said, “I think this is good, actually.” Isoko and Eliot look�d to him, whil� David grinn�d a littll� bit. 

Mark said, “W� can do this.”

- - - -

“I’m not sur� w� can do this,” Eliot said, as wind bl�w hard through th� op�n door of th� hov�r van.

The� split city of Rom� await�d b�low, cut in half by th� Tib�r Riv�r that was mor� accurat�ly a narrow 

part of th� M�dit�rran�an. The� whol� ruin was f�stoon�d with tr��s and crat�rs of many siz�s. Round 

and oblong lak�s w�r� �v�rywh�r�, and it was �asy to s�� that th�y had onc� b��n crat�rs. Many of th� 

old structur�s surviv�d th� bombings and monst�r wav�s of th� R�v�al, but no on� had �v�r mov�d back 

h�r�.

The� ar�a dir�ctly b�low th� hov�rvan was som� sort of r�sid�ntial district. The� anci�nt city of Rom� was 

actually on th� oth�r sid� of th� Tib�rran�an. The� only truly anci�nt part of this sid� of th� riv�r was th�

Vatican ar�a, down south from th� goblin inf�ction. With any luck, th�y wouldn’t n��d to go to th� 

Vatican ar�a, or north, to anoth�r slim� spac�. Toxic y�llow slim�s cov�r�d th� half-brok�n buildings of 

th� Vatican, whil� poison gr��n on�s inf�st�d th� ar�a to th� north, both of th�m spilling out miasmas of

various sorts into th� air.

Dir�ctly b�low, on rooftops and in tr��s, w�r� wyv�rn dogs. The�y w�r� tan, brown, or r�d-scal�d, and 

mostly mottll�d. The�y bark�d at �ach oth�r, and at th� hov�rvan ov�rh�ad. The�ir calls gr�w and gr�w, and

Eliot was looking scar�d.



Mark look�d at Eliot, trying to und�rstand why th� man was so scar�d. Was it r�ally b�caus� h� had 

b��n stripp�d of all his t�ch? Mark said, “I onc� saw you mak� a phon� from trash out of th� bin. You 

can do this, Eliot.”

Eliot’s singl� dron� cam�ra gripp�d his should�rs with a f�w spid�r-lik� limbs that h� could turn into 

prop�ll�rs. Eliot said, “Theat trash was charg�d with humanity. The�r�’s nothing down th�r�, Mark. 

Nothing.”

Isoko said, “Corr�ction! Nothing y�t.”

Mark said, “W� can mak� stuffe.”

Eliot frown�d at th� land down b�low.

Inquisitor David watch�d from th� slit of his h�lm�t. H� still had all his g�ar on, but Mark, Eliot, and 

Isoko, had all b��n stripp�d of �v�rything but basic brown cloth�s. David was going to tak� away Eliot’s 

initial dron�, too, in 5 hours.

Isoko put a calming hand on Eliot’s should�r, saying, “R�ly on us, Eliot.” Sh� st�pp�d to th� hov�rvan’s 

op�ning, hand to th� handl�, half of h�r body practically hanging out of th� v�hicl� alr�ady. Sh� turn�d, 

smil�d at Eliot, and h�r whol� body flyash�d to pur�, platinum silv�r. The� hov�rvan lurch�d a bit with th� 

add�d w�ight of h�r transformation, which was som�thing sh� was just g�ttling a hang on h�rs�lf, but 

�v�ryon� r�cov�r�d fast �nough. With a chuckl�, Isoko said, “Ev�rything I kill and th� d�struction I do is

‘man mad�’, right?”

Ev�ryon� kn�w th� answ�r to that, but Eliot didn’t want to say it.

Isoko turn�d dramatic, taking h�r hand offe of th� handl� by th� door, and puttling th� back of that hand 

to h�r for�h�ad. Sh� tilt�d outward. “I’m f��ling faint! Oh noooo~ Com� r�scu� m�, Eliot!” And th�n sh�

finnish�d tilting out of th� v�hicl�.

With anoth�r dramatic flyourish sh� kick�d offe of th� hov�rvan’s flyoor, g�ttling a bit of distanc� b�for� sh�

tumbl�d in th� air and right�d h�rs�lf.



Mark rush�d to th� �dg� of th� hov�rvan right alongsid� Eliot. The�y watch�d Isoko plumm�t 15 m�t�rs 

to th� surfac� of what had onc� b��n a road mad� of squar� bricks. Sh� crack�d th� ston� sh� land�d 

upon. Two wyv�rn-dogs stalk�d at h�r from th� shadows, not willing to commit just y�t.

Mark mad� a mov�. H� dropp�d ov�r th� �dg� of th� hov�rcar, his h�art b�ating with a Union of 

r�sili�ncy and w�akn�ss, his �y�s focus�d hard on Isoko and th� �n�mi�s around h�r.

Isoko squar�d up against a wyv�rn dog and th� dog-siz�d thing scr��ching loud as it stalk�d into th� 

sunlight, its scal�s glinting r�d and brown as it spr�ad its wings in a thr�at display. Isoko scr�am�d back 

at it, “YAAAAA!!!”

The� on� b�hind h�r, 5 m�t�rs away, l�apt at h�r, its wings tuck�d in clos�, its mouth and claws r�aching, 

grabbing.

Isoko turn�d around and kick�d th� thing's fac� into th� ground, pinning it th�r� and th�n puttling all of 

h�r w�ight onto th� thing’s h�ad, crunching it into th� ground. Sh� was 650 pounds on a 140 pound 

body, so sh� could just do that. Mark smil�d, and th�n h� br�ath�d out w�akn�ss, focusing on th� 

wyv�rn with th� thr�at display that was about to pounc� on Isoko’s now-turn�d back.

Mark land�d on th� ground, his body str�ss�d a bit from th� h�avy drop, but h� was running a Union of 

r�sili�ncy and h� land�d on two l�gs, th� shock absorb�d and shunt�d away by his Pow�r. H� was still 

br�athing out w�akn�ss, along with his h�art b�ating out th� sam�, all of it l�aving Mark and Isoko and 

going into th� wyv�rn dog.

The� monst�r collaps�d at Isoko’s f��t, bar�ly abl� to mak� th� distanc� toward h�r b�for� it f�ll. Isoko 

stomp�d its h�ad in and th�n continu�d crushing it just for good m�asur�.

Mark look�d up—

Eliot land�d in Isoko’s initial crat�r, th� ground soft�ning at his fall, buoying him into an �asy landing. 

H� had just dropp�d 15 m�t�rs, too. H� winc�d. It had b��n a hard-ish fall. Mark’s Union cl�ar�d away 

his probl�ms soon, though, and th�n h� st�pp�d onto solid ground. His dron� r�cord�d �v�rything it 

could.



David was th�r�, standing to th� sid�, in bright silv�r armor.

Ev�ryon� jolt�d at David’s sudd�n app�aranc�.

David said, “Good showing. Now what?”

Wyv�rn dogs bark�d all around th�m, som� of th�m howling.

Eliot instantly said, “I can’t scout for shit right now! L�t’s g�t to that crat�r/plaza up ah�ad and kill 

�v�rything and start stacking bricks!”

Mark said, “Isoko on point, Eliot in middl�. I got th� back.” H� point�d down th� str��t, toward an op�n-

ish ar�a ah�ad. Theat was th�ir d�stination to start with, but th�y couldn’t land th�r� dir�ctly b�caus� it 

was a main n�st. “L�t’s do this. Isoko pl�as� mangl� that rust�d car up ah�ad for Eliot.”

Isoko walk�d that way and gl��fully, bri�flyy, dimm�d from full-platinum to just gr�y, b�for� sh� l�apt 

into th� air, toward th� rust�d car. H�r skin flyash�d full-platinum right b�for� sh� land�d, th� arc of h�r 

l�ap cut short as sh� gain�d a not-lit�ral ton of w�ight. Mark br�ath�d in durability for both of th�m 

whil� his h�art continu�d to b�at a Union of r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss.

Isoko land�d with a t�aring, ripping crunch, h�r f��t burying into th� rust�d st��l, h�r hands coming 

down and ringing offe of th� m�tal fram�. Sh� had plung�d through th� sid� of th� v�hicl�, but gottl�n 

stuck on th� m�tal fram�. Sh� winc�d, but just out of r�fly�x, Mark hop�d. Sh� look�d at h�r p�rf�ctly finn�

hand, and th�n sh� punch�d th� r�sistant m�tal. Mark mad� sur� sh� stay�d prot�ct�d and h�althy and 

soon sh� crack�d th� m�tal fram�.

Eliot whisp�r�d, “Oh thank th� gods,” as h� grabb�d hold of th� air and th� car with his astral body. H� 

pull�d out m�tal from wh�r� Isoko crush�d and brok� th� v�hicl�, cr�ating ingots of pur� st��l, a bask�t 

of plastic and st��l, and glass rods. A whol� bunch of misc�llan�ous mat�rials r�inforc�d th� bask�t and 

its cont�nts, and soon Eliot was looking l�ss fr�ak�d out. H� grabb�d an ingot, “What w�apon, Isoko?”

“A blad� sp�ar mayb� lat�r,” Isoko said, as sh� punch�d th� �ngin� block, ringing h�r hand. “Big ball 

hamm�r finrst!”



Eliot hand�d h�r a big hamm�r that h� would n�v�r hav� b��n abl� to hold hims�lf, if not for his Man-

mad� Manipulation. It had a handl� a m�t�r long with a count�rw�ight at th� bas�, and a h�ad that was 

a solid orb of st��l that m�ld�d with th� handl�. “H�r�!”

H� toss�d it, mor� with his Pow�r than with actual physical str�ngth, and Isoko caught it, th� st��l 

ringing in h�r platinum grip. It w�igh�d, and sh� tipp�d a littll� bit as sh� gripp�d th� w�apon. Sh� 

smil�d wid�.

And th�n sh� got to smashing.

The� car n�v�r stood a chanc�.

All th� whil�, th� wyv�rn dogs prowl�d down th� str��t, growling, barking. The�y clamb�r�d ov�r th� 

brok�n walls of th� buildings all around. The�y snapp�d and y�lp�d at Isoko, and h�r fuck ton of nois�.

Mark saw most of th�m, but not all of th�m, for sur�. H� focus�d Union, pushing out w�akn�ss from 

hims�lf and his t�am, whil� drawing in r�sili�nc� from th� world. Gradually, imp�rc�ptibly, h� link�d to 

th� monst�rs, and h� trickl�d w�akn�ss into all of th�m whil� drawing out th�ir r�sili�nc�. Just a littll� 

bit. H� didn’t want th� monst�rs to r�aliz� som�thing was up, and to run.

The� monst�rs bark�d loud�r, m�an�r. The�y kn�w som�thing was happ�ning but th�y w�r� surrounding 

th�ir pr�y and th�y didn’t r�ally s�ns� anything wrong.

Isoko continu�d to d�stroy th� car, though h�r �y�s w�r� all around h�r. The� car was half gon�.

Eliot grabb�d all th� r�sourc�s h� could, his �y�s wid�, his br�ath unst�ady. Iron ingots scattl�r�d on th� 

ground all around him.

Isoko worri�dly ask�d, “W�’r� surround�d by 8 of th�m! W� good, Mark!?””

“The�r�’s 9!” Eliot call�d out. “Mayb� 10!”

The� wyv�rn dogs bark�d loud. The�y didn’t lik� th� humans talking.



The� str��t was a good 10 m�t�rs across. Walls h�ld on both sid�s. Fiv� wyv�rn dogs w�r� walking at 

th�m from th� courtyard, th� n�ar�st on� 10 m�t�rs away. Mark had only s��n two on th� brok�n 

buildings on th� l�ft, but h� saw two mor� on th� oth�r sid�, hiding in th� rubbl�, sn�aking in from th� 

backsid�. Theos� on�s w�r� 15 m�t�rs away. The�y had flyapp�d and flyuttl�r�d ov�r th�r� to attlack from th� 

back. On� of thos� on�s was big and r�d. The� siz� of a tig�r, rath�r than a dog. It had b��n th� main 

wyv�rn dog at th� courtyard up ah�ad. Theat on� absolut�ly had to di�, but hop�fully last, and th�n th�y 

could mop up th� pack inst�ad of watching th�m scattl�r and mak� probl�ms lat�r.

Mark said, “W�’r� twic� as strong as th�m and th�y’r� not awar� th�y’r� SLIGHTLY w�ak�n�d. W�’r� 

good. You’r� on thos� finv� up th�r�, Isoko.” H� softly said, “Blad� sp�ar, Eliot.”

Eliot ripp�d a blad� sp�ar out of th� ingots at th� ground. It was two m�t�rs long, thick as two finng�rs, 

and with a punching dagg�r for a h�ad. Eliot flyoat�d it to Mark, and Mark snatch�d it out of th� air. It 

was basically a w�ight bar, for b�nch pr�ss�s, but as a w�apon.

It was not light.

Mark �asily h�ld it, his grip tight�ning. H� might not b� a brawny with a basic str�ngth modifin�r, but h� 

was pr�ttly solid with r�sili�nc� stol�n from th� monst�rs right now, and Mark’s v�rsion of r�sili�nc� at 

this particular mom�nt was all about str�ngth and r�sistanc�.

Mark said, “Eliot. Op�n with som� sp�ars of your own. I’ll drop th� back on�s wh�n th�y—”

The� finght b�gan with a scrabbling of claw�d hands sudd�nly gripping ston� and str��t und�rn�ath, on� 

of th� l�ad monst�rs on Isoko’s sid� jumping at h�r. The� monst�r spr�ad its wings wid�, gliding in just a 

bit, b�for� it dropp�d its wings to th� sid� for a straight-on tackl�/pounc�. Two oth�rs did th� sam� 

thing, all of th�m aim�d to tak� down Isoko at th� sam� tim�.

Big R�d stay�d back, mayb� 20 m�t�rs away. Two of th� back lin�rs l�apt at Mark and Eliot; on� �ach.

Mark br�ath�d in all of th� durability h� could from �ach of th� finv� attlacking monst�rs, granting it to 

his p�opl� inst�ad.



Eliot craft�d thr�� sp�ars with a sudd�n transformation. The� only probl�m with him using his Pow�r lik�

that was that h� couldn’t actually throw th�m with any r�al str�ngth. H� was not a Shap�r; his pow�r 

was just Manipulation. H� could, how�v�r, toss th�m in th� g�n�ral dir�ction of on� of th� b�asts, th� 

on� attlacking him, and hop� for th� b�st.

Ther�� sp�ars clattl�r�d d��p into th� fly�sh of that on� wyv�rn dog, on� of th�m going right through its 

ch�st and halfway out th� oth�r sid�. Eliot mad� a surpris�d sound and also a tow�r shi�ld that h� 

stomp�d into th� ground in front of hims�lf. Theat wyv�rn dog crash�d into that solid shi�ld, d�ad.

At th� sam� tim�, Mark brought his blad� sp�ar down through th� attlacking wyv�rn dog gliding at him. 

The� monst�r didn’t think Mark’s w�apon could hurt it at all, and in a normal sc�nario that was tru�. 

Eliot had b��n surpris�d his attlack had work�d on th� on� h� had kill�d for v�ry good r�asons. Eliot had 

scout�d th�s� things, and th�y w�r� all b�tw��n 15 and 25 in Body, and normal st��l was Pow�r L�v�l 0.

But Mark had tak�n all of this monst�r’s durability that h� could, dropping its Body rating low; Mark 

wasn’t sur� how low, actually. It was low �nough.

Mark’s sp�ar cl�av�d through th� cr�atur�’s h�ad b�for� g�ttling stuck on its ch�st. The� cr�atur�’s wing-

claws tri�d to grab onto Mark, and it succ��d�d, but Mark was at som�wh�r� lik� 28 Body right now, 

and so was �v�ryon� �ls� in th� party, if th�y w�r�n’t high�r. Eliot was th� low�st in Body right now, 

b�caus� David had mad� him l�av� his shi�ld b�hind, but �v�n Eliot was probably at a 20. And Mark 

was activ�ly prot�cting �v�ryon�, too.

The� cr�atur�’s claws ripp�d at Mark’s cloth�s and skidd�d offe of his skin, l�aving littll� w�lts that rapidly 

vanish�d du� to Mark’s h�aling Union.

Mark br�ath�d in all of th� durability h� could from 2 of Isoko’s s�condary attlack�rs and th�y kinda 

falt�r�d in th� air, but h� l�ft th� finrst on� alon� for h�r to absolut�ly crush, h�r giant ball mac� 

slamming into th� cr�atur�’s h�ad and pulping it against th� ground.

The� finght turn�d from worrying to cl�anup in a scattl�ring s�cond, b�caus� th� n�xt thing Mark did was 

br�ath� out w�akn�ss, focusing h�avily on Big R�d, who was looking worri�d and r�ady to bolt, or 

som�thing. Mark wasn’t sur�. Mark’s w�akn�ss conn�ct�d to Big R�d and Big R�d falt�r�d and faint�d. 

H� stay�d down. Isoko murd�r�d th� oth�r wyv�rn dogs up front.



Mark mov�d his br�athing of w�akn�ss and durability around, hind�ring th� monst�rs who look�d lik� 

th�y w�r� trying to count�r attlack, whil� l�ttling go thos� who w�r� alr�ady daz�d, or out of position. 

Theos� on�s h� had daz�d took a whol� lot of s�conds to com� back around to th� finght, so dazing th�m 

for a singl� br�ath or two was good �nough to k��p th�m out of th� battll�.

Mark had a p�rsonal limit of how much h� could affe�ct at onc�, and it was a lot �asi�r moving his focus 

around, purpos�fully disrupting th� �n�my forc�s, than it was trying to k��p th�m all contain�d and 

controll�d at th� sam� tim�. Big R�d stay�d down, though; Mark mad� sur� of that. Big R�d might hav� 

had a Knack, or Pow�r of som� sort.

Onc� Isoko was don� bashing in skulls, Mark didn’t n��d to conc�ntrat� on his Union of Br�ath so 

much. H� could just focus on his h�artb�at, and on his Union of Blood.

Soon �nough, Isoko, cov�r�d in blood, that was not h�r own and smiling a lot, walk�d ov�r to Big R�d, 

holding h�r b�nt warmac� ov�r on� should�r, and th�n sh� splattl�r�d Big R�d. Thewam! Crack! Splat! 

Ev�r th� triumphant warrior sh� stood tall, cloth�s shr�dd�d som�, boots compl�t�ly gon�, and warmac� 

fully b�nt out of position. The� h�ad of h�r mac� was d�form�d and goug�d by th� monst�r scal�s and a 

f�w lucky scratch�s.

Eliot shook a littll� bit, saying, “Oh thank th� gods.”

Isoko and Mark both paus�d.

Mark walk�d to him, asking, “You okay, Eliot?”

Eliot br�ath�d in, th�n out, and Mark h�lp�d him with som� Union of Blood, to �xp�l w�akn�ss and tak� 

in r�sili�nc�. Eliot br�ath�d �asi�r, and d�clar�d, “I hat� b�ing unpr�par�d. HATE.” H� flyick�d his hands 

out, dismissing his conc�rns, saying, “But w� did that okay. Gr�at thwomping, Platinum Princ�ss. Gr�at 

Union work… Err… I’ll com� up with a nam� for you soon �nough— Unioniz�r! … No.” H� said to Isoko. 

“Theat mac� is unusabl� now. It touch�d too much monst�r stuffe. Also, w�’r� all cov�r�d in monst�r stuffe. 

It mak�s it impossibl� to r�pair cloth�s.”

“Right!” Mark hopp�d to, br�athing in purity and br�athing out impurity for th� whol� group. Gradually,

slowly, blood and gor� �vaporat�d and turn�d to dust to finlt�r into th� air and away. The� �nvironm�nt 



lov�d impurity, so it was �asy to finlt�r away all th� blood and visc�ra from all of th�m with 10-ish 

br�aths, but Eliot and Isoko didn’t want to wait that long, and n�ith�r should th�y.

Eliot g�stur�d to anoth�r rust�d car down th� road that had crash�d into a wall and cov�r�d in rubbl�. 

“Can you pl�as�, Isoko? I n��d mor� suppli�s.”

Isoko slapp�d th� mac� in h�r hands, shaking th� drying d�bris offe of it, asking, “Should I us� this?”

“No. The� monst�rs had a hand in cr�ating that. Us� your finsts.”

Isoko flyick�d th� mac� ov�rh�ad wh�r� it crash�d against th� wall of a hous� and clattl�r�d down, 

making a gr�at big rack�t. Wyv�rn dogs bark�d in th� distanc�, but th�y had b��n doing that a lot. Isoko

happily skipp�d toward th� n�xt brok�n car, saying, “Your Pow�r is v�ry us�ful, Eliot!” As sh� punch�d 

into th� v�hicl�’s fram�, n�ar th� windshi�ld, sh� ask�d, “Is that oth�r mac� gon� for good, now?”

Eliot flyoat�d his suppli�s tak�n from th� oth�r car around him, moving slowly, lik� h� was carrying a big

w�ight. “Mark’s purity/impurity h�lps to cl�an out th� astral body inflyu�nc� of th� monst�rs—”

Mark g�stur�d to th� big bask�t of suppli�s, asking, “N��d h�lp? Also wh��ls?”

Eliot blink�d, laugh�d onc�, th�n add�d wh��ls to his bask�t, and Mark start�d pushing it lik� it was a 

w�ird shopping cart. The� ground was un�v�n, but Mark mad� do. Eliot continu�d, “I could g�t that mac� 

back into shap� in a f�w minut�s, but it’s much �asi�r and I can do b�ttl�r work with n�w mat�rials, and 

Br�ath of Purity do�sn’t actually g�t rid of th� probl�ms of monst�r contamination. You think it would, 

but you would b� wrong. Theis isn’t a Natural Pow�r; this is a dictat�d pow�r bas�d on anci�nt d�cisions 

mad� by d�mons and th�n r�inforc�d by Malaqua in th� R�v�al. Ev�n if you purify �v�rything a monst�r

has touch�d, that mac� is still a day away from b�ing manipulabl� again.” Eliot flyoat�d d�bris from th� 

n�w car d�molishing into th� bask�t. “Did you lik� that mac�?”

“I did, actually,” Isoko said, as sh� crash�d furth�r into th� v�hicl�, attlacking th� �ngin� block und�r th� 

rubbl� of th� wall. Ev�rything sh� touch�d flyoat�d away as �ith�r r�sourc�s or it simply m�lt�d out of 

h�r way, b�coming sand at th� sid�, onc� Eliot could manipulat� it aft�r Isoko ‘mark�d it as man-mad� 

again through th� act of d�struction’. Isoko said, “I manag�d to r�inforc� it with a bit of tactil� 



t�l�kin�sis, too, so onc� I actually manag� that pow�r in truth mayb� th� n�xt on�s won’t br�ak so 

�asily.”

Mark k�pt th�ir astral bodi�s strong, pushing th�ir w�akn�ss out into th� world and bringing in 

r�sili�nc� with �v�ry b�at of his h�art, �nabling Eliot to continually work his pow�r and Isoko to k��p 

h�r body in ‘Full Platinum Mod�’ as sh� b�at up th� brok�n car.

Soon �nough, th� shopping cart was bigg�r, strong�r, and it had som� nic� rubb�r wh��ls that roll�d 

smooth ov�r th� ground, ov�r all th� bumps and probl�ms in th� road. A larg� pil� of ingots —mostly 

st��l— r�st�d in th� c�nt�r, surround�d by glass bricks and bottll�s of oils and oth�r liquids. Plastic bricks 

r�st�d in th� front, piling high. The�r� w�r� �v�n som� wood�n planks and l�ath�r and cottlon.

Mark look�d at th� pil�s grow, asking, “All of this was in thos� two cars?”

“Y�ah. The�s� old cars hav� a lot of w�ird things. It’s mostly plastic th�s� days.” Eliot look�d into th� bin. 

“… I gu�ss that’s �nough. L�t’s mov� on.”

Isoko stopp�d b�ating up th� car, smiling as sh� st�pp�d out of th� r�mains of th� m�tal fram�, saying, 

“Theis is r�ally quit� fun! I n�v�r smash�d a car apart b�for�.”

Mark ask�d, “What’s your str�ngth modifin�r up to, anyway?”

“1.7 tim�s normal human str�ngth whil� in Full Platinum,” Isoko said. “N��d h�lp pushing?”

“Y�s,” Mark said. “I’m bas�lin� str�ngth.”

Isoko push�d th� cart with Mark, as Eliot craft�d a n�w mac� out of a f�w r�maining parts of th� v�hicl�.

The� n�w mac� look�d just lik� Isoko’s finrst on�. Isoko gripp�d it with on� hand and push�d with th� 

oth�r, asking, “Got any id�a of what’s ah�ad?”

Eliot was alr�ady looking through a pair of glass�s of his own mak�, but it didn’t s��m to b� working out

how h� want�d. H� frown�d, th�n said, “At l�ast 6, and also hatchlings. Theis stuffe do�sn’t work right. I 

n��d to work on actual t�ch to g�t prop�r scouting.”



Mark glanc�d at th� cam�ra dron� flyying around th�m, th�n look�d out for monst�rs, asking, “It’s still 

w�ird you’r� g�ttling any t�ch at all out h�r�. You said you work�d offe of radio wav�s in th� air, or 

som�thing?”

“Y�s. Theat’s th� only way I’m abl� to mak� anything high-t�ch at all, actually; piggybacking offe of 

ambi�nt humanity in th� air.” Eliot show�d offe his glass�s. The�y w�r� illuminat�d with lights on th� 

insid�s. H� put th�m back on and look�d around, “Unfortunat�ly, I cannot hand th�s� on�s offe. I n��d to 

mak� b�ttl�r pairs for you two— Incoming! Ther�� from th� l�ft!” H� glanc�d b�hind. “Non� b�hind that I 

can s��!”

Eliot rush�d to th� right, g�ttling in front of Mark, and allowing Isoko to rush ah�ad to th� l�ft.

A wyv�rn dog cr�st�d th� roof of th� building and bark�d as it l�apt right down at Mark.

A s�cond on� curv�d around th� building and rush�d straight for Isoko.

A third on� follow�d th� s�cond on�, h�ading for Isoko.

Mark dropp�d all thr�� of th�m to th� ground, fainting th�m instantly. And th�n h� cut offe th� n�ck of 

th� on� that collaps�d onto th� ground in front of him. Isoko mad� quick work of th� oth�r two.

Mark br�ath�d d��p and �xhal�d impurity, flyowing th� blood away from th�ir w�apons, cl�aning th�m 

up a bit to mak� Eliot’s job �asi�r—

Eliot panick�d about th� goods in th� cart. H� look�d at it, �xclaiming, “FUCK! The�r�’s blood on it. 

Dammit… It’s finn�!” H� took on� of th� m�tal ingots and turn�d it into a cov�r, whil� s�aling up th� 

plastic sid�s of th� cart as much as h� could. The�r� w�r� hol�s in th� cart wh�r� monst�r blood had 

splash�d, but Eliot said, “It’s finn�.” H� said to Mark, “You’r� v�ry good at puttling down monst�rs.”

Mark laugh�d. “I can only do thr�� at a tim� b�caus� w� only hav� thr�� p�opl�, so k��p that in mind.”

Isoko said, “You should do l�ss, Mark. Sav� it for wh�n w� n��d it, lik� with th� 10-pil� back th�r�.”



“I t�nd to agr��,” David said, sp�aking up. “Also? You can only do thr��?”

Mark said, “W�ll… It’s a mattl�r of balanc�. The�y’r� our siz�, so y�ah. Ther�� is a good numb�r. And if I 

str�tch it too thick or thin th�n th�y might notic�… Err… What’s th�ir Scan lik�, Eliot?”

Eliot rambl�d offe, “Sam� as it was on th� big info from COFR; 20-30 Body. No r�al Tal�nt, but a knack 

for flyight. Theat Larg� R�d on� back th�r� had som� sort of plant-thing going on; Natural Pow�r.”

Mark was glad h� had k�pt Big R�d down. H� said, “So y�ah, I can only do 3—”

“Main pack incoming,” Eliot said, looking ah�ad.

The�y had r�ach�d th� �dg� of th� road. Up ah�ad, in th� larg� circular ar�a, th� road transition�d into a 

big crat�r with a shallow lak� on th� right and a for�st�d ar�a on th� l�ft. Theat ‘for�st�d ar�a’ had look�d

lik� a bunch of tr��s all warp�d tog�th�r, but now that h� was h�r�, Mark saw it was r�ally on� tr�� that 

had crawl�d up som� buildings. The� tr�� gnarl�d into th� roads and th� ston�, and wyv�rn dogs mad� 

hom�s in thos� roots and tangl�d branch�s.

Mark gu�ss�d that th� tr�� was a monst�r—

Eliot look�d through his glass�s, saying, “Tr�� is aliv�; monst�r class.” H� look�d down. “Roots �xt�nd 

b�low us, but th�y’r� small things. Don’t g�t clos�r to th� tr��. Ther�� dogs from th� front—” H� whipp�d 

around. “Two up th�r�!”

The� monst�rs w�r� alr�ady attlacking from th� front.

Mark crash�d th� wyv�rn dogs to th� ground, on� aft�r th� oth�r, taking �v�rything that mad� th�m 

r�sili�nt and giving th�m w�akn�ss�s in turn. Isoko crack�d h�ads. The� on�s b�hind Mark and Eliot tri�d

to div� bomb th�m but Mark switch�d focus and dropp�d th�m to th� ground n�xt, l�aving Isoko alon� 

with two combatants. H� call�d out his shots and Isoko grunt�d as sh� took on two w�ak�n�d monst�rs 

on h�r own. Mark cut offe th� h�ads of th� monst�rs who attlack�d from th� back, but his sp�ar brok� on 

th� n�ck of th� s�cond on�.



Eliot said, “It’s a multi-str�ngth on�! It’s dang�rous!”

Mark lock�d th� dang�rous wyv�rn dog down and �v�ntually smash�d its h�ad in with his brok�n sp�ar. 

It did not di� until Mark drov� his brok�n sp�ar into its ch�st.

Isoko had manag�d to disori�nt on� of h�r oppon�nts with a lucky h�ad smack, making it back up and 

shak� its h�ad, but th� oth�r on� was gnawing on h�r l�g and sh� couldn’t dislodg� it. It couldn’t bit� 

into h�r l�g at all, �ith�r, but it did rak� at h�r cloth�s.

Mark s�nt th� biting on� fainting to th� ground.

Isoko kill�d it aft�r that, driving a knif�-lik� hand into th� cr�atur�’s brain. The� cl�anup w�nt fast from 

th�r�.

Mark ask�d, “Wh�r� did your mac� go?”

Eliot said, “It snapp�d in half.” H� look�d �mbarrass�d. “Sorry!”

Isoko shook h�r h�ad. “I couldn’t hold it und�r my TT. My fault.” What littll� wounds sh� had s�al�d up, 

and Mark start�d br�athing purity and �xhaling impurity, cl�aning all of th�m up. With ripp�d cloth�s 

dangling from h�r, and not caring about it at all, Isoko thumb�d at th� tr��, asking, “W� doing anything 

about th� monst�r tr��?”

Mark said, “L�t’s not, b�caus� I can do this.” Mark �xt�nd�d Union into th� world, conn�cting to th� finsh 

in th� wat�r, th� plants growing on th� bank, th� monst�r tr��, and �v�rything �ls� n�arby. H� br�ath�d 

in sust�nanc� for hims�lf and his p�opl�, and br�ath�d out d�privation, whil� his h�art dr�w in r�sili�nc�

and �xp�ll�d w�akn�ss. It f�lt lik� h� br�ath�d in dinn�r and �xp�ll�d a d�s�rt with �v�ry br�ath. Mark 

f�lt r�fr�sh�d with �v�ry br�ath, and h� kn�w Eliot and Isoko did, too. Mark ask�d, “David? You want in 

on this? Do I n��d to provid� for you?”

David said, “T�chnically no, but actually y�s.”



Mark smil�d, and th�n h� includ�d David in th� Union. As h� did that, Mark ask�d �v�ryon�, “How do�s

that f��l? I can do that for a whil�, and 30 minut�s of br�athing sust�nanc�/d�privation in a good 

�nvironm�nt is �quival�nt to 1 workabl� m�al. So lik� 750 calori�s. Theat tr�� mak�s this a good 

�nvironm�nt, so that’s why I think w� n��d to k��p th� monst�r tr��. Oth�rwis� w� n��d to go 

som�wh�r� �ls� with oth�r tr��s.”

Ev�ryon� look�d at Eliot.

Eliot was looking at th� ground with his glass�s. H� humm�d. “… I think it’s finn�. The� wyv�rn dogs 

n�st�d in th� tr�� and it’s all scratch�d to h�ll b�caus� of that, so… mayb� th� tr�� do�sn’t mind?”

David spok� up, “Exc�pt for mobil� tr��s, tr��s ar� pr�ttly r�lax�d wh�n you’r� not activ�ly hurting th�m.

Sinc� th� wyv�rn dogs w�r� n�sting in it, that m�ans that it isn’t on� of th� activ�ly murd�rous tr��s, 

too. Theat Larg� R�d on� had som� sort of Natural pow�r, though, which is a bit conc�rning, but not 

ov�rly conc�rning. The� tr�� will �at th� bodi�s that you all dropp�d, but that’s pr�ttly normal. Just don’t 

di� around it and you’ll b� finn�.”

Eliot said, “I’m r�inforcing th� low�r walls w� build anyway.” H� point�d at on� of th� ruin�d buildings 

to th� sid�. “L�t’s g�t that on� crack�d and r�mad�. It looks lik� w� can mak� it s�cur�, and th�r� ar�n’t 

any oth�r buildings n�ar it… not much, anyway.” H� look�d at th� wat�r. “Is it too clos� to th� wat�r, 

though?”

Isoko said, “W� don’t n��d wat�r, so w� don’t n��d to tak� th� risk. L�t’s mov� away from th� wat�r.” 

Sh� point�d out a diffe�r�nt building. “Theat on�. It’s standing alon� anyway.”

Mark said, “I hav� no obj�ctions to Isoko’s sugg�stion.”

Eliot nodd�d… And th�n h� look�d to David. “Theoughts?”

David smil�d. “It’s a building that fints your plan.”

Eliot nodd�d. “Right. Theis is our plan.”



Isoko op�n�d and clos�d h�r hands toward Eliot. “Mac�, pl�as�!”

Eliot mad� two of th�m and hand�d th� s�cond on� to Mark.

Mark h�ft�d th� thing— and it was fucking h�avy. H� put it down on th� cart. “For wh�n Isoko n��ds it. 

I’ll stack bricks. Theat works too, right?”

Eliot said, “Yup!”

Whil� Isoko bash�d in a wall on th� low�r flyoor of th� building and toppl�d part of th� s�cond story 

down to ground l�v�l, s�nding a plum� of dust up into th� air, Mark grabb�d som� stray bricks and just 

start�d piling th�m up into a rough wall shap�. Mostly, Mark sustain�d th� party, and also David.

Eliot said, “Pl�as� smash th� ground too, Isoko.”

Isoko grinn�d as sh� start�d smashing �v�n mor�.

- - - -

It was fun watching Eliot’s Pow�r at work.

Ev�ry smash of Isoko’s mac� caus�d th� ground to br�ak in small s�ctions, and th�n r�pair strong�r than

�v�r. Sh� brok� a wall down and th� wall sort�d into pil�s of bricks that Mark start�d stacking. Onc� th� 

bricks w�r� stack�d w�ll �nough, th� bricks b�gan to grow into a strong wall of 10 bricks for �v�ry 1 that

Mark laid down. Eliot r�cord�d �v�rything on his cam�ra dron�, as h� stood at th� c�nt�r of th� 

d�struction, clos�r to Mark, looking sl��py, his �y�s half-lidd�d. It didn’t look lik� much, but h� was 

doing th� most of anyon� right now; all of th� h�avy lifting. H� just n��d�d oth�r p�opl� to s�t up th� 

domino�s so h� could mak� th�m fall prop�rly.

Within 20 minut�s th� 2 story apartm�nt, which was alr�ady half brok�n, was fully d�molish�d, and 20%

r�built.



Pristin�, gr�y ston� bricks lay in giant stacks to th� sid�s. M�tal r�inforc�m�nts and nails and wood w�r�

all stack�d in th�ir own pil�s, as �ith�r ingots or 2x4’s. Glass got its own s�ction. Insulation got 

disass�mbl�d and mad� into foggy glass. Misc�llan�ous stuffe got plac�d into a larg� ston� bowl; It look�d

lik� plastics and som� bits and bobs. A big pil� of plast�r got dump�d out as dry, whit�-ish powd�r. A 

similar pil� of brown powd�r app�ar�d, and it might hav� b��n clay; Mark wasn’t sur�—

Eliot crash�d onto his ass, saying, “Okay! I n��d a minut�! Mark is alr�ady str�tching m� way too far. I 

n��d a minut�.”

Isoko laugh�d. “H� do�sn’t swing that way, Eliot!

Mark’s fac� turn�d r�d.

Eliot stamm�r�d, “I didn’t m�an— You know what I m�ant!”

Mark discard�d th� r�dn�ss to his fac�, and focus�d on Union, trying to g�t Eliot back up and running by

�xp�lling all of his w�akn�ss into th� world. H� d�adpann�d, “I’ll g�t you r�ady for round two, Eliot.”

Eliot’s fac� w�nt r�d this tim�.

Isoko laugh�d onc� as sh� st�pp�d clos�r, waggling h�r �y�brows. “Mayb� h� do�s swing that way.”

Mark laugh�d.

Eliot br�ath�d in, and r�lax�d, saying, “Okay. R�ady for round two. L�t’s g�t thos� bricks stack�d!”

Isoko b�gan stacking bricks alongsid� Mark, and soon th� pil�s of mat�rials b�gan to drain from th� 

pil�s and r�app�ar as walls. Wh�r�v�r Mark and Isoko plac�d bricks s��m�d to b� good �nough for Eliot,

�v�n though wh�r� th�y built th� walls was not wh�r� th� walls �nd�d up g�ttling built. Onc�, Mark 

mad� a stack of bricks across a way, and th� wall �nd�d up g�ttling built two m�t�rs away, which was 

not how th� plan look�d to Mark, sinc� h� thought h� was following th� plan that Eliot had d�scrib�d 

�arli�r. But obviously h� was not. Ev�ntually, th� sam� thing happ�n�d to Isoko, and Isoko ask�d about 

th� g�n�ral layout of th� hid�out.



“It’s basically what I plann�d out �arli�r, but a littll� bit bigg�r. Isoko? Can you grab your hamm�r and 

smash th� str��t up som�, around th� wall? Y�s. Just lik� that. Theank you. Anyway. It’s gonna b� a 

squar� with two round�d tow�rs on th� north and south, so that w� can watch th� goblin t�rritory, in th�

w�st, from th� tow�rs. W� can also watch th� wat�rs. I’m just �xpanding it from th� original d�signs. 

Ther�� stori�s, m�t�r-thick walls. Sid� hous� to th� south, r�achabl� through ov�rh�ad, cov�r�d walkway. 

I want to build a wall around th� whol� plac�, too. W�’r� gonna n��d to d�molish a f�w mor� buildings 

to g�t it don�.”

David spok� up, “You hav� 3 hours l�ft with your dron� cam�ra.”

Eliot rapidly add�d, “And I n��d to mak� �l�ctronics. I should b� abl� to mak� it with what I hav�. And 

th�n I littl�r �arly warning syst�ms �v�rywh�r� and mak� a grand scann�r at th� top of th� tow�r and a 

s�condary on� at th� top of th� s�cond tow�r.”

Isoko bang�d up th� str��t, �njoying h�rs�lf, stomping with h�r f��t and with h�r mac�, saying, “I want a

palac� room for my princ�ss p�rsona!”

Eliot laugh�d. “I’ll produc� th� most prof�ssional princ�ss palac� you can pictur�!”

Isoko smash�d a ruin�d scoot�r that turn�d into various mat�rials to flyoat into pil�s at th� bottlom of th� 

structur�, saying, “P�rf�ct!”

Mark stack�d bricks and k�pt �v�ryon� in top shap�, and also r�fr�sh�d with wat�r and nutrition, whil� 

also making sur� no on� had to tak� a br�ak for th� bathroom. Occasionally h� glanc�d ov�r at th� big 

monst�r tr��. Onc� Eliot was don� with th� bas�, it would rival th� tr�� for siz�. Mark wond�r�d how th�

tr�� would r�act. The� tr�� s��m�d happy right now… though Mark couldn’t t�ll why h� thought that.

It was just a f��ling.

Soon, Eliot stood on th� s�cond story of th� building with all th� suppli�s locat�d und�r cov�r, on th� 

s�al�d finrst flyoor, whil� Isoko smash�d into th� walls of a n�arby structur�. Mark stood on th� s�cond 

flyoor and stack�d bricks on th� �dg� of th� solid structur�, whil� David hung out, just watching, 

occasionally flyick�ring as h� mov�d sup�r fast, and th�n cam� back.



Mark g�stur�d at th� big tr��, asking, “Do you think it lik�s m� using it for Union purpos�s?”

David said, “Y�s. I’v� b��n ch�cking on it, and it’s growing fast. Look up at th� top. It’s almost fall, and 

that is not an �v�rgr��n, so it should b� cycling down in pr�paration to cons�rv� r�sourc�s for th� 

wint�r. In a month or two, it should chang� colors. But thos� l�av�s up at th� top ar� bright gr��n. N�w 

growth.”

“N�w growth, huh?”

Mark was a littll� conc�rn�d. Plant lif� didn’t work lik� human/monst�r int�ractions work�d wh�n it 

cam� to Union work. Not fully. In a g�n�ral way, and unl�ss Mark was purpos�fully blighting th� ar�a, 

plants simply lik�d b�ing conn�ct�d to a larg�r syst�m, �v�n if th�y had to giv� up stuffe to that syst�m. 

The�y usually got a lot mor� back. Fungi lik�d Union work too, for much th� sam� r�asons. For normal 

magical plants, this was not a probl�m.

But for monstrous plants, on�s that could d�cid� how th�y want�d to b� and th�n attlack if th�y didn’t 

lik� a thing, this could b� a probl�m. According to Lola, som� monst�r plants attlack�d if th�y r�ally lik�d

a thing, too.

Mark ask�d, “Is it a probl�m?”

David said, “It’s not a sapi�nt monst�r tr��, just s�nti�nt. It knows it’s conn�ct�d to a larg�r syst�m right

now, but it do�sn’t know wh�r� that conn�ction is coming from. Not y�t. If w�’r� still h�r� in a w��k, 

w�’ll r��valuat�. The� wyv�rn dogs liv�d in it, bringing th�ir m�als back to it all th� tim�, whil� not 

killing th� wyv�rns, so it’s probably not a dang�rous monst�r. It’s th� monst�r tr��s that hav� no wildlif�

in th�m at all that you r�ally hav� to watch out for.”

Mark nodd�d in thought.

H� continu�d to br�ath� in sust�nanc� and br�ath� out d�privation, whil� also b�ating his h�art with 

r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss. The� tr�� probably didn’t lik� th� d�privation that Mark was giving it, but it 

lov�d th� r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss, and Mark didn’t hav� to adjust his Union too much to match with th�

slow�r-b�ating ‘h�art’ of th� tr��. It was a monst�r tr��, aft�r all.



An hour lat�r Isoko had barr�l�d h�r way through �v�ry n�arby building and Eliot had compl�t�d th� 

s�cond story of th� building. Eliot stay�d down on th� s�cond flyoor whil� Mark climb�d onto th� third 

flyoor to stack bricks.

Isoko paus�d h�r d�struction for a mom�nt, calling out upstairs, “I hav�n’t h�ard th� dogs barking in a 

whil�! Got an ov�rvi�w, Eliot?”

Eliot said, “Not y�t, but I’m looking now.”

The� dron� mov�d up—

“Nop�!” David said, and th�n h� had th� dron� in on� hand, saying, “Theat’s for cam�ra work only.”

Eliot frantically said, “Okay okay! Don’t br�ak it y�t, pl�as�!”

David said, “Sur�. Scout without it, though.” H� h�ld onto th� cam�ra.

Eliot shook his h�ad, and th�n look�d down at th� flyoor, at a tiny hol� in th� ston� b�tw��n th� finrst and 

s�cond flyoor. Plastics and m�tals, Mark assum�d, flyow�d out of that hol�, into Eliot’s hands, whil� th� 

ston� in front of Mark �xt�nd�d tall, lik� a column growing out of th� building. Mark look�d ov�r th� 

�dg� of th� building and watch�d as th� wall thick�n�d out into a prop�r column that �xt�nd�d high, 

high abov�.

In his hands, Eliot craft�d som� sort of g�od�sic ball out of m�tals, glass, and colorful r�d plastics. A 

minut� lat�r som� wir�s dropp�d out of th� bottlom of th� thing, coiling long and thin. With a g�stur�, 

Eliot flyoat�d it to th� top of th� column and buri�d th� wir�s und�r th� ston�, wh�r� th�y cam� out on 

th� s�cond and third flyoor. With a f�w mor� g�stur�s h� craft�d som� basic scr��ns and k�yboards. H� 

s�t up a station right wh�r� Mark stood, and Mark mov�d to th� sid� to l�t him do that, whil� h� focus�d

on his own Pow�r, k��ping Eliot’s astral body and his r�al body in top shap�. Eliot sw�at�d a littll� bit 

whil� h� work�d, tapping away at a k�yboard that wasn’t th�r�, but which sprung into b�ing at his 

touch.



Mark cycl�d a purity/impurity br�athing Union for a littll�, Eliot r�lax�d a bit, and th�n Mark w�nt back 

to br�athing sust�nanc�/d�privation. Eliot b�gan to work �asi�r as h� typ�d at non�xist�nt k�yboards.

T�n minut�s lat�r, Eliot had cr�at�d thr�� touch scr��ns s�t up around th� sk�l�ton of th� s�cond and 

third flyoor, and on� main scanning station wh�r� h� stood, at th� s�cond story ‘bas�’ of th� scanning 

column. Ov�rh�ad, th� g�od�sic scann�r s��m�d to glittl�r und�r a dom� of solid glass that th�n turn�d 

solid opaqu�. Anoth�r m�t�r of ston� app�ar�d on top of th� scann�r, giving th� whol� thing a fals� top, 

and th�n a s�cond ‘scann�r glob�’ w�nt on top of that s�condary top.

Mark smirk�d. “Theat’s som� smart camo. The� s�cond fak� scann�r.”

Eliot tapp�d away at th� k�yboard b�low his main scr��n, nons�ns� scribbl�s dancing across th� scr��n 

�v�ry buttlon pr�ss and b�coming som�thing mor� int�lligibl�, b�coming l�ttl�rs and numb�rs. Eliot said, 

“The�r�’r� lots of tricks to prot�cting a spac�, but what I did up th�r� was mak� a s�cond scann�r; it’s not 

a fak� scann�r.”

Mark look�d up and r��valuat�d what h� was s��ing. “Just doubl� scan things? R�dundancy?”

“You hav� to triangulat� and �ach sph�r� triangulat�s on its own, but th� doubl� syst�m can sort 

through a lot mor� than a singl� syst�m. And y�ah; r�dundancy is good.”

Mark watch�d as Eliot typ�d away at th� k�yboard. The� things on th� scr��n start�d to mak� s�ns�. 

Mark manag�d to mak� out that Eliot was basically typing ‘work fast�r pl�as� I n��d to scan this plac�’ 

and variations of that, which was kinda n�at. Soon, th� scr��n show�d a map of th� ar�a, zoom�d out to 

mayb� a mil� around th�m? Mark wasn’t sur�. But it captur�d th� �ntir� ar�a and th�n som�, from 

b�yond that Vatican ar�a to a good hundr�d m�t�rs across th� riv�r.

T�n minut�s lat�r, and th� scann�r s��m�d fully op�rational. The� scr��ns w�r� wid� and d�tail�d.

It was lik� on� of thos� und�rwat�r scann�rs that Mark had s��n on th� finshing boat—

Mark tri�d not to think of Dad and Mom and how �v�rything had b��n d�stroy�d, as h� saw a scr��n 

that was mostly black with pal� gr��n squarish outlin�s h�r� and th�r�. Som� gr��nish crat�rs w�r� 



�v�rywh�r�, too, and th� riv�r was a big outlin� in gr��n. Littll� r�d dots w�r� �v�rywh�r�, and four 

whit� dots w�r� at th� c�nt�r; thos� would b� monst�rs and th� four humans h�r�, in th� middl�.

Mark had s��n Eliot drop a comput�r cor� syst�m, or som�thing lik� that, down through a hol� in th� 

finrst flyoor, too, so h� had pr�ttly much… pull�d t�ch from th� radio wav�s in th� air, or som�thing lik� 

that? And th�n copi�d it all down th�r� into a robust, r�dundant syst�m? Mark wasn’t sur�, but it was all

v�ry n�at—

“K��p stacking bricks, pl�as�,” Eliot told him, and th�n h� y�ll�d out to Isoko, “The� wyv�rn dogs cl�ar�d 

out! All cl�ar in �v�ry dir�ction, 100 m�t�rs! Pl�as� k��p smashing shit!”

Isoko had tak�n a br�ak, but now sh� got back to smashing shit, grinning as sh� did so.

Mark r�sum�d brick stacking as h� told Eliot, “Theis is so cool, Eliot. Glad to hav� you h�r�.”

Eliot smil�d. “Glad to b� h�r�.”

An hour lat�r and th� castl�, th� walls, and th� n�ar�st tw�nty m�t�rs of spac� b�yond that, w�r� 

transform�d. Eliot built a 3 story fortr�ss out of th� ruins of this small part of Rom�, �nsur�d th� insid� 

was lit with lights and had b�ds, and it �v�n had som� rudim�ntary wall turr�ts on th� roof, b�hind 

rotating shi�ld walls. And also th� cam�ras. Lots of cam�ras, �v�rywh�r�. A whol� big bank of vid�o 

scr��ns sat on th� s�cond flyoor, looking lik� a s�curity guard station.

Ev�ntually, wh�n Eliot had a bunch of �xtra dron�s, h� told David that h� was don� with th� initial 

cam�ra dron�.

David took Eliot’s initial dron� and zipp�d it away, to plac� it right insid� th� brok�n �ggs of th� wyv�rn

dog n�st in th� monst�r tr��. Cov�r�d in drying monst�r goo, it was compl�t�ly b�yond Eliot’s ability to 

affe�ct. Eliot had thr�� mor� dron�s p�rch�d on th� walls and flyoating around th� building by th� tim� 

David cam� back.

David ask�d th� thr�� of th�m, “Now what?”



Isoko r�st�d against h�r big mac�, saying, “W�’v� got a f�w hours of daylight l�ft. Want to go mak� a 

lur� tow�r?”

Mark said, “I agr�� to that.”

Eliot look�d a lot mor� s�cur� in his options and pow�r, as h� spool�d finshing lin� into on� hand, 

�xpand�d his pock�ts back into cargo shorts, and ask�d, “I r�mad� basic brown cloth�s for us all, but 

how do you two f��l about outfints? P�rsonal branding?”

“No thanks!” “Not at this point in tim�.”

Eliot scoffe�d. H� pivot�d, “How about nam�s? Platinum Princ�ss, for r�al?”

Isoko said, “Grandmoth�r alr�ady sugg�st�d that on�, so y�ah, that’s probably going to b� th� nam� I 

r�gist�r und�r.”

Eliot smil�d wid� and clapp�d his hands. The�n h� point�d at Mark, “St��lstr�am! How about it? It’s a 

pun and an allusion to th� adamantium thing you can �v�ntually do.”

Mark… discov�r�d h� didn’t hat� it—

H� r�aliz�d som�thing about th� abbr�viations. “Nop�. Not having ‘SS’ as a branding logo.”

Eliot almost scoffe�d, but th�n h� paus�d. “Y�ah. Mayb� not. T�chnically, your nam� should b� 

Addastr�am or Adamstr�am, but th� finrst is not gr�at and th� s�cond just sounds bad.”

Mark frown�d. “Not doing thos� sorts of nam�s.”

Eliot mov�d on, “Okay okay! How about—” H� spr�ad his arms, flyick�ring lights into th� air, writing out 

and saying, “Vitalis! On� word! Big m�anings!”

David smirk�d.



“… Whil� I don’t hat� it,” Mark said, “Theat nam� is probably in us� alr�ady.”

“The�y all ar�, Mark,” Eliot said. “But you could tak� that on�! Esp�cially if you go Villain. You can 

‘assassinat�’ th� h�ro that has it and tak� it.”

Isoko sugg�st�d, “Dark Vitalis!”

Mark scoffe�d. “No way.”

Eliot said, “It’s not a bad on�!”

Mark w�nt to th� door that l�d to th� stairs down, grabbing his sp�ar from th� wall, saying, “L�t’s g�t to 

luring goblins, pl�as�.” And th�n h� st�pp�d out into th� aft�rnoon sun, facing on� of four solid ston� 

staircas�s that l�d to a wall�d, dry moat, and th�n out past th� wall to th� land b�yond. H� start�d 

walking down, toward th� w�st, saying, “Daylight is burning, and w� gottla �nact som� v�ry dumb 

attl�mpts at p�ac�.”

Eliot grinn�d wid�. “Theat’s a p�rf�ct villain lin�!”

Isoko laugh�d as sh� follow�d Mark down th� path, saying, “H� do�sn’t n��d a writ�r aft�r all.”

Mark frown�d, but only to stop hims�lf from chuckling.

David l�ft th� building last, and th�n h� vanish�d offe into �ls�wh�r�. Wh�r�v�r h� was, h� was probably 

still clos�.

With a wav� of his hand just to show that h� was doing som�thing, Eliot s�al�d up th� building, asking, 

“How about Blackv�in?”

Mark scoffe�d. “What’s your nam�, th�n, Eliot? ‘Human Bard’?



“Clos�! It’s my chann�l nam�, ‘V�ryhuman’!” Eliot add�d, “Ther�� wyv�rn dogs ah�ad. The�y’r� h�ad�d 

this way.”

Isoko h�ft�d h�r big mac�, saying, “Tim� to g�t killing.”

Mark said, “Also a v�ry villainous lin�.”

Isoko h�ld up a shimm�ring platinum arm, saying, “Okay! Okay! I can b� a h�ro. L�t’s b� h���rooo�s~” 

Sh� rush�d forward onto th� str��t and th�n smash�d h�r mac� against th� ground, cracking th� air with

th� sound of it all, b�for� sh� proj�ct�d h�r voic� to th� sky, y�lling, “DEATH TO ALL MONSTERS!”

Mark smash�d th� buttl of his sp�ar into th� ston� str��t and took up th� cry, “DEATH TO ALL 

MONSTERS!”

Wyv�rn dogs start�d barking up ah�ad r�al loud, and th�n flyapping toward Isoko.

Mark dropp�d th�m and Isoko splattl�r�d th�m.

As Eliot walk�d through th� gor�, following Mark and Isoko down th� str��t, Eliot comm�nt�d to his 

cam�ras, “So y�ah, kids. W� hav� a good t�am. Much b�ttl�r than going out on my own! R�m�mb�r kids:

v�nturing alon� in th� wilds might b� gr�at for th� thrill of it all, but it gr�atly incr�as�s your risk of 

d�ath~”

- - - -

As th� monst�r lur� tow�r w�nt up, suns�t ling�r�d on th� horizon.

A good 15 wyv�rn dog bodi�s slowly cool�d in th� �v�ning air. The� tow�r r�ach�d high, and soon lights 

app�ar�d on it, along with words r�p�ating in a loop and writtl�n down in a f�w diffe�r�nt languag�s on 

ston� around th� ar�a.

‘Attl�ntion goblins! W�’r� r�qu�sting p�ac�!’



Mark thought it absolut�ly insan�, but it was part of th� mission.

Isoko mov�d h�r scanning glass�s to th� top of h�r h�ad and told Mark, “You know. W�’r� not l�arning 

anything if you drop th�m b�for� w� g�t a chanc� to �v�n finght. I’m not complaining, mind you. Just 

pointing out som�thing.”

Mark look�d around, studying th� str��t int�rs�ction.

Eliot had s�t up th�ir glass�s to show th�m goblins as blu� glows, and Mark saw no blu� glows.

Eliot could not actually scan for monst�rs, �ith�r. Theat’s not how his Pow�r work�d at all. H� could only 

affe�ct man-mad� things, and that m�ant that h� couldn’t touch monst�rs at all. But h� could tak� in 

information from around th� n�arby world and sort it bas�d on if h� could manipulat� it, or not. Theat’s 

how Eliot scann�d for monst�rs. All of Earth was finll�d with radio wav�s and human-mad� pollution and

this was �v�n a form�r human city, so th� v�ry air was ‘taint�d’ with humanity.

So Eliot scann�d for abs�nc�s.

Mark spi�d th� world through his glass�s, and saw diffe�r�nc�s.

Spid�r w�bs dri�d in th� brok�n windows of th� str��ts ah�ad, rimm�d in gr�y on th� scr��n ov�r Mark’s

�y�s. Som� spid�rs ling�r�d in th� dark, not wanting to v�ntur� into th� op�n at all; th�y w�r� rimm�d 

in solid whit�. The� wyv�rns, d�ad and cooling on th� ground, w�r� rimm�d in r�d that was alr�ady 

fading, b�caus� th�y had b��n kill�d by p�opl� so th�y w�r� no long�r ‘monst�r mad�’. Not wholly.

Eliot had mark�d th� goblins as blu�, and Mark did not s�� any r�al blu� pr�s�nc�s. H� did s�� som� 

faint blu� impr�ssions on th� ground far ah�ad, but th�y w�r� just smudg�s. Footprints. Handprints.

Mark continu�d to look around with th� glass�s, s�arching for thr�ats, as h� said, “Of cours� this is 

t�rribl� for r�al world �xp�ri�nc�, Isoko, but w�’r� all still str�ssing our bodi�s a lot. I think Eliot is 

growing th� most, but you start�d offe at PL31, y�ah? The� scann�r was r�ading you as bar�ly ti�r 3 

b�for�, but it’s r�ading you as cl�arly ti�r 3 right now.”



Isoko watch�d as Eliot tink�r�d with th� lur� tow�r. A smiling goblin took shap� in holograms in th� air 

abov� th� tow�r. The� holographic goblin wav�d toward th� w�st, toward th� goblin t�rritory. And th�n a 

p�rson app�ar�d. The� holographic p�rson stood with th� goblin, and th�n th�y shook hands— And th�n 

th� light show flyick�r�d and m�ss�d up.

Eliot humm�d in annoyanc�. H� finx�d it. Soon, th� lightshow was working prop�rly, th� goblin and 

human shaking hands and th�n th� goblin walking away through a portal, back to Daihoon. The� human 

wav�d goodby�.

Now if that didn’t count as an attl�mpt at p�ac�, th�n fuck th� attl�mpt at p�ac�.

Isoko add�d, “I m�ant lik� battll� �xp�ri�nc�.”

“W�’ll g�t a lot of that soon �nough,” Mark said, “And with �n�mi�s that ar�n’t just monst�rs.”

Isoko h�ft�d h�r mac� and flyipp�d h�r glass�s back down, saying, “I just want to kill a wyv�rn without 

assistanc� onc�.”

“Sur�.” Mark pull�d his Union back from h�r.

Isoko sudd�nly slump�d a littll�, h�r Pur� Platinum form fading a bit to gr�y, h�r mac� turning too h�avy

and falling almost to th� ground, but sh� ralli�d. Sh� gripp�d th� mac� and h�ld it offe th� ground as sh� 

said, “Ah, fuck. You w�r� buffinng m� that much?”

“Mor� lik� all th� monst�rs watching us right now ar� buffinng you that much, and I am just th� v�ctor 

for that. Mostly spid�rs, though. The�y’r� too far away to think about attlacking us.” Mark ask�d, “You 

sur� about that?”

Isoko said, “Not so much at th� mom�nt, but y�ah. I still am. I think som� dogs ar� coming this way, 

down th� str��t.” Sh� point�d.

Mark look�d that way and saw som� small signatur�s down th� way; outlin�s in r�d on his glass�s. 

“Pr�ttly far.” H� look�d up at th� glowing goblin tow�r. “The� light attlracts th�m, y�ah?”



Isoko said, “Light, nois�, �tc�t�ra. Som� monst�rs ar� th�rmal d�t�ctors, too. Most r�ptil�s ar� h�at-

s��k�rs. The� wyv�rns ar� lik� that.”

Eliot pattl�d th� sid� of th� lit-up tow�r and th� �l�ctronics h� had b��n working on slipp�d into th� 

tow�r and th�n cov�r�d ov�r in ston�. The� illuminat�d goblin-hologram at th� top continu�d to wav� 

and chuckl� and b�ckon on a loop, toward th� w�st. The� human continu�d to app�ar and shak� hands, 

and th�n s�nd th� goblin back to Daihoon.

Eliot said, “Okay! W�’r� good! P�ac� attl�mpt �stablish�d and conn�ction �stablish�d. Scann�rs activ�. 

Back to bas�!”

Eliot l�d th� way back �ast, with Isoko and Mark following, and th�n Isoko taking point.

David walk�d to th�ir sid�s.

Mark ask�d, “How ar� w� doing so far, David?”

David said, “Unl�ss som�thing strang� happ�ns this mission is hon�stly way b�low all thr�� of you, and 

�sp�cially tog�th�r.” H� frown�d. “So l�t’s hop� nothing strang� happ�ns.”

Lisa walk�d b�sid� Mark, asking, “Why would anything strang� happ�n?”

Mark shrugg�d. “Always a possibility.” H� look�d down at Lisa, and th� small woman was g�ttling kinda 

clos�, out of formation, which was rath�r w�ird of h�r.

Also…

Som�thing �ls� was wrong.

Mark’s glass�s, from Eliot, rimm�d Lisa in bright blu�, and also Lisa was w�aring… w�ll. Nothing. But 

sh� had b��n in a battll�, right? And so h�r cloth�s w�r� ripp�d. And y�t, Eliot should hav� finx�d that, 

lik� h� did all th�ir oth�r cloth�s.



… And th� glass�s rimm�d h�r in blu�, and blu� m�ant ‘goblin’.

Theat’s how Eliot had s�t it up.

Theat’s how it still work�d.

And th�n Lisa op�n�d h�r mouth a m�t�r away from Mark, and that was probably th� only r�ason that 

Mark instinctiv�ly l�apt away from h�r, pulling his hand back as h�r t��th snapp�d on �mpty air.

Mark slamm�d Lisa with all of his n�gativ� Union, dropping h�r to th� ground, whil� conn�cting 

positiv�ly to Isoko, Eliot, David, and Juan.

Lisa f�ll to th� ground, fainting.

Mark look�d at his group. Eliot, David, and Isoko w�r� all untouch�d by th� scan of th� glass�s, but Juan

was rimm�d in blu�.

Juan was going to bit� Eliot’s right thigh.

David mov�d fast.

Sudd�nly h� had two h�ads in his hands.

Lisa and Juan’s h�ads.

Mark f�lt a t�rribl� sort of itch in his h�ad as h� saw th� h�ads of two of his fri�nds in David’s hands, 

but h� also saw th�m as gr��n-skinn�d and with big �ars, bright y�llow �y�s, and nasty, point�d t��th. 

Eliot gasp�d as h� grabb�d his h�ad, whil� Isoko blink�d a littll�.

Eliot groan�d, “No no, stupid fucking… mind shit. Fuck.”

Isoko y�ll�d, “Wh�r� th� FUCK did th�y com� from?!””



David said, “List�n up.”

All �y�s turn�d toward David.

David had s�v�ral goblin h�ads sittling on th� ground around him, and also Lisa and Juan’s h�ads still in 

his hands.

Mark f�lt his stomach drop.

David said, “The� goblins hav� b��n obs�rving us for th� last hour, but th�y hav� b��n in th� ar�a for 

days now.

“The� goblins inf�ct�d a hiv� mind spid�r and colony. Theis was in th� bri�finng. You all should hav� b��n 

wary of possibl� Mind Pow�rs.

“Theis sort of shit is normal out th�r� in th� wilds.

“You will m��t probl�ms lik� this in th� futur�, and �sp�cially among goblin populations. If th�y didn’t 

vi�w humanity as food and Pow�r sourc�s, th�n p�rhaps th�y could b� r�ason�d with, but th�y ar� what 

th�y ar�, and w� ar� what w� ar�, and so, th�y cannot b� r�ason�d with, �v�r. The�y will always attlack, 

and you will always kill th�m wh�n�v�r you can.

“Theings lik� this ar� why p�opl� stay in wall�d citi�s as much as possibl�, and why thos� who hunt 

monst�rs ar� r�sp�ct�d and valu�d, and n�v�r kill�d, unl�ss th�y ar� kill�rs th�ms�lv�s.

“Mind pow�rs lik� this ar� pr�ttly normal among monst�rs. Hiv� Mind b�ing th� most common on�. I 

would classify this particular variant as ‘Mind Nudg�’. Pow�r L�v�l 35, max. Mind Control is 

�xc��dingly rar�, and almost n�v�r shows up among th� monst�rs. It is mostly a human thing.

“Isoko,” David said, as h� look�d toward th� girl. Isoko s��m�d worri�d, but th�n again, who wasn’t. 

David said, “You would hav� b��n immun� to th�ir Mind Nudg� if Mark had b��n conn�ct�d to you and 

passiv�ly buffinng you just as h� alr�ady was. You will ris� abov� b�ing susc�ptibl� to this wh�n you g�t 

past ti�r 3, and �nt�r ti�r 4. Theat said, th� goblins sp�cifincally wait�d for you to r�mov� yours�lf from 



Mark’s buffinng, and th�y corr�ctly gu�ss�d that you would try that, b�caus� you look�d lik� you w�r� 

g�ttling bor�d with �asy kills.

“Mark. You should hav� b��n immun� to th�ir Mind Nudg� if you w�r� focus�d on r�sili�nc� against 

mind �ffe�cts. As it was, you w�r� just som�what immun�. The�y took a chanc� wh�n th�y d�cid�d to 

attlack, b�caus� th�y saw op�nings and th�y had to tak� th�m.

“Eliot. I hav� no not�s for you. You did �v�rything w�ll, but you’ll always b� w�ak toward mind stuffe; it 

is your main w�akn�ss. In a normal mission, you would hav� a circl�t of cl�ar mind, at l�ast.” David 

dropp�d th� h�ads onto th� ground with th� r�st of th� pil�, and l�ft th�m th�r�. “Also, all of you w�r� 

talking about skills and shit out in th� op�n. I won’t blam� you for that; not ov�rly so. But you shouldn’t 

do that in a normal monst�r hunt, for variants lik� th�s� two goblins show up all th� tim�. K��p that sort

of talk hidd�n b�hind walls. Id�ally, you all would hav� h�lm�ts that could k��p your voic�s to 

yours�lv�s.”

Mark was alr�ady frantically adding th� id�a of r�sili�nc� against Mind Pow�rs to his id�as of Union, 

along with r�moving th� w�akn�ss of b�ing affe�ct�d by Mind Pow�rs.

The� full brush of th� dang�r th�y w�r� in r�v�al�d its�lf in a rush of blu� light all throughout th� vision 

of th� scann�rs. Blu� light ling�r�d all ov�r th� str��t. Ev�rywh�r�, r�ally. In th� windows, on th� �dg�s 

of rooftops, and by th� bodi�s of th� fall�n wyv�rn dogs.

Mark saw bit�s tak�n out of th� wyv�rn dogs. Theos� bit�s had not b��n th�r� b�for�.

David continu�d, “In light of this d�v�lopm�nt, and your discov�ry of it, I’m d�claring that your 

illuminat�d offe�r of p�ac� is good �nough. Only th� most idiotic of sponsors would �v�r d�mand mor� of

you past this point, and any such sponsor should b� ignor�d compl�t�ly if th�y would continu� to 

sugg�st such a r�quir�m�nt. Exc�pt in th� most �xtraordinary of circumstanc�s —of which this is NOT— 

such a p�rson would b� consid�r�d und�r mind control th�ms�lv�s, and should b� quarantin�d.

“Theis is now an absolut� �xt�rmination mission. The�y’ll com� at us at night, at full str�ngth with dark to 

cloak th�m, and w� n��d prop�r d�f�ns�s.

“L�t’s g�t back to bas�.”



Isoko start�d running, h�r fac� solid with focus. Eliot follow�d, looking a bit panicky.

Mark took up th� r�ar, f��ling un�asy.

David mov�d with an �asy walk, l�ttling �v�ryon� g�t far ah�ad of him, and th�n h� r�app�ar�d in front 

of �v�ryon�, b�for� h� r�app�ar�d to th� sid�. H� was looking at �v�rything, but also not r�ally looking 

at anything at all.

Blu� was �v�rywh�r� on th� scann�rs, and Mark was absolut�ly sur� that h� saw goblin h�ads duck 

down b�hind brok�n windows h�r� and th�r�. Mark thought that th� goblins might b� �sp�cially wary of

David, but mor� than willing to attlack him, Isoko, and Eliot, if th�y could. Which was just insan� of 

th�m. But th�y didn’t car� about loss�s, did th�y. The�y could always mak� mor� goblins.

Mark and his p�opl� r�ach�d th� bas�.

The� bas� had som� blu� markings on th� walls and going up th� stairs, but th� goblins had not br�ach�d 

th� int�rior. The�y hadn’t �v�n gottl�n n�ar th� doors, and th�r� w�r� no op�nings for th�m to g�t insid� 

any oth�r way.

Eliot �asily op�n�d th� doors, into th� bright lights of th� c�ntral room of th� bas�—

Isoko rush�d ah�ad. “L�t m� ch�ck!”

Isoko got into th� room. Sh� look�d around.

Eliot look�d panicky again. H� busi�d hims�lf with smoothing out th� walls of th� plac�, making th�m 

sh�ar surfac�s, only for his �y�s to go wid� wh�n h� saw wh�r� littll� goblin hands had gripp�d onto th� 

rock, pr�v�nting thos� parts from b�ing affe�ct�d by Man-mad� Manipulation.

Mark calm�d hims�lf and h� tri�d to calm Eliot, too, br�athing out th� bad and taking in th� good—

“Cl�ar!” Isoko said, insid� th� plac�.



Eliot w�nt insid�, saying, “Theank th� gods!” H� couldn’t wait for �v�ryon� to g�t insid� b�for� h� 

�xclaim�d, “FUCKING HELL?!” Mind goblins?!””

Mark w�nt insid� and David follow�d, closing th� door b�hind th�m.

Eliot was alr�ady rushing toward his scanning machin�. H� got to it, and th�n paus�d.

Mark saw that th� scr��n was flyick�ring w�irdly. All of th� scr��ns on th� s�curity guard wall w�r� 

b�ing w�ird, too.

Eliot �xclaim�d, “FUCK! The�y brok� it—” H� pull�d back and d�clar�d, “I can finx this! I can finx this, for 

sur�.” H� start�d flyowing parts out from a hol� in th� flyoor.

Isoko chuckl�d n�rvously. “Ahh! Good n�ws; you can finx it!” Sh� muttl�r�d, “The�y brok� it that �asily, 

though?”

Eliot said nothing.

David spok� up, “The� oth�r good n�ws is that w� won’t hav� to s��k out th� goblins. The�y will com� 

h�r� to attlack us. The� only thing you hav� to fingur� out is how to kill th�m all. Hon�stly, that was your 

main plan anyway, and now th�y hav� no �l�m�nt of surpris�. So this is good.”

Sil�nc�.

Mark clapp�d his hands. “Yup! Theis is good! Lov� a cl�ar mission! Kill th� goblins.”

Isoko and Eliot had a mom�nt.

And th�n Isoko ask�d Eliot, “Can you mak� sp�ars on wir� that I can throw and pull back from th� 

roof?”



Eliot said, “I can do that. I n��d to mak� traps out th�r� on th� oth�r n�arby buildings, so I’ll n��d you to

g�t som� practic� throwing against th� far buildings. Ar� you abl� to Tactil� T�l�kin�sis y�t?”

“Not fully, but I’m hoping to g�t th�r� fast.”

Mark start�d br�athing in sust�nanc� and br�athing out d�privation, including th� monst�r tr�� in th� 

Union, whil� his puls�d r�sili�nc� and w�akn�ss to his party, and also David. H� ask�d David, “How do 

you do d�t�ction with Union? I can g�n�rally t�ll th� distanc� out th�r� to that giant tr��, but I hav�n’t 

b��n abl� to fingur� out actual d�t�ction y�t?”

David said, “I can’t h�lp you with that. I hav� th� pow�r gift�d to m�; I don’t know how it actually 

works. I can just f��l wh�r� my astral body touch�s. Can you do th� sam�?”

Mark frown�d a littll�, trying to s�ns� what h� could.

Onc�, on his finrst day at H�aling Club, Mark had b��n abl� to ‘s��’ th� thr�ads that mad� up his astral 

body. The�y had app�ar�d to him �v�n wh�n his �y�s w�r� clos�d. H� hadn’t b��n abl� to r�plicat� that 

situation sinc� th�n. H� had n��d�d visual clarity to a targ�t, or at l�ast to know wh�r� a targ�t was, 

finrst. H� hadn’t b��n abl� to targ�t anything wh�n h� didn’t know wh�r� it was…

Oh.

Wait.

The�r� was a bank of scr��ns ov�r th�r�, that s�curity guard station.

… Mark want�d som�thing b�ttl�r.

Mark said, “Eliot. I n��d a holodisplay of th� n�arby scan for goblins, pl�as�. In th� middl� of th� room.”

Eliot p�rk�d up. “Good id�a! Much b�ttl�r than all th� cam�ras.”



David said, “I lik� th� cam�ras.”

Som�how Mark f�lt saf�r with David making jok�s. 


